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The rumbling years. The communicative figurations 
approach as a heuristic concept to study – and shape – the 
transformation of journalism

Leif Kramp

Abstract

The chapter dicusses the profound transformation processes which are driven 
by the digitization of media and the ‘mediatization of everything’, and that 
challenge journalism on various levels. It is described how journalism as a cul-
tural practice becomes successively marginalized by other sources of informa-
tion and an overall change of media use and appropriation. It is further argued 
that journalism as a professional field and the institutional and organisational 
structure that has sustained and nourished it for decades is undergoing a radical 
re-orientation in addressing the public. With references to the heuristic concept 
of “communicative figurations” and the operational concept of “organisational 
learning”, it is proposed how overarching issues of media and societal change 
can be considered to analyse and shape newsroom innovations. Empirical in-
sights and observations of recent developments on the German news market 
complement this argumentation. 

Keywords: digital journalism, transformation, mediatization, communicative 
figurations, organisational learning, newsroom innovation, participation
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Hepp/I. Tomanić Trivundža/H. Nieminen/R. Kunelius/T. Olsson/E. Sundin/R. Kilborn (eds.) Jour-
nalism, Representation and the Public Sphere. Bremen: edition lumière.
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“Journalism is not a profession to be defended but a practice to be shared”  
(Alfred Hermida, cited in: Shaw, 2012)

1. Introduction

Not a month passes without bad news on the economics of the printed news 
media. Loss of revenues, decline of circulation, editorial staff cuts — deteri-
orative trends have intensified in recent years and have had inevitable conse-
quences for the institutional and organizational constitution of journalism. A 
focus on economical challenges tends to dominate theoretical considerations 
and practical reflections on this change. At the same time, however, more fun-
damental questions arise about the transformation of journalism as a profes-
sion and cultural practice: What are the socio-cultural challenges of journal-
ism in our rapidly changing digital media culture? Are they based on general 
societal transformation processes in people’s information behaviour and their 
media use? What is the role of technological innovations and broader changes 
of attitude towards the traditional agents of the public? Or should we focus 
on institutional questions such as editorial reform processes or the re-inven-
tion of traditional newspaper publishers as multi-platform corporations? Or 
are journalists themselves primarily drivers of innovation? There is no clear 
answer to the initial question of what challenges, churns or changes journalism 
most. The transformation of nearly all core parameters on the macro, meso and 
micro level of journalism practice is in full swing. This calls for integrative 
approaches to describe, analyse and explain the tectonic shifts, turbulences and 
reinventions that journalism is facing. 

A focus on the communicative construction of social reality provides such 
an integrative explanation frame. In a deeply mediatized world, where tech-
nical communication media shape all of our everyday symbolic interactions 
and constructions of meaning, journalism is no longer the dominant source for 
current information on world affairs. A multitude of new actors have comple-
mented the former widely exclusive privilege of news organization to dissem-
inate up-to-date information and opinion. This development has implicated 
an altered status of news: News has become less a commodity – and more a 
common property that is shared by millions. News can be found not only on 
classical news websites, but also in social networks, collaborative knowledge 
platforms, e-mail portals, search engines and so forth: As a consequence, the 
definition of news has become more floating, referring more diffusely to a 
journalistic product, fabricated along a defined set of rules and criteria. News 
in the digital ecosphere is disseminated mainly by “digital intermediaries” 
(Foster, 2012: 6) that provide access to a cornucopia of contents which in turn 
makes it rather difficult to identify professionally produced journatlistc news 
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content. Therefore, in the 21st century, journalism increasingly competes more 
intensively than ever with this potpourri of contents of various provenance (lay 
communication, interest-driven PR, propaganda, gossip etc.).

This poses a profound issue for journalism itself, and journalism research 
as well: How do the new dynamics of social interaction in mediatized commu-
nities and societies at large relate to the perception and value of professional 
newsgathering. This is not solely a question of cost efficiency in order to stop 
the economical downturn in the news industry. More fundamentally, it is about 
how journalism can build stronger, more honest and credible relationship with 
its audiences. The urgency of this imperative is documented strongly by recent 
occurrences of distrust, suspicion and even hate against journalists and the 
mass media in Germany.¹

2. The mediatization of everything

The spread of the Internet has greatly strengthened social meta processes of 
individualization, globalization and commercialization, pushing mediatization 
of all areas of life forward. Following Krotz (2007; 2009), the term mediatiza-
tion refers to a metaprocess of social change, the moulding of everyday social 
worlds by a variety of technical (communication and information) media: 

The ambition of mediatization research is not, primarily, to understand the changing media 
in their own right, nor to chart forms of mediation in different places and times. Rather, as 
for globalization or urbanization or individualization – the claim is that something which 
always existed in one form or another (the world, towns, individuals – and media) has come 
to constitute an organizing principle for other spheres of life. (Livingstone/Lunt, 2014: 706)

Under the influence of all these metaprocesses, culture and society change with 
and through the transforming media that are applied in them. Thus, media and 
the significance of particular media for their users are also subject to constant 
change. Due to the ubiquity of technical communication and information me-
dia, the dependence on single media dwindles; but it can be assumed that the 
relevance and function of media technologies in total increases in all areas of life.

Mediatization research shows how fundamentally the conditions of use 
and appropriation of media and publishing activity have changed the process-
ing, dissemination and perception of information as well as the dynamics of 
interpersonal communication. Just as the unbridled technological evolution 
once made the rise of journalism possible, another change now forces it to 
to adapt and develop new forms, while trying to maintain its strengths and 
duties (cf. Conboy, 2013: 148-168; Gordon, 2012). This changes the condi-
tions for the use of media content radically: Journalism has always been in 
an intermedia competition with other sources of information, but the types 
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of media were clearly separated. Content was bound to specific ‘containers’ 
like the newspaper, the book, the TV or the radio receiver. In comparison, the 
Internet offers multimediality in an integrated media environment: Merging 
media and converging newsrooms represent an ongoing process of rebuilding 
the technical contexts in which journalism is produced (cf. Fioretti/Russ-Mohl, 
2009; Kolodzy et al., 2014). 

In this change, the availability, scale, diversity and effectivity of content 
and search aids provided by the digital media environment are a key factor. 
The saturation of everyday life worlds with information and communication 
technologies, especially with digital mobile devices, allows users to be con-
nected anytime and anywhere. Large parts of the population have accepted 
the digital media sphere as their preferred and comfortable habitat (cf. Deuze/
The Janissary Collective, 2012). Therefore, today the levels of individual and 
social activity depend largely on technological and economic imperatives. It 
comes as no surprise that such mediatization processes put journalism under 
constraints for action. But unlike during the advent of print media, photogra-
phy, radio or television which initially made possible the rise and differentia-
tion of journalism as a new kind of social self-observation and self-understand-
ing, journalism now has a lot of catching-up to do.

Many old rules, routines and habits prove to be quite stable in the news-
room in spite of the radical expansion of the media world (cf. Anderson, 2013: 
159). In newsrooms around the world, individual behaviour patterns prove to 
be stable particularly with respect to the reluctant use of new media technolo-
gies in journalistic work (Himelboim and McCreery, 2012; Reich, 2013). The 
cautiousness and reluctance of established news organizations to adopt new 
media technology and the Internet as a whole can be ascribed primarily to its 
asynchronicity, non-linearity and communicative pluri-dimensionality – and 
therefore the absence of classical mass media characteristics. 

