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Need for Speed onto Internet
Clashes with Journalistic Values

by Scott Reinardy

Interviews with U.S. newspaper journalists reveal
that along with online initatives, newsroooms are
experiencing organizational transformation. Young
journalists are driving it and have adopted the online
initiatives as older journalists continue to struggle.

Newspaper journalists are angry and Kiyoshi Martinez might know
why. After about five months, the 23-year-old Martinez quit his newspaper
job and accepted a communications position with the Illinois Senate Republi-
cans. Martinez did not quit his Web editor position at the 22nd Century Media
newspaper group because he was particularly discontent in his job. He earned
undergraduate and graduate degrees injournalism, and while in college he was
committed to a career in newspapers. However, what he started to notice in his
work environment, and more importantly, the industry, persuaded Martinez
to change career paths.!

I was thinking about where I was going to be after my first job. Would I still
be in the industry 10 years from now? I reached the conclusion that it wasn’t
a place for me, and it wasn’t very stable.?

Industry news of diminishing profits, job reductions, increased workloads,
anemphasis onhyperlocalnews and alack of leadership during this transitional
time persuaded Martinez that he would probably never become the hard-core
investigative journalist he desired.

But even after he left his newspaper job, Martinez wondered if others were
equally frustrated with the profession. So, Martinez developed a Web site that al-
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lowedjournalists to express their displeasure. Angryjournalist.com was launched
Feb. 10, 2008, and by August 2009 there were more than 9,000 postings.”

The State of the Media 2009 annual report said about 5,000 full-time jour-
nalism jobs disappeared in 2008.* Since 2001, cuts have reduced the newspaper
workforce by about 16 percent or about 9,000 jobs. Between 2005 to 2007 news-
paper stocks lost 42 percent of their value. In 2008, the scenario grew much
worse as newspapers dropped 83 percent of their remaining value. Also in 2008,
advertising revenue continued its decline (down 23 percent since 2006) as well
as circulation (down 4.6 percent in 2008).5

And while newspapers have continued to embrace a more active online
news strategy,® 45 percent of journalists say the Internet will weaken rather
then strengthen (34 percent) traditional journalistic values.” However, older
journalists are more likely than younger journalists to say the Internet will
weaken values.®

Reinardy’s’ examination of burnout, life issues and job satisfaction of news-
paper journalists has demonstrated that, while news workers wrestle with the
altering landscape of the newspaper industry, they continue to be committed
to their work. However, moderate rates of burnout, conflicts between work and
family, lack of organizational support, work overload and tenuous job satisfac-
tion continue to challenge that commitment. Reinardy'® reported that nearly 26
percent of news workers indicated they intended to leave newspapers, citing
industry issues (quality of journalism) and job dissatisfaction as the primary
reasons. Comparably, Weaver et al." reported in their study that 17 percent of
journalists expressed intentions to leave newspapers within five years. Rein-
ardy speculates that intentions to depart are a result of diminished journalistic
standards instigated by the drive to increase profits and readership.

As newspaper organizations attempt to adapt to the recent technological
and economic alterations, news workers have been expected to adapt as well.
Many are being asked to do more (writing stories or shooting video for the Web,
compiling photo galleries, blogging, etc.) with less (layoffs, buyouts, hiring
freezes, long delays in filling positions, etc.). And, newsroom strategies have
shifted from a once-a-day deadline for the morning edition to a 24/7 continu-
ous deadline. But when news organizations drastically alter their strategic plan,
how does it affect the news worker?

Rosten,'? Breed, " Schudson,' Tuchman,® Singer,'® Gade'” and others exten-
sively examined newsworkers in their newsrooms in an attempt to test organi-
zational development theory. In an effort to advance the previous research, this
study will specifically examine the newsroom from a renewed perspective. As
newspapers shift from the paper product to an electronic format, transitional
obstacles are apparent. The top-down directive to incorporate online-friendly
aspects of news—i.e. stories immediately posted on the Web, video clips, photo
slideshows, reporter blogs—has created a dramatic shiftinnews strategy. News-
paper reporters, editors, copy editors, photographers, page designers, graphic
artists and managers have been instructed to reinvent how they do their work.'
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And with the reduction in workforce and increased competition, news in the
24-hour newspaper newsroom has become a more taxing proposition."

