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Abstract

Professor Thomas Hanitzsch, a leading scholar in the field of comparative
journalism studies and initiator-cum-coordinator of the Worlds of Journalism
Study project, shares in this dialogue his academic trajectory and views and
experiences on comparative journalism research. He discusses how the practices
of comparative studies can alleviate the problem of ethnocentrism in journalism
and communication studies, and how comparative studies have informed his
own conceptual thinking about certain core issues facing the changing field of
journalism, such as theorization of journalism culture, typology of journalism’s
social and professional roles, and the very basic question of definitions of
“journalist” and “journalism.”
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Let’s begin with your earliest work on peace journalism in
Indonesia. How did you become interested in the concept of
“peace journalism” and why did you focus on Indonesia in
particular? And on the concept of peace journalism, I note that
you were rather critical toward the idea that journalism has a
role to advocate for peace. Can you explain your position on the
issue to our readers?

I got interested in the notion of “peace journalism” in 2002, when I
started my academic career at Ilmenau University of Technology in
Germany. My mentor, who was about to establish an international
network of researchers in the area of conflict and media, asked me to
contribute a chapter on peace journalism for a book he edited on “war
as media event” (Krieg als Medienereignis, German title). In the
beginning I wanted to write a literature overview of the discourse
about peace journalism, but the more I engaged with the literature
the more I turned critical toward the concept.

I did not focus on Indonesia in particular but used examples
from this country in several of my publications. The major reason for
drawing on examples from Indonesia was that I had spent five years
in the country, as a student and later as researcher, and I was there
when ethnic and religious conflicts broke out in various places in the
aftermath of the economic crisis in Asia and the collapse of the
Suharto regime.

It is important to mention that I was never generally opposed to
the idea of peace or communication in the interest of peace. Rather, I
was critical toward the concept of “peace journalism” as advocated
by many of its proponents. One of the reasons why I turned critical
was perhaps my own experience as journalist. I tried to put myself
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into the shoes of an Indonesian journalist who lives in a community
torn by ethnic conflict. This journalist is most likely not a bystander
and external observer but a member of one of the ethnic communities
participating in the conflict. To try to be a peace journalist may be a
noble goal but hard to attain under these circumstances. The
audiences of this journalist expect his or her coverage to be biased to
“their” perspective, and if the journalist does not cater to these
expectations, the audience may turn away from or even hostile to the
reporter.

I think that many proponents in the peace journalism discourse
subscribe to a naive epistemological view on media coverage, as they
often argue that traditional war reporting results in a distorted
representation of reality. I think that these complaints miss the point.
The news is not a “mirror” of reality but a representation of the
world, and as most other representations, it is inevitably selective. It
seems to me that peace journalism advocates still have to define their
epistemological foundation. Such a basis may be provided by
standpoint epistemology, a philosophical camp that originated with
the feminist critique of the objectivity concept.

Furthermore, the idea of peace journalism as well as its practical
implications are often based on an overly individualistic and
voluntaristic perspective. The implicit argument is that journalists
only need to be more “courageous,” and as a result, they will produce
conflict coverage that embraces the values of peace journalism. But
this is an illusion. There are many structural constraints which shape
and limit the work of journalists. To the extent that time, space and
resources are so limited, journalists need to deconstruct complex and
complicated conflicts in terms of ready-made narratives which are
easily understood by their audiences. Wolfsfeld goes even further and
maintains that the needs of a peace process are structurally
incompatible with the imperatives of journalism. All this clearly
suggests that the conduct of peace journalism is not a matter of
individual leeway.

Another problem of the peace journalism movement is that their
sweeping media criticism fails to take notice of the various nuances
of journalism. Similar to the routines of war reporting, media
criticism tends to highlight the exceptional, spectacular and negative
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at the expense of the ordinary and positive, and then making
generalizing conclusions about “the media.” To the extent that media
critics tend to focus on regular news broadcasts and the traditional
news sections of newspapers, they ignore the existing diversity of
media outlets and alternative, sometimes even counter-hegemonic
forms of reporting, such as news features, documentaries and
specials, which explore conflict formations and the true causes of
violence in much greater detail.

In addition, there seems to be a tendency among some peace
journalism advocates to overestimate the power of journalism.
Although journalism does undeniably have an impact on the people,
only rarely can journalists move beyond the cultural consensus of
their societies in which they live and work. And contrary to what is
commonly believed, the influence journalists and the media have on
political leaders and decision makers tends to be limited. Moreover,
public relations has become much more professionalized and utilized
these days than in previous decades.