As early as in 2000, John Hartley described the formative power of media 
technology as stronger than ever and the fate of journalism as being marginal-
ized to one source of information among many: 

Individuals will exercise their right to communicate – but won’t bother with other journal-
ism, whether individual or industrial. The public will comprise more writers than readers. 
Such an eventuality contradicts the historic achievement of journalism itself as a textual 
system, namely the creation of the most important reading public of modernity – the public 
itself. The prospect of the democratization of public writing is therefore a serious threat to 
journalism as we know it. (Hartley, 2000: 43)

Over the years, this development has proven itself to be highly ambivalent. 
Information practices change, but audiences have not entirely turned their back 
on the news industry: The news websites of publishing houses and broadcast-
ers in fact experienced a steep increase in users and are used as complemen-
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tary or alternative information source to the regular printed or broadcasted 
products. In a sense, then, there are more users of journalism today than ever: 
The usage figures of news sites exceed the circulation decline of their sister 
newspapers and magazines considerably. Furthermore, there is an additional 
huge market supply of non-journalistic websites and services that adds up to 
the exuberant variety of destinations for information on the Internet. Undoubt-
ably, as Ryfe (2012: 198) states, audiences are confronted with an embarras 
de choix: “For citizens, this is a golden age of news, a time when people have 
never had greater access to more news and information.”

However, the global network also provides access to significantly more 
non-journalistic sources of information that target users, including freely ac-
cessible encyclopedic resources (e.g. Wikipedia), subject-specific databases 
(e.g. Internet Movie Database), discussion forums (e.g. Gaia Online, 4chan), 
aggregation services (e.g. Flipboard, BuzzFeed), social networks (e.g. Face-
book, Linkedin, Xing), communication services (e.g. Twitter, WhatsApp), 
interactive location-based services (e.g. Google Places, Foursquare), sales 
portals (e.g. Amazon) and countless other types of source for thematically, 
geographically or target-specific tailored content. There seems to be a satis-
factory solution available in the digital environment network for all informa-
tion needs. However, this does not need to be journalism in a strict sense of 
the term. So, among the strong contemporary suppliers of information, news 
brands like “New York Times”, “The Guardian”, “Liberation”, “Der Spiegel” 
or “Gazeta Więcborska” are accompanied by platforms like Google, YouTube, 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram or Whatsapp without, necessarily, any journal-
istic expertise.

That is not to say that for some cohorts it is still common to read the 
newspaper as they were used to for decades – or watch TV and listen to the ra-
dio, depending on their retained habits of news consumption. However, media 
users realign their take on which media best fulfil their needs at any onetime. 
Today, users worldwide spend more time with their digital mobile devices than 
– for example – sitting in front of the television set or reading a newspaper. 
A survey by WAN-IFRA (2014) revealed that smart phones and tablets super-
seded location-bound devices, offering opportunities to increase usage, adver-
tising and sales revenues, diversify product portfolio, and engage with users’ 
genuine lifeworlds. One result of continued mediatization processes is, among 
other things, that there are hardly any places or occasions where mobile media 
communication is a taboo. New areas of everyday life, which were previously 
largely the domain of analog media – like public transport, the garden or gas-
tromony – have become digitally mediatized. For journalism, this means that 
the potential of mobile media use can be exhausted extensively for the dissem-
ination of news content – and for the interaction with it. Here, the concept of 
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mediatization enables us to describe, apprehend and anticipate the change of 
media and communication as well as the subsequently driven change of culture 
and society in its interdependence: 

With regard to quantitative aspects, mediatization refers to the increasing temporal, spatial 
and social spread of media communication. That means that over time we have become 
more and more used to communicating via media in various contexts. With regard to qualita-
tive aspects, mediatization refers to the role of the specificity of certain media in the process 
of sociocultural change (Hepp/Hasebrink, 2013: 4) 

It has been shown that today changes in media practices are guided more by 
transforming everyday habits – also due to the possibilities of asynchronous 
and interactive media use – and less by a strong system or field logic of the 
mass media. (cf. Kaun/Schwarzenegger, 2014; Peil/Röser, 2014; Storey/Mc-
Donald, 2014). A consequence of this is reflected in the economical devel-
opment of the press sector: According to the World Press Trends report by 
WAN-IFRA (2014), newspaper circulation in the United States dropped over 
10 percent and in Europe over 23 percent in the course of five years. Print ad-
vertising revenue declined 13 percent worldwide, in the United States nearly 
30 percent, and in Europe circa 18 percent in the same period of time. In con-
trast, digital business is strongly on the rise, accounting for a revenue growth 
in advertising of 47 percent and in paid digital subscriptions even over 2,000 
percent globally over these five years. This level of revenues, though, is still 
way below the print standard with only a tiny market share in the digital econo-
my compared to non-journalistic ventures (cf. Grueskin/Seave/Graves, 2011). 

News organizations are also struggling with the monetarization of their 
digital journalism ventures (cf. Kaye/Quinn, 2010; Franklin, 2014). Whereas 
the competition between media companies for the attention and time of users 
intensifies, media usage becomes tendentially parallel. Such a densification of 
media use calls for a higher level of efficiency, otherwise media appropriation 
threatens to become superficial and unsatisfactory. Jeff Jarvis argues the case 
for a qualitative re-evaluation of usage metering: He does not see the duration 
of usage as the most important factor, but the efficiency (and effectivity) of the 
gratification of usage motives:

Instead of measuring our success by how much more time we can get them to spend with 
us, we should measure it by how much less time they need to spend with us to reach their 
own goals. ... If the problem is that young people spend less time with news, where is the 
opportunity in that? I say it is in helping anyone of any age spend even less time, getting 
more information more efficiently. (Jarvis, 2013)
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However, this is not how success is measured in the media industry, and the 
news sector is not likely to be an exemption: News as a product has to sell; 
journalism as a cultural practice and has to function. This constellation is not 
without tensions, as Robert Picard puts it:

This is producing competing and colliding logics of professional journalism, commerce, 
and participation, and the tensions between these is forcing negotiations of values, norms, 
and practices. As of yet, however, those changes have induced few new policies and ed-
itorial guidelines in established news organizations [...]. News providers of all sizes are 
now employing multiple platforms for reaching and engaging with the public. They are 
reconceiving the nature of audiences and rethinking what information the public needs in 
different places, at different times, and the methods in which that information is conveyed. 
These are all indications of the appearance of new journalistic relations and practices. (Picard, 
2014: 278)

3. Communicative figurations of journalism

“Communicative democracy” and “redactional society” are the keywords in 
John Hartley’s (2000) perspective on the future of journalism. A “redactional” 
society challenges the traditional social institutions and their selection defaults 
by prefering individual skills for the selection and production of information 
that is deemed relevant. Hartley no longer sees journalism primarily as a pro-
fession, but as a form of media literacy for everyone. He underlines people’s 
collective creative ability to gather, select, articulate and publish. This man-
ifests in direct forms of communication on the Internet, where people can 
demonstrate, interact, respond or pose their own ideas and views, e.g. on social 
network sites.

