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HERBERT VON HALEM VERLAG

Editorial

Change and compulsion

»I believe that journalism must change,« says Dirk von Gehlen, journalist and 
director of the SZ Institute, the think tank of the national German newspaper 
Süddeutsche Zeitung. Gabriele Hooffacker and Nicola Moser headline their essay 
with this sentence from an interview with von Gehlen. He and other experts 
from academia and practice were asked about how generative language AI is 
changing journalism and how educational institutions should react to the rapid 
technological change. The pressure to adapt seems enormous, but the talk of 
»compelling change« does not necessarily conceal the idea of journalistic prac-
tice for more quality, more information and a more democratic public sphere. 
When editorial offices use AI tools to produce more content faster with fewer 
staff, efficiency and cost minimization are the top priorities.

Journalism cannot remain as it was, according to the experts. The academic 
articles and essays in this issue deal with what these changes look like in con-
crete terms. Jessica Kunert, Luka Simon and Volker Lilienthal use the example 
of the research network of NDR, WDR  –  two German public broadcasters  –  and 
Süddeutsche Zeitung to show how professional journalism is organized today 
through collaboration and, at the same time, a division of labor in order to enable 
in-depth research despite fewer financial and human resources. The researchers 
are particularly interested in work processes and problems of internal com-
munication. Who works on what, who informs whom, what is published and 
when? These new forms of cooperation between journalists from public and 
private-commercial media require trust and repeated agreements. They are 
time-consuming and cost-intensive, but ultimately pay off because scandals are 
uncovered and those responsible are held accountable. However, research alli-
ances such as that of NDR, WDR and Süddeutsche Zeitung are also confronted with 
accusations of distortion of competition and cross-subsidization.

So-called »charitable« or non-profit journalism operates beyond traditional 
forms of organization and financing. It is not financed by contributions, sales 
or advertising, but by donations, memberships and foundation funds. Sebas-
tian Gall and Uwe Krüger look at how to safeguard its independence. Using the 
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example of the German non-profit newsroom Correctiv and its research about the 
»Potsdam Meeting« of high-ranking AfD politicians, entrepreneurs and neo-Na-
zis, the authors show how journalistic work financed by donations can have a 
social impact: Hundreds of thousands demonstrated in Germany against right-
wing extremism in January 2024. Nevertheless, the problem of financing jour-
nalism remains, and that »non-profit« journalism depends on the willingness of 
individuals to donate.

So what is reported, which topics does journalism use to reach its audience, 
and which topics does it neglect? Since 1997, the Initiative Nachrichtenaufklärung 
(News Enlightenment Initiative) has been analyzing what is not reported or reported 
too little. It not only names the »Top Ten« neglected topics every year, but also 
criticizes the structures that lead to non-reporting. In their article, Jörg-Uwe 
Nieland and Hektor Haarkötter discuss research on the media’s thematization 
function, agenda setting and agenda cutting. They provide information on 
what makes an event newsworthy and why some news stories do not receive the 
attention they deserve. The authors see not only journalism, but also journalism 
studies and communication and media studies as having a duty, calling on their 
colleagues in the field to provide more public criticism and public scholarship to 
educate the public.

Enlightenment includes looking beyond the national horizon and address-
ing, for example, the presidential election in Romania and the situation of the 
media and political journalism there. Eduard-Claudiu Gross and Tanjev Schultz 
examine how social media, despite all promises of democratization, spread dis-
information during the election campaign and ensured an election victory for 
the radical right-wing, pro-Russian candidate Călin Georgescu. As a result, the 
Romanian Constitutional Court ordered a re-run of the election in December 
2024, also on suspicion of Russian influence. The use of TikTok by far-right pol-
iticians highlighted the disruptive power of digital communication platforms, 
but also the potential of professional, fact-based reporting. The election victory 
of moderate candidate Nicușor Dan shows: Media can be a democratic correc-
tive and regain trust through high-quality journalism. But political journalism 
needs independence from platform and market logic.

Finally, the study by Ella Hackett, Teodora Tavares and Gregory Perreault 
reminds us that journalism is always also a struggle for representation and rec-
ognition. In their analysis of obituaries of US women journalists, the authors 
show how this particular genre conveys views on what good journalism is and 
what makes a good journalist. For the most part, the obituary writers pay posi-
tive tribute to the courage and non-conformity of the deceased. Overall, the com-
puter-aided analysis of over a thousand obituaries of women journalists reveals 
a change in the »meta-journalistic discourse« and a different understanding of 
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journalism: away from a neutral, distanced journalism towards a committed, 
value-oriented journalism as a place of social negotiation and emancipation.

Hence, journalism is constantly changing; nothing stays the same. However, if 
we believe that journalism must change, this should not mean that it must become 
even more data-driven and efficient. It would be better if it were more independent 
of market constraints, platform logics and technocratic promises of salvation.

The reviews, articles and essays in this issue combine empirical research with 
theoretical reflection, international perspectives with concrete case studies. 
They invite you to understand journalistic change, and may they also invite you 
to actively shape this change. We wish you an inspiring read and look forward to 
hearing your opinions!

Martina Thiele
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Research Paper

Jessica Kunert / Luka Simon / Volker Lilienthal

Cooperation despite competition
Work processes and potentials for conflict in an investigative 
research network

Abstract: The journalistic cooperation in the investigative research network 
of the German public broadcasters NDR and WDR and the national daily 
Süddeutsche Zeitung has not yet been scientifically examined with regard to 
internal work processes (workflows and standards) and possible problems 
and conflicts (journalistic research, objectives and financing). In this article, 
we analyze the form of cooperation of the research network on the basis of 
its structures and degree of organization. We interviewed nine journalists in 
the network, using qualitative, guided interviews. The results of the internal 
work processes show that research teams within the network come together 
to work on specific topics and benefit from each other’s qualifications and 
approaches. In-depth discussions and firm agreements are essential. Prob-
lems and conflicts arise mainly from the different levels of human and finan-
cial resources required by the newsrooms, as well as from the high organiza-
tional effort involved. It is clear that the journalists value the network above 
all for the variety of topics and the high quality and quantity of the research 
results. As a form of cooperation, the investigative research network we 
examined is a success that is supported by a large number of implicit rules. 
In addition to the internal structures, the accusation of distortion of compe-
tition  –  raised due to the cooperation between two public and one private 
media  –  needs to be discussed.

Keywords: Investigative journalism, cooperation, research, collaboration

The investigative research network of WDR, NDR and Süddeutsche Zeitung (SZ) is 
one of the best-known German inter-media journalism networks (cf. Schultz 
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2021: 338). Since it was founded 2014, there have been numerous joint investi-
gations and publications by different constellations of the three investigative 
departments involved. For instance, in January 2023, the three media reported 
on inconsistent price negotiations for PCR tests between medical officials and 
health insurance companies; shortly thereafter they identified hotspots of the 
harmful chemical PFAS in Germany’s soil. In the summer of 2022, WDR, NDR and 
SZ published the »Uber Files« together with media in 28 other countries, uncov-
ering that the US ride-hailing company Uber was trying to circumvent laws by 
using contacts to top European politicians such as Emmanuel Macron. In 2023, 
the network investigated allegations against German »Rammstein« singer Till 
Lindemann.

In investigative journalism in particular, uncovering abuses requires cross-ed-
itorial and even cross-border cooperation during research (Carson/Farhall 
2018; cf. Schultz 2021: 339). Such collaborations can develop powerful publish-
ing dynamics and provide great social benefits (cf. Schultz 2021: 339). Thus, 
even strong media competitors come together for such cooperations, making use 
of the division of labor (cf. Schultz 2021: 340) or  –  as in the case of the research 
cooperation discussed here  –  private and public media. This form of intermedia 
cooperation is sometimes criticized for media policy reasons, in particular for 
distorting competition and cross-subsidizing two types of media (e.g. Meier 
2015). Meanwhile, collaboration between journalists from different newrsooms 
is not new. In recent years, various national and international journalistic 
networks have emerged (cf. Schultz 2021: 338). The USA is leading the way as 
researchers have seen a clear trend towards cooperation and collaboration in 
journalism there since the late 1990s (cf. Heft 2021: 454; cf. Schultz 2021: 338).

One reason for the increasing importance of research networks is the digi-
tal transformation and the amount of data that is stored online (cf. Lugschitz 
et al. 2024: 109). Investigative journalists in particular face new challenges in 
researching and verifying data, for instance when stemming from leaks (Kunert 
et al. 2022). Hence, the exchange and mutual support between investigative 
teams is becoming increasingly important, particularly in terms of landing 
scoops besides reporting the daily news, to stand out among competitors in 
the media market (cf. Schultz 2021: 341). The trend towards collaboration and 
research networks is also seen as a »contribution to saving and safeguarding 
quality journalism« (Schultz 2021: 341; original in German).

Despite these well-known developments in journalism, few academic studies 
have analyzed such cross-editorial collaborations thus far. We examine the inves-
tigative research network of NDR, WDR and SZ because in their case two public 
broadcasters cooperate cross-medially with a privately organized and more text-
based press/online medium. The difference between the media houses is twofold: 
in terms of production processes and publication channels as well as financially 
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(licence fee vs. sales and advertising revenues). These structural differences sug-
gest certain work processes and internal cooperation conflicts, which are exam-
ined in this study.

Characteristics of investigative journalism

Investigative journalism is understood in academic research as a special jour-
nalistic discipline. Hoxha defines this professional field as a »particular way of 
reporting by relying on a rigid and systematic investigation and layers of verifi-
cation of facts to the last detail [...] with the aim to have an impact on the public« 
(Hoxha 2019: 1). In order to achieve their goals  –  be they personal or social in 
nature  –  investigative journalists are attributed a certain degree of professional 
self-sacrifice: »[...] journalists are likely to stir up a hornet’s nest bearing risks for 
their career, their whole profession and their own safety« (Hahn/Stalph 2018: 
2). According to Hoxha, the basic goals of investigative work are to verify and 
thoroughly research topics (Hoxha 2019: 1; also Kaplan 2008: 115). Investigative 
journalists see themselves as »watchdogs« (Ludwig 2014: 171) and as the fourth 
estate in the state with a »claim to control power« (Cario 2006: 121; original in 
German). They are also driven by the potential social impact that journalistic 
work can have on changes to systems or laws and by standing up for the interests 
of the general public (cf. Kaplan 2008: 115f.; Lugschitz et al. 2024: 115).

Ludwig identifies three criteria that define investigative journalism: first, the 
topics are socially, politically or societally relevant and thus essential for public 
opinion (especially corruption, abuse of power, bribery, fraud or violations of the 
law) (cf. Ludwig 2014: 17); second, investigative research is an interplay between 
journalists and informants, whereby the roles of both can vary; third, compared 
to other journalistic beats, research is carried out under »more difficult condi-
tions« (Ludwig 2014: 18; original in German), which leads to an increased work-
load (cf. Ludwig 2014: 17f.). Lanosga et al. (2017) distinguish between the self-im-
age of investigative and non-investigative journalists: investigative journalists 
are, for example, more open to unconventional research practices such as the use 
of hidden cameras (cf. Lanosga et al. 2017: 283).

Forms of cooperation in investigative journalism

Since the late 1990s, researchers have observed an increase in collaborative 
journalism in the USA, including in the investigative beat and across national 
borders (see Carson/Farhall 2018: 1899f.; see Heft 2021: 457; see Krüger et 
al. 2019; see Schultz 2021: 338). A trend towards collaborative journalism can 
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be observed especially in the case of major international topics (cf. Kayser-Bril 
2018: 60; cf. Lück/Schultz 2019), as complex research and the evaluation and 
examination of large amounts of data require more resources, both human and 
financial (cf.  Kayser-Bril 2018: 27; cf. Lilienthal 2017: 661; cf. Lück/Schultz 
2019; cf. Lugschitz et al. 2024: 114). Researchers cite increased competition with-
in the media industry and financial restrictions in media organizations as fur-
ther reasons for an increase in willingness to cooperate in journalism (cf. Heft 
2021: 459; cf. Konow-Lund et al. 2019: 2). In addition, Lilienthal recognizes an 
»increased focus on research« (Lilienthal 2017: 661; original in German) since 
the early 2000s, the aim being to enable exclusive research and thus asserting 
oneself against competitors in times of scarce resources. Other motives of jour-
nalists who collaborate across borders include the quality improvement of jour-
nalistic products, the possible political and social impact of journalistic research, 
addressing a larger audience and synergies in terms of resources, technologies, 
finances and expertise (cf. Cairo 2008: 181; cf. Heft 2021; cf. Sambrook 2018: 27). 
When collaborating, trust between the collaborators is just as essential as care 
in handling confidential data (cf. Sambrook 2018: 31). Yet, cooperation also har-
bors potentials for conflict, such as a lack of motivation and activity of individ-
ual partners or communication problems (cf. Konow-Lund 2019: 4). This in turn 
increases the effort required for coordination (cf. Kayser-Bril 2018: 62f.).

Investigative research networks are a formalized form of cooperation and 
team building, which are defined as »organizational alliances between inde-
pendent newsrooms that enable planned cooperation between journalists from 
different media houses« (Schultz 2021: 338; original in German). In addition to 
the investigative research network discussed in this study, cross-border forms 
of cooperation have emerged, such as the European Investigative Collaboration 
(EIC, founded in 2016 and consisting of the German news magazine Spiegel and ten 
media partners), Investigative Europe (about 15 journalists from several European 
countries), the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ) and 
the Global Investigative Journalism Network (GIJN). To date, there has been little 
research into the functions and characteristics of such networks in (investigative) 
journalism (cf. Heft et al. 2019: 1184). In the few studies that did research it, the 
focus was on the above-mentioned cross-border associations (cf. Krüger et al. 
2019: 406), in which journalists from different countries work on a common topic, 
merge and review their research results, but then publish their stories depending 
on the media house and audience (cf. Alfter 2018: 41; cf. Lück/Schultz 2019; 
Rothenberger et al. 2023). The type of cooperation between media varies; for 
instance, cross-media research is increasing (cf. Carson/Farhall 2018: 1902). 
Although more and more public media are cooperating with private media players 
(cf. Grubenmann/Russ-Mohl 2016: 1), Cairo (2006: 181), for example, identifies a 
potential for conflict if the potential cooperation partner is a competing medium.
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The networks can be differentiated according to their organizational struc-
ture and the length and intensity of cooperation, which can be applied to both 
cross-border and national networks (cf. Heft et al. 2019: 1197; cf. Heft 2021: 458). 
Heft (2021: 458) distinguishes between »low degree« networks with little struc-
ture and flat hierarchies and »high degree« networks with a fixed organizational 
structure and a leadership that monitors compliance with the structures. »Medi-
um degree« networks with a medium-strong structure and control form the 
middle ground. Heft also distinguishes between »top-down« and »bottom-up« 
initiatives: The former means that cooperation takes place on the basis of a fixed 
agreement between the newsrooms; these are long-term collaborations, i.e. high 
degree networks (cf. Heft 2021: 455f.). Bottom-up initiatives are created on the 
initiative of the journalists involved and are usually only temporary, i.e. in the 
form of low-degree networks (cf. Heft 2021: 455f.). According to Heft, intensive 
cooperation exists when there is close teamwork within a research team and 
research material and knowledge is exchanged and published at the same time 
(cf. Heft 2021: 458). In contrast, in loose collaborations little is exchanged and no 
binding joint publications exist (cf. Heft 2021: 458). This results in differences in 
the length and intensity of a collaboration, in the objective of the research (only 
one project or several projects) and in the form of publication (identical or indi-
vidual). In addition, networks can differ in their composition, depending on how 
many media companies are involved and which type of media is represented, as 
well as in the length of a collaboration, its thematic focus and its form of publica-
tion (cf. Schultz 2021: 338).

This study focuses on the internal work processes and possible conflict poten-
tials in the investigative research network of NDR, WDR and SZ. The research 
questions are:

RQ1:	 How does the cross-editorial cooperation in the research network of NDR, 
WDR and SZ work in terms of internal work processes?

RQ2:	What problems and conflicts arise during collaboration?

Method

Nine people who worked as investigative journalists in the research network 
of WDR, NDR and SZ in the study period from December 2022 to May 2023 were 
interviewed using qualitative, guided interviews. It was important that the 
interviewees had already worked together for at least two years and were there-
fore familiar with internal work processes. For reasons of source protection, the 
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interviewees’ names remain anonymous and are only noted by a letter and num-
ber combination (e.g. B3) in the findings chapter.

The members of the research network were identified on the basis of informa-
tion on the websites of the participating media. Identifying journalists working 
for the NDR broadcastser was easier than for the WDR and SZ journalists, as it was 
not always clear who worked for the research network. Editorial managers and 
other journalists were asked who regularly worked for the research network. 
In addition, personal websites, Twitter profiles of investigative journalists and 
joint publications by WDR, NDR and SZ served as indicators of participation in the 
research network. Names of people were also requested via the personal working 
environment at NDR by of one of the authors.

The interviews were conducted via video call at the request of the partici-
pants and lasted 45 minutes on average. The interview questions concerned the 
internal work processes in the research network (workflows: selection of topics, 
division of work, exchange of information; standards: rules, agreements on pub-
lications, financing) and problems and conflicts in the collaboration (in research, 
objectives, financing).

The interviews were transcribed by hand. No transcription software was used to 
ensure that the sensitive information shared during the interviews was not stored 
on the platforms of commercial transcription service providers and thus potential-
ly disclosed to third parties. The interview quotes were translated from German.

The evaluation followed the principle of qualitative content analysis accord-
ing to Mayring, Fenzl and Gläser-Zikuda (cf. Gläser-Zikuda et al. 2022: 243; 
cf.  Kuckartz/Rädiker 2022: 514). A category system is the basis of the eval-
uation. The deductive first category ›internal work processes‹ is divided into 
›workflows‹ and ›standards‹. The following subcategories, among others, were 
formed and coded for ›workflows‹: selection of topics, division of work, exchange 
of information, each of which is intended to cover different assumed work steps. 
The second subcategory ›standards‹ is divided into research rules/standards, 
agreements on publications and financing rules. The second deductive category 
›problems and conflicts during collaboration‹ was divided into the subcategories 
conflicts/problems during research, conflicts concerning objectives/problems 
and financing conflicts/problems.

The study is subject to some limitations. On the one hand, the deliberately 
open-ended interview questions ensured that the interviewees gave a wide range 
of answers. On the other hand, it was sometimes difficult to tell in retrospect 
whether certain things were not mentioned or were mentioned with varying 
degrees of clarity for reasons of confidentiality or whether they were simply for-
gotten to be mentioned. It is assumed that some aspects of the collaboration did 
not occur to the interviewees ad hoc. One limitation of the open questions is the 
fact that some interviewees already listed the advantages and disadvantages of 
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research cooperation at the beginning of the interview. This inevitably led to a 
redundancy in the questions during the course of the interviews, but they were 
deliberately asked again so that the interviewees could once again think spe-
cifically about the disadvantages or advantages of intermedia cooperation, for 
example. Finally, it must be pointed out that the results are not universally valid. 
The data were already saturated after half of the interviews. However, due to the 
members’ individual assessment of the collaboration, it cannot be ruled out that 
new aspects would have come up if all participants in the research network had 
been interviewed.

The findings below shows the internal work processes in the research network 
as well as problems and conflicts in the collaboration.

Findings: Internal work processes

Research question 1 relates to the organization of internal work processes within 
the research network, focusing on the selection of topics, the division of work, 
the exchange of information, the rules, and agreements on publications and 
financing.

The internal work processes presented first concerns the selection of topics. All 
nine interviewees state that most of the topics are brought in from outside the 
newsroom. Almost all of them cite existing contacts as main sources for their 
topics. Many of the long-standing research network members are considered 
»specialists on various topics« (B2), have developed topics themselves through 
years of research, have built up a network in social areas and have thus gained 
»special access« (B9). According to B8, topics often come »from the political 
sphere from sources [...] who are somehow involved, but who of course also pur-
sue a certain interest«. It is important to maintain contact with previous sources 
and to hold background discussions that can lead to new topic ideas (B3, B4). In 
addition to the existing contacts of research network members, the majority of 
interviewees cite informants as sources who leak or anonymously transmit infor-
mation to the newsrooms. This takes place via secure mailboxes of investigative 
journalists or anonymous mailboxes, as was the case with the reporting by the SZ 
on the ›Swiss Secrets‹ story (B2). As B9 explains, such secret data are often passed 
on to the research network members because the research network has »now 
made a name for itself«. Three interviewees (B6, B7 and B8) cited other coopera-
tion partners such as the ICIJ or the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting 
Project (OCCRP) as another important source of information from outside the 
newsrooms. These statements lead to the conclusion that such an exchange of 
topics between cooperation partners takes place either at joint conferences or 
through a member of WDR, NDR or SZ who is also connected to another network 
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(B7). B8 states that although international research topics are rare, they are par-
ticularly powerful. Two thirds of respondents also consider the internal choice of 
topics to be worth mentioning. This is triggered by current events and the news 
situation (B8). These topic suggestions are then shared in conferences or among 
colleagues.

With regard to the division of work, the interviewees’ responses indicate that 
the distribution of tasks is decided »depending on the topic and occasion« (B9). 
Here, the journalists’ statements are similar in that there does not seem to be a 
fixed process, but rather the distribution of tasks sometimes takes place bilat-
erally between the network members, sometimes in conferences and sometimes 
at department management level. Each investigative newsroom decides inde-
pendently with whom to cooperate from the other media houses. Above all, how-
ever, it is clear that investigative journalists contact each other independently 
and across newsrooms and come together to conduct joint research.

The decision as to which of the three investigative newsrooms or which of the 
colleagues should be involved in the journalistic research is not made according 
to fixed patterns, but rather depends on the subject area to be researched, the 
different competences and personal sympathies. If colleagues join forces for a 
joint project, the interviewees cite the factors of trust, journalistic skills (such 
as data analysis) and existing access to sources and contacts as particularly deci-
sive; specialist knowledge also plays a role (e.g. B9). It is also important whether 
successful cooperation has already taken place in the past and whether there is 
sufficient time available (B4). It must be made clear that all those involved work 
primarily for their own organization and that collaboration within the network 
is decided on a case-by-case basis. As a result, not all three newsrooms are always 
part of a project, but sometimes only NDR and WDR, WDR and SZ or NDR and SZ, 
depending on availability, according to the majority of interviewees. Depending 
on the scope of a project, international cooperation partners such as the ICIJ are 
also brought on board.

With regard to the degree of the division of labor, the interviewees largely 
agree that they divide work mostly during the research phase and less so during 
writing up the story. Respondents said that each newsroom works independently 
on the same topic, but then shares its research results and uses the different qual-
ifications and contacts of the other participants across newsrooms. In particular, 
large amounts of data from leaks are analyzed based on a division of labor to save 
time. Two interviewees from NDR and SZ stated that journalists take on different 
tasks during research: Some colleagues are mainly responsible for gathering 
information and others for evaluating the material or journalistic implementa-
tion (B7). As part of this division, some colleagues only get involved at the end 
of a project (B8). However, there is not always a complete division: some appoint-
ments are attended by employees from all three media houses (B6).
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B3, B4 and B6 state that in the German national broadcaster ARD (of which the 
regional broadcasters NDR and WDR are member stations) one editorial depart-
ment is often in charge. These responsibilities are reflected in fact checking 
and the approval of an investigation: While the SZ is responsible for its own fact 
checking according to most interviewees, at NDR and WDR the managing editor 
who is in charge of the investigation or the legal department is responsible for 
the fact checking for most of the investigations.

According to B3, B7 and B2, the final responsibility for the publications lies 
with each media house itself: »So since everyone writes their own story, everyone 
is also responsible for their own actions, so to speak.« (B2). Some of the inter-
viewees point out that a contribution is sent to all those involved in the research 
process for approval in addition to the in-house fact checking  –  in other words, 
all three media can also be involved in the fact checking. It becomes clear that the 
approval process is not set in stone, but varies from project to project.

It is striking that many interviewees ascribed a different independence to SZ as 
a private-sector newspaper than to NDR and WDR: »SZ does its own thing.« (B3). 
The reason for this are the different research steps, production channels and the 
differing production times of print and television reports. With regard to the 
division of work, the statements of the interviewees therefore differ in that some 
emphasize the continuous independence of the three investigative newsrooms 
in the implementation while others state that the channels are divided between 
NDR and WDR in particular, with one newsroom taking over radio and the other 
one television.

To exchange information, all members of the research network take part in reg-
ular video conferences to discuss past and planned publications, offer criticism, 
collect and discuss topic suggestions and ideas and decide on joint research. In 
addition, the department heads meet in joint sessions, and bilateral conferences 
are held between project partners.

All interviewees perceive the exchange of material as intensive, cooperative 
and as an »ongoing process« (B5), in the course of which the participating jour-
nalists continuously share data, knowledge, documents and central research 
results with each other. There are no limits to the exchange  –  apart from a 
possible exception due to source protection. Everyone conducts interviews, 
exchanges the results, passes on contacts and »everything is shared« (B6). The 
exchange takes place bilaterally between colleagues and does not have to be 
approved at the manager level: B3 describes this exchange as an exchange of 
»many messages back and forth between colleagues«. Journalists often exchange 
information several times a day, especially towards the end of a project. Large-
scale projects are perceived as particularly exchange-intensive. All interviewees 
agree that cooperation with another media house only makes sense if there is 
an intensive exchange during joint research and that the participants need all 



Journalistik 2/2025	 139

Jessica Kunert / Luka Simon / Volker Lilienthal: Cooperation despite competition

the information to enable them to conduct their own research and produce jour-
nalistic contributions. B4 says that the exchange of central research results is a 
»basic principle«. B8 adds: »And that’s also the case with such joint research, that 
you’re pleased if you can help somehow, everyone can do something and everyone 
brings some information and that’s why you’re happy to share with everyone.«

When sharing data with other colleagues two main restrictions remain. Three 
interviewees cite source protection: Documents that can provide information 
about sensitive sources are not shared with other colleagues, or only in a restrict-
ed form, for example in the form of excerpts. Contact details of sensitive sources 
are also not passed on: »If material cannot be passed on for reasons of source 
protection, then of course we adhere to this strictly, because source protection 
is really the be-all and end-all« (B5). Three other interviewees mentioned the 
restriction that SZ does not receive any video or audio material from NDR and 
WDR to refute the accusation of distortion of competition from the outset. NDR 
and WDR co-operate to develop moving image content (B3). The gathered infor-
mation is then used to select the publication channel for SZ, NDR and WDR. Each 
media house decides for itself how a story should be published, as B5 describes:

»In general, we exchange everything, because every newsroom needs to have the basics to 

be able to decide whether to report and have all the facts together, because in the end, each 

media house always decides for itself what to do with the material.«

Internal work processes also include standards, i.e. rules, agreements on pub-
lications and the distribution of financing. The statements of the interviewees 
suggest that there are no written rules for cooperative research, but rather an 
informal code of conduct. When asked, the majority of the network members 
emphasized the individuality of the three newsrooms and the journalistic 
standards they had already internalized through their many years of work in the 
journalistic profession. Their research is based on »unspoken standards« and a 
»netiquette [...] that is adhered to, which [...] is not written down anywhere« (B1), 
but had become established over the years of working together. The information 
on research standards is correspondingly diverse. Most journalists mentioned 
basic standards such as journalistic due diligence, confrontation of all parties, 
trustworthy handling of sources, including keeping sensitive information con-
fidential from third parties. According to B8, everything else is »very, very flexi-
ble«. B2 also mentions joint confrontation, which is then carried out on behalf of 
WDR, NDR and SZ, and consultation with the legal departments on sensitive pub-
lications. B4 and B8 state that there must be fair, sufficiently long response times 
for sources who are confronted. B4 adds that, in principle, all persons named in 
the research must actually be contacted and written evidence of oral statements 
must be collected.