The purpose of this study is to examine how newspaper journalists are
adapting to the organizational shift in news strategy created by shrinking
newsrooms, the Internet and generational attitudes. This study builds upon
the rich history of newspaper organizational research founded by Rosten®
and Breed?”, expanded by Schudson® and continued by Singer® and Gade*,
among others.

Literature Review

In 1937, Rosten, a University of Chicago doctoral graduate, surveyed
Washington newspaper correspondents and reported that the correspondents
worked to appease their editors.” A story that did not fulfill the editor’s
news perspective was buried in the newspaper, drastically trimmed or killed
altogether. Rosten discussed the newsroom societal norms as established by
management but failed to delve much deeper into the overall schematic that
cultivates newsroom culture.?

Breed significantly expounded on Rosten’s work, plunging deeply into
newsroom sociology in an attempt to discover the routines and practices of
reporters and editors.” Generally speaking, he said newsroom employees
learned through “osmosis,”* and young reporters were internally encouraged
to adhere to newsroom norms for several reasons—better story play, promo-
tions, pay raises, better opportunities at other newspapers and occasionally the
opportunity to break from the norms to write stories that did not fall into the
narrow chasm of what editors determined “newsworthy.”*

As important as Breed’s work was, he did not look beyond the newsroom
when discussing the formulation of newsroom norms. His inside-out approach
assumed the individuals worked in a newsroom vacuum void of outside in-
terference. Schudson, however, worked outside-in to examine a multitude of
external influences that molded individual perceptions of news work as well
as the formulation of newsroom routines.*

Schudson discussed the origins of the “adversary press” that appeared to
have evolved throughout the 1960s.*! The general belief at that time was that
the press had become adversarial while challenging authoritative institutions,
primarily governmentand business. Schudsonsaid, although that mightbetrue,
the adversarial disposition of the media was as reflective of society as it was
directing society.* Schudson questioned whether the press influenced society
or if society influenced the individuals who represent the press.*

Tuchman further developed that idea, saying there are a multitude of
influences that cast a reporter’s perspective, leading back to childhood.* Reli-
gion, culture, environment, relationships with parents, education, economics,
geographic location and other influences impact every person. When a young
reporter begins working in a newsroom, some of his or her personal values
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may conflict with newsroom norms. Compromises are made to fit individual
perceptions into the cultural structure. Of course, similar to the observations of
Rosten,* Breed® and others, a story still can be buried, killed or trimmed if it
fails to fall inside the newsroom’s prescribed boundaries of newsworthiness.

In the examination of newsroom societies most have agreed that norms are
not formally or even consciously established. The acceptability of what is news,
what is a journalist’s job, newsworthiness, media integrity, journalism objec-
tivity and what is considered appropriate journalistic practice are elusive and
confounding propositions. Newsrooms are groups and similar to other groups
they take their lead from the leaders. But there are no leaders without followers
and most newsroom employees gladly follow. Arguably, it’s in the reporter’s
best interest to follow. Failure to abide by the knowable, yet unspoken, rules is
potentially a path to a dead-end career.

Shoemaker and Reese acknowledge that individuals conform to organiza-
tional norms, and that as social creatures, people will follow patterns of action
thatthey did not create, thus developing a groupthink mentality.” However, they
contend that an individual’s role perspective will change whenever his or her
position changes in the organization. They continue to say that news workers
working in different roles with different agendas need to reconcile their differ-
ences. “When push comes to shove,” they write, “individual workers and their
routines must be subordinated to the larger organization and its goals.”*

In part, Singer tested that notion with her examination of a “sharing of
news staffs, technologies, products and geography” between newspapers and
television stations working in a convergence relationship.* She specifically
studied the challenges to traditional journalistic practices convergence created
for newspaper journalists and their long-held beliefs and values. She said the
convergence experience created a better understanding of the responsibilities
of the individuals in different newsrooms. She also speculated that there would
be some converging of newsroom norms.*