Although individual popular social networking platforms (such as Face-
book) may vanish in a while (like some precursors: MySpace, for example), 
the general phenomeon of wide citizen activity and participation through the 
Internet form a sustainable “Social Web” (critically: van Dijck, 2013). The 
social media, then, signify an evolution mark in public communication, and 
it is unlikely that media will jump back. For journalism, this implies far more 
profound consequences than those caused by previous milestones in media 
history, such as the introduction of live-broadcasting or the mobile phone. The 
Social Web not only means a change of distribution technology, but also a 
major reorganisation of media producers and media audiences. The rise of the 
“produser” (Bruns, 2008), is not the end, but the beginning of the end of how 
the media and especially the news industry functions under the auspices of 
mediatization. Of course, not all media users actually produce media content; 
but they participate as actors within a social online infrastructure that pro-
vides new mechanisms for the dissemination of information. Chris Anderson, 
former editor in chief of the technology and lifestyle magazine “Wired”, sees 
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the resounding advantage of interpersonal network communication vis à vis 
traditional news content in the credibility and perceived authenticity of the 
personal circle of friends: “There are ways to get a strong reputation without a 
professional affiliation. It’s a marketplace out there, and you can earn trust with 
having New York Times on your card, or you can earn trust by having done 
a great job for a long time and be respected for that by many people.” (quot-
ed from: Weichert/Kramp/Ockenfels, 2011) According to Anderson, earning 
trust is connected to certain principles, e.g. entering into a dialogue with the 
audience at eye level, being consistently open with respect to one’s own mis-
takes and correcting them transparently. Helena Sousa, who once worked as a 
journalist, sees the underlying structural changes for the public as irreversible:

The exponential proliferation of information production centres and the extraordinary ex-
pansion of audiences’ participatory power appear to be at the heart of the paradigmatic shift. 
In this irreversible structural reconfiguration of the public sphere, journalism has lost its 
monopoly as the principal narrator of the present in the public sphere. Journalism might well 
maintain its core professional values and techniques but the digital age has fundamentally 
eroded its role as the actuality storyteller. (Sousa, 2006: 380)

Starting in the United States, the term ‘participatory culture’ has been used in 
academia and media practice to denote the willingness of citizens to share their 
attitudes and opinions with other citizens through the Internet. Many observe 
an enormous potential for strengthening civil society engagement (cf. Jenkins, 
2009; Rosenbaum, 2011). This “mass self-communication” (Castells, 2010: 
xxvii-xxxi) can be cultivated productively for the construction of a critical 
public. It does not necessarily have to lead to an undermined professional jour-
nalism, as innovative concepts that aim for forms of cooperation between jour-
nalists and cititzens who are there and ready to take a part in newsgathering are 
developed. Ideally, citizens can help journalism in its endeavor to perform its 
duties more effectively by participating, contributing, appropriating, seizing, 
sharing, reinforcing or casting doubt. 

Without committing to a normative agenda, what can we learn from this 
rebalancing of roles, the shift of publicising hegemony and the erosion of me-
dia boundaries? Here, the concept of ‘communicative figurations’ provides a 
heuristic that can help journalism research as well as practicioners of journal-
ism. It offers a number of analytic tools to find the fundamental question that 
keeps reappearing: “What does the understanding of media contribute to the 
understanding of life?” (cf. Wieselter, 2015)

The true strength of ‘communicative figurations’ as a concept lies in its 
ability to stride through the relatively static analytical levels of micro, meso 
and macro perspectives in order to comprehend the interweaving between 
people, media, culture and society (cf. Hepp, 2014; Hepp/Hasebrink, 2014). 
In this view, journalism is faced with changes on multiple levels, affecting 
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both the concrete conditions of journalism practice as well as the options for 
action. Journalists work not only under the conditions of interdependencies in 
institutionalized hierarchies which are totally ruled by power structures, but 
also in varying relations to audiences and other external actors and factors. 
Building on the intellectual work of Elias (1978), these interdependencies can 
be conceptualized as communicative figurations that change along with with 
the structural transformation of the public sphere. 

Habermas (1989) has suggested how communicative action has changed 
in society under the influence of the mass media. With the spread of mass 
media, people gathered less often face-to-face to participate in discussions, but 
preferred the usage of media contents. The media became detached from the 
political system and subordinated themselves under market conditions. This 
had far-reaching consequences, to some extent the determination of media ac-
tivity as a consumptive one and a strong institutionalization of professional 
public agents who were responsible for the production and dissemination of 
commodified content. For decades, this historically evolved figuration was 
relatively stable between mass media actors and their audiences: roles were 
clearly assigned. The journalistic power was reserved for the journalists, but 
the audience was certainly not powerless and decided by demand which medi-
um was particularly popular. Recent “mediatization waves” (Hepp/Hasebrink, 
2013: 13), though, have caused an imbalance: Potentially every media user can 
participate directly in public discourse. Theoretically, this opens up a chance 
for a deliberative society to come to life, honouring the normative promises 
of democratic theory. This assumes that journalism continues to be respon-
sible for “maintain(ing) the fairness of widespread deliberation by resisting 
the influence of better organized and better funded interests” which means the 
guarantee of “equal opportunity to influence deliberation” against e.g. “threats 
or rewards offered by socioeconomic elites” (Dzur, 2002: 333). Hence, the cor-
porate mass media have not automatically lost their status, even though they 
find themselves under increasing pressure to fulfil their duties as the ‘Fourth 
Estate’ within society (cf. Allan, 2013: 261): Alternative information services 
increase choices, the Internet helps people in many ways to talk to each other 
directly, to communitize, to set a topic that is picked up by others, and even to 
construct “personal public spheres” (cf. Schmidt, 2013: 371). Therefore, the 
general public sphere is no longer organized solely by the mass media, but is 
also complemented, shaped and often fragmeted by citizens with their sover-
eign opinions and attitudes.

This does not necessarily mean the proliferation of an overpowering and 
unreadable cacophony of voices. With the heuristical approach of the commu-
nicative figurations concept, journalism research can analyse systematically, 
how demands, needs and preferences change against the background of indi-
vidual sozialization, the formation of relationships and collectives as well as 
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institutional and organizational processes. The analysis of communicative figu-
rations can focus on questions related to media ensembles, forms of communica-
tion, constellations of actors, and thematic framings (cf. Hepp, 2013: 623-624).

1) Media ensembles change: Which media are used frequently and in-
tensively, and for what purpose, is subject to sustainable change in many age 
groups. Traditional mass media are to an extent marginalized, complemented, 
and in some age groups even substituted by online information services that 
gradually take up more time across all age groups. Questions deriving from 
that include: How and why do audiences rearrange their preferences for spe-
cific media? What media characteristics serve information needs best? How do 
news organizations connect various media in their journalistic product portfo-
lio? And to what extent and variety do innovative forms of journalism emerge 
with the emergence of new media? 

2) Forms of communication change: It is difficult to keep track of the 
many trends and hypes that come along with emerging digital devices, online 
platforms and services that all contribute to a perpetuation and intensification 
of mediatization processes, i.e. the expanding role that media play in our lifes. 
The challenge lies in identifying underlying patterns, e.g. the growing impor-
tance of online social networking and direct communication, i.a. through mes-
saging services, whether it is SMS, Whatsapp, Threema, Twitter, Facebook or 
other platforms. Questions may include: What are the primary reasons for the 
success of new forms of communication? How do they facilitate the dissemi-
nation of news? Do new forms of communication change information habits? 
Do new communication roles arise? And what impact do journalists’ activities 
in social media, sharing of contents among users and follow-up-communica-
tion have on the appropriation of information and social self-understanding? 