With regard to agreements on publications or regulations for joint publications by 
the research network, all members agree that publications are generally published 
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at the same time after a jointly set embargo period. However, a majority of the 
journalists emphasize that they sometimes deviate from these embargo periods 
depending on the topic of the research and accordingly discuss the publication 
date anew each time: »How we publish is something we discuss anew each time, 
because the question of when we make embargo periods varies from project to 
project« (B1). The embargo periods also depend on the planned format of a story.

Three interviewees say that consideration is always given to the respective 
editorial deadlines of the media houses and the upcoming broadcasts, so that no 
newsroom misses out on a publication because there is no suitable broadcast at the 
time (B7). This difference in the accessibility of the various target groups should 
be taken into account, especially in cross-media work (B3). Despite these state-
ments, conflicts also arise (see below). In addition to the joint publication date, B3 
in particular lists other aspects in the planning of publications: the orientation 
towards target groups depending on the topic, a joint press release on behalf of 
all media houses in the case of important research, the naming of those persons 
and their newsrooms as authors who were actually involved in the research (also 
B7), and fact-based and fully researched reporting. B8 also adds that only NDR and 
WDR can publish the same text (for example on Tagesschau.de), but not SZ.

With regard to financing, five interviewees said that financing agreements 
between the three newsrooms were not in place. In principle, there are no such 
agreements; instead, each media house provides its own staff and therefore its 
own financial resources. All interviewees stated that the research network does 
not have a joint budget. According to four interviewees, the different workloads 
and the use of different media formats prevent this. Care is taken to ensure that 
everyone contributes their fair share of research work from project to project. 
For freelance journalists who work for all three newsrooms, there is a separate 
regulation, which, however, is only cited by B5: »And there are people who work 
for [all three media houses], where everyone pays their fair share, so to speak, as 
far as the fee is concerned, so that it doesn’t fall apart here either.« According to 
B6, it is only between WDR and NDR that there are different levels of financing for 
research, depending on who is in charge. The only binding regulation is dividing 
the fee of the research network team leader fee between all three newsrooms.

Findings: Problems and conflicts during collaboration

The second research question relates to problems and conflicts in the collabora-
tion. These are divided into the areas of research, objectives and financing.

When asked about possible problems or conflicts during the research pro-
cess, the respondents’ answers varied. The greatest consensus was that there 
was potential for conflict if a newsroom wanted to publish research on its own 
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without cooperating. For B6, B8 and B9 the reasons for such behavior are exclu-
sivity in access to special sources, but according to B6 this is »super super rare«. 
B8 says: »It’s for reasons of source protection or a bit of exclusivity and access, so 
to speak, to protect your exclusive access from your colleagues, [...] you’re happy 
for every great story that the other person does, but you’d actually like to have 
done it yourself.« A second frequently mentioned area of conflict, according to 
five interviewees, is the different workload of the newsrooms: B6 points out that 
it is an »insane coordination effort« to ensure an equitable division of labor. 
There are complaints and frustration when one newsroom believes it is doing 
and investing more in research than the others. Communication across the four 
locations of the newsrooms in Hamburg, Berlin, Cologne and Munich is also 
impractical (B6). Further uncertainties lie in the secure transfer of materials 
from location to location (B4). Four interviewees also say that human and person-
al conflicts between colleagues can make it difficult to come together as a team 
for research (B4 and B6) and to exchange materials (B7 and B9). B8 also sees a 
problem in the unclear responsibilities the larger a project team is:

»I would say that there is sometimes a kind of diffusion of responsibility, the 
feeling that ›Ok, if I don’t request the interview now, then someone else will do 
it‹ or ›If I don’t research this aspect, then someone else will do it‹.«

According to B2, B7 and B8, potential for conflict also arises from the different 
channels of the news media: As broadcasters WDR and NDR in particular need 
video or audio material whereas the SZ does not prioritize such considerations.

With regard to conflicts concerning the objectives of the research network, the 
interviewees mentioned a total of three different conflicts of objectives that 
can arise when publishing an investigative story. Three interviewees cite the 
cross-media-related different preferences in the publication times of radio, 
television and print, as each medium wants to reach its audience in the best 
possible way and in as many publications as possible (B3). B4 describes this as a 
»core conflict«. Three other interviewees state that the question of which type 
of publication should be chosen for cooperative research can also be a source of 
conflict. The reasons for this are different focuses on a topic to be reported on or 
different orientations of the publishing medium: »News plays a greater role at 
WDR, [which] SZ is not so interested in because it simply cannibalizes long-term 
research« (B7). For B8, the question of how big stories need to be to deserve the 
research network label at all also harbors potential for conflict, as well as the 
problem that one of the newsrooms would prefer to be the only one responsible 
for a publication. Despite the willingness to collaborate, B8 and B9 believe that 
each newsroom focuses on its own visibility.

When asked whether conflicts could arise with regard to financing, a third of 
respondents did not provide any information due to a lack of knowledge on the 
subject. Four respondents, however, do see problems: B1, B4 and B6 say different 
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kinds of workloads are difficult to compare. Although B6 states that the work-
load for a newsroom is recouped through the publication and conflicts are there-
fore unnecessary, he also sees a problem in determining the workload per person: 
»So, if [a journalist] has some source in the BKA [German: Bundeskriminalamt; 
translation: Federal Crime Police Office] and then generates some information 
from it, do you pay for the half day he was there to meet the source, or do you pay 
for the 14 years of preparatory work he needed to get access to this source?« B7 
mentions a problem that arises from the avoidance of cross-subsidization of the 
privately owned SZ: a lack of a common data platform for NDR, WDR and SZ on 
which information can be stored and shared. B7 expands on the problem: »And 
then, just for example, the SZ could make it available to others on a voluntary 
basis. But it would be expense that such a media house can only afford to a limit-
ed extent.« The reason why there is no shared data platform is that the SZ would 
otherwise be accused of working with material from public service media  –  in 
other words, the SZ would benefit indirectly from the broadcasting fees without 
having to incur the costs of its own research.

Discussion and conclusion

The objective of this study was to make the cross-editorial and cross-system 
cooperation of the research network of WDR, NDR and SZ comprehensible through 
the assessments of the investigative journalists involved from these media hous-
es. The following conclusion can be drawn: The investigative network is nowhere 
near as firmly institutionalized as accusations against it suggest (see e.g. Meier 
2015). Rather, the collaboration can be described as a media partnership for spe-
cific news events. There is no fixed set of rules, no permanently assigned staff 
and no joint project financing. The unifying elements are mutual trust, which 
is continuously strengthened through regular joint research, knowledge of col-
leagues’ skills, mutual enrichment through specialized competences and the 
mutual exchange of materials and information, as described in previous studies 
(cf. Cairo 2008: 181; cf. Heft 2021; cf. Sambrook 2018: 27, 31).

Research question 1 asked about cross-editorial cooperation in the research 
network of SZ, NDR and WDR with regard to internal work processes. It became 
clear that not all three media houses are necessarily always involved in a piece 
of research, but that the project teams are formed depending on topic and occa-
sion. The findings show that the cooperation does not consist of WDR, NDR and 
SZ journalists together researching and writing journalistic products, but that 
selected colleagues from different newsrooms work independently on the same 
project and strive for an editorial publication. While doing so, they benefit from 
each other’s qualifications and access to sources and exchange of materials. It 
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should also be noted that there do not appear to be any written rules, agreements 
or financial arrangements. Ambitious journalistic standards and a non-written 
code of conduct apply to the research network’s work, which has been established 
since it was founded and which each member has internalized through many 
years of work. This code of conduct includes the journalistic duty of care and the 
definition of when a publication receives the »WDR-NDR-SZ« label. The principle 
of simultaneity with a common embargo period applies to joint publications. 
However, as the journalists are aware that different target groups are reached 
depending on the time of publication precisely because of the cross-media nature 
of the publication, this embargo period can vary.

Based on the classification of journalism networks cited by Heft (2021), it can 
be concluded from these moderately strong structures and the flat hierarchy that 
the research network of WDR, NDR and SZ is a medium-degree network that lies in 
the middle between a top-down structure (fixed agreements) and a bottom-up struc-
ture (own initiative) (cf. Heft 2021). The cooperation structure can be described 
as intensive, based on Heft’s categorization of the intensity of cooperation, as 
there is a constant transfer of knowledge (cf. Heft 2021: 458): A regular exchange 
takes place in joint conferences, among other ways. The journalists perceive this 
exchange as intensive, cooperative and generous. Larger projects are described as 
particularly communication-intensive. Contact details and documents from sen-
sitive sources are excluded from the exchange.

As shown in research question 2, areas of conflict and problems in the collabo-
ration can be identified. During the research, these conflicts lay in the occasion-
al solo effort of a newsroom, the different levels of resources required and the 
organizational effort. The feeling of investing more in research (people, time, 
finances) than the others is the main cause of frustration and dissatisfaction. 
This confirms Kayser-Bril’s (2018: 62f.) criticism of the lack of activity on the part 
of cooperation partners and the high coordination effort. However, low moti-
vation and poor communication, as stated by Konow-Lund (2019: 4), do not play 
a role here. When asked about financing conflicts, the willingness to provide 
information was weakest  –  interviewees were unable or unwilling to provide 
much information here and limited themselves to naming conflicts in the fair 
division of labor. It is clear that there is no fixed procedure here either. Rather, 
decisions are made on a case-by-case basis and attempts are made to generate an 
even workload over the years. These results contradict those of Kayser-Bril (2018: 
62f.): The costs of collaborative projects are not per se higher than those of indi-
vidual research; rather, the equitable distribution of costs is the decisive factor. 
In contrast to Kayser-Bril, the interviewees believe that financial discrepancies 
are offset by the success of the projects, i.e. the benefits.

Accusations of distortion of competition and cross-subsidization were also 
a topic that was raised by some interviewees during the interview without the 
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question being asked. The statements on this topic vary greatly. Sometimes the 
journalists only describe whether and how it is ensured that the accusations are 
not substantiated, sometimes they deny the criticism; two people show under-
standing for the accusations. In principle, all interviewees are aware of the criti-
cism and can even understand some of it, but are convinced that sufficient care is 
taken within the research network not to offer any targets for attack. With regard 
to dealing with criticism in everyday journalistic work, seven people stated that 
particular care is taken not to offer any grounds for criticism, especially when it 
comes to the use of resources and their financing. According to the interviewees, 
the travel expenses of the ARD media houses on the one hand and the SZ on the 
other are strictly separated. There is no transfer of money from the public ser-
vice media to the SZ; a »very high level of sensitivity« (B4) is displayed and »the 
utmost care« (B9) is taken to ensure that the SZ does not receive any advantages 
from NDR and WDR. However, all of this was not due to pressure from outside, but 
out of the research network’s own interest in not cross-subsidizing, says B4. In 
general, no other ARD station is allowed to be included in the research network 
so that there is no distortion of competition (B5). B5 and B6 in particular make it 
clear that the fair distribution of personnel resources is monitored and that each 
newsroom must actually contribute something to the research to be named in 
the publication. B3, B6 and B7 emphasize that the cooperation manifests itself 
particularly in the conference, that it is not a closed research cartel and that only 
the investigative newsrooms cooperate with each other. Four people point out 
that there are now many other collaborations and networks.

In conclusion, it can also be stated that the research network is highly valued 
by the interviewed journalists: The interviewees attach great importance to the 
diversity of topics and presentations thanks to the cross-media work and the 
high quality and quantity of the research results. According to the interview-
ees, quality and quantity result above all from the depth of the research, which 
is possible thanks to the division of labor and bundling of competences as well 
as the diversity of sources used, as also reported by Cairo (2008: 181), Heft (2021) 
and Sambrook (2018: 27): »Together we can simply go much more in depth and 
thus report much more precisely, report much more comprehensively and that 
is the great value of cooperation.« (B5). Five interviewees conclude that the three 
cooperating media houses have journalistic clout and a special reach due to the 
diverse publication channels and their track record: »And this clout arises on the 
one hand from the fact that you can go into the matter with a certain amount of 
manpower and then of course also [...] from the fact that you have the opportuni-
ty to reach people through various outlets« (B2). For almost all interviewees, the 
diverse skills, competences, expertise and qualifications, but also ideas and per-
spectives, from which each individual person can benefit, are also essential for 
research. Here, the interviewees are aware of their own strengths and weaknesses 
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and emphasize how helpful the skills of their colleagues are (cf. Kayser-Bril 
2018: 27; cf. Lilienthal 2017: 661).

In view of current developments in journalism, it is clear that many media 
now consider it sensible to join forces with other newsrooms for research pur-
poses. The research network examined here is just one example of the many 
cross-media journalistic teams that have been formed in recent years in Germany 
and previously, above all, in the USA. So far, journalistic networks appear to be a 
sustainable trend. But how effective is it for the media industry and journalism 
in the long run if more and more large media houses, such as German national 
broadcaster ZDF or magazine Spiegel, cooperate with the research network COR-
RECTIV, and the broadcasters Deutsche Welle or BR, no longer produce their 
reports exclusively for themselves and there is no longer any competition for the 
best story or the fastest publication between the media houses? Particularly in 
the case of cooperation between media houses financed by broadcasting fees and 
those financed by the private sector, the question must be raised as to what long-
term effects this will have on the willingness of the audience to pay for media 
services. This represents an exciting new field of journalistic research, in which 
it could be investigated from the perspective of both the audience and journalists 
how the willingness to continue such cooperations develops. Whether research 
networks are actually a sustainable trend will probably only become clear in the 
coming years. A third scientific perspective should be mentioned: In future con-
tent analyses, the quality-enhancing effect of the described synthesis of multiple 
competences in research could be investigated.
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Abstract: In the wake of digitalization and the economic media crisis, a new 
field of journalism has emerged aiming to compensate for the weaknesses of 
traditional news media: non-profit journalism. Instead of being financed by 
sales and advertising revenue (or broadcasting fees), it is primarily funded 
by small donations, membership fees or foundation money. However, the 
attempt to operate independent of market logics and to work solely in the 
public interest raises new questions, especially with regard to maintaining 
independence from donors. It also poses challenges for media organizations 
with regard to fundraising. This article uses ten guided interviews with 
employees of non-profit editorial offices to examine how their work differs 
from that of editorial offices financed by the private or public sector and 
what strategies they use to meet the above listed challenges. The results show 
1)  that the work differs positively from that of a traditional editorial office, 
especially relating to the choice of topics, research time and organization-
al structure; 2) that most of the organizations studied use only one type of 
funding; and 3) that the feared influence of large donors on content appar-
ently does not take place, but that on the contrary, foundations supporting 
journalism are sometimes even more concerned about maintaining distance 
to the editorial offices than the other way around. At the same time, it should 
be noted that only few media organizations employ fundraisers, which means 
that this work falls onto the shoulders of management, editorial or layout 
staff.

Keywords: non-profit journalism, foundations, independence, fundraising, 
donors



Journalism Research  2/2025	 150

Research Paper

1. Introduction

At the beginning of 2024, more than 3.5 million people across Germany demon-
strated for democracy and against right-wing extremism. It was the largest wave 
of protests in the history of the country (Rucht 2024: 17; Sander 2024). The pro-
tests were triggered by an article of the investigative news outlet Correctiv about 
the »Potsdam secret meeting« (Bensmann et al. 2024)  –  a meeting of neo-Nazis, 
members of the German right-wing extremist party Alternative for Germany 
(AfD), the conservative Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and of the right-wing 
association Werteunion. At this meeting, the Austrian right-wing extremist 
Martin Sellner spoke about »remigration« and, according to Correctiv, stated that 
»assimilation pressure« should be exerted on citizens who resisted such assimi-
lation, namely migrants (Zimmermann 2024). For this work, the non-profit jour-
nalism association Netzwerk Recherche (Research Network) awarded Correctiv 
with the »Lighthouse for special journalistic achievements« prize. The chairman 
of the association, Daniel Drepper, said: »Rarely has a single piece of research 
had such an impact and shown us all how important this type of journalism is for 
our democratic discourse« (Netzwerk Recherche 2024). A survey of protesters 
against right-wing extremism in southern Germany in 2024 shows that the high 
impact of the research was real and not just a claim by the awarding institution: 
75 percent stated that Correctiv’s report was the decisive factor in their motivation 
to participate (Bitschnau/Koos 2024: 5).[1]

What makes this case special is that: Correctiv is neither a private-sector nor a 
public-sector medium, but it is committed to non-profit journalism (Lilienthal 
2017: 660) and is financed primarily by foundation funds and donations. This 
type of funding has become increasingly important for journalism in recent 
years, but it has also been the subject of repeated criticism: How independent 
are editorial teams from their sponsors? The international investigative network 
Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP) was recently in the 
headlines in this regard. At the end of 2024, the French investigative media out-
let Mediapart accused it of being not only financially but also structurally depend-
ent on the US government: Employees of the United States Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID), from which the OCCRP received around half of its 
budget, said that USAID had veto power over the appointment of the network’s 
top staff (Philippin/Candea 2024). In response to this case, Leonard Novy from 
the Institute for Media and Communication Policy in Cologne, Germany, told 
the German public broadcaster NDR that even the appearance of partisanship is 

1	 It should not be concealed that Kucklick et al. (2024) criticized the Correctiv research in the online magazine 
Übermedien for journalistic deficiencies and accused the German media of handling it uncritically. Reisin 
(2024) wrote a critical response to the text. However, this debate does not change the broad reception and 
high impact of the Correctiv publication.
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a massive problem for the credibility and legitimacy of non-profit journalistic 
work (Eichhorn/Becker 2024).

In the following, this article explores empirically the tensions between newly 
gained freedoms from market constraints and possible new dependencies on 
donors. By interviewing leading personnell from ten media organizations in the 
field of non-profit journalism in Germany, the aim is to find out how the work 
differs from a traditional editorial office, what the financing looks like exactly 
in each case, what implications this financing has for journalistic independence 
and what steps are taken to secure the latter.

2. Non-profit journalism: emergence, characteristics, criticism

Non-profit journalism has developed in the context of the media funding crisis 
and the decline in reach of traditional journalistic products resulting from the 
digital transformation of the public sphere (Eisenegger 2021; Krüger 2018). 
Non-profit journalism counts among the most relevant innovations in Western 
media markets of the past decade (Meier et al. 2022), although its historical roots 
go back further, particularly in the field of investigative journalism and in the US 
(cf. Krüger et al. 2019). Here, in the country where non-profit journalism originat-
ed (Homburg/Nguyen 2018: 39), it is now an important player: »In the US media 
landscape, such solutions have already established themselves in great diversity in 
the face of greater market failure and a more pronounced culture of civic engage-
ment« (Ballwieser et al. 2011: 8). According to one count, before 2008, there were 
a total of 49 such newsrooms; from 2017 until 2020, the development accelerated, 
with over 20 new organizations being added each year (Roseman et al. 2021: 5). 
The Institute for Nonprofit News (INN), which commissioned the census, has 425 
nonprofit newsrooms.[2] Not only the quantity of such media outlets has risen, but 
evidently so has their quality: Birnbauer (2019: 2) lists prestigious awards such as 
the Pulitzer Prize that have been won by non-profit newsrooms.

The growth of this new type of journalism is unmistakable. But how can it 
be conceptualized? To Schnedler and Schuster (2015: 5–6), the central attrib-
utes of non-profit journalism are an orientation towards the common good and 
independence from the logic of the market economy. It is »an attempt to find a 
balance in which business is not the most important ingredient, but rather an 
orientation towards the common good« (6). They identify four characteristics:

1.	 Takes seriously the public task of journalism
2.	 No intention to make a profit
3.	 Significant funding from donors and sponsors

2	 https://inn.org/about/who-we-are

https://inn.org/about/who-we-are
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4.	Recognized as a non-profit organization by the authorities (6).
Reuter (2023: 112) defines the »operating model« of non-profit journalism in 

a similar way: »Like the public broadcasters, it is oriented towards the common 
good instead of profit, but combines this orientation with the agility and innova-
tive capacity of private media organizations.« She goes on to write: »Non-profit 
newsrooms are to a certain extent free of the criteria that profit-oriented, private 
media have to follow  –  the fit between content and advertising, access figures, 
quantitative attention factors, length of stay, etc.« (116). When it comes to defin-
ing »non-profit journalism,« it is worth taking a look at Konieczna’s (2018: 62) 
list of characteristics of respective organizations or projects. They

•	 »were founded at least in part to fill the gap left as commercial news organi-
zations or projects retreated from producing public service journalism;

•	 offer benefits to their community instead of advancing private interests or 
focusing on profits;

•	 produce educational content, informing on public issues and institutions;
•	 have professional staffs;
•	 don’t distribute earnings to private people;
•	 don’t endorse political candidates;
•	 are nonpartisan and transparent about funding;
•	 don’t advocate or lobby around any issues other than freedom of informa-

tion and the press; and
•	 produce investigative or public service journalism« (62).
While in some aspects Konieczna is more detailed than the cited definitions 

from German authors, it is noticeable that she does not mention any sources of 
funding. Other authors offer three different types of such sources:

1.	 Small donations/crowdfunding: These are smaller amounts through which 
individuals and non-professional sponsors support selected projects (Prin-
zing/Gattermann 2015: 189). The »possibility of financing through small 
and individual donations from users (crowd) is perhaps the most genuine 
and honest form of civil society support for journalistic content« (Weichert 
2013: 223).

2.	 Memberships: Individuals can also finance non-profit editorial offices 
through memberships. These include »models that rely on paid member-
ship in a community or an organization  –  for example in an association« 
(Schnedler/Schuster 2015: 8). This form of financing has only played a 
subordinate role in many organizations to date (8). The principle behind it: 
Only members get access to the content. This can work, for example, by pay-
ing a monthly fee (Kurp 2016).[3]

3	 It should be critically noted that the privileged access of paying members to content is actually alien to the 
»public task« of journalism (cf. Pöttker 2025) and that such a model is not fundamentally different from 
market-based subscription models.
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3.	 Grants from foundations: Foundations are mentioned in the research litera-
ture as the major pillar of financing. For years, experts have been discussing 
whether foundations can serve as a lifeline for struggling media companies. 
In his study, Frühbrodt (2019: 217) comes to the conclusion that 85 founda-
tions in Germany supported non-profit journalism in various ways in 2019. 
He calls the number »sobering« as there are no fewer than 21,800 foun-
dations in Germany (218). Nonetheless, foundations have already become 
important players in media financing: »Private capital donated by wealthy 
citizens and entrepreneurs has gained enormous relevance as a civil society 
instrument for promoting journalism« (Weichert 2013: 224). This can also 
be observed in the US. Benson (2017: 1063) speaks of over 300 new non-profit 
news organizations that emerged in 25 states between 2005 and 2012 and 
that are supported by almost 280 foundations. The way in which founda-
tions promote journalism varies. They award prizes, finance field trips and 
support the training and further education of journalists. Sometimes, as 
with Correctiv, they provide start-up funding (Frühbrodt 2019: 219-220).

In the »Journalism Value Report« (Flöther/Werner 2024: 30), income from 
memberships, crowdfunding, donations, subscriptions, and sales is summarized 
under »Audience revenue« while »Foundation funding«, »Public funding« (tax 
funds, for example via EU grants) and »Advertising« are listed as additional 
sources.

Most criticism of non-profit journalism is related to the funding from founda-
tions. The main criticism is that donors pursue their own interests by allocating 
funding to journalism. Holland-Letz (2018: 92), for example, asks who still does 
critical coverage on foundations when journalists are funded by them. Schne-
dler and Schuster warn that topics may not be researched and new »blind spots« 
(Schned​ler/Schuster 2015: 45) may arise. In addition, foundations with great 
financial resources could try to use the leverage of journalism to introduce their 
talking points into the public discourse. Non-profit journalism must therefore 
develop strategies to maintain its independence (45).

These concerns are also expressed by other researchers. Degen and Spiller 
(2014: 233), for example, write that possible biases can arise, but still see little 
sensitivity towards the issue among the organizations they studied (232). In their 
study on the influence of foundation funding on journalistic work, Ferrucci and 
Nelson (2019: 52) come to the conclusion that no »firewall« exists between donors 
and editors, unlike in the case of advertisers.

Further research conducted in the US goes beyond the mere criticism of a pos-
sible dependence on specific donors and sponsors. In the literature, there is a con-
cern that a »philanthro-journalism« is adapting the ideology of »philanthro-capi-
talism,« »characterized by the naturalization of pro-market ideologies, which are 
supportive of the current economic and political status quo of global capitalism 
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from which most foundations have derived their wealth« (Scott et al. 2017: 
168). Benson (2017) notes that non-profit journalism organizations cannot only 
become prisoners of foundations’ agendas, but they are also caught in a dilemma 
between two different expectations of foundations: they should achieve economic 
sustainability as quickly as possible (i.e. stand on their own two feet), and at the 
same time have a social impact (i.e. not only achieve high reach, but also initi-
ate change). This creates pressure to either imitate the practices of commercial 
media or to target a small, powerful elite audience. With regard to the problem 
of measuring impact (to prove it to the donor), it should also be noted that some 
types of impact are easier to measure than others: The ousting of a corrupt public 
official or the passing of a new law would be classic social effects that investigative 
journalism aims to achieve and that are easy to demonstrate to funders. Jour-
nalism’s contributions to the long-term transformation of cultural norms  –  for 
example, regarding ecological sustainability or the emancipation of marginalized 
groups  –  are just as important, but less clearly visible and verifiable (Schiffrin/
Zuckerman 2015: 51). This suggests that journalism funded by donations or foun-
dations might tend to focus on topics with short-term, clearly perceptible impact.

Based on 74 interviews with foundation representatives and funded journal-
ists, Scott et al. (2019) found that foundation funding shifts the boundaries of 
journalism 1) because of new, non-editorial activities in administration, fund-
raising and marketing, and 2) because the journalistic role now focuses more 
strongly on the outcome, including the production of »longer-form, off-agenda 
content that offers ›more bang for less buck‹« (Scott et al. 2019: 2049). With a 
similar method  –  40 interviews with foundation and editorial representatives –, 
Ferrucci and Nelson (2019: 50) observed foundation impact beyond direct influ-
ence on content: 1) through technology-driven projects (i.e. when money is linked 
to the application of the latest trending technology, such as virtual reality or AI), 
2) through »audience engagement projects« (when work »with the community« 
is rewarded, regardless of whether it is useful to the story or not), and 3) through 
stipulations that the medium must do PR for the funded project and the funder 
in addition to the journalistic project itself.

