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CORNERSTONES IN JOURNALISM
According to citizens
Michael Karlsson and Christer Clerwall

Journalism’s appeal to the public is in decline and the causes and remedies for this are debated in
society and academia. One dimension that has garnered attention is that of journalistic norms and
how they are performed; it has been proposed that a journalism based on a different, more transparent, normative base can better connect with citizens, compared with the current prevailing
norm of journalistic objectivity. However, the opinions of citizens themselves have been remarkably
absent and, in order to inform the debate, this study inductively investigates how citizens view and
relate to the notion of good journalism. Drawing upon a theoretical framework of Bourdieu’s
concept of doxa, journalistic role performance, and social contract theory, this study is based on
the results of 13 focus groups. The ﬁndings suggest that the respondents’ views about good journalism are quite in accordance with the traditional norms of the journalistic ﬁeld; however, there is
more emphasis on stylistic and linguistic qualities. Few calls are made for transparency. The
results suggest that a remedy to the decreasing trust in news may not lay in the changing of
norms, but rather in how already established norms and values of the journalistic ﬁeld are
performed.
KEYWORDS Doxa; focus group; journalistic norms; journalistic role performance; news consumers; social contract theory; transparency

Introduction
Journalism is not just any form of information production; it is associated with certain
skills, practices and norms, and role orientations and performances (Mellado 2015;
Hanitzsch and Vos 2017), that separate it from other genres (Schudson 2001). However,
as research has shown, the norms of journalism varies with time and space (Hanitzsch
et al. 2011) and is ultimately socially constructed as research based on Social Contract
Theory (SCT) illustrates (Wilkins 1990; Ward 2005; Sjøvaag 2010; Merrill 2011). Currently,
the social contract regarding journalism is under pressure as the public’s attention to
and trust in news media is in decline (van der Wurff and Schoenbach 2014). The decline
is deeply problematic for the journalistic ﬁeld where trust and credibility are constitutive;
without these, the public will turn to other sources for information (Flanagin and
Metzger 2007; Kohring and Matthes 2007). Viewed from an SCT perspective, the decrease
in trust from the public can be interpreted as a mismatch between what the public expects
from journalism and what journalism delivers, suggesting that the contractual ties are weakened or even dissolving. When that happens, journalism needs to discursively renegotiate
its role orientations, performances and relationships with the public and other actors
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(Hanitzsch and Vos 2017). Some observers suggest that changing to a more transparent way
of doing news could possibly counter the trend and, instead, be a remedy to restore and even
increase the trust and credibility of journalism (Karlsson 2010; Plaisance 2007; Vos and Craft
2017; Chadha and Koliska 2015). However, in most discussions about the viability of different journalistic role orientations and performances (although see Coleman, Morrison, and
Anthony 2012 for a notable exception), a crucial part of the puzzle is regularly overlooked
– the views of the public and how they understand and evaluate journalism. Through the
use of 13 focus groups (n=82), this study uses an inductive approach to investigate the
public’s understanding of what constitutes, in broad terms, good journalism.