3) Constellations of actors change: Journalists have lost their hegemoni-
al role as privileged interpreters of world affairs to ‘the people’, speaking in 
terms of the Cultural Studies tradition (cf. Nelson/Treichler/Grossberg, 1992), 
meaning the average citizens who use the media in their technological variety 
to blog, tweet, post, tag, produce content themselves, in short: contributes to 
the heterogeneous mixture of information and opinion that constitute nowa-
days public spheres. The Internet and social media provide the communicative 
infrastructure, enable new forms of classification, dissemination and mediation 
of information (e.g. search engines, collaborative encyclopedias, blogs), which 
were developed independently from news organizations. Thus, the relationship 
between journalists and the public changes: The equalization of opportunities 
for publication online has led to a diversification of the actors involved and 
voices heard in the public discourse. However, also new institutional actors 
have arisen like Facebook or Google who filter, select and target content ac-
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cording to their corporate interests (e.g. advertisting, competitive stragegies). 
Journalists face the challenge to assert their importance as professional commu-
nicators and make their work valuable for the permantly empowered audience.

4) The thematic framing changes: Journalism as a profession that was 
exlusively tied to mass media over decades and thus a privileged cultural prac-
tice, mainly oriented towards the dissemination of news, now starts to detach 
itself partly from institutional boundaries and tends to become a more dia-
log-oriented and procedural practice with a substantial share of citizen partic-
ipation. The evolution of journalism as an (occupational) ideology (cf. Deuze, 
2005: 444-447) has shown that a considerably strong set of ideas, views and 
perceptions of what journalism is and how it functions has sedimented in most 
democratic society, serving as a backbone of journalism’s legitimacy and cred-
ibility. This already prompts the destabilization that is engendered by the “de-
mystification of the profession” (cf. Donsbach, 2009) and the re-orientation of 
a hegemonial to a more collaborative and participatory authority of public dis-
course. The transformation of thematic framing might embrace a higher degree 
of transparency and therefore better understanding of how journalism works: 
To learn about the power of journalism and the media to construct reality does 
not necessarily require an institutional ‘watchdog’ (cf. Babcock, 2012), but an 
educational effect that comes with an advanced responsiveness and self-reflex-
itivy of journalists and news organizations.

Applied to the current transformation processes that affect journalism, 
these four attributes of a communicative configutation approach show that we 
are witnessing an exciting scenario. It can be frightening for journalists: The 
potential for interaction is at an all time high, as are the audience numbers 
for online news, as are the numbers of households that are connected with 
the Internet, as are the numbers of adolescents who possess a smartphone. 
Over the past decades, the economic uncertainty in journalism has never been 
more profound than today. The professional discourse in the news industry is 
shaped by two strong, but conflicting narratives: the diagnosis of crisis and 
disruption on the one hand hand (cf. Edmonds, 2014; Tran, 2014), and an op-
timistic emergence into digital modernity, embracing innovations and spurring 
creativity on the other (cf. Christensen/Skok/Allworth, 2012; Lepore, 2014). 
While especially the newspaper industry – after the market success of tablets 
and phablets – continues to put high hopes in the market introduction of further 
innovative devices such as ultra-thin, flexible displays (‘electronic paper’), and 
thus continues to rely on a definitive digital news(paper) product², the current 
transformations point towards a much more fundamental break with solidified 
conventions. Structures, roles, routines, tools, contents, outreach: Everything 
that constitutes journalism is at issue and is subject to change. To be more 
explicit, the communicative figuration approach offers an analytic toolkit to 
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make progress in determining and understanding exemplary patterns of how 
and why information preferences change and how journalism can perform an 
integral function in these transmedial transformation processes.

4. Lessons from recent developments

To shed only a tiny light on the magnitude of what journalism might have to 
face in the near future, the German press sector – one of the biggest national 
news markets in Europe – lends itself to an inspection of recent developments 
that include spectacular market drop outs, radical makeovers, organisational 
experiments, much-noted market entries and a remarkable newsroom show-
down between the online and print staff of Europe’s highest selling news mag-
azine. Some of these developments offer a glimpse of what is at stake:

1) Detachment from mass media institutions: With the business news-
paper “Financial Times Deutschland”, the German press market experienced 
its first major newspaper loss in recent history. Compared with the economi-
cal situation in the United States for example, where since 2001 over a doz-
en newspapers vanished or ceased their print editions, Germany has retained 
relatively stable market conditions. However, over the course of only a few 
months in 2013, several newsrooms were closed or merged. As a consolidat-
ing measure, however also broadly perceived as an alarming sign of things to 
come, a number of major newspaper publishers cut their staff significantly, 
including newsrooms regarded internationally as newspapers of repute or qual-
ity press like “Süddeutsche Zeitung” and “Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung”. 
Many of the journalists who were laid off found new missions – quite a few as 
self-employed freelance journalists starting their own media outlet providing 
various forms of communication services (e.g. consulting, lectures, public re-
lations etc.), using various ICTs and social media. This also plays a part in how 
the thematic framing of journalism’s communicative figuration varies step by 
step. What seems like a looming érosion institutionelle has been envisioned – 
among others – by Clay Shirky (2009a), who argued that journalism does not 
need to be tied to organizations (newspaper companies, radio stations, news 
agencies etc.) in order to perform its function. Funding models for journalism 
with revenues coming from user fees, advertising, or donations (cf. overview 
at: van der Wurff, 2012) are already tested by journalists who use digital me-
dia technology and the online infrastructure to circumvent or minimize fixed 
publishing costs and build a strong relationship to their target group(s). Need-
less to say, this demands from journalists both entrepreneurial and self-organ-
ization skills which also transcend formerly segregated domains of editorial 
work, business strategy, marketing, distribution and so forth.
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2) New organizational identities: The Axel Springer SE, formerly the 
biggest newspaper publisher in Germany, has sold nearly all of its German 
newspaper and magazine titles to a competitor. It continues to publish only the 
tabloid “Bild” which is on rank eight among the top 50 paid-for daily newspa-
pers with the highest circulation worldwide, and the national newspaper “Die 
Welt”. The tradition-rich newspaper publishing company strives to focus on 
its international expansion and digital business strategies. One of the lessons 
from this re-orientation has been the more flexible business practices of news 
organizations which understand themselves as multi-platform corporations 
that aim to diversify their business operations even more. This, in turn, entails 
a change of strategy, letting the journalistic core business crumble and invest-
ing in allegedly more future-oriented ventures, not necessarily connected to 
journalism. As the market development for news is expected to be furthermore 
susceptible to uncertainties and deficits, the pursuit of an integrated approach 
becomes even more necessary: investing in digital journalism to probe and 
realize its potentials, to shape and cultivate and advance new media with jour-
nalism and claim a prominent role in transforming media ensembles, has not 
yet become a great vogue in the industry. 

3) Alternative funding for journalism and with it alternative organisation-
al models gain currency. Where the free market cannot guarantee the mainte-
nance of integral journalistic functions, a mix of institutional and individual 
actors can compensate and ensure a proper supply of news, e.g. critical re-
porting. In Germany, several initiatives have started to undertake journalism 
projects that act like counterparts of the conventional business model of news 
that was and still is built mainly on advertising and distribution revenues. For 
instance, in 2014, an online magazine and author collective named “Krautre-
porter” (a pun referring to the term “crowd” and the German word “Kraut”, 
meaning “cabbage”, and light-heartedly used by foreigners to denote German 
nationality) collected over one million Euros with a crowdfunding campaign. 
Following the successful role model “De Correspondent” (in the Netherlands), 
it promised innovative digital quality journalism for free and offered subscrib-
ers (for a monthly fee of five Euros) access to additional source material and 
editorial formats. Most importantly, these added features included the oppor-
tunity to participate in discussions with authors who e.g. share drafts of their 
stories with the readers (www.krautreporter.de) (cf. Doctor, 2014; Tjaardstra, 
2015). “Crowdspondent” is another example. It was founded by two freelance 
journalists who were supported by their readers and viewers with donations to 
travel through Germany and report about the country and its people. The duo 
received suggestions directly from their audience and distributed their writ-
ten and filmed stories through their website, social media channels and a TV 
format on public television (www.crowdspondent.de). In the same year, the 
project “Correct!v” launched its website and began its editorial work as an 
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investigative reporting unit, funded mainly by a journalism foundation (Brost 
Stiftung). The main objective (“investigations for society”) is described as re-
porting in the interest of the citizens. They have prompted their readers with 
the question of “what good journalism means”, inviting readers to participate, 
to communicate directly with the staff, to become a member of the non-prof-
it-association that forms the organisational structure of the project, and stress-
ing the critical and revealing function of journalism to help people understand 
complex processes in politics or economy and recognize mismanagement, 
abuse of power, and other important public issues (www.correctiv.org) (cf. 
O’Donovan, 2014a). 