A multifaceted influence of foundation funding on the functioning and out-
put of media organizations can therefore be assumed. The following empirical 
study primarily aims to expand the research literature on Germany and to iden-
tify possible problems and solutions that go beyond the issue of foundation fund-
ing, i.e. that are related to other sources of money.
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3. Method

The study aims to answer the following research question through guided 
interviews with experts: How are German non-profit journalism organizations 
financed and what influence does financing have on these organizations with 
regard to journalistic work and independence?

In this case, experts are defined as persons who work in a German non-profit 
journalism organization. The pool from which the editorial offices were selected 
was the Forum Gemeinnütziger Journalismus (Forum for Non-Profit Journal-
ism). Founded in 2019, this association of media organizations, journalist net-
works, foundations and trade unions has, according to its own statement, »the 
goal of strengthening non-profit, non-commercial journalism in Germany.«[4] 
As not all of the listed media organizations responded to the request, Werner’s 
(2022) »The New Sector« was used for further search: Part of the compilation 
commissioned by the German non-profit network for journalistic inquiry Netzw-
erk Recherche is a database of non-profit news organizations from across Europe. 
In the end, the local online magazine Wokreisel from the district of Dahme-Spree-
wald (in the federal state Brandenburg) was the only editorial office from this 
database to be included in the sample. A total of ten interviews were conducted 
(see Table 1) allowing for the exploration of a large variance in the field; we can 
speak of a »theoretical saturation« (Przyborski/Wohlrab-Sahr 2021: 233). 
It should be mentioned, however, that a kind of self-selection took place with 
these recruitment sources: Only media outlets that refer to themselves as part of 
the field, are part of a network with others or that were classified as such by an 
organization from the field  –  Netzwerk Recherche  –  were approached. Other 
media outlets that are neither privately owned nor publicly owned (cooperatives 
such as taz or junge Welt, community radio stations, neighborhood magazines run 
by citizen associations, etc.) were not included in the sample.

The expert survey was divided into three parts. The first dealt with the sources 
of funding, i.e. whether the media outlet is primarily financed by donations, 
members or foundations. The second part touched upon issues of ensuring 
the independence of the editorial offices, especially in relation to funding 
from major sponsors. Finally, the aim was to identify differences in the way 
non-profit editorial offices work compared to editorial offices in the private or 
public sector. All ten interviews were conducted via video call, nine of them via 
Zoom, the other on Whereby at the request of the interviewee. They took place 
between January 17 and April 30, 2024 and lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. 
During transcription, the interviews were slightly smoothed out linguistically. 
The interviews were analyzed using the content-structuring content analysis 

4	 https://forum-gemeinnuetziger-journalismus.de/

https://forum-gemeinnuetziger-journalismus.de/
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according to Mayring (2022) with the MAXQDA software. All statements made by 
the participants were authorized before publication.

Table 1
Overview of the interviewees [5]

Organization Interviewee (function)
netzpolitik.org Anna Biselli (Co-Editor-in-Chief)
FragDenStaat Vera Deleja-Hotko (Head of Research)
Finanztip Hermann-Josef Tenhagen (Editor-in-Chief)
Veto Magazin Susanne Kailitz (Founder)
MedWatch Sigrid März (Managing Editor)
Investigate Europe Harald Schumann (Founder)
Relevanzreporter Nürnberg Alexandra Haderlein (Founder and Managing 

Director)
Belltower News Stefan Lauer (Editor-in-Chief)
Wokreisel 
(Dahme-Spreewald)

Dörthe Ziemer (Founder)

Abgeordnetenwatch Martin Reyer (Head of Research)

4. Results of the survey

4.1 Financing: Sources and selections of donors

The media organizations surveyed are financed from different sources and the 
ratio between small donations, membership fees and foundation funding varies. 
Netzpolitik.org and Abgeordnetenwatch are financed to over 90 percent by small 
donations of between 5 and 20 euros. Investigate Europe, on the other hand, is 
90 percent financed by funds from foundations. Finanztip, an editorial team spe-
cializing in consumer services, is a special case. The employees test various prod-
ucts and recommend them to their readers. The providers of the products can pay 
to link directly to their products in the articles (affiliate links).

The majority of the organizations surveyed are predominantly financed 
by only one type of funding, be it individual donations or funds from larger 
donors. The smaller proportion is financed via a mixed funding. According to 
the interviewees, small individual donations ensure autonomy. »Smaller dona-
tions guarantee us maximum independence« (Martin Reyher, Abgeordnetenwatch). 

5	 Function at the time of the interview (Susanne Kailitz was no longer working for Veto Magazine at the time 
the manuscript was written, and MedWatch was discontinued at the end of May 2025).

http://netzpolitik.org
http://Netzpolitik.org
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Relevanzreporter Nürnberg and Finanztip were developing a donation or subscription 
model at the time of the interviews.

It is striking that three organizations currently receive or have received state 
funding in the past. Abgeordnetenwatch received funding for election-related pro-
jects from the Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung (Federal Agency for Civic 
Education) and a Landeszentrale für politische Bildung (State Agency for Civic 
Education in one federal state). Veto Magazine is partially funded by the Bundes-
presseamt (Federal Press Office). Wokreisel is mainly funded by grants, including 
the local journalism program of the Medienanstalt Berlin-Brandenburg (Media 
Authority Berlin-Brandenburg, MABB), which is funded by the state of Berlin. 
The start-up funding for the online magazine also came from the MABB; at the 
same time, funds have been provided in the past through the federal funding 
program »Talk with each other« (»Miteinander reden«). According to Stefan 
Lauer from Belltower News, this journalistic platform of the Amadeu Antonio 
Foundation is mainly financed by private donations, unlike other projects of the 
foundation.

It should therefore be noted that non-profit journalism in Germany is partly 
financed by taxpayers’ money. This source of funding has not played a signifi-
cant role in either German or US literature to date. However, this fact is already 
known from public debate, as Correctiv, for example, has been heavily criticized 
for receiving subsidies from federal and state funds  –  primarily by politicians 
and publicists from the right-wing and liberal-conservative spectrum (Becker 
2024; von Castell 2022).

After financing, the interviews focused on fundraising. The aim was to find out 
what premises the editorial teams have for their choice of donors, whether the edi-
torial team has a say in this, who is responsible and how fundraising takes place.

When it comes to selecting donors, media organizations financed by small 
donations are excluded as they cannot choose who donates. What all founda-
tion-funded organizations have in common is that it is particularly important to 
them that the foundations either fit in thematically, represent shared values or 
decidedly promote journalism. Alexandra Haderlein from Relevanzreporter Nürn-
berg gave an example:

»The most important thing for us is that the values match. In other words, the values and 

purposes according to the tax code, which the respective foundation and we have set out in 

our statutes and which guide us in our work.«

Harald Schumann from the Investigate Europe cooperative went on record:
»The most important premise, and this is what makes it so difficult, is that donors have 

to agree to fund journalists, which is fundamentally different from funding researchers 

or civil society initiatives. Because journalists, that’s the sine qua non, want and have to 

decide for themselves what content they work on.«
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The experts clearly articulated in the interviews who they would and would 
not want to receive funding from. The majority said that political or party-af-
filiated foundations are not desirable sources of funding. Vera Deleja-Hotko 
from FragDenStaat gives an example of this: »We also receive support from foun-
dations, but the fact is that we do not receive money from state foundations, for 
example, nor do we receive money from party-affiliated foundations.«

For the most part, the surveyed media outlets also check the foundations. At 
the same time, some of the interviewees say that once a foundation has been col-
laborating for a certain length of time or is well known, it no longer needs to be 
checked. The editorial teams mainly look at what else the sponsors are funding. »If 
it doesn’t fit in with what the editorial team stands for, funding is out of the ques-
tion« (Vera Delaja-Hotko, FragDenStaat). However, Harald Schumann points out:

»There is no such thing as clean money. There is only more or less dirty money. But you 

can’t really stay completely clean. It’s in the nature of capitalism that you can’t keep track 

of that. That’s why you shouldn’t get carried away when it comes to these criteria.«

A foundation that earns its money with »fossil fuels, nuclear weapons and pes-
ticide production« he would »pick up gingerly.« On the other hand, there is the 
Schöpflin Foundation, which is »first class« when it comes to promoting journal-
ism, lobby criticism and human rights NGOs.

»Of course we’re happy to take money from them, we’re happy to be part of it. But we’d 

rather not know exactly how Mr. Schöpflin earned his money. Because we know that he 

earned his money as a venture capitalist in America. And very, very much so.«

When foundations are selected, all but one of the interviewees see themselves 
and/or their colleagues to have a say in the matter. According to Alexandra Had-
erlein, the editorial team is aware of the organization’s financial situation. At 
the same time, she was involved in the development of the subscription and sup-
porter model that was being set up at the time of the interviews. The situation is 
similar at MedWatch, where financing is a topic of discussion in editorial meet-
ings. Not only topics for coverage are being discussed, but also the structure and 
organization of the editorial team, which includes financial aspects. Decisions 
are made in a smaller circle, but not against the editorial team. The Wokreisel 
team works together to find programs and funding agencies that are eligible for 
financing. According to Harald Schumann, the constitution of Investigate Europe 
as a cooperative ensures an institutionally anchored right to have a say. Martin 
Reyher from Abgeordnetenwatch also believes that he and his colleagues are able to 
intervene in the event of a critical large donation:

»So the question always is: how likely is it that the donor will be the subject of critical 

reporting from us because they are playing the whole lobbying game? I myself take a more 

radical position in the team, saying: let’s do without corporate donations as a matter of 

principle. I haven’t been able to get my way with this so far, but I can now live with the 
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decision to make all donations of 1,000 euros or more a year public so that everyone can 

take a look for themselves and critically scrutinize them.«

The fundraising process takes varying lengths of time. It takes between eight 
weeks and nine months from the application to the confirmation of funding. 
Who is responsible for fundraising in the organizations also varies. Three inter-
viewees stated that their organizations have specialized employees. At Abgeord-
netenwatch and Belltower News, there are fundraisers who work for the larger struc-
ture within which the editorial offices are integrated (Parlamentwatch e. V. and 
Amadeu Antonio Foundation respectively). The third editorial team is FragDen-
Staat. Vera Delaja-Hotko said:

»In the beginning, it was just Stefan Wehrmeyer, the founder. Then Arne Semsrott joined, 

and the two of them ran it as a duo for a relatively long time, until one or two others joined. 

And when Judith joined, as I was told, [...] it was another leap in stability, because one per-

son really takes care of the financial side and not just the content. [...] It’s good when one 

person does it, so it has developed from a hobby project into stable jobs.«

In the other editorial teams, fundraising responsibilities are shared among 
several people. In three cases, the work takes place at the founder or management 
level. Two people said that fundraising is done by employees alongside their 
actual work. Anna Biselli said that at Netzpolitik.org it is mainly »our graphic 
and creative design person, […] because it’s always about external communica-
tion and he takes on many, many of these tasks without fundraising campaigns 
and the like being part of his job description when he was hired.« Hermann-Josef 
Tenhagen reports that employees at Finanztip are responsible for finding compa-
nies that would like to advertise their products via affiliate links. Several editors 
said that, though they would like to, they could not afford someone who was 
exclusively responsible for fundraising.

Small donations are acquired online by the organizations: for example, direct-
ly via the homepage or via newsletters that advertise their own research. Martin 
Reyher from Abgeordnetenwatch and Vera Deleja-Hotko from FragDenStaat also 
stated that larger investigations in conjunction with other media often lead to 
an increase in small donations. According to Deleja-Hotko, this is similar for 
foundations. Her editorial team is the only one that was directly approached by 
foundations. Other media organizations contact large foundations by telephone, 
e-mail or mail. Often, application forms for funding are also filled out online. In 
general, media outlets try to establish a trusting relationship with the founda-
tions, who often show up at journalism conferences. Alexandra Haderlein from 
Relevanzreporter Nürnberg comments:

»The journalism bubble isn’t that big, which means that those who support journalism are 

also at conferences, of course you know them. The foundations themselves, depending on 

their commitment, also offer their own events where you can meet them and other funded 

projects.«

http://Netzpolitik.org
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4.2 Safeguarding independence

The autonomy of editorial teams in relation to their sponsors is a central topic 
of research into non-profit journalism. There are fears that wealthy foundations 
and patrons are buying influence over public discourse. Whether and how this 
occurs in the organizations surveyed in Germany, how they protect themselves 
against it, and whether there are conflicts of interest between editors and donors 
was clarified in the next part of the interviews.

First, interviewees were asked whether they were aware of any attempts to 
exert influence on the part of their donors and, if so, what these attempts looked 
like. All interviewees from organizations that are partially or fully funded by 
individual private donations reported receiving emails or phone calls from peo-
ple aiming to influence them in one direction or another. Martin Reyher from 
Abgeordnetenwatch comments:

»People pretend that they can imagine supporting us and say: ›I would support you if such 

and such happens‹. It also happens that people say: ›I’ve supported you for years now, but 

because the newsletter is gendered, I’m withdrawing my support.‹«

Sigrid März and Anna Biselli made similar statements about Medwatch and 
Netzpolitik.org. Unsurprisingly, given the phenomenon of social desirabili-
ty (cf. Schnell et al. 2023: 325), none of the interviewees stated that this type 
of attempt to exert influence had ever worked. The editorial offices that are 
financed by foundations, on the other hand, unanimously stated that there were 
no attempts to influence content. Vera Deleja-Hotko, for example, said: »They 
know what we do and we don’t get any interference at all. There is no one who 
tells me anything as a journalist.« Two of the interviewees even reported the 
opposite case, so to speak: contacts from the editorial team asking for expertise 
or contacts for research were blocked. Alexandra Haderlein comments:

»For example, with the Schöpflin Foundation as our first and long-standing start-up 

funder, I asked for their expertise because of the experience they had in non-profit jour-

nalism. And then they said: ›I’d like to say something now, but I’m not allowed to‹. And it’s 

actually in their funding agreement that they simply won’t comment on certain things.«

Similarly, Harald Schumann reported that he had asked the communication 
office of a larger foundation, which also financed its editorial team, for a contact 
for research. The foundation refused. The foundation’s reaction suggests that 
there is a high level of awareness of the issue of independence between sponsor 
and sponsored party:

»Then he gave me a good shitting and said: ›So now, to make this clear once and for all: Our 

funding and your content-related work do not belong together. And that‘s why you’ll never 

ask me a question about content again.‹ They were more dogmatic than we were in that 

case.«

http://Netzpolitik.org
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In order to protect themselves from possible influence, four of the media outlets 
have written codes of conduct in which they stipulate that they work independent-
ly. There seems to be an awareness in all editorial offices that funding from major 
donors can be problematic. Alexandra Haderlein gives an example of this:

»I think our safety mechanism, even if it’s not in a written manifesto, is to realize that 

money is not independent. That there could be influencers and we think about how we 

would deal with it if that were to happen.«

In addition, the editorial teams try to ensure that journalistic freedom is 
respected when selecting donors. According to Harald Schumann, this already 
becomes clear during the first talk with each other. Hermann-Josef Tenhagen 
says that the independence of Finanztip is ensured by the fact that the journalistic 
employees are not the same people who take care of the affiliate links.

4.3 Differences in journalistic work

Journalists in non-profit organizations work differently than their colleagues 
in traditional media. The majority of interviewees stressed an essential differ-
ence: Clicks do not play the predominant role, especially in comparison to other 
online media. All of the media outlets surveyed are published online. »But we are 
not dependent on generating a lot of clicks in order to generate advertising reve-
nue,« said Anna Biselli from Netzpolitik.org. Clickbait articles are not an issue. 
Susanne Kailitz from Veto Mag said that there is no »pressure to sell,« which is 
»something pleasant.« Martin Reyher from Abgeordnetenwatch mentioned other 
advantages of his work:

»Firstly, complete independence in the choice of topics. No one in the team has ever told 

me what to do. Sufficient time, so all the time in the world. No production pressure. And I 

also have to say, a really good work-life balance.«

It can be stated that non-profit journalism is produced outside the logic of the 
market and that journalists are free to pursue topics they assume are in the pub-
lic interest and not just in the cumulative private interest. Nevertheless, journal-
ists stated that of course they want their pieces to be read.

Another difference in the way non-profit editorial offices work is their greater 
willingness to cooperate with other media. The reasons for this vary. Editorial 
teams are often dependent on cooperating with media with a wider reach in 
order to make their topics accessible to a larger audience. Martin Reyher from 
Abgeordnetenwatch said:

»In the beginning, it was like this: we did some research, gave it to media and said: ›Do you 

want this exclusively?‹ And then they reported on it. The second step was that we asked 

media outlets whether we could do further research and investigate a story together.«

Vera Deleja-Hotko from FragDenStaat, who had already worked with the Ger-
man national weekly newspaper Die Zeit and the public broadcaster RBB, among 

http://Netzpolitik.org
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others, reported something similar. She said her editorial team had probably 
been in contact with every investigative editorial team in Germany:

»Because we wanted our content to be shared, in the beginning, we often sent articles to 

editors and hoped they would report on it because we thought it was worth reporting on, 

without insisting that they mention us.«

Anna Biselli from Netzpolitik.org said that her editorial team feels a great deal 
of freedom to cooperate:

»We don’t have to be the ones who get the clicks for this story, but we want the story to have 

the widest possible reach. Regardless of whether it goes directly to our site or is published 

somewhere else. We are free to say that we can work with you without any competitive 

behavior. And I believe that […] makes journalism important that is oriented towards the 

common good and financed differently.«

Harald Schumann from Investigate Europe also emphasized the relevance of 
cooperation:

»All this exclusivity hype is just the original logic of our commercial employers, which for 

absurd reasons the public broadcasters have also adopted, even though they have no com-

mercial pressure at all.«

Schumann said that his editorial team is currently working together with 
the research network of the public broadcasters WDR and NDR and the national 
daily newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung. Further, the non-profit organizations of this 
study are partly specialized in certain subject areas. Other journalists and media 
companies approach them accordingly in order to benefit from their expertise 
and receive advice.

At the same time, the type of financing also changes the editorial structure. 
Harald Schumann comments:

»The difference is like night and day. As a normal employee in the newsroom, you have 

superiors who tell you: today you do this and tomorrow you do that. And if you can, you’ll 

do the second article afterwards. So it’s assembly line production and an incredible hierar-

chy. We have a common selection of topics.«

The interviewees differed in their assessment of whether there is more work 
put onto journalists in non-profit media outlets. Four of the ten interviewees 
said that their funding model did not result in an additional work burden for 
the staff. Others reported that extra work is mainly seen at the management and 
founder level. According to Dörthe Ziemer, who is both the founder of Wokrei-
sel and a journalist, working time has to be spent on funding applications and 
administrative tasks. Stefan Lauer noted that at Belltower News, all work relating 
to the journalistic product, such as editing, social media and CMS (Content Man-
agement System), is in the hands of just a few people. However, this has probably 
more to do with the size of the editorial team than with the type of funding.

How editorial offices (have to) prove their impact depends on how they are 
financed. Organizations that rely on small donations do not have to provide 

http://Netzpolitik.org
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formal proof of their work. However, they demonstrate their impact in order to 
generate new donations. All but one of the organizations funded by foundations 
provide evidence of their impact on an annual basis. Susanne Kailitz from Veto 
Mag reported that the foundations ask for access figures, for example. Relevanz-
reporter Nürnberg are not explicitly asked for their figures, Alexandra Haderlein 
noted:

»The contracts with the donors state what the target is, i.e. what the money is for. You also 

have to submit a budget plan with figures that prove and demonstrate what you are doing. 

We haven’t yet had any explicit follow-up queries about this in this form.«

Only a few interviewees have heard that funding is linked to conditions. Sigrid 
März from MedWatch said: »The Media Lab in Bavaria, for example, has always 
said: ›The funded project must be innovative. And that’s how we define innova-
tion.‹ That’s very strict. And if you don’t fit in, then it won’t work.«

5. Conclusion

The study shows that non-profit journalism in Germany is financed in various 
ways. Previously known financing schemes such as crowd funding, memberships 
or foundations are used either exclusively or in combination. At the same time, 
other avenues are also being explored, such as financing through taxpayers’ 
money, for example via state funding programs for journalism, the Federal Press 
Office and Federal or State Agencies for Civic Education. Fundraising takes place 
online, for example via newsletters, e-mails or appeals for donations on their 
own homepages, with past successful investigative stories being used as promo-
tional material. On the other hand, funding is applied for from larger founda-
tions or initiated in personal encounters at journalism conferences. The duration 
of these processes varies greatly depending on the donors’ regulations and rang-
ing between eight weeks and nine months.

In terms of content, the interviews did not show any dependence of the edi-
torial offices on their sponsors, which in view of social desirability was to be 
expected; on the other hand, it is plausible that direct influence is prevented 
by a value-based pre-selection of donors. In some cases, media outlets are defi-
nitely financially dependent on the funders. Organizations are under pressure 
to keep coming up with new sources of money. Accordingly, some of the inter-
viewees spoke of their at times financially precarious situations. In addition, it 
can be assumed that more and more non-profit media will be created  –  and it 
is unclear whether the total budget of funds provided by foundations and other 
donors will also increase. This could lead to intensified struggles of distribution 
and a decrease in the willingness of non-profit media to cooperate. It was also 
astonishing to find that large foundations are sometimes more concerned about 
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avoiding contact unrelated to the direct funding than the receiving journalistic 
organizations; foundations are generally reluctant to respond to journalistic 
inquiries from the latter in order to avoid being seen as too closely intertwined.

The interviews show major differences in the work in non-profit editorial 
offices compared to work in traditional media: the emphasis lies on the greater 
deal of autonomy in the choice of topics and research time, as well as a high will-
ingness to cooperate with other media. Market logic hardly seems to play a role. 
There is also no evidence that funders would put editorial teams under strong 
pressure by demanding concrete, impressive proof of impact. At the same time, 
it should be noted that only a few organizations have employees who specialize 
in fundraising, meaning that this work falls on the shoulders of management, 
editorial or layout staff.

In order for non-profit journalism to play a greater future role within the 
media system, it must be placed on a secure basis with regard to tax law. This was 
agreed in the coalition agreement of the broken Social Democrat (SPD)-led coali-
tion government. The project seemed to have taken a big step forward last sum-
mer: With a so-called application decree on the tax code, the federal government 
wanted to instruct the tax offices in July 2024 to assess non-profit media in a 
uniform manner and grant them the tax relief applicable to non-profit organiza-
tions. However, the plan failed due to resistance from the federal states. The new 
coalition agreement between the CDU, CSU and SPD from April 2025 now states: 
»In the interests of nationwide provision of journalistic services, we are creating 
legal certainty with regard to non-profit status.» (CDU/CSU/SPD 2025)

The legal situation therefore remains unclear. To date, the respective organi-
zations have had to obtain and secure their non-profit status through activities 
other than the production of journalistic content, such as educational work. In 
the open round of answers at the end of the interviews, many of the interviewees 
said that the recognition of non-profit status for their organizations was essen-
tial for their future existence. Strong non-profit journalism could partially fill 
the gaps left by weakened corporate media and public broadcasters on an auster-
ity course.
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Abstract: Anyone who might be wondering why the discipline of communica-
tion studies receives little attention in media in the form of »public scholar-
ship« must critically question the media’s function to set thematic agendas, 
by applying theories and methods inherent in science. For almost 30 years, 
the Initiative Nachrichtenaufklärung (INA) e.V. has been taking on the task to 
question the media’s function to set themes by confronting the influence of AI 
and disinformation as well as the power of platforms and the powerlessness 
of recipients and scholarship. In the spirit of transformative public scholar-
ship, the initiative publishes an annual list of severely neglected news topics 
after joint research and discussion by scientists, journalists and experts. Edu-
cating the public about news is here understood and practiced by providing 
criticism of the lack of thematization and suppression of news and discourse. 
In this sense, neglected news is also a category of disinformation. This article 
presents the research findings on »negative news value theory«, »agenda cut-
ting« and »junk news«.

Keywords: News clarification, journalistic self-reflection; agenda cutting, nega-
tive news value, junk news

On the occasion of the 300th anniversary of Immanuel Kant’s birth, we are 
reminded of the essence of his reflections on enlightenment: The path »out of 
self-imposed immaturity« (Kant 1999: 19) firstly presupposes the public use of 
reason and, secondly, must be understood as an open process (Frick 2021: 25). This 
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fundamental idea of the European Enlightenment can, and indeed should, also 
be a North Star for media and communication studies (Haarkötter/Nieland 
2018b: 3).

»Public scholarship« as the public use of reason

Enlightenment in times of darkness, to put it somewhat pathetically, remains 
the noble goal of these efforts. Compared to the conditions in the 17th and 18th 
centuries, today »ignorance and political bondage are just packaged differently 
and the stakes are much higher« (Bloom 2023: 42). This is also because »part of 
the public is less likely to locate and head for the island of reliable journalism 
in the ocean of social media« (De Weck 2024: 180), as the former editor-in-chief 
of the German weekly newspaper Die Zeit writes. The darkening and growing 
unease as stated by sociologist Armin Nassehi (Nassehi 2021: 12) requires coun-
terweights: on the one hand, a resilient journalism despite the media crisis, tab-
loidization and a style of thinking that is far removed from the facts and, on the 
other hand, a communication science that is critical, public and transformative.

The German Advisory Council on Global Change (WBGU) of the German gov-
ernment describes transformative research as a »societal search process« that 
requires acceptance, legitimacy and participation (cited in Krüger/Meyen 2018: 
351). According to this understanding, transformative communication studies 
use scientific means to advocate for socio-political issues. The discipline examines 
which actors, structures and processes in the field of public communication hin-
der or promote transformations, in order to strengthen them through specialist 
public attention and other measures (Krüger/Meyen 2018: 351). A so-called Initi-
ative18, founded in Germany, is campaigning for free, safe and sustainable media 
to be included and promoted as the 18th sustainability goal in the list of the Unit-
ed Nations’ current 17 »development goals« (Initiative18 2024). The Initiative18 
sees the extension of the list of goals as a contribution to social transformation, 
because ensuring the freedom of the press and of broadcasting as well as main-
taining media diversity is an essential contribution to sustainable development, 
especially in light of the power of platforms. For the Initiative18 founders this 
also especially includes »combating disinformation and harmful content«, which 
points to the strong role of communication studies to research these phenomena.

In fact, the charter of the association »Public Media and Communication Stud-
ies« (2019) also addresses this aspect. Paragraph 9 of this charter states: »[S]ocial 
stakeholders should be able to participate in the research process«. In this way, 
public scholarship in the field of media and communication studies should be 
enabled to »actively participate in addressing social problems and challenges« 
(Krainer 2022: 4).
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The Initiative Nachrichtenaufklärung (INA) e.V. has the programmatic goal of 
bringing together different parties involved in news production while enabling 
the participation of different social actors in its daily work. The initiative strives 
for an open and transformation-oriented dialog between (social) scientists and 
experts in journalistic practice and the interested and committed public. The 
INA positions itself against disinformation and networked conspiracy myths that 
have recently been constructed by artificial intelligence (Ludes 2018a: 17; Nieland 
2022: 3). The initiative also practices active media criticism by combining the per-
spectives of journalistic self-scrutiny with critique generated by scholarship and 
the audience (Hasebrink/Beaufort/Oehmer-Pedrazzi 2021: 451f, 445f.).