This is a thorough critique and reconsideration of the notion of
peace journalism as developed and advocated by other scholars.
But in the end, do you think the very idea of peace journalism is
useful at all? That is, do the media need a distinctive conception
of their proper roles and practices when it comes to the reporting
of wars and conflicts? It is possible that, despite the limitations of
the concept of peace journalism as it was developed by others,
some conceptions of peace journalism would be useful.
This is an excellent question. The more I think about it the more I
feel we need to distinguish between two perspectives when it comes
to the notion of peace journalism—that is, an academic and a
professional perspective. In the context of academic discourse about
journalism and its different forms, I still tend to think that the
principles of peace journalism, as advocated by most of its
proponents, is already accounted for by antecedent normative ideas
of what it takes to perform “good journalism.” Here, the idea of
peace journalism is merely reiterating widely consensual ideas of
excellence in journalism.

At the same time, however, | have come to trust in the positive
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power of peace journalism in the practical domain. There are places
in the world where journalists have substantively contributed to the
instigation and intensification of conflict. In many of these cases,
practical professional training and the creation of awareness of the
consequences of inflammatory reporting may help improve the
situation.

That being said, the reasons for “war journalism” are structural
in many cases. This means that reporting conflict in either a “peace”
or “war journalism” fashion is not entirely, or not at all, the
journalist’s own free choice. Driving factors may well be beyond the
individual journalist’s reach (lack of resources, time pressures,
editorial policy and management, access to sites and information,
audience expectations, etc.). Yet in other cases, such as those
connected to the effects of hate radios in Rwanda, which substantially
contributed to ethnic violence, it was the explicit choice of editors
and journalists to spread inflammatory content and demonize the
other side in the conflict. Under such circumstances, media assistance
programs may be of rather limited use.

After working on the concept of peace journalism for several
years, you published a theoretical piece on the notion of
“journalism culture,” which, if I understand correctly, would
later serve as the theoretical basis for the design of the Worlds of
Journalism Study. How did you move from a concern with peace
journalism to a concern with journalism cultures? That is, was it
a “break” in your research trajectory or were there linkages
between the two concerns?
The focus on conflict journalism and journalistic cultures are two
lines of research that I pursued largely independent from one another.
The interest in journalism cultures was born out of my dissatisfaction
with my own initial comparative work on journalists. For my PhD
dissertation, I had conducted interviews with 385 Indonesian
journalists between 2001 and 2002. The main focus of my
dissertation was the professional and ethical views of journalists in a
country that was rapidly transforming itself from an authoritarian
system into a transitional democracy.

At some point I wanted to compare the findings from my study
of Indonesian journalists with studies in other countries that used



Journalism, Journalists and Global Comparative Studies

similar (though not identical) measures. In one of my first article
submissions to an international journal—to Journalism & Mass
Communication Quarterly with Tsan-Kuo Chang serving as acting
editor for my submission—I tried to compare Indonesian journalists
with their colleagues from other countries. I did so in an attempt to
contextualize evidence from a country that was of presumably limited
relevance to the journal’s—mostly American—audience. The
feedback from the two reviewers was confusing: one reviewer
suggested deleting the comparative section altogether and focusing
the article more strongly on the Indonesian case (a suggestion the
editor endorsed); the other reviewer wanted me to put the comparison
in the article’s focus. In my revision, I eventually decided to skip the
comparative section to focus the article on Indonesian journalists.
The editor rejected the submission—despite the fact that he had
actually encouraged me to center the piece on Indonesia.

My disappointment with the editorial treatment provided by
JMCQ notwithstanding, I had learnt an important lesson from this
exercise. One can only compare what is actually comparable. TK
Chang’s own article, which had appeared in the International
Communication Gazette in 2001, was eye-opening to this effect.
Most of the comparative work on journalists’ professional views and
cultures available shortly after the Millennium was based on “second-
hand” comparisons of country studies based on conceptual and
methodological premises that differed widely. There was in fact little
agreement on populations (the definition of who is a journalist, most
notably), samples and sampling strategies, measures, scales, or
methods of data collection. It was hard to tell from these comparisons
whether the differences between countries were substantively
grounded in evidence, or at least partly a methodological artifact.