It may turn out that such commercial and philanthropic funding models 
from civil society are in general not a sufficient solution against the recession 
trend on the affected news markets (cf. Jarvis, 2009; Shirky, 2011). Thus, also 
business models that originate from journalism itself and follow the prior aim 
to invest in and secure the editorial work are crucial. The independent news-
room of ProPublica, an often referred to non-profit project in New York, is one 
outstanding, but not singular example of how newsrooms operate successfully, 
detached from media corporatios, while achieving a broad outreach, local dif-
ferentiation and professional liability in their reporting. In each year of its ex-
istence, ProPublica, which was founded in 2008, set innovative milestones in 
the progression of what journalism can accomplish, including award-winning 
long-term investigations, big data analysis, an informant database of contrib-
uting citizens, and extensive collaborations with newspapers, broadcasters and 
blogs, to name only a few (cf. Encyclo, 2015; Lichterman, 2014; Tofel, 2012). 

4) New players, new concepts: Furthermore, the launches of national sub-
sidiaries of “The Huffington Post” and “Buzzfeed” in Germany can be regard-
ed as aspects of a transcultural powerplay in the business of journalism that 
transcends language borders even more easily than ever before and account 
for rapid market assimilation of imported concepts, formats, or brands. The 
“HuffPo principle” (cf. Warren, 2012: 3), standing for the concept of a “blog 
hub” (Pfister, 2014: 73), publishing a high number of articles per day, many 
from under- or unpaid writers, has managed to prevail also on the quite dense 
and saturated German news media market. It has quickly climbed up the ranks 
of the most frequented news websites (cf. TomorrowFocus, 2014). Beside Ger-
many, the popular news brands have conquered several other European coun-
tries like France and Spain with their own newsroom staff that produce original 
content or translate it into local languages. With HuffPo and Buzzfeed, Europe 
imported a new style and understanding of what journalism can be – follow-
ing, (not exclusively), criteria like emotionality, sensationalism, or comedy. 
New formats like ‘listicles’, a term mainly connected to articles that come 
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in the form of top-lists that include compiled and commented pictures, video 
clips, memes as well as other animations and visualizations, is an interesting 
example of this. 

5) Reluctance to accept editorial reformation: The most important inno-
vation issue in journalism relates to how to develop journalism for the digital 
sphere in the given organizational structures or outside of them (cf. Down-
ie, Jr./Schudson, 2009; Grueskin/Seave/Graves, 2011; Anderson/Bell/Shirky, 
2012). For most of journalism, corporate success is a basic requirement for 
accomplishing this. It is therefore not surprising that there is still a dominant 
economical and business-oriented understanding of innovation in the news 
industry. Hence, news organizations as enablers and marketers of journalism 
react to market changes first of all with a reconfiguration of their business 
strategy. It is also not very surprising that especially the big, old, established 
news organizations wrestle with the challenges posed by transmedial trans-
formations. Such challenges were recently vividly expressed by the escalated 
internal tensions between the newsroom of the German print magazine “Der 
Spiegel” and the editorial staff of its sister company “Spiegel Online”. When 
newsrooms turn out to be a nexus of contestation, where enthusiasm encoun-
ters reluctance, constrasting working perceptions and newsroom cultures can 
become involved in dramatic conflict. Long-cherished habits and routines are 
more difficult to rearrange than workflows and mentalities in organizational 
contexts that emphasized the conditions of online communication from the be-
ginning. In 2014, editor-in-chief Wolfgang Büchner failed to putt across his re-
form scheme “Spiegel 3.0”, a digitization concept that involved merging print 
and online staff – a plan that met the resistence of the print journalists that still 
play a privileged and decisive role in Hamburg’s long-standing news organi-
zation. Despite all the hassle, the “Spiegel-Verlag” publishing group continues 
to be one of the most reputable news organizations in Europe, which is also 
the main reason for a widespread perplexity in response to the inability of the 
publishing powerhouse to approve not only cosmetic changes e.g. of the mag-
azine’s design or with sophisticated multimedia projects in the online section, 
but changes that prepare for the overarching requirements of digital modernity 
(cf. AFP, 2014; Langley, 2014).

A figurational research approach overcomes but does not neglect the 
historically manifested dual structure of the news economy: journalism re-
sponsible for news production and media institutions for generating revenue. 
Recent developments show an accelerated pace in the innovation cycle, tech-
nology-wise and with respect to new forms of communication that are adopted 
by a massive number of media users. News organizations try to react with 
adaptations of their portfolio, but struggle to promote (radical) organization-
al transformation in the newsrooms. As Ryfe (2012: 195-196) describes for 
the United States, a fixed set of work routines makes it difficult to conduct 
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editorial experiments and test new ideas. Paradoxically, then, journalism is 
astoninglishy well prepared to report on the day-to-day transformations of cul-
ture and society, but the journalists themselves are comparatively restitant to 
change. It seems difficult to change editorial habits and mentalities, accompa-
nied by a crisis discourse whose central point of reference is the preservation 
of existing structures and newsroom cultures:

There is another interesting phenomenon that is typical also for other well documented revo-
lutions which is that a part of the elite, in our case professional elites: journalism, has already 
lost believe in itself, yet is so invested in its old professional self-conception and role models 
that it would actually rather go down in perish and disappear than change its practices or 
renew its relationship to its newly empowered audience. (Blau, 2013)

What makes the situation for news organizations even more complicated is the 
absence of a major single disruption that is solely responsible for the unrest 
in the news industry, a powerful disruptive factor that can be worked against 
strategically and that can be made responsible for all the upheaval and unrest 
in one of the formerly most stable industries of the western world. 

5. Organisational learning as an operational concept for journal-
ism transformation

Journalism does not find itself challenged for the first time by technological 
and social transformations. In earlier transformations, the mass press remod-
eled the newsroom organization and distribution, the telegraph and telephone 
revolutionized communication and news transmission in the 19th century, and 
as two electronic mass media – radio and television – broadened the mass 
media stage in the 20th century. During these times journalists were initially 
baffled by the possibilities provided to them by new technology – and quite a 
few saw a threat in them (cf. Glade/Lowrey, 2011). Journalists first reacted by 
transferring their established work routines and forms of presentation into the 
new media. For instance, only after a lengthy process of individual and collec-
tive adaptation and learning did radio and later television journalism develop 
their own languages and forms. It seems obvious that history might repeat 
itself in the case of the current development in digital journalism practice.