The main field of activity of INA is the examination of topics and discourses 
that are neglected by news media  –  in sum: it focuses on the thematization of 
non-thematization. Despite the positive response that the work of the initiative 
has received in the scientific community and the media, further cooperation and 
discussion partners could and should be found, especially in news media and 
communication studies. The initiative is dependent on such partners, if only to 
be able to guarantee holding the research seminars at universities and colleges, 
in which neglected topics and discourses are researched. The constraints of the 
modularized curriculum and the one-sided research orientation of many insti-
tutes and individual academics make it difficult for INA to achieve a wider net-
work. This is reason enough to present the initiative, its aspirations, its working 
methods and the findings of its accompanying research on intelligence gathering 
in this article and thus to promote the involvement of further colleagues from 
various disciplines. Above all, it serves to fulfill the (interdisciplinary) claim of 
critical, transformative scholarship. Hence, this essay not only addresses pub-
lic, transformative scholarship, but also aims to contribute to the public sphere 
itself, or to create, enlarge and expand it. In sum, this essay embodies the topics 
that it focuses on.

The role of communication studies in times of crisis

Changes and crises, to which modern societies are exposed to with increasing fre-
quency, challenge the social sciences. At least three different measures are required 
to deal with this phenomenon, which has already been identified as a »multi-cri-
sis« situation (Brüning 2024: 176): First, diagnoses are needed that start from ideal 
and typical concepts to then discuss theoretical proposals, and are based on quan-
titative and qualitative studies. Second, it is important to assess whether only the 
sciences or also society have the resources and structures to describe and master 
changes and crises. Third, it is necessary to create and participate public discourse 
on how to face changes and crises (cf. Dickel 2020: 79). According to Nassehi (2020: 
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33), crises challenge various control mechanisms in a society, which are intended to 
maintain continuity in a discontinuous world.

In light of the serious challenges posed not only by the climate crisis but also 
by the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East, the principles of democracy  –  such 
as political equality, the rule of law, the separation of powers, the protection of 
minorities and participation  –  are under threat (Krüger/Meyen 2018: 349). It 
is therefore necessary to reflect on what impact this has on the role of the media 
in the public and what it means for the quality of democratic media (Eiseneg-
ger/Udris 2021: 93ff.). In addition, the question arises as to how the changing 
demands on the media’s observation and communication performance can be 
met (Beaufort 2021: 71).

First and foremost, the discipline of communication studies has to deal with 
the changes and crises in the media and journalism. Here it is necessary to dis-
cuss whether journalism, or which parts (sectors etc.) of it, are in crisis (cf. Weis-
chenberg 2018: 4), which ways out of the crisis are proposed and which actors 
are needed for that purpose. Roger de Weck (2024: 150ff.) suggests understanding 
»journalism more as a project than a product«.

From a communication studies perspective, questions about the working con-
ditions and the understanding of the role of journalists, media quality (Riedl 
2024: 68), the concentration and empowerment of media structures driven pri-
marily by the platforms, media ethics, media literacy and the media performance 
of the audience are becoming virulent. According to de Weck (2024: 106), we find 
ourselves »in a public sphere of compliant followers shaped by anti-deliberative 
algorithms.«

The increase in »bullshit« and disinformation (Frankfurt 2006), cancel 
culture and »moral panic« (Hübl 2024a) as well as hate call for transformative 
communication studies. Initial proposals for dealing with this development are 
available and deserve more attention both in specialist discussions and in public 
discourse (Hübl 2024b; Kramp/Weichert 2024). Additionally, there are issues 
associated with datafication and automation. Not only is the use of AI increasing 
rapidly, but legal and, above all, media ethics issues are largely unresolved.

This is where the discipline of communication studies as public scholarship is 
called upon. The discipline must become visible and audible with its theoretical 
debates, methods, findings and also its representatives  –  driven by an apprecia-
tion of representatives of media outlets and communication studies scholars as 
critical experts who seek answers to social challenges and create interventions 
(Krainer 2022: 5).

Communication studies, which has recently been criticized for hardly inter-
vening in the public debate, should engage with developments outside its own 
discipline to avoid the danger of navel-gazing (cf. Krüger/Meyen 2018: 353f.). 
Currently, such developments would be social processes that are not limited to 
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the supposed »overwhelmed society«, but above all the rise of populism and 
the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East. Risks, crises and conflicts are not 
only a challenge in media reporting. They are central to communication studies 
because their central role in democracy is at stake (Ritzi 2014). At the moment, 
»populism and the expansive ›tabloidism‹« form an »alliance that maximizes 
the electorate or user base through provocation and the management of fears and 
excitement« (de Weck 2024: 13). Speculating with attention (Hendricks/Vester-
gaard 2018) is clearly on the rise. This speculation is based on the principle that 
frequently clicked topics create information bubbles through self-reinforcement, 
which function in a similar way to economic speculative bubbles. Hypes cause 
topics to become overvalued and receive too much attention, similar to real estate 
or shares. The more attention they already have, the more additional attention 
they attract. Meta-discussions in the media  –  when news outlets do not report 
on the events themselves but on comments on social media about events  –  fur-
ther increase these information bubbles. The reason for this is obvious: This 
information is available for free and can easily generate additional attention 
(Hübl 2024b: 59).

Simply demanding that communication studies play a greater role in the pub-
lic sphere is not enough. Communication scholars should not wait until they are 
asked, but  –  together  –  proactively ask existing initiatives such as the aforemen-
tioned association »Public Media and Communication Studies« or the INA about 
the structural reasons and blockages why media and communication scholars are 
not asked.

Why intelligence?

Educating the public about news dynamics is linked to the basic attitude of the 
Enlightenment and is particularly explosive in view of the current media transfor-
mation, because »the fight against overly convenient stories [...] is more important 
today than ever, because the colorful illusory worlds are pumped with ever greater 
efficiency into the brains of primates that have not been prepared for them by evo-
lution and are hopelessly overwhelmed and oversaturated« (Bloom 2023: 39).

This sense of being overwhelmed, in combination with a changing in media 
use behavior and the polarization of the audience, is reflected in a decline in 
trust in the media. The public feels increasingly insecure about the objectivi-
ty and independence of reporting; in some cases turning away from and even 
refusing news can be observed. A long-term study by a research team in Mainz, 
Germany, shows a slight decline in media trust in 2022: 44% of the German pop-
ulation trust the media, while 31% describe their trust as only »partly, partly« 
(Quiring et al.: 2). In Germany, trust in public broadcasters tends to be higher 
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than in online media and private media, with younger generations taking a more 
critical stance (Quiring ert al. 2024: 4–5). The study emphasizes that factors such 
as political attitudes, the use of social media and personal experiences with news 
sources influence trust. It also found that trust is strongly dependent on political 
orientation: People with a critical attitude towards the establishment tend to 
trust the media less. In particular, the perception of fake news and the polari-
zation of the public debate contribute to skepticism. In Austria, the picture is 
similar: Trust in the media is declining, although here too, public service media 
perform better than private media outlets (Hasebrink/Beaufort/Oehmer-Pe-
drazzi 2021: 455f.). Overall, the findings make it clear that there is an urgent 
need for action to restore and strengthen trust in the media.

Journalists are therefore called upon to explain their (democratic) mission, 
their working methods, routines and decisions  –  even and especially when they 
are vilified as members of an alleged »system media« or a supposed »lying press«. 
As journalist Stefan Niggemeier (2016: 8) puts it, journalists are forced to »go 
where it hurts, they have to know what they are accused of, [...] have to give an 
account, [...] argue, explain and [...] argue.« Moreover, this type of professional 
self-scrutiny is taking place under difficult conditions as advancing digitalization 
and, above all, the establishment of social media platforms are changing the way 
journalism works, noticeably restricting journalists’ scope for action (see Weis-
chenberg 2018; Hanitzsch/Seethaler/Wyss 2019; v. Engelbrechten-Ilow 
2023).

News education requires an examination of the changed structure of the pub-
lic sphere. While the structural change of the public sphere diagnosed by Jürgen 
Habermas at the beginning of the 1960s (Habermas 1990) resulted in increased 
power dynamics of the political public sphere, the »new structural change of the 
public sphere« (Habermas 2022; cf. Imhof 2006; 2011) has been leading to a dem-
ocratic public sphere that is becoming unbalanced (Ritzi 2021). This process is 
taking place due to an increase in the dissemination of unverified, incomplete or 
even false information, which also exposes journalism to »toxic rhetoric« (Weis-
chenberg 2018). This development is driven by the deceptions and lies spread by 
populist politicians such as Trump, Putin and Orban. Attacks on media freedom 
and propaganda have been an issue not only since the war in Ukraine, and the 
quality of public debate has suffered considerably as a result of hate speech, shit-
storms and conspiracy stories (see Russ-Mohl 2017; 2020; Frick 2023). According 
to Peter Ludes, the side effects of globalization and digitalization often lead to the 
breach of communication rules and civilizational standards: »Digitally format-
ted social networks spread organized opinion power more easily than ever before 
and promote coordination and cooperation, even for the most trivial purposes« 
(Ludes 2018b: 1). These spirals of banalization can be interpreted as processes 
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of de-traditionalization or obscuration (9). Media criticism and news education 
should actively oppose this banalization and brutalization (Nieland 2022: 4).

In the meantime, there are increasing signs that it is no longer just a question 
of structural change, but of structural destruction. The business model of the 
(traditional) media has eroded. The consequences are fatal. Roger de Weck (2024: 
159) quotes Penny Abernathy, head of a Medill study, on the effects in so-called 
media deserts: »Firstly, voter turnout is declining. Secondly, corruption in pol-
itics and business increases, and taxes go up [...]. Thirdly, disinformation and 
misinformation spread more widely.«

The aim of INA’s work

Without comprehensive freedom of opinion and speech, (news) enlightenment is 
not possible (Pöttker 2016). News education fights against all forms of disinfor-
mation. In addition to the dissemination of fake news, agenda cutting  –  which 
is understood as the deliberate obstruction of stories and discourse in the public 
sphere  –  is also a practice of disinformation. Therefore, any form of news edu-
cation is based on a realistic recognition of facts and realities that constitute a 
shared world in which different opinions and perspectives are not only accepted 
but also given space to develop. News enlightenment connects the world of news 
with the realm of social and political enlightenment. News journalism prepares 
the facts of the world and makes them generally available to the media in rec-
ognized forms of presentation (Haarkötter 2015: 176). For this reason, social 
enlightenment, journalistic reporting and democracy are inextricably linked. 
In the form of constructive criticism of journalism, news education aims to 
point out negative developments in a society structured by media and to identify 
potentials for improvement to increase the quality of media and discourse.

The INA’s media criticism takes place on two levels: as journalistic self-criti-
cism and as external criticism from an academic perspective or from the perspec-
tive of the audience (Haarkötter 2020: 99).

The initiative endeavors to name socially and politically relevant topics and 
discourses that are ignored or neglected in the media, thus promoting a critical 
public.

The Initiative Nachrichtenaufklärung e.V. (INA): role models, history 
and working methods

In the United States, two major political scandals in the 1970s  –  the Pentagon 
Papers and Watergate  –  provided the impetus for founding »Project Censored« 
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in 1976. Since then, critical academics and journalists have been pursuing the 
mission »to promote critical media literacy, independent journalism, and democ-
racy« (www.projectcensored.org/#ourmission). The project focuses its work 
on three pressing problems, namely the »Lack of Critical Media Literacy«, the 
»Concentration of Media Ownership« and the »Limited Access to Trustworthy 
Information.« The Project then offers three »solutions«: first, »Free Press, Media 
Literacy, and a Democratic Self-Government«, second, »Countering Misinforma-
tion and Disinformation« and third, »Making Educational Materials Available«. 
The following quote from the extensive catalog of measures provides an insight 
into the critical and educational work of Project Censored:

»We promote public awareness of, trust in, and support for independent news sources that 

provide meaningful alternatives to corporate news reporting. Our promotion of independ-

ent journalism includes tools for educators and the general public to enhance peoples’ 

critical media literacy skills, and therefore enrich each persons’ interactions with news 

media« (www.projectcensored.org/#ourwork).

In addition to the website, the newsletter and a podcast, the extensive year-
books document the work (see currently Roth/Huff 2024).

Inspired by the work of Project Censored, the Initiative Nachricht-
enaufklärung (INA) was launched at the University of Siegen, Germany, in 1997 
(Ludes/Schanze 1999; Haarkötter/Nieland 2018b: 3; Nieland 2022: 4). Sim-
ilar to the mission of Project Censored, INA sees its task as publishing neglected 
topics on an annual basis (http://www.derblindefleck.de/top-themen/). Specifi
cally, a jury consisting of academics, journalists and students select the »Top 
Ten Forgotten News«. The jury’s work is based on topic suggestions on neglected 
news and research protocols that are created in courses at various universities in 
German-speaking countries. The proposals come from the general public, NGOs, 
academia, journalists and participants in research seminars (Nieland 2022: 5). 
Topics are submitted via the initiative’s website (http://www.derblindefleck.
de/thema-einreichen/). Recently, INA typically receives 70 to 90 serious topic 
suggestions per year. In the courses at the universities, the individual topics are 
subjected to a multi-stage review process. The first step is »fact checking«. This 
»fact-checking« involves contacting the submitter to find out the background 
of the submission and initial relevant sources. Then, the social relevance of the 
topic is determined: Who is or could be affected by the topic and to what extent. 
In the third step, a media analysis is carried out. Queries in relevant databases 
provide information about the extent to which the topic has been neglected by 
the media. This step is supplemented by interviews with journalists, academics, 
representatives of NGOs and other experts who give their assessment of all three 
steps (fact-checking, determining relevance and identifying neglect) and, ideally, 
name further sources and contacts (cf. Haarkötter 2016: 368; Nieland 2022: 5).

http://www.projectcensored.org/#ourmission
http://www.projectcensored.org/#ourwork
http://www.derblindefleck.de/top-themen/
http://www.derblindefleck.de/thema-einreichen/)
http://www.derblindefleck.de/thema-einreichen/)
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The subsequent meeting of the INA jury to select the »Top Ten Forgotten 
News« not only serves to generate publicity, but is itself a form of public scholar
ship. The composition of the jury brings together scholars and practicing jour-
nalists who are actively involved in public relations work and thus contribute to 
the desired publicity. For instance, the newsroom of the national public broad-
caster Deutschlandfunk has been a permanent media partner of INA and is regu-
larly involved in researching and selecting the Top Ten. The list is then published 
in a joint press conference with the Deutschlandfunk, which refers to the newly 
selected Top Ten in its main news programs. The success of INA is measurable: A 
significant proportion of new topic suggestions from the public in turn are sub-
mitted via the Deutschlandfunk website or e-mail address. Public scholarship is 
therefore a central design principle of INA.

The selection and announcement of the »Top Ten Forgotten News« is also 
flanked by events and publications on the causes of the neglect and suppres-
sion of news (see Ludes/Schanze 1999; Pöttker/Schulzki-Haddouti 2007; 
Haarkötter/Nieland 2018a). Since 2015, INA has also been organizing the 
»Cologne Forum for Journalism Criticism« in cooperation with Deutschland-
funk to initiate a dialogue between journalists, academics, civil society groups 
and the interested public (see http://www.derblindefleck.de/koelner-fo -
rum-fuer-journalismuskritik/). For instance, at the 8th Cologne Forum the top-
ics »Power, media and people: How does communication succeed in a crisis?« and 
»Between criticism, polemics and agitation: How to talk about the Middle East?« 
were discussed. Additionally, the »Günter Wallraff Prize for Freedom of the Press 
and Human Rights« is awarded at this event (see http://www.derblindefleck.de/
guenter-wallraff-preis/), which has achieved a high level of visibility and thus 
also promotes interest in other INA topics (Nieland 2022: 5). Winners in 2019 
included the European Journalism Observatory (EJO) and the Saudi Arabian blog-
ger and human rights activist Raif Badawi. In 2022, Julian Assange, co-founder 
of the Wikileaks whistleblowing platform, was honored for his commitment to 
research and civil courage (Nieland 2022: 6), and in 2023, human rights activ-
ist Alexei Navalny, who has since died in a Russian gulag, received the award. 
In 2024, INA honored two women’s peace initiatives in the Middle East  –  the 
Israeli »Women Wage Peace« and the Palestinian »Women of the Sun«  –  for their 
peace work, which is reflected, among other things, in joint appearances. (http://
www.derblindefleck.de/guenter-wallraff-preis/). The prize is not only an award 
»against forgetting«, but is also intended to keep the memory of the victims of 
violence alive.

In order to strengthen the international focus of INA, the initiative has been 
participating in the Global Media Forum of Germany’s broadcaster Deutsche 
Welle since 2022 (Nieland 2022: 6). As part of the Global Media Forum 2024 
(www.dw.com/de/global-media-forum-medien-unter-druck/a-69333040), INA 
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organized a panel entitled »Covering the global south: Western media and agenda 
cutting« together with colleagues from Project Censored and the »Network Glob-
al South in the Media«, which campaigns for greater visibility of the Global South 
in the media. In addition, cooperation with Project Censored will be intensified, 
including through joint publications, events and the publication of a list of the 
top five internationally neglected news stories from 2023 (Nieland 2022: 6).

The activities of INA, which have been briefly listed, pursue a dual objective: in 
addition to the core task of identifying forgotten, neglected and suppressed top-
ics, the aim is to create publicity in order to draw attention to political and social 
discourses that otherwise receive little attention or represent an alternative per-
spective to the mainstream. The principle of public scholarship is anchored in 
many ways in INA’s statutes, structure and staff composition.

Contributions to theoretical debates in communication science

With its publication series »Media  –  Enlightenment  –  Criticism«, INA aims to 
intervene in both, communication studies and social debates, and contributes to 
the development of theory and the discussion of methods in the field. Three areas 
of current research activities are outlined below.

Negative news value theory

Analyses and discussions on news selection and news neglect, which were pri-
marily conducted during INA’s jury sessions, resulted in a fundamental critique 
of news value theory. It is well known that news value theory has a long tradition 
and has been intensively discussed and further developed in recent decades. 
While the approach is often used uncritically today and the news factors are often 
used as an orientation catalog in journalistic training, the founders of the news 
value approach pursued a media-critical intention. The peace researchers Johan 
Galtung and Mari Holmboe Ruge (1965) asked why significant international con-
flicts such as the Congo, Cuba or Cyprus crises received so little media attention. 
Based on their analysis, they called for news factors to be avoided as a journalistic 
guide wherever possible (cf. Haarkötter 2016: 370).

INA also investigates the reasons for the low level of attention paid to certain 
topics and suggests that the news value approach should also be viewed substrac-
tively and reinterpreted as a negative news value theory: The more news factors 
are subtracted from an event, the more difficult it becomes for this event to be 
perceived as news (Haarkötter 2016: 370; 2020: 98; Nieland 2022: 6).

Numerous studies based on the news value approach show that journalistic 
reporting overrepresents prominent actors, national or regional events, confirms 
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stereotypical expectations and overemphasizes violent, controversial or val-
ue-violating facts (cf. with a critical interpretation Gerhards 1991: 25; Schicha 
2007: 27f.).

With medialization and digitalization, attention management techniques 
are gaining in importance. The result is a pronounced focus on individuals and 
an increase in the staging of conflicts and scandal communication (Imhof 2006: 
198f.). This development challenges critical communication science: the negative 
news value theory refers to both individual and institutional decisions in jour-
nalism. Many people working in science and research have had experience with 
this negative news value theory, as their topics and issues often do not match the 
simple standards of news factors (Nieland 2022: 7). Public relations work in sci-
ence therefore also means dealing with negative news value theory and deriving 
insights for one’s own scientific publication practice. INA is doing pioneering 
work in this area.

Agenda cutting

Another important area of research of INA focuses on criticizing the agenda-setting 
approach. This concept, which is well established both theoretically and empirical-
ly, states that the media have the power to set topics. In contrast, little research has 
been done on the reverse process. The term »agenda cutting« was first mentioned 
by Wober and Gunter in a book on Television and Social Control (1988). It stands to rea-
son that where topics are actively addressed, topics are also deliberately excluded 
from the agenda. The interesting question in communication studies is whether 
this process is involuntary or deliberate  –  in other words, whether the agenda is 
also influenced by the deliberate omission of certain topics.

Relatedly, Colistra (2008) distinguishes three forms of agenda cutting: first, 
prioritizing topics low on the news agenda; second, removing topics from the 
agenda after they have been placed; and third, ignoring topics from the outset. 
Buchmeier (2020) emphasizes the »epistemic dilemma« in the investigation of 
missing content and argues that agenda cutting is an intentional act that focus-
es on relevant and controversial topics (for the whole section, see Haarkötter 
2023).

Although agenda cutting receives less attention in research than agenda set-
ting, empirical studies prove its existence and effects. These show that Western 
media often neglect entire regions, such as the Global South, as well as specific 
topics such as human rights violations and corruption.

Ludescher (2023) documents a strong marginalization of countries of the 
Global South in news broadcasts such as the German flagship newscast Tages­
schau, which intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. Schuler (2023) 
reveals how the Bertelsmann media group uses strategic agenda cutting to 
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prevent unwelcome research by filtering critical reports and manipulating edi-
torial offices. Krüger, Beuthner and Endt (2024) emphasize the importance of 
freedom of the press and academic freedom for critical reporting. Their study 
shows that legal strategies such as strategic lawsuit against public participation 
(SLAPPs) influence reporting and create a »chilling effect« that puts the public at a 
disadvantage.

This is where the work of the INA/News Enlightenment Initiative begins. It 
argues that »investigative journalistic (and in some cases also scientific) research 
can counteract agenda cutting and thus contribute to (journalistic) criticism and 
news clarification.« (Haarkötter/Nieland 2023b: 7).

Junk news

Tabloid journalism and diverse ( journalistic?) entertainment offered in leg-
acy media as well as the so-called social media are hardly dealt with in Ger-
man-speaking communication studies. This is surprising, as entertainment 
programs have exploded in recent years and the public desires an overview over 
both, information and entertainment. The assessment of quality (see Arnold 
2008 and most recently Riedl 2024) in the media must therefore also be extended 
to entertainment programs. In an era in which disinformation and »digital dem-
agoguery« (Fuchs 2018) are increasingly jeopardizing journalistic reporting, the 
audience is finding it increasingly difficult to distinguish between curiosities, 
trivia and relevance. Such a distinction is the central pillar of news clarification 
and is becoming increasingly important, especially in the context of »junk 
news« (Fenton 2009). The term goes back to Carl Jensen, the founder of Project 
Censored (cf. Jensen 2001: 251). In an analogy to »junk food«, it refers to easily 
digestible and less relevant news stories with no journalistic nutritional value. 
Ventorini (2019: 129) describes the dangers of these lurid stories and superficial 
reports: »›Junk news‹ is dangerous not because it is false, but because it saturates 
public debate, leaving little space for other discussions, reducing the richness of 
public debate and preventing more important stories from being heard.«

In order to systematically capture the phenomenon of junk news, we propose 
four manifestations: First-order junk news  –  news without substance or relevance: 
This news focuses on trivial, private, sensational and scandalous matters with 
no social relevance. They are exaggerated and easy to consume. Second-order junk 
news  –  social relevance as an empty shell: This news has high social relevance, but 
focuses on unimportant aspects such as celebrities without shedding light on the 
actual relevance. Third-order junk news  –  social relevance in small doses: These reports 
combine private aspects with socially relevant topics, require greater journal-
istic care and contain relevant information for many people. Fourth-order junk 
news  –  personal and private aspects as a means of conveying relevant information: These 
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reports use the personal and private to convey socially relevant information and 
have the highest educational value. One example is reports on the involvement of 
celebrities in social projects.

A rating scale for junk news, similar to the nutritional scoring for food, could 
be helpful in assessing its journalistic value. Junk news requires investment both 
in media literacy to develop »bullshit resistance« (Hübl 2024b) and in journalism 
and the training of journalists.

Conclusion: More light for news clarification

In view of the massive disruption to social discourse and cohesion, media criti-
cism and news education are essential. The INA/News Enlightenment Initiative 
addresses and reflects on journalistic decisions, routines and processes with 
regard to »clarification and clarification, showing and not showing« (Ludes 
2007: 75) because the continued existence of democracy, the rule of law and indi-
vidual freedoms depend on reliable information, freedom of opinion and critical 
reflection.

The INA/News Enlightenment Initiative strives for »constructive journalism 
criticism«, which aims to create public awareness and to contribute to a social 
transformation towards more news justice and media literacy through the 
results of both scientific and (citizen) journalistic research. These efforts are 
based on the identification of negative developments and threats as well as the 
identification of optimization possibilities (Haarkötter 2020: 99). INA advo-
cates for a different kind of journalism that goes beyond mere criticism. It also 
calls on the field of critical communication studies to »reflect on its social condi-
tions and thus also its social function« (Nieland 2022: 4).

In light of current crises  –  such as the jolting of the autonomy of nation-states, 
the vulnerability and weakness of global markets and questions of cultural 
affiliation and asymmetry between different milieus and genders that have 
been intensified by digitalization (Nassehi 2020: 36)  –  it is necessary to conduct 
multidimensional research based on democratic theory. On the one hand, such 
research should evaluate how perceptions are changing in regard to what is seen 
as normative quality of democratic media. On the other hand, it is important to 
investigate the extent to which these perceptions are reflected in the information 
offered and in the changing expectations of users (Beaufort 2021: 71).

Digitalization and algorithmization harbor the risk of social and dis-social 
media accelerating collective myths and thus creating new perceptual con-
straints (Nieland 2022: 9). This leads to reshaping cohesion and exclusion in 
society (Ludes 2018a: 35). At this point, the democratic-political significance 
of INA in terms of public media and communication studies becomes clear 
(Krainer 2022: 5). On the one hand, the initiative acts publicly as an instance of 
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social criticism and, on the other hand, transforms this criticism into coopera-
tion with other critical bodies (such as Project Censored, but also media outlets 
such as Deutschlandfunk and Deutsche Welle) and, finally, supports persecuted 
journalists, journalist organizations and civil society groups (especially through 
the public awarding of the Günter Wallraff Prize) by making them visible and 
supporting them.

In line with Beaufort’s call (2021: 74), the initiative motivates and activates 
journalists, academics, civil society groups and citizens to participate in open 
discourse, form networks and call on the media to »reflect the diversity of real 
social conditions and contribute to strengthening social cohesion«.
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discourse and amplifying fringe candidates through algorithmic bias and 
coordinated inauthentic behavior, the study also underscores the enduring 
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Contemporary political realities have increasingly challenged the traditional 
assumption that mainstream legacy media have a decisive influence on election 
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outcomes. A compelling illustration of this paradigm shift can be observed 
in Romania’s 2024 presidential elections, where the far-right candidate Călin 
Georgescu secured an unexpected first-place position in the initial round (which 
was annulled later), despite conspicuously abstaining from conventional media 
engagements and public debates. Instead, Georgescu opted for a communica-
tion strategy primarily centered on social media and on podcast appearances, 
effectively circumventing established media channels while still resonating 
with a significant portion of the electorate. This phenomenon exemplifies what 
Chadwick (2017) has termed the »hybrid media system« wherein legacy media 
no longer monopolize political discourse but instead compete and interact 
with  –  and often find themselves overshadowed by  –  alternative communication 
platforms. The Romanian case demonstrates how candidates can now success-
fully navigate electoral campaigns by cultivating direct connections with voters 
through decentralized digital media, thereby undermining the gatekeeping 
function traditionally exercised by journalists and outlets of legacy news media.