Journalistic Doxa, Role Performances and Relationships with the Public
There are ﬁrm opinions about what journalism really is or, put in the setting of this study,
socially appropriate forms of journalistic performance. In this context, the Bourdieuan concept
of doxa (Bourdieu 2005; Schultz 2007) is helpful because it points to the tacit presuppositions
and values that are considered to be the ultimate or natural way to construct the world,
seeking to be recognised by others (politicians, academics or, as in our case, the public) as
“legitimate categories of construction of the social world” (Bourdieu 2005, 37). The establishment of the proper categories of journalism also helps deﬁne what actors and behaviours are
“in” or “out” of the journalistic ﬁeld. But the implementation and legitimacy of the doxa faces at
least two challenges. First, the doxa has to be, somehow, put into practice by members of the
ﬁeld (e.g. journalists) in ways that can be observed and recognised as such by both insiders
and outsiders of the ﬁeld. Members of the ﬁeld must also avoid engaging in anti-doxic behaviours because this would compromise the doxa and themselves. Second, the doxa is not a
constant, but varies across space and time meaning that the “natural” and, thus, the only
way of performing journalism will vary. This leads to situations where previously ortodoxic
norms and performances become heterodoxic and vice versa, with consequences for how
journalism can be legitimised vis-à-vis various actors. Bourdieu’s theoretical framework is primarily constituted to understand and explain the production side of journalism and the reproduction of status and position in and between different social ﬁelds (e.g. political, economic,
and journalistic). It is conﬁgured less to investigate how the doxa is actually performed and
how members of the public, with some degree of autonomy and agency of their own, identify
and evaluate legitimate doxic practices (e.g. Benson and Neveu 2005). In order to be better
able to detail the struggle between the journalistic ﬁeld and the social ﬁeld in which the
public resides, we draw from other theoretical frameworks that help analyse the two challenges outlined above: namely, journalistic role performance and SCT.
Starting with the former, theories about journalistic roles are helpful as they allow to
investigate how more abstract doxic values are converted into observable ways of how individuals and institutions are performing, thinking, and arguing about journalism, in a public
space (e.g. news media) in order to achieve legitimacy (Mellado 2015; Hanitzsch and Vos
2017). In short, journalistic role performance is concerned with the ties between norms
and daily practice (Mellado 2015) which also enables the public to see the doxa in practice.
Members of the ﬁeld deﬁne and defend the borders by performing certain strategic rituals
(Tuchman 1972; BLINDED) through, for instance, veriﬁcation, use of multiple sources, and
identifying conﬂicts between different actors. When the established borders are transgressed,
the paradigm needs to be discursively repaired in public (Bennett, Gresset, and Haltom 1985),
denouncing deviant behaviour and ensuring that old familiar rules still apply.
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When researchers are investigating journalistic role performance from the perspective of journalists and audiences, they are simultaneously: examining the doxa; detailing
doxic criteria against which journalism should be evaluated; and, arguably, making a
case for the doxa and how it should be manifested. Research that investigates role performance for journalists, then, will effectively put forth a catalogue of dimensions of the doxa in
practice. Indeed, research in the ﬁeld has pointed out some dimensions that are emphasised and are widespread. Some of the well-known dimensions include being a watchdog
of the government, providing useful information for citizens, impartiality, detachment,
keeping journalists’ personal views out of reporting, verifying information, and following
universal principles regardless of the circumstances (Schudson 2001; Hanitzsch et al.
2011; Mellado 2015). Moreover, these journalistic role conceptions also overlap, almost
to the point of being identical, with the ethical guidelines of professional organisations,
such as the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) in the US and “Rules for the press,
radio and television” by the Swedish Union of Journalists in Sweden (the country of our
study). With this in mind, it is only logical that members of the journalistic and academic
ﬁelds try to nail down the true – or doxic – elements of journalism in a 10-point list (e.g.
Kovach and Rosenstiel 2007).
Despite the existence of 10-point lists and a cohesive professional and scholarly
understanding of what constitutes proper journalistic role performance, journalism is less
stable than it appears since, as Hanitzsch and Vos (2017, 129) point out, “Journalism and
journalistic roles have no ‘true’ essence; they exist because and as we talk about them”.
This highlights the dialogical and unsettled foundations of journalism or, to paraphrase
Carlson (2017), the complex social relations through which journalism possesses and exercises authority, in turn pointing towards journalism as a social contract, where different
actors (e.g. the public) have some autonomy and agency to determine “the terms of
their association” (Merrill 2011, 26). Moreover, in order for the social contract to function,
there needs to be consent between the different actors involved, but the contract must
also be ﬂexible enough to allow for changes and heterogeneity of many journalistic
forms. Thus, journalisms societal role is subjected to an ongoing public negotiation and
re-negotiation between the journalists themselves and various stakeholders (Wilkins
1990; Ward 2005; Sjøvaag 2010; Merrill 2011). Hence, as pointed by Schudson (2001) discussing the emergence of objectivity (i.e. its introduction into the ﬁeld of journalism as a
legitimate practice) as a new norm, the establishment of norms involves a process of
asking for public approval.
From a SCT standpoint, there needs to be an agreement between, for example, the
journalists, the state and the citizens on the role of journalism in society and the role performance of journalists. Using Bourdieu’s nomenclature, it can be argued that all actors
involved need to share a basic understanding of journalism’s doxa in order for it to be perceived as legitimate. The doxa (and its components and expressions) cannot be upheld if it
is not seen as a legitimate way of socially constructing the world. Differences between
expectations and performances are likely to result in a doxic gap. Importantly, Bourdieu
(2005) considers the autonomy of the journalistic ﬁeld to be low, implying that the doxa
is rather susceptible to change through pressure from other ﬁelds such as, in our case,
the social ﬁeld in which the Swedish public reside. A recent example of change in journalistic doxa is the increased emphasis on transparency by both scholars and, as a recent
review of changes to SPJ’s code of conduct shows (Vos and Craft 2017), professional
journalists.
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To summarise, good journalism from the public’s perspective can be understood as a
performance, in accordance with doxa (or script, to stick with the performance metaphor),
by an actor on a stage presented as a journalistic venue, which will be evaluated based on
the public’s understanding of said performance, doxa, actors, and stage. The scholarly
debate so far has centred on the performance, actors, doxa, and stage – asking how far
from hard news, which is processed according to ideals of objectivity and presented by
a professionally trained journalist in a traditional news outlet, can journalism stray before
it ceases to be journalism – rather than the reception of the play. However, citizens are
key spectators and evaluators of journalistic role performance and constitute a principal
part of journalism’s social contract who can “either challenge or reinforce the doxa and cultural capital of the journalistic ﬁeld” (Craft, Vos, and David Wolfgang 2016, 680; see also
Carlson 2017). In this context, it is perplexing that citizens are commonly left out of the discussion altogether of what journalism can and should be (van der Wurff and Schoenbach
2014). While the public have rarely been asked what they perceive to be pertinent norms,
values, and performances in journalism, there are some exceptions reviewed next.