The concept of organizational learning lends itself quite well as an at-
tempt to make sense of the required or actual measurable transformations of 
journalism deriving from the theoretical heuristic concept of communicative 
figurations. By investigating the determinants, constraints and the potential 
that is inherent in organizational structures (e.g. hierarchies, training opportu-
nities, working time models, project management), change can be diagnosed 
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and also anticipated and shaped. In many news organizations, journalists tend 
to ignore how organizational, economic and cultural structures are fundamen-
tally affected by mediatization and digitization. As Clay Shirky aptly puts it: 

When someone demands to know how we are going to replace newspapers, they are really 
demanding to be told that we are not living through a revolution. They are demanding to be 
told that old systems won’t break before new systems are in place. They are demanding to 
be told that ancient social bargains aren’t in peril, that core institutions will be spared, that 
new methods of spreading information will improve previous practice rather than upending 
it. They are demanding to be lied to. There are fewer and fewer people who can convincingly 
tell such a lie. (Shirky, 2009b)

It is debatable, of course, how the significance of each one of the ongoing 
transformation processes for the future of journalism should be assessed. The 
news industry mainly focuses on business strategies, trying to find a promis-
ing way out of the regressive economical development. Structural (instead of 
cyclical) market crises threaten the economic existence of news organizations, 
and therefore trigger compensation measures. However, the most serious prob-
lem for journalism lies in the inefficient responses of organizational manage-
ment to the structural changes taking place in the news economy. 

Exploratory strategies in implementing a model of “open innovation” 
(Chesbrough, 2003; 2006) into the newsroom have not yet become common 
practice. This is mostly due to existing working contexts that do not allow a 
model that “emphasizes purposive inflows and outflows of knowledge across 
the boundary of a firm in order to leverage external sources of knowledge and 
commercialization paths, respectively.” (Chesbrough/Bogers, 2014: 16) How-
ever, some examples show that organizational practices that build on this idea 
can foster a dialogic relationship between newsrooms and their news brands, 
on the one hand, and their constituent audiences, on the other, to create “an 
arena for inbound and outbound innovation” (cf. Thorén/Ågerfalk/Edenius, 
2014). Especially in the United States, some news organizations established 
research and development units to face the need for editorial innovation as 
well as marketing innovation (cf. Aitamurto/Lewis, 2013). However, the very 
potential of open innovation is connected to lowering the communicative dis-
tance between journalists and external actors – first and foremost to the audi-
ence. News organizations can respond to the structural change with a gradual 
as much as all-emcompassing reconfiguration of their strategy. Constellations 
and courses for action are therefore sorted and recombined as a conscious act. 
The difficulty is that institutional consistency is difficult to produce in times 
of change. In such moments, the process of reconfiguration can build on in-
sights from figurational analysis, taking into account patterns of media use and 
information preferences deriving from an intertwined transmedial analysis of 
media ensembles, forms of communication, actor constellations and themati-
cal framing.
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The web of dependencies and influences which characterizes editorial 
work and creates the requirements for the implementation of innovations, both 
by individual actors as well as on the organizational level, is central for the 
effectivity of learning processes. Thus, reconfiguration calls less for the im-
plementation of specific technical innovations, and more for a general social 
readiness for change. The organization-sociological concept of the learning or-
ganization (Senge, 1990; Argyris, 1999) suggests implementing innovations as 
planned and controlled transformations in the newsrooms. It also provides expla-
nations of how the renewal or even reinvention of aspects of journalism can be 
analyzed as result of their organisational contexts of dependence and interaction.

For the innovation capability of a given newsroom it is important how the 
learning environment enables the staff on various levels to contribute to the 
innovation of work and structures. It is crucial to see that both the management 
and the editorial organization level in newsrooms depend on innovation ef-
forts that include an assessment of training successes, difficulties and frictional 
losses incurred with respect to the conciliation of the overall strategic aims 
and individual needs and interests of the staff. Here, following the figurational 
approach both the personal requirements of the actors – especially habits and 
aims, but also feelings – as well as organizational and structural determinants 
and constants with their interdependencies have to be considered.

Cooke (1997) and Cooke and Morgan (1998) have identified institutional 
reflexivity as a signifier of organizational learning. Institutional reflexivity – 
the “systematic process which combines learning and intelligence such that, in 
a number of feedback loops, the system receives guidance.” (Cooke/Morgan, 
1998: 73) – points to the willingness and ability of actors in an institution to 
critically observe and question their field of own action and its organizational 
framing. With its institutional reflexivity, the innovation capability of an or-
ganization can be increased for example by trying to reduce learning barriers 
(e.g. in terms of further training) or by the installation of free (creative) spaces 
(i.e. providing time and organizational flexibility) for creative processes:

At the heart of a learning organization is a shift of mind – from seeing ourselves as separate 
from the world to connected to the world, from seeing problems as caused by someone or 
something ‘out there’ to seeing how our own actions create the problems we experience. A 
learning organization is a place where people are continually discovering how they create 
their reality. And how they can change it. (Senge, 1990: 12-13)

In her empirical study on human resource development in newspaper publish-
ing houses, Pühringer (2007) came to conclusion that “a structured staff devel-
opment in newsrooms is rather an alien concept” (ibid: 223 – translated by the 
author). Such deficiency, especially in knowledge-intensive companies such 
as newspaper publishing houses, has hampered the transfer of knowledge, and 
thereby the core business. Learning processes in newsrooms have predomi-
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nantly depended on individual and social experiences that manifest themselves 
in norms and routines, but less on systematic learning concepts that are tailored 
towards the newsroom.

Organizational learning correlates directly with individual learning on 
the part of the staff (cf. Edmondson/Moingeon, 1999: 160-162). In situations 
of crisis, organizational learning aims at drawing lessons from the difficulties 
faced. A common objective is to develop a new understanding of the organiza-
tional identity, to experiment constructively with existing knowlege and skills 
and to mould the feelings, attitudes and the behaviour that led to turmoil (cf. 
Antonacopoulou/Sheaffer, 2014: 10). In such moments, the conditions for or-
ganizational learning are determined on three different but closely interwoven 
levels: The individual as an agent of organizational learning, the group as the 
social context and intermediate collective to pass on knowledge, and the or-
ganization itself as the overall context in which knowledge sediments as organ-
izational knowledge (cf. Nonaka, 1994). In terms of organizational hierarchies 
and decision-making powers in journalism, this concerns the individual jour-
nalist, the department as narrow and the newsroom as broader type of group, 
as well as the news organization as a whole. 

In a transmedia working context and in addition to their basic professional 
skills, journalists need greater flexibility in the application and adaptation of 
innovative practices and tools. Moreover, given the structural transformations, 
organizational, strategic and learning skills gain relevance for the editorial 
work. The increasing interaction within integrated newsrooms and with par-
ticipating media users furthermore calls for social skills such as leadership and 
team skills (cf. table 1).



42 Leif Kramp

Table 1: Relevant competences of journalists in digital modernity (based on 
Senge 1990)

Area of competence Competences Background

Professional skills Organisational skill Working independently, project 
management skills, everyday balance 
between different working levels (e.g. 
writing for the newspaper/social media 
activity)

Economical skills Knowledge about sensitivity and 
engagement for the marketing of 
journalistic content

Strategic skills Knowledge about the development of 
personal (specialized) professional, 
anticipatory determination and testing of 
emerging publication potentials

Learning skills Learning independently, willingness to 
participate in ongoing vocational training, 
openness and ability to appropriate and 
adapt to new practices

Social skills Leadership skills Self-reflection skills, recognizing personal 
strengths and weaknesses, responsiveness 
and willingness to cooperate within the 
newsroom and with the audience, team-
oriented delegation of tasks

Team skills Project work including different 
professional expertises, creation of 
dossiers, collaborative investigation 
projects

6. Empirical insights on newsroom innovation strategies

In many news organizations, economical rationalisations have dominated 
over investment in the editorial domain in recent years. This has caused an 
unfavorable climate for innovation, which is commonly driven by employee 
motivation and incentives, job satisfaction and willingness to change (cf. Bil-
ton, 2007: 28). In a recent survey of German newspaper newsrooms, nearly 
three quarters of the journalists interviewed demanded more responsibility for 
themselves in the development of new business strategies for their publishing 
(Weichert/Kramp/Welker, 2015). 