The surprising electoral performance achieved through such strategies sug-
gests a profound transformation in how political information circulates and 
influences voting behavior. As Bennett and Pfetsch (2018) argue, this represents 
not merely a tactical innovation but a fundamental reconfiguration of the rela-
tionship between media, political actors, and citizens in the digital age. This 
article examines the transformative impact of social media, with a special focus 
on TikTok’s unprecedented role in shaping political discourse and electoral 
dynamics in Romania. Romania’s digital landscape presents a compelling case 
study for understanding broader global trends in political communication. The 
country’s unique position  –  with its post-communist legacy and its still relative-
ly recent development of free media (cf. Starck 1999), its current digital trans-
formation, and an evolving media regulatory framework  –  offers insights for 
scholars and practitioners interested in the intersection of (digital or traditional) 
media and democratic processes.

At the end of some turbulent months, the moderate candidate Nicușor Dan 
was elected as the new President of Romania in May 2025. His success, as we will 
emphasize, is also proof that the established media cannot be written off just 
yet. Traditional journalism, TV debates, and serious, rapid fact-checking can still 
make a difference.

TikTok’s role in the 2024 Romanian presidential election

The 2024 Romanian presidential election marked a significant shift in political 
campaigning strategies, with the social media platform TikTok emerging as 
a crucial battleground. This analysis examines how politicians leveraged the 



Journalism Research  2/2025	 190

Research Paper

platform, the effectiveness of various approaches, and the subsequent regula-
tory concerns that arose. Romanian politicians across the political spectrum 
embraced TikTok during the 2024 campaign, though with varying degrees of 
success. Notably, ultranationalist candidate Călin Georgescu  –  previously a 
relatively obscure figure in Romanian politics  –  conducted what analysts charac-
terized as an »adroit campaign« on the platform (Carlugea/Wesolowsky 2024). 
Through use of short, viral clips, Georgescu effectively reached millions of young 
voters, accumulating approximately 260,000 TikTok followers by election day. 
His content primarily consisted of question-and-answer segments and critiques 
of the European Union and NATO (Păvălucă 2024).

Although other political figures maintained TikTok presences  –  includ-
ing far-right AUR leader George Simion, former prime minister Victor Ponta, 
Social Democratic Party leader Marcel Ciolacu, and reformist candidate Elena 
Lasconi  –  observers consistently noted that Georgescu alone »unlocked the 
full potential of the platform« (Carlugea/Wesolowsky 2024). Evidence of this 
effectiveness can be found in the disparity between traditional and social media 
engagement; for instance, one of Georgescu’s television interview excerpts gar-
nered approximately 70,000 views in its original broadcast format but achieved 
4.1 million views when shared on TikTok. Several political parties attempted to 
leverage paid influencer campaigns on TikTok, despite the platform’s formal 
prohibition of political advertisements. Investigative journalism revealed that 
the governing center-right National Liberal Party (PNL) contracted a third party 
to orchestrate a TikTok influencer campaign for its candidate. Paradoxically, this 
campaign appears to have been ›hijacked‹ to benefit Georgescu instead  –  a find-
ing subsequently confirmed by Romania’s tax agency, which verified that PNL 
had financed TikTok promotions and hashtags that ultimately favored Georges-
cu (Goury-Laffont 2024).

Furthermore, declassified intelligence documents allege that an »aggres-
sive promotion campaign« included approximately $381,000 paid to TikTok 
influencers specifically to promote Georgescu (Chan 2024). This suggests that 
informal influencer endorsements functioned as a circumvention mechanism for 
TikTok’s ban on formal political advertising. Consequently, while various polit-
ical actors attempted to utilize TikTok for conventional campaign messaging, 
their success was inconsistent, whereas Georgescu benefited from a particularly 
effective, youth-oriented strategy. Romanian TikTok users demonstrated unu-
sually high political engagement for a predominantly young demographic. A 
December 2024 poll of TikTok users aged 18-35 found that a majority reported 
exposure to election-related content and dubious claims on the platform imme-
diately preceding the canceled runoff election (Global Witness 2024). Although 
TikTok questioned the methodological rigor of this poll, its findings align with 
other indicators of significant political content saturation on the application. In 
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practice, many young Romanians utilized TikTok not merely as an entertain-
ment platform but as a primary news source. According to Eurobarometer data, 
social media have long been more important for current information in Romania 
than in other EU countries on average (Eurobarometer 2023).

Georgescu and his supporters employed viral content strategies and hash-
tag campaigns to maximize engagement. Users created participation-oriented 
memes  –  such as »Where are you supporting Georgescu from?«  –  that encour-
aged sharing and fostered a sense of collective identity. Georgescu’s personal con-
tent blended nationalist and anti-EU rhetoric with relatable everyday imagery, 
including church visits, judo training, and jogging, to cultivate a likable persona 
(Global Witness 2024). One of Georgescu’s most widely-circulated TikToks 
propagated the false claim that Ukrainian refugees received substantially more 
financial aid than Romanian children, an assertion subsequently debunked by 
fact-checkers (Factual 2024). Despite its inaccuracy, this video accumulated over 
5 million views (Arambescu 2024). This suggests that the TikTok messaging 
campaign effectively combined emotional nationalist appeals, misinformation, 
and explicit calls for content amplification.

Multiple investigations concluded that TikTok’s recommendation system dis-
proportionately amplified Georgescu’s content. Controlled experiments using 
balanced TikTok accounts revealed that pro-Georgescu posts were recommended 
between 4 and 14 times more frequently than content supporting rival candidate 
Lasconi (Global Witness 2024). Romanian media outlets and non-governmental 
organizations reported that automated accounts, inauthentic profiles, and algo-
rithmic bias on TikTok contributed significantly to Georgescu’s transformation 
from a marginal figure to the winner of a plurality of votes (Henley 2024). While 
TikTok denied providing preferential treatment to any candidate, the magni-
tude of Georgescu’s online surge is noteworthy: He amassed many thousands 
of followers and millions of video views, substantially outperforming his com-
petitors (Haeck 2024; Ilie 2024). In late November 2024, Romanian authorities 
formally addressed these concerns when the telecommunications regulation 
agency (ANCOM) requested that the European Commission initiate an investiga-
tion under the Digital Services Act (DSA) regarding TikTok’s role in the election. 
Shortly thereafter, the Constitutional Court took the unprecedented step of 
annulling the election’s first round, citing »foreign intervention« and algorith-
mic distortion  –  an acknowledgment that TikTok may have substantively influ-
enced the electoral outcome (European Commission 2024).

Covert influence operations and disinformation campaigns on TikTok raised 
significant concerns among regulators. TikTok informed regulatory authorities 
that it had identified several »covert influence networks« targeting Romanian 
voters. By mid-December, the company reported having banned tens of thou-
sands of inauthentic accounts and removed millions of fraudulent likes and 
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followers. Specifically, TikTok disclosed its disruption of a network comprising 
4,453 fake accounts operating from Turkey, each with approximately three fol-
lowers, primarily promoting the AUR political party and, to a lesser extent, Călin 
Georgescu. Following the election’s annulment, TikTok banned an additional 
22,764 accounts from this same influence network. Other inauthentic campaigns 
were also identified: one Romanian-based network of 78 accounts had promoted 
Georgescu (disrupted in November), while separate networks comprising dozens 
of accounts advocated for the PNL and PSD parties. According to TikTok’s trans-
parency reports, the platform blocked over 92,000 fake accounts and prevented 
millions of fraudulent engagements in Romania during the campaign period 
(TikTok Newsroom 2024). The 2024 Romanian presidential election illustrates 
the profound impact that social media platforms  –  particularly TikTok  –  can 
exert on democratic processes, highlighting urgent questions about algorithmic 
transparency, platform governance, and the evolving nature of political commu-
nication in digital environments.

Regulatory frameworks and emerging challenges

Romania’s electoral landscape has undergone significant transformation in 
response to the proliferation of digital platforms and their influence on political 
communication. This section examines the regulatory frameworks established 
to govern digital content in electoral contexts and analyzes the emerging chal-
lenges posed by sophisticated manipulation tactics in the Romanian political 
sphere. Romania has established a complex regulatory architecture for digital 
content in electoral contexts. Notably, the National Authority for Administration 
and Regulation in Communications (ANCOM) has been designated through Law 
No. 50/2024 as »the authority responsible for all aspects related to the supervi-
sion of online services,« including oversight of major digital platforms (Cristes-
cu 2024). This designation is particularly significant as it centralizes regulatory 
authority and establishes a clear institutional mechanism for addressing illicit 
content and electoral disinformation.

Nevertheless, this centralization has not eliminated jurisdictional complex-
ities within the regulatory landscape. The National Audiovisual Council (CNA) 
has attempted to extend its control over online video content, issuing »removal 
orders« for social media posts. However, this expansion of authority has been 
criticized by civil society organizations such as ApTI and ActiveWatch, which 
contend that the CNA »illegally extends its jurisdiction« and imposes dispropor-
tionate sanctions without clear legal foundation (Bunea 2025). Additionally, the 
Permanent Electoral Authority (AEP) and Central Electoral Bureau (BEC) coordi-
nate the monitoring of online electoral content through complaints which, if 
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substantiated, require major platforms to remove illegal advertisements (G4Me-
dia Redaction 2025a).

The European Union’s Digital Services Act (DSA) implementation in Romania 
further complicates this landscape by imposing transparency obligations on 
platforms. Users affected by restrictions can directly challenge platform decisions 
and, if dissatisfied, can notify ANCOM with detailed evidence. ANCOM can resolve 
complaints if the platform is established in Romania or forward them to the coor-
dinator in the respective country (G4Media Redaction 2025b). This approach, 
while comprehensive, presents challenges in terms of coordination and effective-
ness. In response to the annulment of the November 2024 elections, the Roma-
nian Parliament has adopted stringent online regulations. Sponsored political 
content must now be marked with identification codes (campaign and sponsor) 
in each electoral message. Messages that fail to comply with this labeling can be 
deleted by platforms »in less than five hours« according to the law adopted in Jan-
uary 2025 (Chastand/Malingre 2025). These measures complement DSA obliga-
tions regarding transparent political advertising and combating disinformation.

The implementation of these regulations has led to new reporting mecha-
nisms whereby citizens can report suspected illegal online messages to the BEC. 
If the complaint is justified, BEC issues an order to platforms (through AEP) to 
restrict the content. ANCOM has published guidelines and complaint forms to 
assist citizens and parties in identifying and reporting non-compliant electoral 
content (G4Media 2025a). Furthermore, electoral campaigns must comply with 
legislation on financing and advertising, with each paid material being reported 
to BEC. Despite these regulatory advances, controversial situations have emerged 
during campaigns that highlight imbalances in enforcement. Nicușor Dan, for 
example, has accused the AEP of »bad faith« for not prohibiting anonymous 
defamatory materials freely circulating online. He maintains that his supporters 
who post organically (without paid advertising) are penalized by algorithms, 
while anonymous negative content »is not sanctioned« (Emilian 2025). This case 
shows the persistent challenges in enforcing regulatory frameworks equitably 
across different types of content and actors.

A significant development in Romania’s electoral dynamics has been the shift 
from traditional fake news to more sophisticated manipulation techniques. 
According to a report by Expert Forum, the focus has moved beyond combating 
false news to addressing »the ability to flood the digital space with oceans of 
information, memes and videos about one’s own candidate, plus negative prop-
aganda about opponents« (Ioniță/Voinea 2025). This phenomenon, identified as 
Coordinated Inauthentic Behavior (CIB), represents a fundamental change in dig-
ital electoral tactics. The impact of CIB on candidate visibility has been substan-
tial, with evidence of artificial enhancement of visibility and credibility through 
the use of bot networks and inauthentic accounts. Expert Forum’s analysis 
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reveals exploitation of platform algorithms at the limit or beyond the provisions 
of Romanian laws. Data collected over 30 days showed over 100 million views pro-
duced by 600 CIB-type videos, with 270 clips supporting George Simion and 180 
promoting Crin Antonescu (Ioniță/Voinea 2025).

Furthermore, suspicious growth patterns were observed in candidates’ official 
accounts. Victor Ponta recorded an increase of 100,000 new TikTok followers in 
the last analyzed week (April 20-24), followed by Nicușor Dan with approximate-
ly 30,000. Analysis of comments on candidates’ videos indicated a significant 
proportion of duplicate comments, suggesting bot usage. Victor Ponta had 47.6% 
potentially duplicate comments, Nicușor Dan 37%, and George Simion 23.1% 
(Ioniță/Voinea 2025). Particularly noteworthy is the case of Crin Antonescu, 
whose positive visibility (118 million views in recent months) stemmed »mainly 
from support networks, not from the activity of his official account« despite 
having a »systematically neglected« official account. This demonstrates the 
coordinated action of inauthentic networks in shaping public perception inde-
pendently of candidates’ official communications (Ioniță/Voinea 2025). The 
opacity of TikTok’s algorithm presents a significant challenge in addressing CIB. 
Expert Forum emphasizes that »we are practically in the dark« due to the opacity 
of TikTok’s viralization algorithm, which selects content based on unknown cri-
teria (Ioniță/Voinea 2025).

Additionally, the Romanian state lacks dedicated structures with genuine 
expertise for monitoring inauthentic networks. Expert Forum argues that 
digital platforms have »an obligation of compliance, not just one of voluntary 
collaboration« in combating systemic risks. The document contends that at the 
national level, easily quantifiable aspects (e.g., complaints to BEC) are prioritized 
at the expense of systemic issues related to CIB (Ioniță/Voinea 2025). The case 
of Nicușor Dan further illustrates these structural limitations. In April 2025, 
he announced that he had stopped paid promotion (approximately €15,000/day) 
after his Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok pages were »invaded by hundreds of 
thousands of fake accounts« aggressively distributing his posts (Bularca/Pope-
scu 2025; Otopeanu 2025). He informed the AEP and filed complaints with DNSC 
and ANCOM, requesting identification of those who »paid the bots.« While DNSC 
confirmed receiving such a notification regarding »inauthentic behavior« on his 
accounts, and ANCOM officially received the complaint and announced its analy-
sis, the outcome remains uncertain.

The Romanian case demonstrates that despite establishing comprehensive 
regulatory frameworks for digital content in electoral contexts, significant 
challenges remain in effectively addressing sophisticated manipulation tactics. 
The shift from fake news to Coordinated Inauthentic Behavior represents a fun-
damental change in digital electoral tactics that current regulatory approaches 
struggle to address adequately. This evolution highlights the need for enhanced 
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monitoring capabilities, greater platform transparency, and more proactive col-
laboration between regulatory authorities and digital platforms. Moreover, the 
discrepancy between regulatory intent and implementation effectiveness raises 
questions about the adequacy of current approaches in safeguarding electoral 
integrity in digital environments.

Image transfer and transfer of electoral capital between Georgescu 
and Simion

In the context of the Romanian presidential elections, the political relationship 
between Călin Georgescu and George Simion offers a notable example of symbol-
ic alignment and electoral capital transfer. George Simion, the leader of the Alli-
ance for the Union of Romanians (AUR), has been portrayed in media reports as 
using Georgescu primarily as a symbolic figurehead  –  a »sovereignist image« to 
be marketed to the electorate (Popescu 2025). This strategy appears to have yield-
ed substantial political gains in the first round of the 2025 presidential elections.

In 2024, Georgescu, an »independent« candidate, had emerged as the frontrun-
ner in the first round, securing 2,120,401 votes, amounting to 22.94% of the total. 
In the same election, Simion received 1,281,325 votes (13.86%) (Popescu 2025). One 
year later, however, in the 2025 election, Simion recorded a dramatic surge, receiv-
ing 3,862,761 votes (40.96%)  –  a figure that not only surpassed his own previous 
performance but also significantly exceeded the combined total of votes he and 
Georgescu had received in 2024 (3,401,726 votes) (Agerpress 2025; Cristea 2025).

This 2025 outcome suggests a successful consolidation of the sovereignist elec-
torate under Simion’s candidacy, alongside a noteworthy expansion of his support 
base. The approximately 460,000 additional votes he received beyond the 2024 
combined total of both candidates point to attracting new voters outside the orig-
inal sovereignist segment. Media analyses reinforce this interpretation, noting 
that Simion’s campaign effectively appropriated Georgescu’s sovereignist appeal 
while mobilizing broader public support (HotNews 2025). Moreover, the shift in 
voter behavior may also reflect wider political dynamics. Some former supporters 
of the Social Democratic Party (PSD) appear to have gravitated toward the sover-
eignist discourse represented by Simion, suggesting that his electoral gains were 
not solely due to Georgescu’s endorsement or symbolic influence. In contrast, 
other political figures, such as Crin Antonescu, did not resonate with this seg-
ment of the electorate. The electoral data and media narratives converge on the 
conclusion that George Simion successfully absorbed Georgescu’s political image 
and voter base while expanding his appeal to new segments of the electorate. The 
2025 election results underscore this achievement: not only did Simion consoli-
date the sovereignist vote, but he also transformed it into a broader political force.
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Figure 1
Vote distribution 2024/2025 (first rounds)

Source: own diagram
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Nicușor Dan’s media exposure and the role of television

During the campaign period for the second round of the 2025 presidential elec-
tions, Nicușor Dan participated in a series of televised programs with significant 
viewership, strategically attempting to consolidate his visibility and bridge the 
vote gap with his opponent. His participation in debates and nationally impact-
ful broadcasts constituted a strategic component of his campaign, particularly 
considering that George Simion chose to avoid individual television appearances, 
instead concentrating his communication efforts on online platforms, predom-
inantly TikTok. This strategic divergence created an imbalance in traditional 
media presence between the two candidates, consequently allowing Nicușor Dan 
to capture the attention of mainstream audiences, especially among voter seg-
ments less engaged in digital environments.

For instance, the debate broadcast by the public station TVR 1 on May 15, 2025, 
recorded an average national audience of approximately 220,000 viewers, accord-
ing to data published by Obae (2025c). Although the overall rating was relatively 
modest compared to other programs, Nicușor Dan’s presence in a space associat-
ed with TVR’s editorial neutrality can be interpreted as an attempt to consolidate 
his image as a serious candidate open to broader public engagement, particularly 
among urban viewers and those interested in substantive debates.

Another notable appearance occurred on May 14 at România TV, where a 
special program featuring Nicușor Dan attracted an average of approximately 
665,000 viewers, corresponding to a national rating of 3.8% (Obae 2025b). Since 
România TV is perceived as favorable to George Simon’s electorate, this platform 
provided an intriguing framework for Nicușor Dan to communicate his message 
to a traditionally less favorable audience segment. This exposure can be inter-
preted as an attempt to penetrate his opponent’s supporter »bubble« seeking to 
bring his message to those who would otherwise have been less exposed to an 
alternative voting option.

On the evening of May 13, Nicușor Dan participated in a debate on Antena 3, 
moderated by Mihai Gâdea, which was watched by approximately 480,000 view-
ers nationally (Obae 2025a). Given Antena 3’s profile, which attracts an audience 
interested in political subjects as well as more ›spectacular‹ debate formats, this 
appearance allowed the candidate to express his viewpoints in a high-visibili-
ty format and establish a leadership profile before an electorate that combines 
interest in political current affairs with mainstream television consumption.

In contrast, opponent George Simion did not participate in individual pro-
grams with significant impact during May 4-18, 2025, focusing his communica-
tion almost exclusively on the TikTok platform. This strategy limited the general 
electorate’s ability, particularly those less active in digital environments, to eval-
uate his positions and personality in formal debate contexts directly. The only 
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direct encounter between the two candidates occurred during the Euronews-
moderated debate on May 8, 2025, which attracted 272,000 national viewers  –  a 
figure smaller than the cumulative audiences of Nicușor Dan’s appearances 
(Bunea 2025).

Table 1
TV appearances by Nicușor Dan in the 2025 election campaign

Format (Show) TV Station Date Time 
interval

Rating 
(Natio-
nal)

Rating 
(Urban)

Rating 
(Com-
mercial)

Debate (Mihai 
Gâdea as ​pre-
sentor)

Antena 3 13.05. 
2025

19:00-
23:45

480,000 355,000 115,000

Debate România TV* 14.05. 
2025

20:00-
22:00

665,000 450,000 150,000

Debate TVR 1 15.05. 
2025

21:00-
00:00

220,000 160,000 60,000

Debate (only 
true debate with 
both candidates)

Euronews 8.05. 
2025

20:00-
00:00

272,000 233,000 135,000

* A television station that caters to George Simon’s fanbase.

Therefore, Nicușor Dan’s multiple exposures in television programs with sig-
nificant audiences served as an important vector for electoral visibility, espe-
cially given his opponent’s absence from these traditional public debate spaces. 
Through participation in these programs, Nicușor Dan successfully reached 
diverse audiences, transmitted his messages to viewers from different audi-
ence categories (national, urban, commercial), and implicitly created a contrast 
between his profile as a candidate present in traditional public space and George 
Simon’s more restricted strategy, focused on digital communication within a 
specific supporter »bubble.«

Contextualizing these audience figures is essential, as Nicușor Dan’s main-
stream media participations were not merely simple appearances but became cat-
alysts for consolidating critical narratives against his opponent, George Simion. 
For example, following the first debate, Nicușor Dan was perceived as the victor, 
benefiting from George Simon’s frequent blunders, including remarks such 
as »I am better than you at throwing words,« to which Nicușor Dan promptly 
responded with »exactly, exactly« (Sava 2025). This dynamic was subsequent-
ly exploited by the pro-European camp, which amplified Simon’s image as an 
unprepared and superficial candidate.
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The symbolism of absence

George Simion’s absenteeism from subsequent debates was, in turn, transformed 
into a media symbol. The empty chair reserved for Simion in television studios 
became a metaphor for absence and lack of courage in facing direct confronta-
tion, being ironized both in online spaces and in symbolic campaigns. Brands 
and users replicated the empty chair image, using it as a point of irony: »we 
found George Simion« (Coșlea 2025). This symbolism was amplified by inci-
dents such as the one generated by stand-up comedian Micutzu, who organized 
a neutral debate to which George Simion initially confirmed participation but 
later refused to attend, subsequently denying that he had accepted the terms. 
The publication of an audio recording in which Simion expressed his agreement 
accentuated perceptions of insincerity and inconsistency, and Micutzu ironically 
punctuated the situation with the remark »why do we flee from debate and then 
lie« (Zia 2025), a comment that also included an allusion to the grammatical 
errors made by members of the extremist POT party (Young People’s Party).

The impact of this dynamic was felt even in the symbolism associated with 
George Simion in the digital public space: users began repeatedly using the chair 
emoticon in response to his posts, ironizing his absence from essential confron-
tations. Moreover, his meetings with European political leaders, such as Georgia 
Meloni or the nationalist candidate from Poland, Nawrocki, did not produce 
official support, which accentuated the perception of failure in consolidating his 
image as an international leader. Consequently, Nicușor Dan’s consistent pres-
ence in traditional media space, combined with the symbolism created around 
his opponent’s absence, contributed significantly to consolidating his position 
in the second round. This strategy successfully exploited George Simion’s lack 
of response, allowing Nicușor Dan to assume the role of a present, prepared, and 
dialogue-oriented candidate, in contrast to his adversary’s isolated and evasive 
leader image.

Free press in the age of short-form content: A case for prebunking 
and responsible journalism

On the morning of May 17, 2025, just one day before the second round of Roma-
nia’s presidential elections, the TikTok account of George Simion, the far-right 
AUR party’s presidential candidate, unexpectedly disappeared. Without prior 
context or warning, users trying to access his page were met with the platform’s 
default message: »This account could not be found«. What followed was a textbook 
example of narrative hijacking. Given his self-styled position as an anti-system 
figure, Simion seemed poised to claim political censorship. A journalist from 
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Realitatea TV, known for echoing populist themes, quickly posted that »the sys-
tem’s desperation is showing,« while a network of TikTok influencers amplified 
the claim in near-real-time. It was a critical moment shortly before the election, 
which must also be seen against the background of the nationalists’ claim for 
weeks, reinforced by US Vice President J.D. Vance, that also Georgescu had been 
cheated out of an election victory.

Yet, the strategy failed. And it failed precisely because of timely, evi-
dence-based journalism. Here, the concept of prebunking  –  a proactive strategy 
in combating misinformation  –  proves essential. Unlike debunking, which reacts 
to false claims post-distribution, prebunking functions as a form of psychological 
inoculation, preparing the public in advance by exposing the rhetorical and emo-
tional tactics likely to be used in disinformation campaigns (Lewandowsky/van 
der Linden 2021; Roozenbeek/van der Linden 2019). In this case, the editorial 
team at Context.ro applied a prebunking logic by immediately reaching out to 
TikTok for clarification. Within minutes, they received confirmation that George 
Simion had deactivated his own account voluntarily, thereby defusing the narra-
tive of censorship before it could metastasize.

With the initial disinformation line exposed, Simion was forced to improvise. 
He declared a »day of silence« ahead of the Sunday election, announcing the sus-
pension of all his social media accounts. Yet, contradicting his own premise, he 
continued posting on X (formerly Twitter), maintaining contact with a loyal base 
nested within his ideological bubble. This event illustrates the critical impor-
tance of a genuinely free press in countering strategic misinformation  –  particu-
larly in the attention economy fostered by short-form content platforms like Tik-
Tok and Instagram Reels (Napoli 2019). It also underscores the dangers of echo 
chambers, where algorithmically-driven content reinforcement minimizes ideo-
logical diversity, intensifying group polarization and susceptibility to populist 
disinformation (Cinelli et al. 2021; Sunstein 2018). Within such closed systems, 
misinformation spreads rapidly  –  unless disrupted by timely and credible coun-
ter-narratives. The fragmented nature of online discourse continues to challenge 
traditional journalistic authority, this case study reaffirms that prebunking, 
combined with responsive, investigative reporting, can still act as a democratic 
safeguard. In the age of viral populism, the truth (accurate facts), verified swiftly 
and communicated transparently, remains the best defense.

Conclusion

The 2024–2025 Romanian presidential election offers a stark illustration of the 
evolving dynamics of political communication, where the boundaries between 
traditional media, social media, and algorithmic influence are increasingly 
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blurred. While TikTok emerged as a disruptive force capable of amplifying fringe 
candidates and distorting public debate, the ultimate success of Nicușor Dan 
underscores that a multifaceted strategy remains key to electoral success. His 
consistent presence in mainstream media  –  through televised debates, inter-
views, and public appearances  –  provided a crucial platform for critical engage-
ment, message amplification, and credibility building, particularly among 
demographics less active on digital platforms. Simultaneously, his creative use of 
TikTok and Meta allowed him to connect with younger audiences, demonstrat-
ing how innovative campaigning can complement, rather than replace, the foun-
dational role of traditional media in shaping democratic discourse.

The Romanian example is encouraging in that it reveals the enlightening 
potential of TV debates during election campaigns, which, in the age of populism 
and extremism, have become more of a problem for democracy in other countries 
and have in some cases literally turned into »slingshots of lies« (Schultz 2024). 
However, Nicușor Dan benefited in Romania also from the fact that his populist 
opponent George Simion avoided most debates and only faced a direct TV duel 
once.