This is why I came to think that if we are to carry on with
comparative research in the area, we have to do it right. In 2005, I
started working on a research funding proposal for a comparative
pilot study in seven countries (Brazil, China, Germany, Indonesia,
Russia, Uganda, and the U.S.) that was based on a common
conceptual and methodological framework. The study got eventually
funded by the German Research Foundation, and as I promoted the
project to the scholarly community, colleagues from a number of
additional countries became involved in the study.
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In your theorization of journalism culture, you identified
institutional roles, epistemologies, and ethical ideologies as the
three essential constituents. The three constituents are further
divided into seven dimensions—interventionism, power distance,
market orientation, objectivism, empiricism, relativism, and
idealism. This is a powerful conceptual framework. However, the
seven dimensions of journalism culture you identified seem to
have left aside the relationship between the professional
journalists and “the people,” no matter whether the latter was
understood as the audience, citizens, or the public. As you know,
the question of journalist-audience relationship was central to the
debate surrounding the concept of public journalism, which was
quite prominent in the U.S. in the 1990s. The question of
changing journalist-audience relationship is also central to
contemporary discussions of citizen journalism and other
developments related to the advance of digital media. I wonder
what you think about the place of “journalist-audience”
relationship in a journalism culture.
You are referring to my initial model of journalism cultures,
published 2007 in Communication Theory. 1 have always understood
this model as a start rather than the end of a journey. The article has
garnered quite a bit of attention (in fact, it is by far the most-cited
work I have ever published), most likely because it came out at a
time when there was a great demand for it.

Indeed, I do think that it is time to reconsider the initial model.
The omission of the journalism-audience relationship is perhaps its
greatest oversight. One could argue that the way journalists look at
their audiences is somewhat implicitly built into my conceptualization
of institutional roles (interventionism, power distance, and market
orientation), as journalistic roles always operate in the context of
normative and audience expectations as to the place and function of
journalism in society. Together with my colleague and friend Tim
Vos, I am currently working on two essays that focus on a (re)
conceptualization of journalistic roles that at some point I hope will
feed back into our understanding of journalistic cultures.
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Toward the end of your article on journalism culture, you
acknowledged the rather inevitable problem that the dimensional
components of journalism culture you identified was based
mostly on the Anglo-Saxon English-language literature, and then
you mentioned the Worlds of Journalism Study (WJS) as an
international collaborative effort that might help address the
possible ethnocentrism existing in the earlier conceptualization.
Can you introduce the background of the WJS to our readers?
How did you come up with the idea and actually pull off the first
wave of the study, which already included 18 countries? And
substantively speaking, after the first wave of WJS, how would
you summarize the most important insights derived from the
project? Do the project’s experiences and findings probe you to
revise or adjust your conceptualization of journalism culture?
The study was “officially” born in summer 2006, when I received
funding for a—much smaller—pilot project. Over time, the project
attracted the interest of several colleagues from a number of
additional countries. After my move to the University of Zurich, I
received another research grant that allowed me to include several
more countries in the study.

The first wave of surveys, which was originally planned as a
pilot study, was carried out between 2007 and 2011. The project
involved researchers from 21 countries. As a network, we had
conducted interviews with 2,100 journalists from more than 400
news organizations in these nations. The questionnaire focused on
similarities and differences in journalism cultures (the role
perceptions, epistemological orientations and ethical views of
journalists), as well as on perceived influences on the news and
journalists’ trust in public institutions.

In 2010, we decided to turn the project into an enduring
endeavor that since then carries the name “Worlds of Journalism
Study” (WJS). Inspired by the World Values Survey, we created an
internal management structure (including Regional Coordinators, an
Executive Committee, and a Scientific Advisory Committee) to cope
with the growing internal complexity of the project. The study grew
as we solicited collaborators in additional countries. We also
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introduced a democratic element in the project: Regional
Coordinators and members of the WJS Executive Committee were
elected by the members of the network rather than appointed by me.

The project’s mission was reframed to account for these
changes. On the website it says: “The Worlds of Journalism Study is
an academically driven project that was founded to regularly assess
the state of journalism throughout the world. The Study’s primary
objective is to help journalism researchers, practitioners, media
managers and policy makers better understand worldviews and
changes that are taking place in the professional orientations of
journalists, the conditions and limitations under which they operate,
as well as the social functions of journalism in a changing world.”
(http://www.worldsofjournalism.org/)

We tried hard to shake off the ethnocentric legacy of the pilot
study. We did so mostly by incorporating international scholarly
expertise on all levels of the project, including the overall
management, conceptualization of key terms, creation of the
methodological framework, and analysis and publication of findings.
Researchers from all around the world had a say in all these
processes. However, as many other noble attempts, we were not fully
successful in avoiding the risks of research ethnocentrism. The global
political economy of research inevitably creates inequalities in terms
of conceptual knowledge, methodological skills, access to research
resources, and mobility of researchers. We tried to remedy these
problems by providing research funding and travel grants to scholars
from selected countries, but our financial resources were rather
limited compared to other large-scale surveys.