The study also sheds interesting light on one of the primary questions 
connected to newsroom innovation, namely how newsrooms approach their 
audiences (and engage them) to encourage dialog and knowledge exchange 
and to also boost participation and interest in their reporting. Lowering the 
communicative distance between journalists and citizens seems to be one of 
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the biggest difficulties newsrooms face. However, “user participation” does 
not seem to be prioritized by journalists. Although more than two thirds of the 
interviewees say that social network sites like Facebook are important for their 
editorial work this does not seem to have significant consequences for news-
room routines. Social media use by journalists is mainly directed towards in-
vestigations and not primarily towards reader dialog. Thus, whereas one third 
of the interviewed journalists believe in the value of “low distance” to their 
recipients, their statements on user participation paint a different picture. The 
notion of a low communicative distance could be related to the fact that the 
surveyed newsrooms include mostly regional and local newspapers, which due 
to their distrubition area are supposed to be closer to their readers than most 
other news organizations. From the perspective of the journalists, these audi-
ences apparently do not need additional participation opportunities to engage 
with the reporting. De facto, the openness of newspaper journalists towards the 
inclusion of their readers has obvious limits: While the participation of citizens 
in journalistic inquiries is generally deemed important or taken into consider-
ation by a clear majority of the respondents, a more extensive and intensive 
participation is appreciated only by a minority. A systematic involvement of 
the audience in editorial work processes is therefore still not a part of common 
newsroom culture. At the same time, newsrooms make strong efforts to sup-
port further vocational training. Training opportunites are used regularly and 
the aspiration of life-long-learning is widely accepted. Nevertheless, the study 
also indicates a rather individual exercise of further education with a plethora 
of external training services and formats (ibid.: 225-228). 

These results are similar to those of a transnational study for which jour-
nalists in eleven European countries were interviewed six years earlier. The 
beneficial potentials of the Internet were welcomed and utilized, but more pro-
found consequences for the editorial culture were largely negated:

The profession has striven for its status among other professions in society since the 1800s. 
Even now, there seems to be an internal need to adhere to practices which ensure that sta-
tus, and to maintain the particular values that both generate and legitimise those practices. 
Newspaper journalists appear to want to stay newspaper journalists. This is not to say that 
they are recalcitrant technophobes, but they welcome the Net when it suits their existing 
professional ends, and are much less enthusiastic about, and unlikely to promote, radical 
change in news work. (O’Sullivan/Heinonen, 2008: 368)

A number of further studies on media management strategies have made a 
similar diagnosis: Change management in news organizations is still at an 
early stage (e.g. García-Avilés/Kaltenbrunner/Meier, 2014; Kreutzer/Land, 
2013: 209-248; Järventie-Thesleff/Moisander/Villi, 2014). Two of the biggest 
German publishing corporations – Axel Springer and Gruner+Jahr – have re-
cently gained attention by sending executives to Silicon Valley on “innovation 
field trips”, hoping to get inspiration from aspiring pioneer companies. This 
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has taken place in the middle of incisive cost cuts in their newsrooms (cf. 
Kontakter, 2015; Waters, 2013). Amid these somewhat inconsistent and selec-
tive change management schemes, a leaked internal innovation report by the 
the “New York Times” also caused a sensation. The report was immediately 
ranked among “the key documents of this media age” (Benton, 2014) because 
of its noticeable account of institutional reflexivity. The report, which was not 
meant to be published in the first place and bore the title “Innovation” (Ellick 
et al., 2014), revealed that even the NYT with its strong technology, consumer 
insight and R&D departments sees itself as a divided company³. 

Rigorously, the report stresses how even leading news organizations have 
to fight for their audience, promote their journalism for appreciation and most 
importantly connect with their recipients: The report names the readers of the 
NYT “our greatest untapped resource” (Ellick et al., 2014: 26) who expect a 
two-way relationship with the newsroom. On its strengths the report recog-
nizes quality journalism that is continuously provided by the paper. On the 
weaknesses it urges the staff to pursue user-generated content, events and “oth-
er forms of engagement” – without dropping its high standards and values. 
Moreover, the staff is advised to invest more effort in training to make the 
most of social media and to enhance the user experience. This means enabling 
readers to personalize their news consumption or to follow news stories as 
they develop over the length of time or become relevant again long after their 
initial publication. 

In its intriguing explicitness, the report highlights the transforming con-
stellation of actors (e.g. user-generated content), the transforming forms of 
communications (e.g. social media), the transforming media ensembles (e.g. 
digital first, de-emphasize print), and transforming thematic framing (e.g. 
re-assessment of newsroom flexibility and orientation) from the very perspec-
tive of the news organization’s editorial heart. Specific suggestions include 
the appointment of a task force to examine the needs and implications and 
to reassemble the transformation plans as well as an intensive idea exchange 
with scholarship and digital companies. All signs seem to be pointing towards 
becoming more adaptive, more accessible, more cooperative. 

The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) follows a similar approach 
with its “Future of the News” project, collecting experiences, assessments and 
predictions by researchers and business insiders, including journalists. The 
summarizing report that was published in early 2015 highlights three main 
strategic steps. Also these steps correlate with the four figurational aspects 
of transformation. In order to sustain its status as a trusted, responsible and 
reliable news source, the report suggest: 1) offering more personalised and 
location-based news to audiences (deriving from a changing constellation of 
actors with digitally empowered media users); 2) developing online widgets to 
improve understanding of the news and leading innovation in data journalism 
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(deriving from changing media ensembles with more productive digital me-
dia technologies); 3) creating ways to engage our audiences in our coverage 
(deriving from changing forms of communication and thematical framing that 
constitute dialog requirements) (cf. Harding, 2015: 44). 

Looking further into the scientific discussion on current transformation meas-
ures in the news industry, the following areas of innovation can be identified:

Management: i.a. business models (e.g. paid content, diversification, 
location based advertising); cultivation of entrepreneurial thinking in news-
rooms, involvement in business strategies (cf. Gillmor, 2010; Briggs, 2012) – 
in newsroom contexts, journalists are increasingly encouraged to consider the 
economical aspects of their work and market their output strategically.

Presentation formats: i.a. personalization, automatization (cf. Morozov, 
2012); visualization of big data (cf. Gray/Chambers/Bounegru, 2012); inter-
actions: dialog-orientatation, digital storytelling (cf. Blaine, 2013), interac-
tive documentaries (cf. Linington, 2013), messaging (cf. O’Donovan, 2014) 
or newsgames (cf. Bogost/Ferrari/Schweizer, 2011) – multimedia, interactive 
and mobile aspects gain importance in journalism and demand more sophis-
ticated technical skills from journalists to handle digital tools creatively and 
purposefully. 