While Singer examined a narrow scope of an organizational shift in news-
rooms, Gade took a macro approach to managerial change.*’ He argued that
change initiatives were enacted to alter the culture of the newsroom, creating
an environment that was more marketable and interactive with the readers.
Managers used their newsrooms as laboratories to experiment with new change
initiatives, such as the “team” system of reporting and “reader-driven” or “mar-
ket-driven” journalism. Gade reported that those initiatives were—depending
upon whom you ask—either “news standards of excellence or points of con-
troversy and resistance.”*> While management believed newsroom employees
generally understood the newspaper’s core values and mission, those employees
were not as sure of those missions and values.*

Although Reinardy* did not examine specific newsroom alterations and
their affects on news workers, he studied the dynamics that construct satisfac-
tion and dissatisfaction among newspaper journalists. Reinardy demonstrated
that while work-family conflict, job demands and role overload were predictors
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of dissatisfaction, perceived organizational support was a significant predictor
of satisfaction. Journalists said encouragement and support from managers and
colleagues bolstered their satisfaction. Those intending to leave newspapers (26
percent) were frustrated with thelack of managerial supportand the diminished
commitment to journalistic integrity.

Organizational Development Theory

Lewin® was one of the first to develop a model under the premise of
organizational development theory. His “unfreezing, change, refreezing” pro-
cess is based on the notion that an organization needs to prepare for change,
implement change and
create acceptance of the
change in order to return
to pre-change comfort
levels. Lewin’s ideolo-
gies of organizational

development hold up in Because time is of the essence
principle but adaptations with online stories, getting it
and modifications have . . .

been plenty. For instance, first and getting it fast appear to
Bergquist® suggests that supersede other more traditional
a majority of organi- ] h
zational theorists have core newspaper oaiues. The
frarrclieC} organizations as findings appear to confirm

pen u um—swmgmg ap— .

paratuses that emphasize previous work where older .
”sgnplliﬁty in motiohn” journalists (55 and older) said
and stability. During cha-

ofic times, organizations the Web weakens mz?her than
seek balance by return- strengthens journalzsm.

ing to their preceding
form and function. For
the newspaper industry,
that is no longer possible.
Between technological
transformations and di-
minished personnel, go-
ing back is not an option.

In Gade and Perry’s four-year study of the “cultural transformation” of
the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, they reported newsroom employees were initially
optimistic about the change in 1997 but that turned to “broad-based dissatis-
faction” by 2000.* The authors specifically examined the shift from reporter
beats to a “team” system and a “public journalism” initiative employed by
incoming editor Cole C. Campbell. Gade and Perry concluded that in an effort
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to increase readership, the division between the news side and business side
had been diminished.*

Gadeidentified a clear delineation between the perceptions of management
and journalists in his extensive study.” He wrote:

In short, management believes it has ‘managed’ the change process in general
accordance with theory. Rank-and-file, on the other hand, feel more victims of
change than participants in it.*’

Research Questions

The current changing landscape does not involve tweaking the newsroom
structure or adopting minor modifications. Newspapers are undergoing major
renovations in style, substance and philosophy. This study will build on pre-
vious organizational development work by examining the following research
questions:

RQ1:
Have newspaper strategies changed in recent years? If so, how?

RQ2:
What has been the result of newsroom change?

RQ3:
Have age and years of experience affected how journalists have adapted
to the newsroom changes? If so, how?

Method

The Editor & Publisher International Yearbook (2006) was used to extract e-mail
contacts at 1,452 U.S. daily newspapers. Most of the contacts were managing
editors. An e-mail was then sent to the managing editors in January 2007, ex-
plaining the study and requesting the staff e-mail lists of their full-time news-
paper newsroom employees. If e-mail addresses of managing editors were not
available, the recruitment e-mail was sent to a general news mailbox.

Of the 1,452 e-mails distributed, 338 were dead accounts. Of the remaining
1,114 e-mails, 74 newspaper representatives responded and provided access
to their staffs’ e-mail lists. From that list, a database of 2,791 journalists was
established.

An explanatory e-mail was sent to 2,791 full-time newsroom staffers in
February 2008. The e-mail included a Web site providing the results of previous
research conducted by the researcher. The e-mail also included an invitation
for volunteers willing to be interviewed by the researcher.
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Forty-eight respondents contacted the researcher and were interviewed
for this study. The respondents were assured they would not be identified by
name or news organization. Before the interview, via e-mail the respondents
provided their age, gender, newspaper circulation size, years of newspaper
experience, job title, marital status and parental responsibilities for children
living at home.

