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Abstract

David Weaver has been on the forefront and has contributed greatly to the
study of American journalists for the past few decades, and he is also pivotal in
coordinating the efforts to study journalists around the world. In this interview,
Weaver reveals how and why he first started the survey on American journalists,
the difficulties and changes in the process, as well as his observations on the
changing landscape of American journalism since the 1980s. In comparing the
journalistic scenes in different countries, he finds that the differences in
journalistic practice are more prominent than the similarities. He further
comments on the influence of new communication technology and market
competition, the impact on media ethical standards, the threats to professional
journalists, and the future of journalism. Weaver also suggests a few promising
lines of study for journalism researchers.
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Academic Dialogue with David H. WEAVER

Journalist Survey Studies and the Development
Trend of Journalism

DW: David H. WEAVER
CS: Clement Y. K. SO
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What inspired you to first start the nation-wide journalist survey
in the United States?

In the late 1970s, Richard Gray, G. Cleveland Wilhoit and I were asked
by Jerry Sass of the Gannett Foundation to review journalism and mass
communication research. In doing this review, we discovered that there
had been much more research about media messages, and the uses and
effects of these messages, than on message producers. So we proposed
a national study of U.S. journalists to remedy this imbalance (Weaver
& Gray, 1979, 1980). We modeled it after the first comprehensive
nationwide study of U.S. journalists by John Johnstone and his
colleagues at the University of Illinois Chicago campus (Johnstone,
Slawski, & Bowman, 1976) because at that time this was the most
thorough and representative study of U.S. journalists that we could find.

What were the major difficulties in the process, and how did you
overcome them?

The biggest difficulty was the lack of a complete list of U.S. journalists
(a comprehensive sampling frame), so we had to use a multi-step
procedure to draw a representative sample of all U.S. journalists. This
involved random sampling of journalistic organizations, collecting lists
and numbers of all fulltime journalists working for these organizations,
estimating how many journalists we needed from each kind of news
organization (daily and weekly newspapers, radio and television
stations, news magazines, wire services, and more recently, online
news sites), randomly selecting journalists from each kind of news
organization, and then completing 45-minute telephone interviews
with more than 1,000 journalists. Some news organizations were very
cooperative in providing lists of their journalists and others regarded
these lists as private information. Not only was it difficult to get some
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of these lists, but it was also very challenging to complete lengthy
telephone interviews with busy journalists. And it has become more
difficult to get a good completion rate with each survey we have done.

Were there major changes in content and method in doing the
various rounds of surveys at different time periods?

We tried to keep the sampling, interviewing methods and question
wording identical during the various surveys from the early 1980s
until 2013 to allow for more controlled comparisons over time, but we
found that we had to ask new questions about the role and impact of
the Internet and newer social media in the 2002 and 2013 surveys. We
also had to modify our method of interviewing (telephone) in the 2013
survey because of reduced funding and the preference of journalists to
be contacted by email and to complete the survey online. So we used
a mixed method model of interviewing in this study (email, web site,
and telephone).

In the next round of the U.S. journalist survey, what new questions
would you want to ask?

As I said above, we added new questions about the uses and impact of
the Internet and social media to the most recent studies, and we would
plan to do so again if there is another study. We also asked journalists
about the most important problem facing journalism in the 2013 study,
and whether or not their news organizations had shrunk, grown or
remained the same size in the past year.

What were the major changes in the U.S. journalistic landscape
over the past few decades?

It’s clear that U.S. journalists are now older on average, slightly more
likely to be women, slightly less likely to be racial or ethnic minorities,
slightly more likely to be college graduates, and more likely to call
themselves political Independents. They are also less satisfied with
their working environments, less likely to say they have complete
freedom to select stories, and less likely to consider very important
reaching the widest possible audiences and getting information to the
public quickly. They are more likely to emphasize the importance of
investigating government claims and analyzing complex problems. Far
fewer in 2013 are willing to justify the use of questionable reporting
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methods in the case of an important story, including using confidential
documents without permission, harassing news sources, seeking
undercover employment, posing as someone else, and paying for
information.