Working processes: i.a. digital investigation methods (e.g. crowd sourc-
ing, social media research, big data analysis, drones); various concepts for 
open, collaborative and flexible working processes: liquid journalism (Deuze, 
2008), process journalism (Jarvis, 2009), network journalism (Heinrich, 2011), 
connective journalism (Lowrey/Glade, 2011), participative journalism (Singer 
et al., 2011) or engaged journalism (Batsell, 2015) – media users can occu-
py different roles and functions and thereby can participate in the journalistic 
working process, e.g. as corrective, whistleblower or publication partners.

Newsroom organisation: i.a. further development of integrative concepts 
(collaboration between print and online as well as media developers and de-
signers); joint vocational training (e.g. transmedia workshops); transparency 
and opening: e.g. open newsroom (cf. Santo, 2011) – promotion of cooperation 
via appreciation of project management in order to realize specific newsroom 
purposes jointly.

Institutional collaboration: i.a. with non-profit projects (funded by foun-
dations, donations, scholarships) or with institutions of higher education – in-
stitutional collaborations between the newsroom and the classroom promise 
practical synergies and sustainable impulses for media companies (cf. Kramp/
Weichert, 2012)4: Besides the exchange of content, newsrooms can bene-
fit from innovative ideas from research and development, from stimuli and 
support to test business models and funding concepts, from cost reductions 
through third-party-funded projects for concept development, from endurance 
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and independence in the preparation of long-term strategies as well as from the 
constant availability and active inclusion of motivated students who again gain 
an easier entry into professional life.

In the light of such transformation processes that have to be managed, the 
need for more intense collaborations between journalism practice and jour-
nalism studies are obvious: The paradigm of change also occupies journalism 
research and characterizes a whole series of newly established or tradition-rich 
academic journals such as “Journalism”, “Digital Journalism”, “Journalism 
Practice” or “New Media and Mass Communication”. Hence, journalists, me-
dia managers and scholars are quite close to each other in their similar efforts 
to make change tangible and calculable. It applies to both sides to find methods 
to detect change, to understand mechanisms of change, and thus to determine 
their own bias in a new way (cf. Picard, 2014; Steensen/Ahva, 2015, and the 
other articles in the special issue of “Digital Journalism”). 

At the moment, the idea of a newsroom culture that merges transmedial 
presentation forms, interactive and fluid elements of online communication and 
links them flexibly to individual interests and skills, corresponds with a more 
normative conception of a newsroom than to actual conditions. Some time ago, 
Pavlik (2001) predicted a considerable push for the breadth of communication 
modalities, hypermedia, heightened audience involvement, dynamic content 
and customization (personalization), which in all would promote a further 
“contextualization” of journalism.5 But today, the scope for journalistic actors 
is still essentially contingent on the conditions of the mass media organization-
al structures that shape their attitudes and practices. 

Journalists rely both on a solid framework and sufficient freedom of action 
in order to provide substantiated, reliable and creative work. Innovations such 
as the establishment of news desks, or later of integrated newsrooms for print 
and online staff, already led to changes in newsroom cultures because they re-
organized working routines, forms of communication and ways of thinking as 
well. Such a reconstruction of newsroom structures is usually associated with 
the intention to increase the efficiency of editorial processes, which also means 
to ensure ever more and ever faster reporting (cf. Blöbaum, 2011; Meier, 2007; 
Phillips, 2012; Saltzis/Dickinson, 2008; Tameling/Broersma, 2013). Follow-
ing the introduction of news desks as an innovative centralized organizational 
structure, the duration of editorial operations has decreased significantly. The 
rebuilding of newsrooms into integrated transmedial-working contexts and 
centralized news desks strived for greater cooperation between the different 
editorial personnel, flatter hierarchies, and a higher responsibility of the staff 
in order to stimulate innovation (cf. Hollifield, 2011). Yet, such organizational 
innovations do not automatically provide journalists with the required time and 
inclination to conduct elaborate and thorough investigations. On the contrary, 
innovative research tools have actually increased the pressure of expectation 



The rumbling years 47

to deliver more even more quickly. From the perspective of journalism, the 
blessing of technology can thus quickly develop into a “tyranny” (Witschge, 
2012), as more and more aspects of reporting are no longer possible without 
technological tools and thus generate new dependencies.

New constellations of actors, new forms of communication, new organ-
izational concepts and an altered thematical framing are all key elements of 
a new newsroom culture: The culture of editorial cooperation is shaped by 
values and beliefs, as well as roles, practices and routines. The problem of 
the transformation of a newsroom culture is only secondarily connected to the 
allocation of new roles, the implementation of new practices and the enforce-
ment of new routines. The premise for change is a process of rethinking; the 
acceptance of a change affecting one’s professional identity and by this a much 
more fundamental transformation process:

The difference between online news and its print and broadcast siblings is that it can be in-
teractive, it can be linked and searched, and it can be multimedia. Playing to those strengths 
requires a different mindset about the journalistic process, which is only just now undergo-
ing exploration. (Kolodzy, 2006: 188)

Concerning these transformations, the risks and opportunities lie closely to-
gether: Previously unknown and partly unimaginable journalistic roles like 
‘community manager’ or ‘curator’ gain currency. They can enhance the dia-
logic relationship with the recipients, perhaps not producing contents on their 
own but compiling and arranging content that is professionally produced or 
user-generated elsewhere (on the web) (cf. Bakker, 2014).

7. Conclusions

The future of journalism will depend critically on how journalists and entire 
newsrooms are able, keen and ready to connect to the evermore complex and 
heterogenous information ecosphere and build, deepen and strengthen their re-
lationships to “the people formerly known as the audience” (cf. Rosen, 2006). 
Although the transformation of newsroom cultures might continue more slow-
ly than radically, there is no turning back: For journalism, a century of stability 
is over. Journalists can benefit from listening carefully to what their users care 
about and where they move, from seeking contact with them and learning from 
them and their appropriation practices. To stimulate and drive these learning 
processes, change managers are needed who have an evident journalistic quali-
fication and connect openness with proficiency. Movers and shakers in journal-
ism must not lack sensitivity to the concerns of their own. On this foundation, 
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journalism research and journalism practice can contribute their share to push 
forward trend-setting progresses, following thorough observations of continu-
al transformations of media, society and culture. 

Notes

1 The credibility of the news distributed by established news organizations is distinctly contested 
by members of specific social movements who use social media (e.g. Facebook, Twitter) to 
organize protest rallies and criticize an alleged manupulation of public opinion by conspiring 
mass media. Against this background, the term “Lügenpresse” (English: “Lying press”), which 
was used frequently in German history by several actors like the National Socialists as a com-
bat term to intentionally discredit and villainise the free press, was revisited by the protesters 
(cf. Chandler, 2015).

2 Matthias Döpfner, CEO of publisher and media corporation Axel Springer SE, expects that 
digital respecitively eletronic paper might widely substitute paper made from wood, but pre-
serving the “intellectual charm” of the printed product (cf. Elkman, 2014; kressreport, 2014, 
referring to an invention by Samsung, cf. Eletronics Newsweekly, 2014).

3 The report was written by an eight-person team around A.G. Sulzberger which was assembled 
by the publishing company as a step to “reflect[.] a critical shift from the original mission” and 
to help the company “adjust to this moment of promise and peril” (ibid: 8), meaning: raising 
awareness and making suggestions about what the digital future holds and demands from ev-
eryone involved in the news organization.

4 There are, however, also dysfunctional developments in corporate management that threaten to 
undermine these potentials, as seen in the United Kingdom where a publishing group charges 
journalism students for their work published in its newspapers (cf. Greenslade, 2015).

5 On the historical dimension of “contextual journalism”, see the conceptualization by Fink/
Schudson, 2014.
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