This case highlights the critical importance of preserving media freedom and 
ensuring pluralistic access to information in an age where algorithmic gatekeep-
ing and coordinated manipulation threaten to erode the very foundations of dem-
ocratic debate. While social media offers unprecedented opportunities for direct 
engagement, it also introduces vulnerabilities that can be exploited to undermine 
electoral integrity. The Romanian experience demonstrates that mainstream 
media remains an essential space for public scrutiny, offering a counterweight to 
the opacity and volatility of algorithm-driven information flows.

Ultimately, safeguarding democracy in the digital age requires a dual com-
mitment: to support resilient, independent journalism and to develop robust 
regulatory frameworks capable of addressing the challenges posed by algorith-
mic amplification and digital manipulation. The Romanian case offers a timely 
reminder that while the tools of political communication are evolving, the core 
principles of transparency, accountability, and media freedom must remain at 
the heart of democratic practice.
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Abstract: Obituaries, though seemingly straightforward, hold deep reflections 
for the role of women journalists. Through the lens of metajournalistic dis-
course, this study explores obituaries of women journalists (n=1064) from the 
United States. The analysis finds that the memorialization of women journal-
ists reflect on their role as advocates in and outside of the newsroom. In doing 
so, they not only redefine their profession, but work to champion societal 
advancement and gender equality.
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Joan Kuni (1930-2019) had a unique way of doing things. Instead of taking the 
bus, she rode her horse to school. She would change the lyrics of songs to create 
her own stories. When it came time to decide her future, »Joan did not follow the 
path that most young women took in the ’50s. Rather than become a bride, teach-
er or secretary, Joan focused on a broadcasting career, and she excelled.«

Joan Kuni’s career started as a disc jockey and news reporter at KWWC college 
radio, which led to a position at WJR-AM Radio in Detroit. As a program director 
there, she demonstrated her versatility in news, sports, sound, and commercials. 
Moving to television with WXYZ, Joan notably helped launch the career of the 
famous TV personality Soupy Sales, making a significant impact on the television 
industry.

When she decided to start a family, »her tenacity, creativity and huge heart« 
remained undiminished. Her first two sons were born with intellectual and devel-
opmental disabilities and were told they would not lead meaningful lives. Joan 
Kuni, staying true to her nature, chose a different path, advocating tirelessly for 
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them and others facing similar challenges. Her efforts resulted in the creation 
of the Wayne D. Kuni & Joan E. Kuni Foundation, which supports housing and 
enrichment opportunities for individuals with intellectual disabilities. In 2013, 
Joan Kuni was instrumental in developing Stephen’s Place, an assisted living com-
plex named after her son, funded by the Kuni Foundation. Her advocacy contin-
ues to inspire positive change. »Throughout her life, Joan was a pioneer and advo-
cate, blazing a trail for women in broadcasting and shifting the tide of inclusion 
for individuals with intellectual disabilities« (Obituary 502).

This study aims to understand how women journalists are memorialized 
by analyzing a large corpus of obituaries of women journalists (n=1064) from 
the United States. Using this dataset, the paper explores the metajournalistic 
discourse surrounding women journalists, examining how obituaries provide 
insights into their professional identities and news work. Metajournalistic dis-
course, as a self-reflective practice within journalism, offers a lens to analyze the 
portrayal of women journalists in obituaries, highlighting their contributions, 
challenges, and the evolving dynamics of the journalistic landscape.

The authors engaged in an iterative, constant-comparative analysis (Lindlof/
Taylor 2011) of the dataset. Fram (2013) notes that such analysis is valuable for 
etic coding, driven by literature and theory. Through this analysis, the study 
addresses research questions concerning the memorialization of women journal-
ists’ professional identities and news work. By exploring themes of community 
engagement, advocacy, career achievements, and personal relationships, along-
side the values and persistence exhibited in their journalistic endeavors and news 
work, this research illuminates the multifaceted roles and impact of U.S. women 
journalists within the field.

In examining the memorialization of women journalists through obituaries, 
the concept of role performance as advocacy emerges as a significant theme. 
Women journalists, as depicted in these obituaries, are portrayed not only as 
professionals but also as advocates for broader societal change. This advocacy is 
demonstrated through their volunteer work, community involvement, and active 
participation in local organizations and charities.

Notably, narratives highlight their pioneering roles as »first women« in jour-
nalism, emphasizing their advocacy for gender inclusivity and representation 
within the profession. These women journalists’ stories and advocacy extend 
beyond newsrooms, as they take on leadership positions in organizations, 
assume chair roles, and become the first women to receive prestigious awards. By 
stepping into roles that had never been filled by women before, whether within 
the newsroom or beyond, these journalists not only reshape their profession but 
also advocate for societal progress and gender equity (Cunningham et al. 2017), 
leaving a lasting legacy memorialized in their obituaries.
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Women’s role performance in newswork

Obituaries can highlight the unique contributions of women journalists within 
the newsroom. By the late nineteenth century, white, middle-class women in the 
United States increasingly sought active roles beyond domestic confines. Howev-
er, the opportunities for white, middle-class, and educated women in journalism 
were limited, leading them to engage in writing that differed significantly from 
the straightforward factual reporting of their man counterparts (Chambers et 
al. 2005). Women’s roles in journalism are often shaped by societal expectations 
and may be linked to stereotypical feminine traits (Chambers et al. 2005), which 
can include values such as cooperation, non-violent conflict resolution, peace 
advocacy, compassion, emotionality, honesty, congeniality, and altruism (Paul et 
al. 2022; Shor et al. 2018).

Women in American journalism today face challenges that hinder their ability 
to succeed and progress within newsrooms across the country (York 2017). The 
percentage of women journalists in the United States rose from 37.5% in 2013 to 
40.9% in 2022 (Willnat et al. 2022). Similarly, the Reuters Institute found that 
an average of 40% of journalists in 12 markets were women in 2024 (Arguedas 
et al. 2024). A study in 2025 found that there are over 6,047 journalists currently 
employed in the United States, and 53.4% of them are women, while 46.6% are 
men (Zippia 2025). There is, however, a significant lack of women in leadership 
positions in journalism. Arguedas et al. (2024) examined the representation of 
women in top editorial roles across those 12 markets with different levels of gen-
der equality, using data from 240 news outlets (both online and offline). They 
found that only 24.2% of top editors were women, which is below the 40% average 
of women journalists in these markets (Arguedas et al. 2024). Men still domi-
nate top editorial positions in 11 of the 12 markets. The study revealed a weak pos-
itive correlation between the percentage of women in journalism and in editorial 
roles, but in most markets, women were underrepresented in senior positions 
compared to their numbers in the profession (Arguedas et al. 2024). Although 
gender parity is far from achieved, the percentage of women journalists in top 
editorial positions has slowly increased from 23% in 2020 to 25% in 2024, with a 
potential to reach parity by 2074 if this trend continues (Arguedas et al. 2024).

Women face several challenges in the workplace. Systemic sexism is one, 
which manifests in the silencing of outspoken women, pressure on women lead-
ers to overlook issues, gender stereotypes, and widespread retaliation against 
women who challenge sexist behavior or demand accountability in newsrooms 
(Bailey 2022; Heckman 2014; Lipinski 2019). Women are also hindered by har-
assment (Chakradhar 2022), wage gaps, discrimination in job assignments 
(Schudson/Haas 2008; Stivers 2012), and balancing family responsibilities with 
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career commitments (York 2017). Women in journalism are also less likely to get 
credit for the work they do (Heckman 2012).

U.S. women journalists often navigate gender expectations, specifically in 
regard to their news sourcing and choice of news topics, as part of their news 
work, recognizing that aligning with stereotypic expectations can impact how 
their work is evaluated (Chambers et al. 2005). The journalist may recognize that 
such alignment could positively impact how her work is evaluated, as it conforms 
to societal expectations about the congruence between the reporter’s gender, 
the topic covered, and the gender of the sources quoted (Paul et al. 2022; Shor et 
al. 2018). Even when women address political or social matters, they are encour-
aged to adopt a »human-interest« approach, emphasizing the impact of events 
on individuals’ everyday lives. Thus, and conversant with literature on women’s 
work in the professions, the primary role of early women journalists was to evoke 
emotional responses from readers (Chambers et al. 2005); hence, they then are 
also tasked with a disproportionate amount of emotional labor in newsrooms 
(Soronen 2018). Emotional labor is reflected in two activities  –  evocation and 
suppression; evocation requires women to manifest emotion in places where it is 
initially absent, and suppression requires women to manage undesired emotions 
which are initially present (Hochschild 1979). In a similar manner, women in 
the professions are often tasked with what Anderson (2023) describes as hermeneu-
tic labor, in which women are tasked with making sense of the emotions of others.

In this way there exists an unintentional activation of implicit gender stereo-
types within journalism, and there is the potential backlash when women jour-
nalists deviate from these expectations. A study done by Cassidy (2008) analyzed 
the professional role conceptions of men and women newspaper journalists in 
the United States. He found that women newspaper journalists tend to prioritize 
adopting an activist stance in their approach to journalism. He also found that 
women journalists tended to incorporate traditionally masculine norms of the 
profession into their job performance (Cassidy 2008). They feel as if they have to 
adjust in order to be accepted as ›real‹ journalists (Van Zoonen 1998). In this way, 
women journalists engage in an interplay with societal gender norms, leveraging 
strategies, like taking on more man-centric characteristics (Cassidy 2008; Van 
Zoonen 1998), to enhance credibility while being aware of the potential chal-
lenges and biases associated with these expectations.

Prior research reflects that the presence of women in significant editorial and 
managerial positions positively influences the overall reporting of various issues 
in the news, particularly with regard to the coverage of women (Shor et al. 2018); 
this includes reporting on topics disproportionately affecting women. This 
viewpoint underscores the significance of women journalists in leadership roles, 
emphasizing their potential role in shaping and enhancing the quality and per-
spective of news reporting, particularly in areas related to women. More broadly, 
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this reflects the importance of diversity in decision-making roles for fostering 
inclusivity and accuracy in news media (Chambers et al. 2005).

Despite strives in news leadership, journalism by women continues to be per-
ceived as a counter-culture, conflicting with the prevailing journalist culture 
(Melin-Higgins 2004), reflecting the minimal historical presence of women in 
newsrooms, typically men-dominated spaces. Simply being present in such envi-
ronments often resulted in expectations that they would champion the interests 
of women in their audience.

Metajournalistic discourse on women

Metajournalistic discourse plays a crucial role in journalism, providing a platform 
where various actors, often journalists themselves, engage in defining, setting 
boundaries, and evaluating the legitimacy of journalism (Carlson 2016). This 
discourse includes public assessments of news content, reflections on journalistic 
practices, analyses of ethical dilemmas, and considerations of the dynamics within 
the journalism field. The term »metajournalistic discourse« within the broader 
context of journalism refers to discussions that focus on evaluating news produc-
tion processes and the conditions surrounding their reception, as well as delineat-
ing the profession’s boundaries (Carlson 2016). Metajournalistic discourse serves 
as a stabilizing force within the journalistic field, helping journalists to assess 
norms and expectations amidst the field’s evolving standards (Perreault/Per-
reault/Maares 2022). It acts as a self-reflective practice, enabling journalists to 
comprehensively examine their profession, contemplate the news media’s impact 
on society, and navigate the evolving landscape of the industry (Perreault/Tan-
doc/Caberlon 2023); the practice allows journalists to engage in epistemic contests 
in which journalists debate not just what is known, but how journalists define 
their ways of knowing (Carlson 2025). The evolution of technology has further 
expanded the avenues for discussions about journalism, allowing journalists 
to communicate in more emotional and personal ways across various platforms 
(Perreault/Tandoc/Caberlon 2023). But it is not only technological shifts that 
have shaped journalists engagement in discussion in regard to emotions, but also 
cultural shifts in regard to journalistic profession, news work, and journalistic 
audiences (see Maares et al. 2023; Perreault et al. 2024b). Broadly, journalists 
feel more need to engage affectively and view the deployment of emotions as key to 
creating knowledge (Kotišová/van der Velden 2023).

Metajournalistic discourse takes on diverse forms, such as editor’s notes, 
amicus briefs, and public statements, and is not solely the responsibility of 
journalists; non-journalists also contribute significantly to co-creating and 
participating in critical discourses on the nature of journalism (Perreault/
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Tandoc/Caberlon 2023; Phelan/Salter 2021). Moreover, it serves as a lens 
through which journalists conceptualize their work (Perreault/Nölleke 2022; 
Perreault/Kananovich/Hackett 2023), establish field boundaries, and navi-
gate crises, contributing to a stabilized journalistic landscape (Perreault/Per-
reault/Maares 2022; Perreault et al. 2024a). While some aspects of metajour-
nalistic discourse address external readers, it primarily tends to be inward-fac-
ing, fostering discussions among journalists themselves and creating a space for 
introspection and dialogue within the journalistic community (Vos 2016).

The historical authority within journalism plays a crucial role in shaping jour-
nalists’ perceptions of the world (Moon 2021). Obituaries, traditionally viewed 
as simple remembrances of the deceased, gain significance when applied to the 
experiences of journalists. They offer a unique opportunity for metajournalistic 
discourse, allowing the journalistic field to reflect on its historical trajectory and 
impact on journalists’ worldviews (Perreault/Tandoc/Caberlon 2023). Beyond 
serving as a memorialization tool, obituaries become a form of collective memo-
ry, reaffirming the mission of journalists, reinforcing norms, and creating mod-
els for emulation, thus establishing a recognized tradition of journalistic success 
(Carlson 2007).

In commemorating departed journalists, obituaries go beyond mere remem-
brance; they become a tool for boundary maintenance within the journalistic 
community (Carlson/Berkowitz 2014). They provide spaces for introspection 
about journalism and contribute to the ongoing constitution of journalistic prac-
tice within the field (Carlson 2016).

The theoretical argument supporting the significance of metajournalistic 
discourse, including the obituary as a form of it, lies in its ability to connect the 
creation and circulation of journalism’s sociocultural meanings to the social 
practices surrounding news production and consumption. As a pragmatic dis-
course delineating journalism as a cultural practice and a normative one shaping 
perceptions of what news should be, metajournalistic discourse becomes the site 
where actors inside and outside of journalism engage in establishing definitions, 
setting boundaries, and rendering judgments about journalism’s legitimacy 
(Carlson 2016).

Obituaries of women

Obituaries are an often underdiscussed, but essential aspect of journalism 
knowledge-building service to a community by linking »the past to the present« 
(Perreault et al. 2023: 12) and connecting »individual lives with generation-
al, or family, memory and with American collective memory« (Hume 2000: 11). 
Through the process of memorialization »even after journalists have passed 
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their contributions live on« (19); in effect, through reflecting a community back 
on itself. Obituaries are of course manufactured memorializations: reconstruct-
ing the lives of those who have passed through historical and social contexts (Edy 
1999). As a staple in U.S. news, it serves as a »secularized rite de passage, to help 
the bereaved; yet is also a verdict…about the worth of the dead person’s contri-
bution« (Fowler 2011: 61). Obituaries are developed in two manners: by family 
members who at times pay a fee for the obituary publications and at times by 
journalists within a newsroom. Nevertheless, given that journalists take part in 
production and distribution of the obituary, and that obituaries are suited to the 
form of journalism, we consider the overall process one of metajournalism. This 
also reflects Carlson’s (2016) argument that researchers ought to take seriously 
the »divisions among journalists and the blurring of boundaries between jour-
nalists and non journalists« (Carlson 2016: 357).

Fowler (2005) categorizes women’s obituaries into five types: traditional pos-
itive, untraditional positive, negative, tragic, and ironic. Research shows that 
ironic obituaries, which humorously highlight the outrageous aspects of a wom-
an’s life, and tragic obituaries, which portray the deceased as victims of structur-
al injustice, are relatively rare (Fowler 2005). The more common types are:

Traditional positive: According to Fowler (2005), this is the most prevalent type, 
focusing on the deceased’s achievements and celebrating their life.

Untraditional positive: Fowler (2005) describes these obituaries as highlighting 
the »mould breaking« work of women (160), while still adhering to the norms of 
traditional positive obituaries.

Negative: This rare type of obituary is applied to stigmatized individuals, 
either due to their actions or identity, effectively marginalizing them from the 
community (Fowler 2005).

Unlike other forms of reporting on the death of a person, journalism practices 
regarding the obituary tend to offer a reflection of »a life lived instead of a death 
died« (Starck 2005: 268). And these reflections tend to lean heavily on journal-
ist’s »cultural authority to make truth claims« (Adams 2022: 1040), regarding an 
individual’s legacy.

This leads us to pose the following research questions:
RQ 1:	How do obituaries of women journalists memorialize their professional identity?
RQ 2:	How do obituaries of women journalists memorialize their news work?

Method

In response to Carlson’s (2016) suggestion that researchers should seriously con-
sider the divisions among journalists and the blurred lines between journalists 
and non-journalists who create metadiscourse, we adopt an inclusive approach 
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to metajournalism in this study. We include any obituary in our analysis if (1) the 
journalist is listed on the Journalist Memorial Site and (2) the obituary is pub-
lished by a news source. Taussig (2017) highlights that obituaries can be written 
by various individuals, including family, friends, and journalists. However, our 
focus is on the discussion of journalism within these obituaries. Additionally, 
the obituary writer acts as an agent of memorialization (Carlson 2007); these 
agents »speak to the importance of the news work or personal traits of the memo-
rialized subjects (or a combination) take on a double role of constructing the 
memorialized subject as an elite figure while affirming, through their authority 
to speak, their own status as elite figures and authorities« (Carlson 2007: 175).

In order to address the research questions, the scholars evaluated a database 
of obituaries, created as a part of a larger metajournalism and obituaries project 
(see also Perreault/Tandoc/Caberlon 2023); it was explored here in order to 
specifically highlight the experiences of U.S. women journalists. For inclusion 
in the study, obituaries needed to be listed on the Journalist Memorial Site 
between January 1, 2020 and December 31, 2021  –  the timing, aligned with the 
height of coronavirus pandemic, made these years a key time for metajournal-
istic discourse reflections on journalistic identities and news work (Perreault/
Perreault/Maares 2022)  –  and be published by a news source in order to be eli-
gible for inclusion. Some listed obituaries are only listed on Legacy.com, but the 
database privileges multiple players of engagement within the journalistic field; 
hence, it was deemed important that obituaries be published through a news 
outlet. The database draws no distinctions  –  nor does the Journalist Memorial 
Site  –  among the obituary producers, which of course include both journalists 
and non-journalists and are typically listed without authorship. This is in recog-
nition that regardless of the obituary producer’s background they are operating 
as an »agent of memorialization« (Carlson 2007) and hence, play a crucial role 
in defining a range of topics within journalism. In line with this, the length of 
journalistic experience was also not applied for exclusion purposes given that all 
journalistic experience is relevant for discussion regardless of whether journal-
ists spent only a few years or their entire working lives within the field.

For the purposes of this paper, the obituaries were winnowed by the authors to 
only evaluate women journalists in the United States (n=1064), given that women 
journalists face many of the same professional boundaries as journalists across 
the globe but in a socio-political context with a relatively weak social-safety 
support infrastructure (e.g. maternity support, etc.). The pronouns employed in 
the obituary indicated the gender of the individual as woman. The coding of the 
obituaries took place over three stages, following Creswell’s (2007) structure for 
a constant comparative design: open coding, in which the authors read all con-
tent, taking note of broad trends; axial coding, in which these data trends were 
broken down into categories and concepts; and then selective coding, in which 
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the themes were used to find individual participant quotes which best evidenced 
the volume that the categories and concepts reflected within the data. While 
constant comparative research designs are often accompanied by a grounded the-
ory framework, Fram (2013) notes that they are also well suited for an etic coding 
method, such as this one, driven by theory and literature. This coding process 
was done over the course of a series of meetings (December 2023-March 2024) 
among the authors, in which each scholar would share relevant data and emerg-
ing themes would be discussed.

Obituaries included a range of locations across the United States. In report-
ing the results, the authors hence privileged picking examples and quotes most 
illustrative of the overall themes in the data and share national location in cases 
where it adds valuable contextual depth. Furthermore, we’ve created a table for 
referencing the particular quotes and theirs sources used in this study for refer-
ence in the online Appendix (Table 1).

Professional identity of women journalists as community engagers

In regard to RQ 1, the obituaries of women journalists illuminate their profes-
sional identities through various dimensions, including community engage-
ment, advocacy, career achievements, and family. This section delves into how 
these obituaries commemorate the professional identity of women journalists, 
focusing on their significant contributions to society and journalism.

In the obituaries of women journalists, professional identity is memorialized 
not only through their contributions to journalism but also through their exten-
sive involvement in community engagement and advocacy for various causes. 
One, for instance, was not only known for her journalistic prowess but also for 
her active participation in »local community affairs« (Obituary 27): She was 
»involved in numerous charitable endeavors« and »directed funding to a variety 
of charitable causes, including St. Charles Borromeo Parish, Operation Break-
through, The Kansas City Art Institute, The Kansas City Symphony, and the 
Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art, among others.« Women journalists are 
portrayed as having »long record[s] of community involvement« (Obituary 34), as 
some specified serving »many years on the board« (Obituary 91) or having »deep 
connections to community that came from 60 years of living« (Obituary  89) in 
their hometown. It was also evident that women journalists pursued their pas-
sions with dedication. Obituary 99 notes, »Music was her ›heart‹ and she sang 
professionally in weddings, funerals, and other community gatherings, singing 
and acting in community plays.« This highlights their commitment to using 
their talents to enrich their neighborhoods. Through their performances and 
involvement in community events, they left a lasting impact, showcasing how 

https://journalistik.online/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Ella-Hackett_Teodora-Tavares_Gregory-Perreault_Memorializing-Women-Journalists_online-appendix_en.pdf
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they seamlessly integrated their personal interests with their roles as community 
advocates and journalists.

The exploration of women journalists’ engagement with advocacy reveals a 
multifaceted approach to memorializing their professional identities through 
causes they champion. Women were described as »strong« (Obituary 92, 230), 
»tireless« (Obituary 125, 130), and »outspoken« (Obituary 186) advocates. Many 
were advocates for equal rights and justice (e.g. Obituary 16, 162, 498), even 
participating in »civil rights lunch-counter sit-ins« (Obituary 16). Women were 
passionate about a wide range of causes and topics, from »children’s literacy pro-
grams« (Obituary 115) and art (Obituary 230) to doctors (Obituary 186) and cancer 
research (Obituary 125). Many were also »strong feminist[s]« (Obituary 162). Obit-
uary 650, for instance, noted the journalist was a trailblazer for women’s oppor-
tunities and broke barriers in her professional career and advocacy work. She was 
»the first woman to receive an honorary doctorate from Concordia University 
Wisconsin, the first woman president of the National Association of Lutheran 
Development Executives (ALDE), the first woman to serve as development direc-
tor of Bethesda Lutheran Home, [and] the first woman to receive the ›Keyperson 
of the Year‹ award from the Concordia Century Club« (Obituary 650). Another 
woman journalist »mentored dozens of younger women, encouraging them to 
take leadership roles in politics and social services« (Obituary 439).

Their efforts to make a positive impact in their community were further 
demonstrated through volunteering (Obituary 10). In connection to their advo-
cacy, the obituaries often mentioned their efforts in »volunteering [their] abili-
ty« (Obituary 10). Obituary 33 noted the journalist was »awarded the Volunteer 
Activist Award in 1978 for her work to make the arts a central part of the BR 
community,« and Obituary 490, who was involved with a long list of community 
volunteer programs, »was named Wauwatosa Distinguished Citizen for 1999« 
and was »nominated by four organizations in which she had held leadership 
positions.« These obituaries highlight the journalists’ multifaceted roles as vol-
unteers and community leaders.

The obituaries showed that in the realm of journalism, women’s professional 
identities are often defined by the remarkable scope and impact of their career 
achievements, serving as pivotal indicators of their expertise, influence, and sig-
nificant contributions within the field.

For instance, one such trailblazer, recognized for her pioneering efforts in 
advancing women’s leadership, directed intensive training sessions and focus 
groups aimed at fostering professional growth within the industry (Obitu-
ary  393). Her approach led to the establishment of annual Women’s Leadership 
Conferences, earning her accolades such as being named a World Economic 
Forum Global Leader for Tomorrow and a Crain’s New York Business Rising Star. 
Through her mentorship and vision, she catalyzed a transformation within her 
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organization, paving the way for greater gender diversity and representation at 
all levels (Obituary 393). Similarly, another exemplary journalist’s ascent to lead-
ership roles was propelled by her »work ethic, integrity, principles and respect 
for human dignity« (Obituary 407). The women are also often memorialized 
through various career progressions. Many were recognized for their journey to 
editorial positions within the field (Obituary 479, 484, 485, 514). In Obituary 951 
a journalist was described as »a groundbreaker,« as »she was the first woman to 
be hired in some of her editorial positions.«

Women journalists are frequently memorialized for their groundbreaking 
achievements as the »first woman« to occupy significant roles and break barriers 
within their respective fields. For instance, Obituary 23 described the journalist’s 
pioneering appointment as the first woman to serve as editor of a prominent sec-
tion, underscoring her trailblazing role in journalism. Similarly, in Obituary 27, 
the journalist’s distinction as the first woman to serve on the Board of Trustees 
and later as a Fellow at the University of Notre Dame highlights her significant 
contributions to academia and governance. In Obituary 87, the woman’s legacy as 
the first woman city editor at the Phoenix Gazette exemplifies her trailblazing role 
in newsroom leadership. In Obituary 229, the departed journalist »broke barriers 
for future women journalists as the first woman promoted to city editor at The 
Oklahoman and Times.« They also seemed to challenge gender norms. Obituary 332 
»noted that she was at one time the highest paid woman in Albany and one of the 
first to wear pants on the floor of the Senate Chamber.« Obituary 517 credited the 
journalist as »the first woman to cover sports in Toledo and an early role model 
for women succeeding in a male dominated career.« These instances illuminate 
the lasting impact of women journalists who have defied norms, shattered glass 
ceilings, and paved the way for future generations in their respective fields.

Notably, the obituaries seemed to provide more extensive coverage of a wom-
an’s career when she had held a leadership position. Obituaries highlighting 
the woman solely as a »reporter« or »columnist« often only described her career 
within a couple of sentences.

Finally, while the obituaries celebrate the professional accomplishments of 
women journalists, they also offer insights into their personal lives, including 
their familial relationships. The women journalists demonstrated an unpar-
alleled devotion to their families, loving them »fiercely« (Obituary 876) and 
»deeply« (Obituary 216), as exemplified by their heartfelt expressions of »loving 
her family with her heart and soul« (Obituary 1013). These sentiments are ech-
oed in those who are remembered for their absolute »devotion to motherhood« 
(Obituary 216) and descriptions of being a »beloved wife and mother« (Obituary 
828, 837). One obituary exemplified the professional sacrifice women journalists 
make in order to preserve family. These obituaries would seem to be in contrast 
to related scholarship which includes men journalists (Perreault/Tandoc/
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Caberlon 2023). Obituary 461 described that despite her »strong feminist 
views« during a blossoming woman’s movement, she sacrificed her dream of 
being a reporter for Newsweek in Washington D.C. before starting a family, but 
was ultimately »joyful to welcome« her daughter in 1967 (Obituary 461). Despite 
the challenges and sacrifices they may have faced, the obituaries’ focus on these 
journalists’ enduring love and dedication to family serve as a reminder of their 
multifaceted identities and the values they held.