The interviews were conducted in February and March 2008, and lasted
between 10 and 30 minutes. Confidentiality was provided so the respondents
could feel free to speak openly about their news organizations. Respondents
were asked a standard list of eight questions that addressed issues such as stress,
news strategy, additional training, job satisfaction, job reduction at the place of
employment, long-term plans, the future of newspapers and generational issues
that might be prevalent in their newsroom. An example of questions includes,
“What is the most stressful part of your job? How has your organization’s news
strategy recently changed?” and “ Are there differences in how journalism is con-
ducted today than earlier in your career? If so, what are those differences?”

Interviews were used for this study in an effort to better explain how changes
innewsstrategies have affected news workers. Wimmer and Dominick®' contend
that interviews provide an incredible wealth of information and insight. Ad-
ditionally, interviews provide more accurate responses to sensitive issues that
other methods, such as surveys, would not. It can be argued that the changing
tide in newspaper newsrooms can certainly be a sensitive issue for some.

Results

Respondents represented 23 newspapers from 11 states throughout the
country. Twenty-seven males and 21 females participated in the interviews.
The average age of the respondents was 44.8 years, and they averaged 21
years of newspaper journalism experience. Twenty-nine were married and 18
had parental responsibilities. The Sunday circulation size of the newspapers
ranged from 5,000 to 1.6 million. The respondents included 12 reporters, eight
local news editors, seven copy editors, six sports writers, five editors/manag-
ing editors, four columnists, two photographers, two page designers and two
editorial page writers.

Change in news strategies was the focus of RQ1.

Overwhelmingly, respondents said the increased Web presence was the
primary emphasis of newsroom initiatives in 2008 (42 of 48 participants in this
study said Web). And although catchphrases “multimedia” and “new media”
were commonplace during the interviews, there were different strategies of
implementation. While some newspapers were using the Web as a place for
breaking news, others were using it as a place to enhance stories with photo
galleries, streaming video and reporter blogs. A52-year-old reporter said, “We're
in a Web world now so everything I do, I do twice and sometimes three times.
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You always feel like you're serving two or three masters.”*
A 53-year-old local editor said,

We've been told we’re changing our emphasis from being a newspaper with
a Web site to being a Web site with a newspaper.... We count Web hits more
than we count circulation.”

Web also drives content in the morning newspaper. Several respondents
said occasionally Web stories that would traditionally be buried inside the
newspaper have floated their way to the front page because of their electronic
popularity. A 45-year-old copy editor said the mantra at his newspaper is to
break news on the Web and explain it in the print edition.

There have been a couple of crazy days when your front page the next day
is five stories that are all local and three have been broken on the Web in the
afternoon, which is actually pretty cool

A 53-year-old local editor said management’s constant Web surveillance
has become the new edict for determining what is news.

They're constantly checking which stories get the most story chat action and
the most hits. We've had stories go from being an inside local story to being
an Al story all because of the activity online.”

A majority of journalists said they have not received formal training for
using video cameras, posting to the Web or even the differences in writing a
Web story compared to a traditional newspaper story. Some, however, said
along with the Web strategy their newspapers have reignited an emphasis for
hard news and hyperlocal reporting. One obvious drawback is the additional
Web responsibilities. Even a 62-year-old editor recognized the uncomfortable
juxtaposition, saying,

What I'm doing now is having meetings with each staff to talk about our move
to a 24-hour-a-day, 7-day-a-week, 52-week-a-year newsroom. And we’re going
to have to it with current resources.”

In answering RQ2, concerns about journalistic standards appeared to be the most
prominent issue resulting from newsroom adaptations.

However, two separate issues defined standards—the process of doing the
work and the quality of the work itself. Although related, and perhaps even
tangential, some participants in this study outlined distinctions. A 31-year-old
managing editor said:
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When I was in school, it was pounded in my head you have to have two to
three sources and you don’t do this, you don’t do that. I don’t really see that
in journalism schools right now. What I see them coming out with is a lot of
skills. They can go take pictures and write and do video and a lot of the Web

stuff.”’