Journalistic Role Performance and the Public
While there is little research on audience perspectives on what comprises good journalism (e.g. adequate journalistic performance), there are some exceptions.
Scholars have mainly used two methodological approaches to tap into how the
public views journalism – surveys and mixed methods (e.g. interviews, focus groups, observations). The surveys start from a predetermined, ﬁxed and a priori conception of what constitutes good journalism. Citizens have been asked to tick boxes related to how well
journalism performs or about their attitudes towards predeﬁned dimensions of “good” journalism. However, these lines of investigation are impregnated with the risk of “trigger
effects”; i.e. certain characteristics are deemed important because they have been
prompted by the studies themselves (e.g. the survey questions).
This kind of research conducted in Holland (van der Wurff and Schoenbach 2014; van
der Wurff and Schönbach 2014), Israel (Tsfati, Meyers, and Peri 2006), and the US (Gil de
Zúñiga and Hinsley 2013) has used surveys to ask about people’s attitudes towards journalistic norms and performances. The results show that the public’s expectations were rather
aligned with those of journalists and experts. A study (Craft, Vos, and David Wolfgang 2016)
investigating reader comments on ombudsman columns found that traditional values such
as objectivity were still strong, suggesting stability in the ﬁeld. However, the study also
noted that there were newer, what the authors label “social”, criteria for criticism where
journalists were considered to be pompous, sloppy, self-absorbed, and dehumanising.
To the best of our knowledge, there are three studies that approach the issue from a
more qualitative and inductive approach seeking the perspectives of citizens. Costera
Meijer (2012, 2003) has studied valuable journalism from the perspective of news users
ﬁnding that news user participation can make for a “[…] more truthful, multi-vocal journalism” (766), suggesting that (good) journalism should be truthful and have room for a multiplicity of voices. Nielsen (2016) used the concept of folk theories of journalism as a way of
understanding how people relate to journalism. Nielsen shows that people consider it
important to keep themselves informed about current affairs (in this case, local current
affairs), and they (some) view the newspaper as an important way to keep society together.
From this, we can infer that (good) journalism should inform the public about current (local)
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affairs, and it should function as a social glue, keeping society together. The study that has
perhaps best probed how citizens understand good journalists are Coleman and colleagues
(2012) found that their focus groups participants believed news to be a hybrid of useful,
reliable, and amusing information. Conversely, the respondents found journalism failing
when the news stories were not adequately explained and researched.
Since the public’s view of good journalism is fundamental to journalism’s social contract, the journalistic doxa and, in turn, the journalistic performance that is considered legitimate, we need to address this gap and gain knowledge about the public’s view. Against
this background, the broad question guiding this study is: What are Swedish citizen’s
opinions about what constitutes good journalism?