Women journalists memorialized in regard to their values

In regard to RQ 2, obituaries serve as a retrospective lens through which the 
lives and contributions of individuals are commemorated and remembered. In 
the realm of journalism, obituaries play a significant role in immortalizing the 
legacies of professionals who have made substantial contributions to the field. 
Women journalists, in particular, have historically faced unique challenges and 
barriers within the men-dominated industry. Thus, examining how their news 
work is depicted can provide valuable insights into the recognition and rep-
resentation of their contributions throughout their career.

Obituaries of women journalists often emphasize their unwavering passion 
for the profession and their relentless commitment to pursuing stories with 
integrity and perseverance. Through expressions such as »dedicated,« »pas-
sionate,« and »committed,« these obituaries highlight the sentiment that the 
obituaries argue drove these journalists in their work. Moreover, mentioned 
awards and accolades for integrity and honesty serve as tangible markers of the 
journalists’ dedication to journalistic ethics. By memorializing these qualities, 
obituaries underscore the role of passion and commitment in shaping the profes-
sional identity of women journalists and their news work.

The values upheld by women journalists in their practice, such as »reporting 
the unbiased truth« with »personal integrity and positivity« (Obituary 60) and 
reporting with »care, research, and thought« (Obituary 82) are recurrent themes 
in obituaries for women. These values are not only depicted as guiding principles 
but also as defining characteristics of their journalistic endeavors. Additionally, 
obituaries often celebrate the persistence exhibited by women journalists in 
pursuing stories (Obituary 87) and advocating for social change (e.g. Obituary 1, 
4, 84). Whether through investigative journalism or human-interest pieces, these 
obituaries highlight the resilience and determination of women journalists in 
the U.S. in the face of adversity (e.g. Obituary 206, 691).

The obituaries also contextualize women journalists’ role performance by 
describing their areas of specialization and level of industry involvement within 
print, broadcast, radio, and digital news media. They delineate the diverse roles 
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and contributions of these professionals within the journalistic field, portraying 
their involvement as either a hobby (Obituary 630), seasonal occupation (Obit-
uary 764), or focus of their careers (e.g. Obituary 453, 828). Moreover, mentions 
of working closely with celebrities (such as Abbie Hoffman, Obituary 266; Lady 
Bird Johnson, Obituary 342; Frank Sinatra, Obituary 43) or specializing in fields 
such as entertainment, columns, and travel provide insights into the breadth and 
depth of their talents and expertise.

Discussion

Like the rest of the trailblazing journalists of this study, Joan Kuni defied societal 
expectations and pursued a career in broadcasting in the United States at a time 
when few women dared to do so (Obituary 502). Her determination to carve her 
own path, rather than conforming to the limited professional roles typically avail-
able to white, middle class women in the 1950s, mirrors the courage and resilience 
of those who paved the way for greater gender equality in journalism. Just as the 
women journalists advocated for greater representation, diversity, and inclusivity 
within the media industry and society at large, Joan Kuni advocated tirelessly for 
her sons and others with intellectual and developmental disabilities.

Obituaries reflect on the long legacy of a journalist and offer a way to con-
nect the values of the past with the context of the present (Perreault/Tandoc/
Caberlon 2023). Hence, the findings of this study reflect on essential functions 
of women within the journalistic field, even as they also reflect the numerous 
constraints women faced during the times in which most of these departed jour-
nalists conducted their careers. In regard to RQ 1, obituaries of women journalists 
memorialized a woman’s professional identity also in the context of community 
engagement (this was often constructed in relation to volunteer work and advo-
cacy), but then in some cases in relation to women’s career achievement. The 
latter was reflected only when women had exhibited noteworthy leadership or 
had received noteworthy awards. Regarding RQ 2, obituaries of women journal-
ists memorialized their news work as stemming from passion. The particulars 
of women’s news work (whether practiced through writing, video, photogra-
phy) emerge from values identified in the obituaries: integrity, honesty, and 
persistence.

Taken together, we see a picture of women journalists in the United States 
emerge that is conversant with much of what we know regarding deceased jour-
nalists and the experiences of women in newsrooms. Women journalists in this 
study tended to be memorialized in relation to their advocacy (Paul et al. 2022; 
Shor et al. 2018), which seems conversant with prior research regarding the 
emotional labor expectations of women for, both, evocation and suppression 
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(Soronen 2018); women journalists would be memorialized in relation to advo-
cacy given that emotion is more tied into their professional expectations. Hence, 
it was the contributions to the communities and contributions to their family 
that tended to be noteworthy in their memorialization more so than their indi-
vidual contributions to the journalistic field. This reflects two things: first, the 
constrained understandings of the contributions of women in newsrooms that is 
historically situated, and still persists as is evidenced in these obituaries; second, 
these memorializations are a tribute to contributions that extend far beyond the 
newsroom. Hence, women’s work described as trailblazers or trendsetters or »first 
women to…« does point to their achievements, but these phrases also point toward 
achievements that emerged in spite of their cultural constraints (Hosley/Yamada 
1987).

Within these narratives, women journalists are not simply portrayed as pro-
fessionals fulfilling their duties but as advocates actively engaged in promoting 
broader societal change (Paul et al. 2022). Through their mould-breaking work, 
these journalists transcended conventional boundaries, stepping into roles and 
positions that had previously been exclusively occupied by men (Fowler 2005). 
This courageous act of breaking barriers within the newsroom and beyond not 
only reshaped the landscape of journalism but also served as a catalyst for soci-
etal progress and gender equity.

For this reason, through the lens of Fowler’s (2005) typology, the majority 
of the obituaries in this study tended to be untraditional positive, that is, they 
reflected the »mould-breaking« activities of women in journalism. Yet an impor-
tant theoretical connection is evidenced here, in that for something to be rec-
ognized as »mould-breaking,« implicitly the »mould« itself is also recognized. 
Metajournalism engages within the field through three primary means: through 
boundary work, leading understanding as an interpretive community, and par-
adigm repair. This mould-breaking would seem to reflect a sort of paradigm 
repair work. Paradigm repair occurs through two steps: first, identifying an area 
within journalism that is a threat to the overall field (e.g. the mould), and, sec-
ond, through offering applied means with which to diminish, expel, or ration-
alize the perceived threat (e.g. the mould-breaking; Fowler 2005). The focus on 
the trail-blazing experiences of women journalists would then reflect the broad 
structural inequalities that women faced, such as working in a men-dominated 
field (Obituary 766), and through journalism’s historical authority (Moon 2021). 
This allows the obituaries of women to rationalize that these inequities have 
been addressed, or at least are being addressed. Yet, that being said, through cen-
tering these experiences, and claiming these experiences, journalism is able to 
reify and reinforce the professional norms of the institution. In other words, by 
claiming a woman’s trailblazing experiences as an experience of journalism, they 
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at once acknowledge that a trail needed to be blazed, but also offer the paradig-
matic reinforcement that the trail now exists.

This memorialization reflects an increased recognition of women’s contribu-
tions and a more inclusive environment within journalism and potentially in 
society as a whole. The fact that there are more women in the field in the Unit-
ed States now, compared to the times when the women journalists who were 
described in the obituaries worked, implies that the efforts of these trailblazers 
have had an impact. That said, previous studies of obituaries have reflected that 
the form of the obituary has changed significantly through American journal-
istic history, with individuals being memorialized differently in eras ranging 
from the Civil War to women’s suffrage (Hume 2000). In this way, »obituaries 
highlight era ethical issues of virtue and exclusion« (Hume 2000: 12) and, in con-
necting the past with the present, the present is making sense of the experiences of 
the past  –  and not on the terms of the women memorialized.

In this way, the current obituaries do reflect something of U.S. journalism’s 
present given that the increasing visibility of women in journalism, as seen in 
the rise of women journalists from 37.5% in 2013 to 40.9% in 2022 (Willnat et al. 
2022) and 53.4% in 2025 (Zippia 2025), signals significant progress. Nevertheless, 
systemic barriers still exist, especially in leadership roles. While women make 
up a growing portion of the journalism workforce in the U.S., they remain sig-
nificantly underrepresented in top editorial positions, with only 24.2% of top 
editors being women (Arguedas et al. 2024). This reflects ongoing structural 
sexism, with women facing not only gendered expectations and workplace 
harassment (Bailey 2022; Lipinski 2019) but also enduring professional retali-
ation when challenging sexist behaviors. The fact that women still have to con-
tinue to »break the mould« to be recognized in these leadership spaces points 
to the persistent inequalities in the field, despite the positive shifts in overall 
representation. Moreover, this underrepresentation of women in senior editorial 
roles, coupled with slow but steady progress, aligns with the broader historical 
exclusion of women’s contributions in journalism. The gradual increase in wom-
en’s presence, while encouraging, underscores that these inequalities are deeply 
rooted and must be addressed through both structural and cultural change. 
The memorialization of trailblazing women, such as through the obituaries 
analyzed in this study, serves as an acknowledgment of their achievements but 
also highlights the ongoing need for institutional transformation to achieve gen-
der parity. As Hume (2000) noted, obituaries of women  –  while more frequent 
today  –  often reflect a history of exclusion and the challenge of rewriting jour-
nalistic history to fully incorporate women’s contributions.

As more women enter and succeed in journalism, their experiences become 
increasingly visible and acknowledged; something The New York Times famously 
engaged with in noting that »over the entire 167-year history of The New York 
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Times, between 15 and 20 percent of our obituary subjects have been women  –  a 
frustratingly imprecise number that also fails to fully reflect huge changes 
over the decades in the obituary form itself« (Sun 2018, para. 4). As Hume (2018) 
found, obituaries tend to favor men across the board with their remembrance 
reflecting a subtle conferring of enhanced social stature in American society. 
This highlights the importance of the present study in foregrounding the experi-
ences of women journalists, in particular given that their stories have a history of 
marginalization within the U.S. press system.

All studies have limitations, and this study is no different. We know, for exam-
ple, that journalism in one place does not reflect journalism in all places. Here 
of course, this database of obituaries reflects only the United States; hence, the 
experiences of women could have been reflected with a broader selection of coun-
tries (Perreault 2014; Niemeyer 2023). Furthermore, the nature of the obituary 
means that the author of the obituary is often unknown, and while regardless of 
the authorship these obituaries speak to the contents of this study, it is possible 
that important nuance is lost when it is impossible to determine which obituar-
ies are written from current journalists, family members, or prewritten by the 
departed journalist themselves.

Through their actions and commitment to their profession, these trailblazing 
journalists left a mark on history, a legacy that is vividly captured and celebrated 
in the obituaries that memorialize their remarkable lives and contributions. In 
essence, the memorialization of women journalists through obituaries serves as 
a reminder of their role performance as advocates, highlighting not only their 
professional achievements but also their enduring impact on societal norms, 
gender dynamics, and the ongoing struggle for equality.
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»I believe that journalism is in urgent need 
of change«
On the relationship between academic journalism training 
and journalistic practice

Abstract: Generative language models and AI tools have become essential tools 
in journalism – used in data analysis, research, translation, idea generation, 
and much more. How will the use of tools like ChatGPT impact the shape 
of journalism as a profession, and its academic teaching? Analysis of these 
expert interviews shows that ChatGPT and similar AI tools are already playing 
a role in academic journalism training. But while university teaching assumes 
that generative language models will not fundamentally change the shape 
of journalism, but merely expand it, the practicing expert interviewed sees a 
fundamental shift in the relationship between editorial offices and audiences. 
He also describes how the use of AI tools has long become common practice in 
editorial offices.

Keywords: generative language AI, ChatGPT, journalism training, university 
teaching, journalism studies degree, transformation in the relationship between 
journalism and audience

Numerous publications have looked at how the use of generative AI platforms, 
especially language AI, will change the shape of journalism as a profession and 
thus also journalistic training at universities. Yet the development is so dynamic 
that studies quickly become obsolete: »The use of AI in journalism is not an iso-
lated or completed topic, but a dynamic and interdisciplinary field that demands 
continuous and critical reflection, including from the perspective of communica-
tion studies« (Wolf 2024: 24). Many possible applications are known, and initial 
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experiences have already been evaluated. »The large language models can be 
used creatively to generate ideas, for suggestions for article structure, the thread 
of a story« (Haustein-Tessmer 2024: 75). The ability to use AI in a conscious and 
controlled way is becoming essential. An open attitude to technology, curiosity, 
interest, and a use of AI that is both playful and critical must be anchored in jour-
nalism training (cf. Hooffacker 2023: 210f.). 

»Digitalization has changed journalistic training, careers and processes at 
regional media companies. But there are deficits,« says Oliver Haustein-Teßmer 
(Haustein-Tessmer 2024: 68). The young journalists whom Vera Katzenberger 
interviewed for her dissertation share that view (Katzenberger 2024), valuing 
training in specific digital tools less than openness to technology. One generally 
needs to be »very open and flexible towards new technology,« said one interview-
ee (Katzenberger 2024: 186). 

»Looking at the didactics of journalism research drives right into the heart of 
the debate in journalism research about how it sees itself. This debate has always 
centered around the relationship between theory and practice. Journalism 
research has repeatedly been accused (and accused itself) of neglecting its explic-
it practical orientation,« write Beatrice Dernbach and Wibke Loosen at the start 
of their 2012-published Didaktik der Journalistik (Dernbach/Loosen 2012: 11).

Is this also true in relation to the use of generative language AI and large lan-
guage models (LLM) in academic journalism teaching and practical journalism? 
What do we know about how the profile of journalism as a profession is chang-
ing? And what are the consequences of this for academic journalism training?

Method

This paper is based on guided expert interviews that were conducted in 2024 and 
analyzed in a qualitative, deductive content analysis in line with Mayring. Nicola 
Moser developed the categories for the interviews’ coding guidelines for his mas-
ter’s thesis (Moser 2024) and used them as the basis for creating the question-
naire. Eight university lecturers from the fields of journalism, data journalism 
and media analysis were interviewed. The author then added to and compared 
the results with an interview with an innovative journalism practitioner, using 
the free AI software TurboScribe to transcribe the interview and ChatGPT and MS 
Copilot to help formulate the text.

When selecting the experts, attention was paid to achieving the most balanced 
gender ratio possible. Three women and five men from communication and 
media studies agreed to take part in the interview:
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•	 Prof. Dr. Katharina Heimeier, Westfälische Hochschule – Westphalian 
University of Applied Sciences, Practice and Theory of Quality Journalism 
program

•	 Prof. Markus Kaiser, Technische Hochschule Nürnberg Georg Simon Ohm, 
Practical Journalism program

•	 Dr. Max Eder, LMU Munich, research associate at the Department of Media 
and Communication (IfKW)

•	 Prof. Dr. Andreas Moring, International School ISM in Hamburg, Digital 
Management program

•	 Prof. Dr. Markus Behmer, University of Bamberg, Empirical Communicator 
Research program at the Institute of Communication Science

•	 Prof. Dr. Volker Markus Banholzer, Technische Hochschule Nürnberg 
Georg Simon Ohm, focus on Innovation Communication

•	 Prof. Dr. Magdalena Taube, Macromedia University, Journalism program
•	 Dr. Theresa Körner, lecturer, research focusing on Automated Journalism
The results of the interviews were collated with the journalist Dirk von 

Gehlen, who is currently Director Think-Tank at the Süddeutschen Zeitung’s 
SZ-Institut.

Results of the expert interview

Nicola Moser identified the following eight categories for his master’s thesis:
•	 K1: Effects on journalism
•	 K2: Opportunities offered by the language models
•	 K3: Risks of the language models
•	 K4: Influence on motivation to learn
•	 K5: Integration of ChatGPT in teaching
•	 K6: Changes to teaching content
•	 K7: Significance of prompt engineering
•	 K8 Changes in the profile of journalism as an occupation
The interviews were analyzed in line with the categories. The results of the K5 

and K7 categories are combined in the description below. 

K1: Effects on journalism 

The experts agree that ChatGPT has a significant influence on working methods 
in journalism. The technology is seen as a useful aid that can be used in various 
phases of production, such as in generating ideas, creating drafts or translating 
content. However, fact checking remains essential, as the models can sometimes 
generate incorrect information or even hallucinate. Katharina Heimeier stresses 
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the importance of journalistic responsibility: »In the future, too, one needs to 
scrutinize the responsibility one holds, the consequences it will have if one pub-
lishes this or that.«

Andreas Moring adds that dramatic writing and embedding information in 
a larger context remain core human skills: »The journalistic human abilities 
of placing things in context, evaluating them and creating a common thread 
remain essential.«

K2: Opportunities offered by the language models

There were two topics that the experts interviewed saw as major opportuni-
ties: the time saved in editorial work, and multilingualism and the associated 
internationalization.

Time saving and increased efficiency: ChatGPT can take on routine tasks like com-
posing simple texts, thus creating more freedom for creative and investigative 
work. Magdalena Taube explains: »It will hopefully create freedom to concen-
trate on the things AI cannot do.«

Translations and internationalization: Language models make it easier to create 
multilingual content and expand media companies’ target audience. Magdalena 
Taube highlights the potential of this for tapping new markets.

In research, the interviewees said, the new tools can do much more. The most 
common example quoted was the enormous benefit to data-based journalism 
such as sport journalism. Automation and training artificial intelligence have 
made exciting results possible for several years now, says Markus Kaiser. A 
teaching and research project successfully managed to use live ticker results to 
produce match reports for lower leagues. Markus Kaiser sees this as offering 
potential to tap niche markets.

K3: Risks of the language models

In analyzing the results, it is noticeable that the experts identify significantly 
more critical points than advantages. They emphasize that many questions 
remain unanswered, such as the issue of copyright and source references. These 
aspects affect not only the legal constraints, but also how trustworthy and trace-
able the content generated by ChatGPT is.

Specifically, the following risks were identified:
Incorrect information: The danger of hallucinations, in which the model gener-

ates false content, means that constant checking by journalists is essential.
Linguistic levelling: Volker Bannholzer sees a risk that the use of AI could lead to 

simplification of language and convergence on lower linguistic standards.
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Fake news and manipulation: Generative language models can be misused to 
spread incorrect information in a targeted way.

Markus Kaiser asks about transparency: Does content need to be labelled? In 
her research, Theresa Körner looked at the effect that texts have on an audience 
that knows how the texts were created. She comes to the conclusion that audienc-
es fear manipulation of opinion and recommends labelling and explanations of 
how the texts are composed. 

Max Eder notes that, in addition to checking the information and sources, 
AI-generated texts require a great deal of revision and tend to create more work. 
He also sees »a kind of digital divide« between older and younger journalists. 
Editorial offices need to find a way to bridge these differences. 

K4: Influence on motivation to learn

In her 2023 workshop report, Gabriele Hooffacker comes to the conclusion that 
»the students test the potential uses with curiosity and enjoyment, and gain 
from this« (Hooffacker 2023: 211). It is striking that not one of the people inter-
viewed has observed an impact like this among their own students. Three people 
did not comment on this at all. 

Magdalena Taube has observed in her seminars that students rarely use the 
tools of their own accord. A similar observation comes from Volker Banholzer: 
ChatGPT is used occasionally but, if at all, for reasons of efficiency. 

It is impossible to resolve this contradiction, but it is reasonable to assume that 
students do not always tell their teachers in detail how they really use generative 
language AI.

K5: Integration of ChatGPT in teaching and K7: Significance of prompt 
engineering

According to the interviewees, the integration of ChatGPT into journalistic 
training is still in its infancy. Initial approaches include teaching the basics of 
handling the technology, practicing prompting techniques and discussing ethi-
cal issues. 

Markus Behmer stresses the necessity of integrating the use of ChatGPT into 
training for young journalists: »It is a journalistic technique that needs to be 
standard in training.« Handling language AI is a cultural technique, a journal-
istic technique that needs to be learned, says Andreas Moring: »How do I use it? 
How do I prompt? Which tool is suitable for what?«

Theresa Körner sees the use of ChatGPT as an opportunity to support students 
in developing arguments and perspectives: »The models can serve as sparring 
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partners to enhance arguments or develop new points of view.« Prompting plays 
a key role here, she says.

Katharina Heimeier addresses the topic of digital ethics in her seminars. 
»Here we discuss whether the Press Code should include this, yes or no? Or we 
look at specific examples.« She generally emphasizes the media ethics aspect of 
the topic. 

K6: Changes to teaching content

For the university lecturers interviewed, a central consideration is how to adapt 
examination formats. The most common response is to increase the number of 
oral examination formats, as papers written at home do not fulfil their purpose 
if large sections are written by ChatGPT.

Theresa Körner recommends »more examination formats whose aim is for 
examinees to be able to reflect more effectively and back up their opinion with 
arguments.« Markus Behmer takes a similar view: At his university, he says, 
there is no oral defense of final theses. Action needs to be taken.

Will teaching be affected? It is a question that Volker Banholzer asks himself. 
Experiments are required, for example with students venturing to have texts 
they have written revised by AI. This should then lead to discussion: Is it OK, or 
has the text lost its character? 

Andreas Moring and Magdalena Taube do not necessarily take a critical view 
of the use of AI in papers and final theses. However, it is important to be trans-
parent about how the texts came about. Magdalena Taube explains: »At our uni-
versity, we tell students they are allowed to use AI. But they have to compile a list 
of AI, like a list of references.« This even includes a list of prompts.

Markus Kaiser notes that the strict separation between print, audio and video 
as channels is disappearing, as can already be seen on social media channels. 
Teaching needs to adapt to this, he argues. 

K8: Changes in the profile of journalism as an occupation

Here, all the interviewees are in agreement: The profile of journalism as an occu-
pation will not change in the foreseeable future. They expect fully automated 
editorial offices and multi-channel distribution to play only a minor role initial-
ly. As it is impossible to predict how technical possibilities will develop, however, 
this point of view may change in a few years. Yet all the experts agree that they 
are seeing a transformation in the everyday working lives of journalists. In a few 
years, all editorial offices will use generative language models. This is already 
possible in every part of the working process, they said.
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Which skills will young journalists need? Two aspects were named time and 
again. The first, named by Maximilian Eder and Magdalena Taube, is »digital 
literacy« – the ability to engage with and scrutinize new technical possibilities. 
The other is checking sources and questioning information. Magdalena Taube 
believes that, despite this, the craft of journalism will remain just as important 
as it is today.

Overall, all the experts interviewed expect generative language models to play 
an important role in everyday journalism in future. At the same time, critically 
evaluating and checking information remains a core competency for those work-
ing in journalism. 

Interview with a practitioner as an extension of the results

In order to reflect the results of the expert interviews onto journalistic practice, 
questions for a journalistic practitioner and thought leader were developed from 
the categories. The interview with Dirk von Gehlen initially gives an insight into 
the working world of journalists, as well as a view of future normality and con-
stant change.

According to von Gehlen, both consumers and publishers use generative lan-
guage assistants. The first audience tool developed by Süddeutsche Zeitung as a 
pilot project offered readers a personalized review of the year. It was based on 
texts from the year 2023 and allowed readers to interact with their content and 
chat – a first attempt that demonstrated the tool’s potential.

Most of his colleagues, says Dirk von Gehlen, work with DeepL, MS Copilot and 
other language assistants on a daily basis. Artificial intelligence is used through-
out the entire process, from research to presentation to publication, and especial-
ly in creating content, structures or initial concepts.

The editorial office is aware of a certain resistance among the audience to texts 
that are not created by people, he continues. However, this could change as the 
technology becomes further developed and more widespread, leading to greater 
acceptance. Transparency is needed.

In contrast, Dirk von Gehlen does not expect prompt engineering to become 
an occupation. The skills needed for prompt engineering will be essential and 
go without saying for everyone producing texts, like the use of a search machine.

According to von Gehlen, it is impossible for conventional training to keep 
pace with the fast development of the technology, with a useful new tool appear-
ing every few weeks. His conclusion: »Probably the most important skill to be 
taught is handling change and adapting new skills.«

He argues that constant change is part of the occupational profile of journal-
ists: »Every idea of culture, of progress, of education, of scientific research is 
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based on the fact that things change. We have a tendency to always see our status 
quo as the pinnacle of human achievement and we like it when it stays that way. 
No, I believe that culture is movement and that journalism, as an accompanying 
technology or skill of culture, urgently needs to change.«

In many ways, Dirk von Gehlen’s responses match the views of the academic 
experts. Yet he also sees a drastic change in the job profile and thus new demands 
on the competencies that need to be taught in journalistic training.

And the innovative practitioner’s considerations go even further: Dirk von 
Gehlen speaks of a cultural transformation that is being driven by artificial intel-
ligence, as well as by digitalization more generally. He believes that, in the long 
term, this development will result in a shift in communication between trans-
mitter and recipient.

Another aspect, he continues, is the increasing segmentation of public dis-
course as a result of personalized content. Media are adapting ever more to the 
needs of consumers. Generative language systems allow content to be personal-
ized even more. 

Von Gehlen uses the analogy of a festival to describe the resulting challenge 
for journalists: »Today, we see that the public discourse is incredibly segmented, 
a bit like a music festival where there are thousands of stages. There is no longer a 
main stage, but lots of side stages on which lots of people are playing who do not 
know one another at all. You go to Stage C, I’m on Stage A and we know nothing 
about one another. The groups do not know each other anymore either, because 
this community connection no longer exists in the same way. In a plural theory 
of public discourse, this is huge progress, as it allows voices from outside this 
main channel to be articulated. On the other hand, the strong segmentation of 
public discourse challenges us. It is being accelerated enormously by AI and thus 
poses huge cultural challenges for us.«

All in all, Dirk von Gehlen hopes that it will be possible to outsource some 
annoying tasks to AI in the future. At the same time, there will be new tasks: »It 
will relieve us of tasks that we used to do ourselves by hand. But it also creates 
entirely new tasks. If we see journalism as communication, i.e., not just as trans-
porting content, but as true communication with listeners, and respond to one 
another, we need to ask the question: What defines human communication as 
opposed to machine communication?« This is what he sees as the core task facing 
future journalists.

Conclusion

The analysis shows that the use of generative AI tools like ChatGPT is already 
influencing journalism and has already entered, or will enter, many areas of 
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editorial work. While university lecturers see AI as more likely to expand the pro-
file of journalism as an occupation, rather than change it, the innovative practi-
tioner sees a fundamental shift – especially in the relationship between editorial 
offices and their audience.

The opportunities the experts see include increases in efficiency, new forms 
of research, and internationalization through multilingual content. However, 
they also see grave risks: incorrect information, linguistic levelling and potential 
manipulation by generated content are major challenges. Fact-checking there-
fore remains an essential journalistic responsibility.

There were contradictory observations from university teaching. While Hooff
acker saw students using AI in a playful and interested way, other interviewees 
reported more hesitant use. There were also differing views on the adaptation of 
teaching content, ranging from a stronger emphasis on oral examinations to the 
introduction of AI evidence in academic work.