The process of producing materials for the Web was prominently discussed
among many of the participants. The rush to publish online encouraged short-
cuts in reporting and editing and appeared to be counterintuitive to traditional
journalistic standards. A 59-year-old copy editor at a 40,000-circulation news-
paper said,

You're really not a copy editor anymore; you re becoming more of a technician.
It’s like forget about layout, forget about good grammar, forget about kicking
back stories if you find something really wrong with them.*

Another copy editor, who is 45 and working at a 275,000-circulation news-
paper, said:

Right now we don’t have any copy editors assigned to copy edit anything before
it goes to the Web, which can present problems with headlines that are wrong
or stories that are wrong or people who are dead in stories and are alive.”

Other journalists said the quick and easy Web format is watering down
good journalism and some editors are even willing to compromise quality for
immediacy. A day before the interview, a 55-year-old page designer attended
a meeting where the staff of the 128,000-circulation newspaper were told more
Web emphasis means:

“There will be more errors, we will do less editing, and we are willing to live
with that.” There are going to be more compromises in editing to get more onto
the Web. . . .. I think the things that inspired someone my age to become a
journalist are going away and I think that’s too bad.®

According to several participants in the study, the change in process in-
versely affects quality. That same 38-year-old reporter continued: “It’s almost
like you're in television and newspapers. Inevitably, when you're doing your
first job, it takes away from your second job.”®!

A 49-year-old news reporter agreed, saying:

They want us to do shorter, quicker pieces that really don’t have a lot of depth.
They're interested in more positive stories. | might as well get a job as a pub-
licist and make some money.*
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A substantial group of respondents was disenchanted with the blatant ac-
ceptability of minimal journalistic standards.
A 37-year-old sports writer said:

I feel like they ve decided to lower the bar. There’s a lot lower standard asked
of us by the publishers; get enough out to wrap up our advertising and make
people happy buying the paper.®?

A 26-year-old copy editor agreed:

I'really carewhat newspapers stand for... Our problem is we still pay lip service
to caring about what we used to care about when we look the other way and
cut jobs and cut the budget.®*

Some participants said the reduction in quality could lead to deeper, more
disconcerting issues. A 47-year-old reporter said:

I absolutely believe that we have to adjust and change things as we go along
but I'm really troubled by the loss of integrity in the news that I see happen-
ing at the same time.%

RQ3 asks if age and experience has affected how journalists have adapted to the news-
room renovations.

In this study, 19 of the respondents were 45 and younger, including 11 who
were under 35. Several veteran journalists said their staffs have gotten much
younger in the past few years, and with that, the cultureis changing. One 53-year-
old lamented, “The young people are taking over the friggin’ newsroom. They
laugh at us (about technological skills/knowledge) and it pisses me off.”%

Technology was a sore subject for both young and old. The younger genera-
tion (45and younger) expressed their frustration with the older generation’slack
of technological savvy, while the veterans generally said the youngerjournalists
lowered the journalistic bar by relying too heavily on the Internet. “There’s a
higherstandard for tone of language (formality) among people who've been here
a long time compared to younger people,” a 48-year-old copy chief said.”

Others, mostly veterans, suggested that the younger generation is not in-
terested in what has traditionally been identified as hard news. A 49-year-old
assistant editor said:

Our editor doesn’t like to read and thinks Britney Spears is the most interesting
thing in the paper. He refers to the government stuff as ‘that boring stuff.”*
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Meanwhile, several younger journalists said the veterans struggled to “get
it,” and their pessimism about the future of journalism is not encouraging. Ad-
dressing the change in coverage, a 36-year-old city editor said:

Yeah, it's sad, you know, let’s all cry a tear for the changing times but, you
know, frankly some of those things probably should have been covered less in
the old days anyway. It was because we had more people and more time and not
enough imagination we wound up covering those things instead of doing work
that would have safequarded us against cutting back in the first place.®

Routinely younger respondents said they were more innovative than the
older generation in telling stories by using new technologies. A 25-year-old
page designer said:

The younger person might be thinking of it in a different way, whether that’s
including a video with it or trying to come up with a new way of reporting that
story. I think a lot of the older generation of journalists often are arguing that
‘this is the way we’ve done things and we need to keep doing it that way.””