What are the major challenges faced by journalists these days?
Major challenges include keeping up with competitors’ web sites and
social media, and constantly updating one’s own news web sites and
social media with fewer people in many newsrooms. The Internet
has not only resulted in a constant 24-hour news deadline but has
also decreased the advertising revenue that many news organizations
used to have, resulting in the employment of fewer journalists who
have more to do and have less time for in-depth or investigative/
analytical reporting that sometimes takes weeks or months. The job
market for journalists in the U.S. has become very tight, making some
journalists more cautious about tackling controversial subjects or doing
independent enterprise reporting.

In editing the book, The Global Journalist in the 21st Century, in
which journalism situations in many countries are described and
contrasted, what were the most interesting revelations you found
from the chapters?
It’s difficult to pinpoint the most interesting findings from all the
comparisons of more than 30 countries, but overall I was struck by
how many differences there were among the journalists from these
countries, even some countries that are similar politically, culturally,
and economically. These differences are not neatly classified by some
of the more common political or cultural dimensions used to categorize
different countries (Western and Eastern, developed and developing,
First and Third World, etc.), but there were some tendencies for
journalists in countries with less media freedom to think that reporting
news quickly and providing access to the public are important roles
of journalism. There was less agreement on the importance of being
a watchdog of government, even in more democratically governed
countries.

Journalists from different countries also sharply disagreed on
whether some ethically questionable reporting practices might be
justified in the case of an important story. There were large differences

13



14

Communication & Society, 32 (2015)

CS:

DW:

CS:

DW:

of opinion on whether it might be justifiable to pay for information,
to pose as someone else, to badger or harass news sources, and to use
personal documents without permission. There was more willingness
overall to use business and government documents without permission
and to get employed to gain inside information. The overall conclusion
from all these comparisons is that a culture of global journalism has
not yet emerged. There are still more differences than similarities
among journalists from various countries around the world.

Is the American way still the dominating journalistic paradigm
for other countries? Are there changes over the years?

There is no compelling evidence of a single paradigm of journalism
in the comparisons that we have done of journalists working in many
countries of the world. Therefore, I would say that the American
way of journalism is not the dominant one throughout the world,
especially not the U.S. emphasis on objectivity, independence and
the government watchdog role. I think many other countries have
developed their own ways of doing journalism in the past, but there
may be more similarities in the future because of increased and faster
communication among journalists in different countries due to the
Internet, social media, and more frequent international travel.

Are new communication technologies friends or foes for jour-
nalists? How should they adapt to the new technological environ-
ment?

I think new technologies are both friends and foes of journalists,
although on balance I think the scale tips toward foes, at least at this
time. In our latest study of U.S. journalists, we found that they rely
heavily on the Internet and social media in their daily work. Most
journalists use these newer technologies to check for breaking news
and to monitor what other news organizations are doing, but far
fewer use them for verifying information and interviewing sources.
Most agree that social media promote their work, keep them more
engaged with their audiences, and lead to faster reporting. Far fewer
say that social media have decreased their workload, improved their
productivity, allowed them to cover more news or enhanced their
credibility. And there is no doubt that the Internet has resulted in
greatly decreased advertising revenues for most news organizations
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in the U.S., which has led to dramatic cuts in newsroom employees
and time available for more in-depth and investigative reporting.
On balance, then, it seems to me that new technologies have led to
decreases in high quality journalism in the U.S. and other countries.

Increased market competition and technological changes are
influencing the journalism industry. What are the major ethical
challenges in this context?

The major ethical challenge, it seems to me, is lack of time and people
to verify information and to put it into a larger context. The emphasis
on speed and competition has led to a number of false, incomplete
and sometimes misleading reports that have damaged reputations and
misinformed the public. Another ethical challenge is the ability of
journalists to find out personal information about others much more
quickly and easily using the web and social media. Some of this
information would have been much more difficult to obtain and would
have been considered private in the days before the Internet and social
media. There is a need for more editors in most news organizations to
oversee and critically question the work of reporters, but editors and
fact checkers are often the first ones to be let go when newsrooms are
downsized.