The difference between the academic view and that of practitioners was espe-
cially clear when it came to the future occupational profile. While university 
teachers expect to see hardly any fundamental change, Dirk von Gehlen sees a 
deep-rooted transformation that is being accelerated by AI and digitalization. 
The advancing personalization of content could lead to greater fragmentation of 
the public discourse, he says, bringing with it new tasks for journalists. 

Comparing findings from academic journalism teaching with the conclusions 
that can be drawn from how AI is already being used in practice clearly highlight 
a core challenge: Journalistic training needs to teach not only technical skills, 
but also the ability to adapt flexibly to the transformation. After all, as von 
Gehlen stresses, change is an inseparable part of journalism. 
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Vera Katzenberger: Zwischen Anspruch und Wirklichkeit. Kompetenzen und 
Ausbildung für professionellen Journalismus. [Between aspiration and reality. 
Competencies and training for professional journalism.] Cologne [Herbert 
von Halem] 2024, 393 pages, EUR 24

Reviewed by Gabriele Hooffacker

What do the next generation of young journalists believe they are facing? Did 
academic journalism training prepare them adequately for the reality of the pro-
fession? »Digitalization has changed journalistic training, careers and processes 
at regional media companies. But there are deficits,« states Oliver Haustein-
Teßmer (Haustein-Tessmer 2024: 68).

What could be more obvious than to ask those starting out on careers in 
journalism about their experiences? And could this provide perspectives on the 
worrying observations that fewer and fewer university graduates are choosing a 
journalistic profession?

In her 2022 dissertation, now published in book form by Herbert von Halem 
Verlag, Vera Katzenberger looks at this issue in a two-part study, divided into a 
qualitative and a quantitative survey. Her integrative orientation framework is 
the field theory of Pierre Bourdieu, with its key terms field, habitus and capital. 
The empirical findings make for fascinating reading.

In the first section of the study, 25 people were interviewed: 16 women and 9 
men aged between 21 and 32 years (161ff.). They had between one and six years of 
professional experience. Almost all had a university degree, mostly in journalism 
or media studies. Only one of the interviewees entered the profession via a school 
of journalism, having not completed their degree. All had completed multiple 
internships before joining the profession (cf. 164).

The interviewees took a sobering view of the situation. »All in all, it seemed 
like the original idea of journalism as a creative, varied, socially relevant dream 
job […] was shaken quite soon after they begin their careers. The impression was 
that the professional reality caught up with them early in their careers« (171). The 
interviewees were concerned by the decreasing level of trust in journalism and by 
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the low view of journalism’s credibility (cf. 182). This was accompanied by hostili-
ty on social media or the public realm (cf. 184).

Do the young journalists feel prepared for the digitalization of the profession? 
In their answers, they place less importance on training in specific digital tools 
and more on being open towards technology. One needs to be generally »very 
open and flexible towards new technology,« said one interviewee (186). Dealing 
competently with the different platforms is important, she said (cf. 189). Journal-
ists need to be able to produce content for all media and platforms, from print to 
podcasts to Instagram reels.

Which parts of this did the young journalists learn in their university training? 
In summary, they viewed the background knowledge on the media system and 
media history as helpful, but emphasized that what they took away with them 
was largely ethical guidelines (cf. 196). Universities of applied sciences were espe-
cially likely to be assessed positively in terms of their practical relevance (cf. 200).

In the second section of the study, those new to the profession were surveyed 
online. A data set of 228 persons remained after data cleansing. The age range 
here was larger than in section I. All but 2.7 percent had either a university degree 
(81.7 percent) or at least a university entrance qualification. The majority of those 
surveyed stated that they were satisfied with their training, although the picture 
was more mixed for individual segments. 68.5 percent stated that »journalists are 
increasingly confronted with mistrust and hostility in their work« (250).

Vera Katzenberger sums up the findings of the two sections of the study as fol-
lows: »Once they had begun their careers in the field of journalism, in the view 
of the young journalists surveyed at the time of the survey, it was above all tech-
nological developments relating to social media, smartphones and algorithms, 
economic influences and profit expectations in the editorial offices, as well as 
low prestige of journalism and hostility towards journalists and journalism, that 
shaped the journalistic field and limited or even endangered its autonomy« (291).

She diagnoses not only a dialog deficit, related to audience-oriented forms of 
presentation, but also an innovation deficit regarding technological developments 
(cf. 294). Ultimately, the study does not provide an answer to the question of 
whether university-based journalism training qualifies students more for the 
market or for following the development critically in media and society. But it 
clearly shows that the work conditions of those surveyed  – low pay for a high 
workload and a lot of responsibility  –  are extremely demanding.

Vera Katzenberger’s study is highly recommended to anyone who currently 
works in journalism training, as there is a need for improvement in this field, too 
(cf. Dernbach 2022). In particular, the deficits named provide important orien-
tation for further developing curricula at universities and schools of journalism.

However, one thing that even the best journalism training will be unable to 
change in the short term is the audience’s observable loss of trust in the media 
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and the associated hostility that journalists (and university teachers) face. One 
can only hope that dedicated young people will continue to come forward for 
a career in journalism and work long-term for lively, critical journalism. The 
framework conditions need to be right for this. Vera Katzenberger has clearly 
shown where the deficits lie.
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Gabriele Hooffacker, Prof. Dr. phil., (*1959), is co-editor of Journalism Research and 
teaches at Leipzig University of Applied Sciences (HTWK Leipzig). Hooffacker edits 
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Martín Oller Alonso: Decolonizing Journalistic Knowledge: Deliberative 
Communication in Central and Eastern EU Member States. Bielefel [transcript] 
2024, 176 pages, EUR 42

Reviewed by Tanjev Schultz

What does the German public learn from the media about political and cultural 
events and developments in Romania or Bulgaria? Shamefully little. It takes Rus-
sian interference, annulled and rescheduled presidential elections like the recent 
ones in Romania  –  major crises, in other words  –  for these countries to make the 
news. The few German media outlets that report from Eastern and Southeastern 
Europe lack permanent correspondent offices there. What happens in Bucharest 
is monitored from Vienna.

Media ignorance of some countries prevails even when there is considerable 
historical, geographical, and cultural proximity to them. Bulgaria and Romania 
are members of the European Union, but invisible borders still run within the 
union. This is aptly described by the term »subalternity,« used by Martín Oller 
Alonso in his book. Certain regions are considered marginal, less important, less 
independent. This is reflected in media patterns and organizations, for exam-
ple, in the power and ownership structures of Western media companies that 
expanded their operations to the East after 1989.

So, there are good reasons for a book that, inspired by postcolonial theory, 
outlines a program for the »decolonization of journalistic knowledge.« Howev-
er, this is where the positive appraisal of this work by a Spanish colleague who 
conducts research at the University of Salamanca ends. The reviewer has learned 
almost nothing from the book about the Eastern European countries that were 
supposed to be honored in the book; almost nothing about specific media prac-
tices or content  –  and hardly anything tangible about the assumed colonial 
conditions. Instead, the text consists of often opaque abstractions, for which an 
astonishing number of Western (!) intellectual giants are mobilized in tiresome 
name-dropping.

The author’s goals seem sympathetic; he is concerned with openness, diversity, 
and equality. He is concerned with multipolarity and a deliberative democracy 
in which capitalist market forces are not confused with the common good. How-
ever, the book does not reveal where and how such normative expectations are 
disappointed or fulfilled; nor does it explain why they should be at odds with 
»Western« or »Northern« values and journalism cultures. Where does the author 
get his normative ideas from? Without elaborating on the exact nature of the prob-
lems, he opposes a »Euro-centric knowledge hegemony.« This goes hand in hand 
with the usual reservations of postcolonialism and poststructuralism against the 
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supposedly Western concepts and understandings of subject and reason. Even 
those who share this perspective (unlike the reviewer, for whom universalism is not 
the same as colonialism) might expect the author to explain what characterizes the 
regional (journalistic) cultures in Eastern European countries and how they differ 
from their colonially imposed versions. But no  –  the book leaves that open.

In just a few pages, Martín Oller Alonso outlines the media landscapes in 
Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and other Eastern European countries. 
These sketches do not go beyond the character of brief handbook entries, reveal-
ing little about the diversity and peculiarities of these countries  –  and also noth-
ing about the destructive effects attributed to Western forces.

The text remains cloudy: »As the reader may have noticed, my alternative meta-vocabu-

lary and (counter) narrative steer clear of any normative standpoint that aims to define the 

professional profile of journalists based on established European social structures. The 

supremacist dialectic and the language of domination and cultural imposition (as John Tomlinson 

emphasized during the nineties) have become stagnant, as has the notion of a superior cul-

ture. Ideological and professional isolationism has lost its meaning. Journalism and its com-

municative model are deeply connected to the social context in which they develop.« (p. 41)

This openness and vagueness, however, will likely quickly be over if (media) 
people, whether in Western or Eastern Europe, warm to something the author 
finds evil, namely capitalism and forms of »European phallocentrism«(!). It 
would be interesting to know which model of society and journalism the people 
and (professional) colleagues in these countries actually desire and envision. The 
book, in its liberating tone, simply glosses over this.

So what are the prospects for the countries whose advocate the author sets 
himself up to be? This is what they should look like, whatever that may mean:

»They possess the chance to reconnect with the historical theoretical-methodological 

foundations and align them with the goals of a late-capitalist democratic society. The 

objective is to formulate a harmonious nation and a deliberative communication model 

that can illuminate and pass on the legacy of critical, alternative, and participative com-

munication to future generations.« (p. 61)

There are pages and pages of empty formulas. It is a tedious read. Exploring, 
appreciating, and strengthening journalism in the countries of Eastern Europe, 
and protecting it from Western arrogance and appropriation: That would be 
important and valuable. But this requires other means than this book.

About the reviewer

Tanjev Schultz, Dr., is professor of journalism at Johannes Gutenberg University 
in Mainz. He was a guest professor at Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu, Romania, 
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Ernst Tradinik (ed.): Inklusive Medienarbeit. Menschen mit Behinderung in 
Journalismus, Radio, Moderation und Film. [Inclusive media work. People with 
disabilities in journalism, radio, presenting and film.] Cologne [Herbert von 
Halem] 2024, 432 pages, EUR 37

Reviewed by Hannah Wahl

Inclusion  –  a buzzword that is becoming ever more present in a media context, 
too. When, for example, Austria’s largest charity format is criticized on public 
service television (»Licht ins Dunkel« ) or the mass media report very generally 
on people with disabilities in various program formats, the buzzword ›inclusion‹ 
is an essential component. But this belies the actual situation  –  inclusion in Aus-
tria and Germany remains a major work in progress.

When it comes to representation in mass media, people with disabilities 
remain highly underrepresented. Often, the mass media fall back on various ste-
reotypes (»victim« vs. »hero« ), rather than reflecting people’s lived reality or cre-
ating an equal footing (cf. MediaAffairs 2016). And it remains much too rare for 
people with disabilities to work as journalists or media-makers themselves. This 
is particularly true of people with learning difficulties (described in the book as 
a »learning disability,« outdated: »people with mental disability« ) and people 
with experience of psychiatric treatment.

Inclusive media work can play an important role in pushing through positive 
change processes. Access to media, media representation on an equal footing, 
and the opportunity to make media themselves redistributes power a little and 
makes participation with equal opportunities more realistic. It allows people 
with disabilities themselves to (help) decide which topics are covered, and to 
influence their representation. Inclusive media work can make a significant con-
tribution to (self-)empowerment, as Ernst Tradinik explains.

He is the editor and »main author« of the book Inklusive Medienarbeit. Menschen 
mit Behinderung in Journalismus, Radio, Moderation und Film, published in 2024 by 
Herbert von Halem Verlag. He himself spent many years as a support and social 
education worker  –  experience that he brings to the book in many places, often 
in the form of anecdotes.

Tradinik has subdivided the book into five sections. The first section centers 
around the question: »What is inclusive media work?« This includes outlines 
of segments of this field of work: What can supporters do in order to work 
inclusively? (»Integration and participation«) Which technical aids can support 
this? Section two provides »Insights into the history of inclusion and inclusive 
media work.« This section contains a collection of very different texts. In one of 
them, Cornelia Pfeiffer, a self-advocate, uses simple language to describe life in 
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residential homes. Descriptions of experiences and biographical accounts like 
this are essential for inclusive media-makers. Addressing these topics (including 
first-hand) is the only way to clearly depict the dimensions of societal exclusion 
and many power-specific aspects. The fourth and fifth sections describe different 
media (projects), initiatives and actors in the inclusive media field. Numerous QR 
codes make it easier to use the links.

It is positive that the editor always refers back to the complex question of 
power and the necessity of reflecting on one’s own position. He calls on the read-
er to question whether inclusion can really be spoken of: »How do I respond to 
people? How do I actually deal with them? This is one of the most difficult areas. 
Because of course everyone wants inclusion and puts it into practice. Everyone 
would say that. It is in part so difficult because inclusion cannot be measured. 
It is often about (subconscious) questions of power. Yet one still needs to address 
how a certain quality standard can still be upheld« (20).

In some places, content remains vague; the book appears unstructured and 
erratic. Tradinik defines inclusive media work as follows: »Inclusive media work 
means electronic (radio, video and similar) media work by and with people with 
(learning) disabilities and/or psychological illness. With or without support from 
experts in (social) education, communication studies or similar (media) fields« 
(30). This very broad definition remains imprecise on the aspect of inclusion. 
It does not take into account how exactly the process of inclusive media work 
(participation and power relationships) should look  –  in short: When is media 
work really inclusive? Although the topic of participation is mentioned, it is not 
dealt with in more detail until later. The way the media projects are presented is 
more like a glossary and contains texts directly copied from websites in places. 
Media educator Anja Thümmler (among other authors) gives instructive insights 
into practice. She writes of the media work of »Radio Inclusive« and about how 
an equal footing can be created. In doing so, she addresses central points and 
barriers, such as that »many interview guests, even those who work in the field of 
›inclusion,‹ are unable to speak simple language. They sit opposite radio editors 
or journalists with learning disabilities, are asked a question, and answer it in a 
way that their counterpart cannot understand« (242).

It is a shame that no summary in easy language is included with the chapters, 
especially given that the book repeatedly reflects on its importance for people 
with learning difficulties. This may be because the book is aimed at (potential) 
supporters without disabilities.

The book elaborates in an enriching way on the significance of (inclusive) 
media work for people living in institutions, and demonstrates the effects that 
this has on their self-image and the associated self-empowerment. Indirectly, 
Inklusive Medienarbeit also makes clear that inclusion is still far from being 
implemented in the German-speaking media world. »Inclusive media projects« 
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are still dominant in the field; participation in (paid) media work in established 
mass media, as a deskman or presenter, remains a rarity. It would have been 
desirable for the book to address this in more detail.

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities obligates its 
signatory states to grant people with disabilities comprehensive participation in 
all areas of life. It states that people with disabilities are members of society with 
equal rights and have a right to inclusion. In order to embed and implement this 
understanding, (barrier-free) access not only to media, but also to the associated 
professions, is essential. Editorial offices at established media therefore need to 
work on inclusive media work. Inclusion is a matter for us all.

About the reviewer

Hannah Wahl works as a screenwriter and journalist in Vienna. In 2023, her 
book Radikale Inklusion [Radical inclusion] was published by Leykam Verlag. As 
co-founder of the Mabacher Award film prize, she advocates inclusion through 
films and inclusion in films.
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Felix Koltermann: Fotografie im Journalismus. Bildredaktionelle Praktiken in Print- 
und Online-Medien. [Photography in journalism. Image editorial practices 
in print and online media.] Cologne [Herbert von Halem] 2023, 284 pages, 
EUR 28

Reviewed by Kristina Wied

No text without an image  –  that is the rule in print and online journalism. Yet 
although visuals are highly relevant in journalistic reporting, actual editorial 
practice does not seem to reflect this significance. In his book, Felix Koltermann 
shines a light on how photography is handled in print and online editorial offices 
in Germany. He attempts to offer »a generally comprehensible point of access to 
questions of journalistic visual communication« (16). His success in this is not 
entirely consistent.

Koltermann  –  a communication studies expert, journalist and photogra-
pher  –  presents the results of a research project he led as part of the »Visual 
Journalism and Documentary Photography« degree program at Hannover Uni-
versity of Applied Sciences and Arts. At the practical heart of the research were 
interviews and »on-site visits« (16), as well as critiques of newspapers and images, 
in order to take stock of image editorial practices and reflect on the relationship 
between photography and journalism.

Koltermann’s study addresses a gap in research up to now. To conduct it, he 
uses a qualitative, journalism-influenced mix of methods from empirical social 
research. The results are interesting but, by their very nature, capture only a 
moment in an extremely dynamic market that is shaped by digitalization and the 
increasing use of artificial intelligence.

In the first section of the book, Koltermann starts by presenting insightful data 
on photo and image editors at German newspapers (cf. 19–26). This is followed by 
the results of a content analysis that examines images from 24 issues of six Ger-
man national and regional daily newspapers from the year 2019 (cf. 27–33), includ-
ing in relation to different types of image, their sources and image credits.

The fourth section is made up of transcripts from interviews with 15 people 
who are or were involved in the process of journalistic image production in one 
way or another (cf. 34–114). The interviewees include Sabine Pallaske from Mit-
telstandsgemeinschaft Foto-Marketing, Monika Plhal from the European Press 
Photo Agency, Marcus Hormes, in 2020 head of a local newspaper editorial office 
for the Trierischer Volksfreund, and Thomas Geiger, former Chair of the Image 
Journalism group at the Bayerischer Journalisten-Verband. This gives readers the 
opportunity to see the attitudes and experiences of these experts for themselves 
and to draw their own conclusions. But they are left to do so largely alone.
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Koltermann follows this with a description of his »on-site visits,« document-
ing brief reportages on nine editorial offices (e.g., the image editorial office of 
the Neue Zürcher Zeitung), academies (like the »Basics of image editing« workshop 
at the Emerge Akademie), and events (such as the European Publishing Congress) 
(cf. 115–153). His descriptions provide brief insights into the working and training 
practices of image editors at the time of observation, between February 2020 and 
May 2022.

In 13 image critiques, Koltermann uses individual articles to address current 
questions in journalistic image communication (cf. 154–190). These are thorough-
ly researched, well documented, and comprehensibly analyzed. For example, he 
illustrates normative errors and failures in image communication and highlights 
ambiguous or even false contextualization as a result of image selection or the 
image-text relationship. This provides clear orientation for his readership.

Finally, Koltermann compares front pages from selected print media on six 
events of national or international significance, including the start of the war 
on Ukraine in 2022, the results of the German federal election in 2021, and the 
terrorist attacks of 9/11 (cf. 191–216). The analyses are easy to follow, the results 
insightful. Although the front pages analyzed report on the same event, their 
interpretations differ  –  in most cases, contextualization is the deciding factor.

In the appendix (cf. 217–279), Koltermann provides a considerable collection of 
literature recommendations, systematically arranged by publication type, and an 
extensive directory of links. This extends from links to service providers on the 
image market, links to software for editorial offices, and websites for image veri-
fication, to a list of internet addresses of associations and institutions that make 
an outstanding contribution to photo journalism.

In painstaking detail, he has also put together a useful appendix on legal reg-
ulations and ethical norms, such as on credits, labeling requirements for manip-
ulated photos, and dealing with digital metadata. A comprehensive glossary 
rounds off this diligent work.

All in all, the book is multilayered and highly detailed. Koltermann presents 
numerous pieces of the jigsaw of image editorial practices in print and digital 
journalism in Germany. However, he frequently fails to link these pieces togeth-
er and combine them to form a coherent overall picture.

A provocative question to finish: Why was this book published in the first place? 
Koltermann himself notes (cf. 16) that it is a selection of texts that  –  with four 
exceptions  –  have already been published together on the website www.bildredak-
tionsforschung.de between 2019 and 2022, and remain freely accessible there.

Given this background, the book can be seen as printed documentation of the 
completed research project, with the addition of useful information for reference 
and more detailed examination of the topic  –  although this is also all available 
via the aforementioned website.

http://www.bildredaktionsforschung.de
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Missverständnisse und Widersprüche  
im medialen Diskurs
2023, ca. 270 S., Broschur,  
190 x 120 mm, dt.
ISBN 978-3-86962-643-7

Tobias Endler
Demokratie und Streit. 
Der Diskurs der Progressiven in den USA: 
Vorbild für Deutschland?
2022, 208 S., Broschur,  
190 x 120 mm, dt.
ISBN 978-3-86962-645-1

Sebastian Turner /  
Stephan Russ-Mohl (Hrsg.)
Deep Journalism.  
Domänenkompetenz als redaktioneller 
Erfolgsfaktor
2023, 316 S., Broschur, 190 x 120 mm, dt.
ISBN 978-3-86962-660-4

Hermann von Engelbrechten-Ilow
Was läuft da schief im Journalismus? 
Warum es mit den Medien bergab geht und 
wie man ihnen aufhelfen kann
Schriften zur Rettung des öffentlichen Diskurses, 7
2023, 290 S., 30 Abb., Broschur, 190 x 120 mm, dt.
ISBN 978-3-86962-672-7

Thomas Petersen
Das Gesicht des Totalitären.  
Woran man radikales Denken erkennt
Schriften zur Rettung des öffentlichen Diskurses, 11
2024, 168 S., 13 Abb., Broschur, 190 x 120 mm, dt.
ISBN 978-3-86962-695-6
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Carsten Brosda / Daniel Müller (Hrsg.)

Horst Pöttker: Beruf zur Öffentlichkeit.  
Ausgewählte Schriften zu Theorie, Ethik, 
Geschichte und Perspektive des Journalismus

2025, 416 S., Broschur, 213 x 142 mm, dt.

ISBN (Print)	 978-3-86962-717-5	 |	38,00 EUR
ISBN (PDF)	 978-3-86962-718-2	 |	32,99 EUR

Während viele journalismustheoretische Arbeiten im deutschsprachigen Raum seit 

einigen Jahrzehnten die Systemtheorie oder den Konstruktivismus als Ausgangspunkte 

wählen, setzt Horst Pöttker auf eine gründliche historische Analyse und handlungs-

theoretische Soziologie. Das eröffnet die Möglichkeit, (angehende) Journalistinnen und 

Journalisten – zum Beispiel in der universitären Ausbildung – direkt anzusprechen 

und mit den normativ-praktischen Erwartungen zu konfrontieren, die moderne Gesell-

schaften an sie haben. Die Journalistik als Wissenschaft ist sich in Pöttkers Verständnis 

niemals genug in der Formulierung wissenschaftlicher Fragen oder Hypothesen, son-

dern sie bezieht sich konkret auf eine gesellschaftliche Kommunikationspraxis und ihre 

professionellen Vermittler, eben die Journalistinnen und Journalisten.

Der Band versammelt Beiträge zur Theorie, Berufsethik, Geschichte und zu Perspek-

tiven des Journalismus. Insbesondere die fundierte historische Grundierung ermög-

licht einen analytischen Blick auf Kontinuität und Disruption im Journalismus der 

Gegenwart.
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Jana Rick

Ausstieg aus dem Journalismus. 
Gründe, Wege und Folgen

2025, 388 S., 9 Abb., 23 Tab.,  
Broschur, 213 x 142 mm, dt.

ISBN (Print)	 978-3-86962-707-6 | 42,00 EUR
ISBN (PDF)	 978-3-86962-708-3 | 35,99 EUR

Aus welchen Gründen verlassen Journalist:innen ihren Beruf, in welche Berufsfelder 

zieht es sie und welche Folgen hat die berufliche Entscheidung für die Aussteiger:in-

nen? Vor dem Hintergrund der strukturellen Krise des Journalismus nimmt die Studie 

erstmalig systematisch ehemalige Journalist:innen in den Blick. 

Die Ergebnisse der Mixed-Methods-Untersuchung machen deutlich, dass der Wandel 

des Journalismus und die veränderten Arbeitsbedingungen treibende Faktoren für die 

Berufswechsel von Journalist:innen sind. Nicht immer wird der Berufswechsel dabei 

als freiwillig wahrgenommen. Journalist:innen profitieren häufig beruflich und privat 

vom Ausstieg, die Berufswechsel können jedoch auch mit einer Identitätskrise und 

einer ambivalenten Zufriedenheit einhergehen. Viele Journalist:innen geben ihren 

Traumberuf für bessere Arbeitsbedingungen auf.



Open Source

BLexKom möchte der Kommunikationswissenschaft im 

deutschsprachigen Raum ein Gesicht geben. Vorgestellt 

werden die zentralen Akteure: Professoren, Habilitierte 

und andere Personen, die einen gewichtigen Beitrag für 

das Fach geleistet haben – von Karl Bücher bis zu den 

frisch Berufenen. 

http://blexkom.halem-verlag.de

rezensionen:kommunikation:medien (r:k:m) versteht sich 

als zentrales Rezensionsforum für die Kommunikati-

ons- und Medienwissenschaften. r:k:m will seinen Lesern 

einen möglichst vollständigen thematischen Überblick 

über die einschlägige Fachliteratur ermöglichen und 

Orientierung in der Fülle des ständig wachsenden Buch-

markts bieten. Aktuelle Rezensionen erscheinen in regel-

mäßigen Abständen. 

http://www.rkm-journal.de

Das Journalistikon ist das erste deutschsprachigen Lexi-

kon der Journalistik. Dabei handelt es sich um die Wis-

senschaft, die den Journalistenberuf durch Ausbildung 

und Innovationen unterstützt und kritisch begleitet. Das 

Wörterbuch der Journalistik wendet sich nicht nur an 

Wissenschaftler oder Studierende entsprechender Fach-

richtungen, sondern an jeden, der sich für Journalistik 

und praktischen Journalismus interessiert und sich als 

Mediennutzer oder Medienhandwerker an einem reflek-

tierenden Zugang versuchen möchte. Das Journalistikon 

lohnt sich für alle, die Informationen zur Thematik su-

chen, ohne dabei ein zweites Lexikon zum Verständnis 

der Ausführungen daneben legen zu müssen.

http://www.journalistikon.de

BLexKom
BIOGRAFISCHES LEXIKON DER KOMMUNIKATIONSWISSENSCHAFT

blexkom.halem-verlag.de

r:k:m rezensionen:kommunikat ion:medien

Journalistikon
Das Wörterbuch der Journalistik

http://www.journalistikon.de

http://www.rkm-journal.de
http://www.journalistikon.de
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Vor-Herrschaft.  
Hegemonie und politische 
Kommunikation in vernetzten 
Strukturen

Forschungsfeld Kommunikation, 41
2025, 520 S., 13 Abb., 8 Tab.,  
Hardcover
iSbN (Print) 978-3-86962-727-4
iSbN (PDF) 978-3-86962-728-1

HaNNeS rall

Comics. 
Konzept und Gestaltung

2025, 728 S., 376 Abb.,  
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loreNz matzat (HrSg.)

Handbuch Daten und KI im 
Journalismus

Praktischer Journalismus, 112
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2025, 516 S., 72 Abb., Broschurr
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Erfolgreich Radio machen

Praktischer Journalismus, 100
2025, 2., komplett überarbeitete 
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Broschur m. Klappe
iSbN (Print) 978-3-7445-2104-8
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Bildkritik durch Bilder. 
Soziale Medien als Ort 
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Deutsche Pressegeschichte. 
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2025, 460 S., 27. Abb., 64 Tab., 
Broschur
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