Most of the veteran journalists said they are willing to adapt, and many
have done so, but their primary concern is sacrificing quality journalism for
faster, softer, inaccurate, piecemeal Web nuggets. “I'm not fighting the trends,”
a 47-year-old reporter said. “I'm going along and doing what I need to do keep
my job. One of those young people could run right over me.””* Meanwhile, oth-
ers continue to struggle with the transformation. A 55-year-old reporter/editor
said:

There are people who are as old as me who, when they’re asked to sit in on a
training session for new media and use things like video and doing things on
the fly for the Web edition, are rolling their eyes and struggling with it.”

Conclusions

Generally speaking, what the interviews have revealed is that work over-
load remains a primary issue of contention in light of reduced numbers in the
newsroom and expansive Web initiatives. Although attempting to do more
with less is nothing new to the newspaper industry,” the alteration of news
strategy adds a confounding dimension, particularly for veteran journalists.”
The change is not simply a technological adaptation to online mechanisms but
a journalistic philosophy that is being manipulated by the Web. However, as
many respondents have noted, that comes with a price. Sacrifices in accuracy,
good writing and sourcing are more acceptable than with traditional, print-
only newspaper journalism. Because time is of the essence with online stories,
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getting it first and getting it fast appear to supersede other more traditional
core newspaper values. The findings appear to confirm previous work where
older journalists (55 and older) said the Web weakens rather than strengthens
journalism.”

Several veterans in this study expressed a desire to leave newspaper jour-
nalism but said their options were limited. One respondent said she was heart-
broken over the changes in the industry and began to cry during the interview.
Others said they felt trapped because they needed to retain health insurance
and freelancing or other possible career changes were too financially risky.
While they have remained steadfast in the journalistic mission, they said their
newspaper organization has not. For the individual and the organization the
mission has changed, but for many in this study the change is not necessarily
good or acceptable for traditional journalism.

Rosten”, Breed” and others acknowledge that, although not formally docu-
mented by management, established newsroom norms influence the behavior
of incoming colleagues. But what happens when undocumented norms collide
with a new managerial decree that is embraced by the younger generation and
perhaps runs contrary to the established norms?

In the footsteps of Schudsen’s adversarial press, this study demonstrates
that the younger generation has quickly adopted the revised news strategy and
is initiating the change.” In their wake, veteran journalists struggle with the
technology, online journalism formats, and their own place in the organization.
Indications are that the newsroom culture is shifting dramatically, and those
who had previously set the norms are now subjected to new norms directed
by management and instituted by subordinates. Similar to Gade’s finding, it
appears there’s a group of journalists who seem to feel more like victims of
change rather than participants in it.”

Although veteran journalists have experienced newsroom alterations in
the past (typewriters to computers; pagination systems; the advent of literary
journalism), the shift to Web obligationsis different. For veterans, theimmediacy
of online distribution undermines the very premise of producing good journal-
ism. Journalists are a committed lot and expect the quality of their work to be
appreciated. Traditionally, journalism has been a “calling” for those inclined to
do newspaper work. In their book, Good Work, Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi and
Damonwrite, “Ina field where good work is frequently marginalized and trashy
work is frequently rewarded, it is not easy to sustain a mission that reflects the
domain’s best traditions.”® So perhaps the discontent among veterans is not
laden in technological intimidation or a loss of control of newsroom norms to
the less experienced journalists. Maybe the real concerns lie in the loss of the
very thing that enticed them into the newsroom to begin with, which could be
a topic of future reseach.

This study has several limitations. Although interviews provide a wealth of
information, the results cannot be generalized to the population of journalists.
Also, because respondents volunteered to be interviewed, they could have been
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more motivated to vent or express their opinions that perhaps do not reflect
their colleagues.

With all the changes occurring in newspaper newsroomes, it’s no surprise
the culture is changing as well. In light of shrinking newsrooms, technological
advancements, increased workload, a shift in news strategy and the uncertainty
of the industry, the organizational shift could continue for some time.
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