An Inductive Approach to Studying Citizen’s Views on Journalistic Norms
In an effort to gain an understanding of audiences’ perceptions about what constitutes good journalism, this study used an open approach with focus groups, where the
respondents were asked open-ended questions such as “What are your thoughts when I
say ‘news’?”. The data comes from a larger research project about transparency and credibility in online news. For the study, we used 13 focus groups, with a total of 82 respondents
drawn from a representative sample of the Swedish population in the age range 18–74
(average age=45). The process for recruiting participants included a screening survey
which focused on news consumption (high or low) and trust in journalism and the
media (high or low) and there were at least three focus groups of each combination (e.g.
high consumption and high trust, low consumption and high trust, and so on). This was
done to ensure that the topic had input from a variety of perspectives – from news fans
to news critics, from news junkies to news avoiders – and also allowed comparisons
between the groups. The focus group sessions were conducted in collaboration with
TNS Sifo (a Swedish polling institute), with professional moderators following a line of questioning developed by the researchers. The sessions took place in the cities of Stockholm (at
TNS Sifo) and Karlstad (in a conference room at a hotel). Each session lasted at least 90
minutes and one of the researchers monitored the sessions via a live feed (after eight sessions we saw that the sessions ran as expected and that the virtual presence of the
researcher was not necessary). All sessions were recorded using both video and audio,
and they were also transcribed for further analysis using NVivo software.
In line with Krueger and Casey (2009), we wanted to “promote self-disclosure among
participants”. Consequently, the sessions started with broad questions about, for example,
news consumption, in order to get all the participants talking and feeling somewhat comfortable in the group. The ﬁrst question was to ask each participant to present him-/herself.
This was followed by the question “If I say ‘news’, what do you think about?”. This was followed by questions about what types of news (if any) the respondents consume, which
outlets they used most frequently, if they had any favourite journalist, and why (the question “why” gave some information pertaining to what they considered to be “good journalism”). The explicit question about “good journalism” was introduced some 20–30 minutes
into the discussions, after some conversation about the other questions; this allowed for an
open and broad discussion about journalism and its norms. After a general discussion
about what good journalism is, each of the respondents were asked to write down ﬁve
thoughts on post-it notes that, in their view, constituted or were afﬁliated with good journalism. The respondents were then asked to group all post-it notes into stacks as they saw
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ﬁt and label each of the stacks with terms of their choice, such as “integrity” or “proper presentation and relevance”. After that, the labels and contents of all the stacks were elaborated
and discussed in terms of how and why they were connected to good journalism.

Analysing the Data
At the initial stage of the analysis, the structure of the focus group questionnaire was
followed and all audio-visual recordings and transcriptions were viewed and read. This
allowed to both get a sense of how easily accessible and grounded their views on good
journalism were and to see the points of entry into that discussion. The second phase of
analysis was to code all material pertaining to “good journalism” explicitly for further analysis in the NVivo software.
During the analysis, certain topics and/or concepts were deemed more prominent,
such as objectivity, truth, contextualisation, proper language, ﬁrst-hand information and
good research, to mention a few. Using the tools Text search and Word trees in NVivo, we
checked for prominence and context of the various topics/concepts. The ﬁgure below illustrates a search for “objective” (16 hits in the material).
This was a way to learn more about the contexts in which certain important concepts
appeared. In the highlighted section in Figure 1, we can see that one respondent says (following another sentence) “ … and also objective, good research”, upon which the moderator asks “What does objective mean?” This was followed by the reply “That one does not
take one’s own opinion into account” (approximate translation from Swedish).
After viewing, listening, and reading through the material several times, it was possible to distinguish aspects of good journalism. The notions that were seen as more prominent were checked with word counts as a way to validate what might be seen as a
subjective opinion held by the researcher (i.e. reading through the material gave an
“impression”, this impression was then checked and validated in more detail with NVivo).
For example, “language”, “using correct/good/understandable language” seemed to be
mentioned quite a lot. By using a word count, this “feeling” could then be validated –
there were 31 instances of sentiments pertaining to language, such as “The language
should be correct/good”, “That the journalist uses good and clear language”. Using these

FIGURE 1
Illustration of a word tree for the term “objective” (“objektiv” in Swedish). The word tree
is a good tool to understand the context in which certain terms/concepts are used
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various means of analysis, we found aspects of good journalism that are salient to the
respondents.

Findings
Regardless of how the focus groups were composed along the lines of news consumption (high or low) and trust in journalism (high or low), all of them strongly acknowledged the journalistic doxa (similar to the ﬁndings of Craft, Vos, and David Wolfgang 2016).
There were no detectable key differences between the focus groups regarding what constitutes good journalism. They do differ, however, in their assessment of how well journalism is performing; the groups with low trust were more inclined to criticise, occasionally
ferociously, journalists and news organisations for failing to meet required standards. Similarly, sometimes what the respondents thought was good journalism was chiselled out
through elaborations of the opposite – by deﬁning poor journalism. In addition to the
doxa being ﬁrmly anchored, all focus groups offered a lot of thoughts and opinions
about journalism and they were quick to engage with the issues, suggesting that they
are at least somewhat at ease with and can relate to the topic. The reasons why they
used and what they were expecting from news in general conﬁrmed the ﬁndings from
Coleman, Morrison, and Anthony (2012, 39) that news should be “useful, reliable and
amusing”. The presentation of the results will begin with the dimensions that are connected
to and overlap with the doxa and move on to the dimensions less covered by the literature
and professional guidelines.