Ethical standards may be relative and are affected by different
social contexts. But do you think there are some common (or even
universal) ethical principles and practices for journalists?

We have not found many universal ethical principles in our studies of
journalists across more than 30 countries. The only practice that seems
almost universal is not revealing the identity of news sources who have
been promised confidentiality. In almost every country, the overwhelming
majority of journalists agree that this should not be done. There are large
differences of opinion on all the other ethically questionable reporting
practices we have asked about in the surveys of journalists. Another
possible common practice is factual accuracy. Most journalists in
most countries agree that accurate reporting is a very important role of
journalism. Whether they are able to do this, given political, economic
and personal constraints is, of course, another matter.

Survival of the news industry, especially print newspapers, is the
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hot topic these days. The whole journalistic community is concerned
about finding viable business models. What is your view on this?

As I have stated earlier, I think that the Internet has resulted in
greatly diminished revenues to many news organizations, especially
commercial ones that are mainly dependent on funds from advertising.
There have been some attempts by private foundations, as well as
fees for viewing news on the Internet, but these have mostly not
been able to replace the advertising funds lost to the Internet, at least
not in the United States. There are calls to shift more of the funding
of news reporting to those who consume news, but there are also
indications that people are not willing to pay very much for general
news reporting, especially if it is available for very low cost or no
cost online. It seems to me that mandatory fees for supporting news
organizations, as in the case of public broadcasting in some countries,
are more likely to provide a reliable source of funding for quality news
reporting, in combination with some advertising revenue and some
charges to online news aggregators such as Google and Yahoo for links
to various news organizations.

With the rise of online journalists and citizen journalists, the de-
finition of a reporter has become blurred. The boundary of jour-
nalism is under scrutiny. Do you see this as an inevitable trend?
What can be done to alleviate the problems, if any?

I think a distinction should be made between journalists and citizen
communicators. Most citizens are not journalists, even if they com-
municate publicly about timely events via social media. Most citizens
have not been trained in reporting methods and ethics, and most do
not develop news sources for particular news subjects over time in the
same way that journalists do. Most citizen communication does not
rely on multiple sources or attempt to verify information in the same
way that journalists do. For all these reasons, I think it is misleading to
call citizens “journalists”. There are many citizens who communicate
publicly, but that does not make them journalists. This blurring of the
roles of citizen communicators and journalists, however, is a problem
for journalists and their credibility. Journalists need to do a better
job of explaining how they verify their information and how they
make decisions about what to report if they expect to maintain their
credibility with the public.
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Journalist Survey Studies and the Development Trend of Journalism

How do you feel about the future of journalism? Optimistic,
pessimistic, or both? Why?

I have mixed feelings about the future of journalism, especially in
more developed capitalistic societies such as the United States, but
on balance I am more pessimistic than optimistic at this point in
time. I think the reduced funding for journalism in the U.S. and other
countries is a big problem that will not be easily overcome anytime
soon. When this is coupled with increased competition and a 24-hour
news cycle that puts great pressure on journalists to constantly update
web sites and monitor the competition, it is hard to be optimistic about
the future of high quality journalism at this particular time.

Journalism research has been alive and growing. What are the
more productive directions researchers should pay attention to?
It is ironic that journalism research is flourishing at the same time that
journalism itself is in decline in many countries. There is no doubt
that journalism research has grown tremendously since the turn of the
century in many countries, such as China. Among the more productive
directions in this research, in my opinion, are studies of agenda setting
dynamics, especially between newer social media and more traditional
news outlets, and studies that attempt to link what we have learned
from surveys and observations of journalists with what they actually
produce in terms of news coverage. Another very important type of
journalism research are studies that focus on different funding models
for high quality journalism and that seek to discover the conditions
under which quality journalism is more likely to occur. These
studies include not just economic conditions but also the factors that
contribute to a more independent and informative journalism. Much of
this research needs to be internationally comparative, seeking to find
out what works well in other places as well as what has produced high
quality journalism historically.

Selected Works by David H. Weaver

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for David H. Weaver's
selected works.
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