We have published findings from the first study in numerous,
mostly journal article publications. To summarize all of them would
perhaps mean to write a book. In brief: With regards to
journalism cultures, our findings indicate that detachment, non-
involvement, providing political information and monitoring the
government were considered essential journalistic functions
around the globe. Impartiality, the reliability and factualness of
information, as well as adherence to universal ethical principles
were also valued worldwide, though their perceived importance
varied across countries. Various aspects of interventionism,
objectivism and the importance of separating facts and opinion,



Journalism, Journalists and Global Comparative Studies

on the other hand, seem to play out differently across cultures.
Western journalists were generally less supportive of any active
promotion of particular values, ideas and social change, and they
adhered more to universal principles in their ethical decisions.
Journalists from non-western contexts, by way of contrast,
tended to be more interventionist in their role perceptions and
more flexible in their ethical views.

Furthermore, through means of factor analysis, we were able to
identify an empirical structure of perceived influences on the news
consisting of six distinct domains: political, economic, organizational,
professional and procedural influences, as well as reference groups.
Across all investigated countries, these six dimensions turned out to
build up a hierarchical structure where organizational, professional
and procedural influences are perceived to be more powerful limits to
the journalists’ work than political and economic influences. The
various domains of influence tend to cut across the organizational
boundaries of the newsroom. Further analysis confirmed the
expectation that political and economic factors are clearly the most
important denominators of cross-national differences in the
journalists’ perceptions of influences.

Finally, since the news media are often accused of playing a key
role in the erosion of confidence in public institutions, we had
explored journalists’ trust in institutions. We found that journalists
around the world have indeed little trust in political parties and
politicians—a finding that is strikingly consistent globally. However,
there is also some considerable variation: Journalists in western
nations are generally more trustful than their colleagues in non-
western countries. Closer analysis showed that journalists’ trust levels
were significantly associated with some important measures of
political and economic performance, most notably with public
satisfaction with a country’s economic and political situation.
Furthermore, journalists in non-western countries were indeed less
trustful of public institutions than the general publics, while in none
of the investigated western countries turned journalists out to be less
trusting than the general population.

Over time, the Worlds of Journalism Study had gradually moved
away from the initial model of journalism culture as proposed in the
2007 article. One reason was methodological: Since we needed to
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work with parsimonious measures for our central constructs (the
questionnaire was quite long), we simply did not have enough
questionnaire items to build reliable measures.

At the same time, I do think the journalism culture model
proved helpful in many of our analyses. Two of the three dimensions
of institutional roles (interventionism, and power distance) especially
helped us understand the differences between national journalism
cultures. Also, the way we had conceptualized ethical ideologies of
journalists provided an innovative and fruitful perspective to
modelling journalists’ ethical views.

Let me try to further pursue the question of generalizability of
conceptualizations in comparative research. You mentioned
earlier that you are working on a reconceptualization of
journalistic roles, and so let me take journalistic roles as the
example. In the extant literature, Weaver and Wilhoit’s typology
of information dissemination, interpretation, advocacy, and
adversarial role is pretty dominant. But researchers from
different contexts may see the need of adjustment or addition.
For instance, the “government mouthpiece” role is often included
in studies on Chinese journalism. In the context of the Worlds of
Journalism Study, how are issues of generalizability tackled? And
how would you address this issue of generalizability of the
conceptualization of journalistic roles in your own recent work?
In the recent wave of the WIS, we tried to tackle the Eurocentrist
tendencies from the pilot study early on through collaborative
development of the questionnaire. The current questionnaire was
drafted by an international team of researchers, coordinated by me.
Early versions of the questionnaire were circulated among all
collaborators and extensively deliberated. I still remember the many
long meetings we had in order to sort out various issues with
questions and wording. At this stage, our work was still very
inductive by looking at the way role conceptions were operationalized
in a number of studies from around the world. In hindsight, I regret
that we didn’t have a theory or model on which to base our
operationalization of roles.

In my current conceptual work with Tim Vos, I therefore went
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one step further back by looking at the various roles and public
expectations tagged to the idea of journalism in a great number of
cultural contexts. In so doing, we eventually managed to come up
with a fairly comprehensive array of roles, each of which addressing
specific needs of society and individual members of the public.
Interestingly, in our model, the “mouthpiece” role identified in China
and other societies turned out to be strikingly similar to the
“disseminator” role described by Weaver and Wilhoit.

Using surveys of journalists to study journalism is a tradition
developed in the 1970s. These days, the journalism landscape is
changing fast. News organizations are moving online, and new
phenomena such as citizen journalism is urging people to
reconsider the question of who is a journalist. What kinds of
challenges would these developments present to the Worlds of
Journalism Study project?

Many, though I don’t necessarily think the survey methodology
presents us with greater challenges today compared to the 1970s—
except for the fact that in many countries, journalists are increasingly
less willing to participate in surveys. The definition of “journalist” is
indeed a moving target. Classic definitions, as the one used in the
American journalist series (which you may know is borrowed from
the original “American journalist” study by Johnstone, Slawski and
Bowman back in the 1970s), define journalists by what they do.

We are trying to circumvent these and other definition-related
issues by using an institutionalist perspective. Journalism, in this
view, is a social institution that provides a specific service to society.
In order to count as a “journalist” conceptually, one has to operate
within the specific institutional framework of journalism, with
particular norms and practices. Such a definition can flexibly respond
to changes within the institution of journalism. Some citizen
journalists may thus count as “journalists” (if they subscribe to the
journalism’s institutional framework), while others may not. As a
consequence, citizen journalists (or any lay person) has to “earn” the
right to call her or himself a “journalist.”

I recognize this is one way of defining “journalism” or
“journalists,” and many readers may disagree. Either way, I strongly

25



26

Communication & Society, 39 (2017)

FL:

TH:

FL:

TH:

believe that any useful definition of these terms should start at the
societal level and then move “down” to the individual level. This
means that in order to make for a useful contribution to research, the
definition of “journalism” must forego the definition of “journalist.”

Do you see substantial variations in the institutional framework
of journalism in different countries?

There is a good number of differences, and it would fill a book to
discuss all of them. What is most striking from my point of view is
the extent to which journalists actively engage and take position in
public discourse, which I can “interventionism.” While an
interventionist stance of widely discredited in most Western
journalism cultures, it is an inherent part of journalism’s professional
ideology in the Arab and large parts of the Islamic world. In these
regions, journalists don’t see themselves as “observers” and
“bystanders” but consider themselves as “agents of change” whose
mission is to contribute to the betterment of society.

In the past three years or so, you have been coordinating the
second wave of the WJS study, which will probably include
around 60 countries. But at the same time, in early February
2015, when you visited the Chinese University of Hong Kong for
our international conference comparative communication
research, you offered the opinion that the field actually needs
comparative studies that are of smaller scale but with better
conceptualization. Would you elaborate on this view? And what
is the implication of the latter argument on how, in your opinion,
one should approach a big transnational data set such as that to
be derived by the WJS?

The Worlds of Journalism Study has become a blueprint for similar
studies that are underway recently. Just consider Claudia Mellado’s
“Journalistic Role Performance around the Globe” project and the
study “Journalism Students around the Globe,” coordinated by her
and Folker Hanusch. Together with a number of other studies, we are
about to generate a wealth of knowledge about the state of journalism
on this planet, and about similarities and differences between
journalistic cultures. These studies will allow us to see the “big
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picture” and to contextualize our own journalism cultures against a
comparative backdrop.

What is still needed, however, are small-scale focused
comparisons that allow us to address the “why” and “how” questions.
Why have some journalism cultures taken different trajectories
despite them operating under similar conditions? To what extent are
Asian or African values really driving local journalistic culture? To
what extent is American journalism culture really a “typical
exemplar” of western journalism or, rather, an exception from the
rule? These are questions that I think can best be addressed by small-
scale focused comparisons.

Overall, the issue of different comparative strategies is not an
either-or question. Both strategies, small-scale and large-scale,
complement each other. In the Worlds of Journalism Study, we might
even be in the position to combine the two strategies, as one could
argue that the coverage of more than 60 countries does allow for
quite a great number of small-scale comparisons derived from the
overall data set.

Most of the survey fieldwork of the second wave of the WJS
study has already been completed. So we will be seeing various
outputs very soon?

Very soon. First results will be presented in spring and summer this
year, at the annual conferences of the ICA and IAMCR. A book is
planned for publication in 2017 and several special journal issues are
currently underway.

Selected Works by Thomas Hanitzsch

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Thomas

Hanitzsch’s selected works.
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