Objective, Non-partisan and Veriﬁed Journalism
The most prominent concept in the discussion about good journalism was objectivity.
However, the groups had different focuses when they discussed what objectivity was; some
groups were more inclined towards the issue of non-partisanship (sometimes referred to as
the problem of partisan journalism/journalists), while others emphasised veriﬁcation or the
factual dimension. However, both these dimensions of objectivity were found in all groups
and are also well-grounded in the professional code of ethics and in previous research.
When asked “What does objectivity mean?”, respondents said things such as “keeping
one’s own opinions out of the reporting”, “being able to see things from different perspectives”, “hearing both [all] sides”, that journalists “should not take sides” but treat all parties
equal, and that “the content should be sufﬁciently rich so the listener or reader can make up
their own mind, and not have it made up by the journalist” (Group 1). Furthermore, objectivity is referred to as not letting ones political views shine through: “It’s when one doesn’t
bring one’s own opinions to the table. That you look at the actual facts, and do not get
coloured by personal beliefs” (Group 3). Thus, the principle of objectivity is important
but, according to some respondents, hard (or impossible) to adhere to since all reporting
is based on various selections, and these selections will be coloured by, for example, the
journalist’s background and/or beliefs. According to the respondents, being non-partisan
is very important for good journalism. This also includes being neutral. The main issues
in this regard is that “the journalist should not take sides”, when reporting on conﬂicts
“both sides should be heard”, and the reporting should not be biased. Group 1 discussed
neutrality and one respondent stated “I think that when they do interviews in television,
different political parties get different kinds of questions. Of course, sometimes different
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questions are interesting but the treatment can differ”. Another participant chimed in
saying “Yes exactly, the treatment can feel very different”. Asked to elaborate the ﬁrst
respondent gave an example “As soon as Sverigedemokraterna [Right wing populists]
are interviewed it feels like the journalists are eager to pose questions that put them in a
tight spot. The results are often the reverse”. Some respondents povide additional information about bias, such as the use of certain camera angles (perspectives) and the reporters “being more interested in advancing their thesis than seeking the truth” (Group 5). This
line of argument is perhaps best summarised by a quote from Group 9: “The most important thing in journalism is to present the best argument from all sides and that the journalists does not take the part of either side”. It is the journalists job to tell all sides of the story
and leave it to the public to draw their own conclusions and analysis.
The other point of entry into objectivity was related to veriﬁcation, facts and truth
(truthful, be true, etc.). After analysing the data, a suitable summary of the respondents’
views is that good journalism presents the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the
truth. “I want the information to be truthful” and journalists should “write about what
has happened and not ‘spice up’ the story” (Group 6). It also seems to be important for
the respondents that news focuses on facts and “real events” and that journalism should
refrain from reporting stories that could be considered to be pure gossip or related to
celebrities. The concept of truth, however, is related to different aspects – on the one
hand, the aspect of telling a true story, on the other hand “stick to the truth, even if it’s
inconvenient”. However, for some respondents, truth, like objectivity, is not a straightforward concept: “It would be presumptuous to say that ‘truth’ is not important, but the
truth can be different things to different people” (Group 12). The respondents do separate
news from opinion and it is quite clear that they do not expect objectivity in editorials.
In the discussions, facticity was understood in three dimensions: getting the facts
right, getting the right facts, and getting the facts ﬁrst-hand (i.e. ﬁrst-hand information, preferably based on the journalist not only “being there”, but also being knowledgeable about
the local context). “If you’re reporting about a speciﬁc place, you should be there. For
example, when we had that thing in Husby [a location of unrest, including burning cars]
– there were no journalists who went there” (Group 5). According to the respondents,
good journalism can then, for example, be that the journalist is “well informed”, “does
good research” and presents news “based on facts”, “ … that it is well-grounded, that
they check everything so that it’s correct before they publish” (Group 5). In relation to
getting the facts right (and getting the right facts), the respondents stress the need for
proper source criticism with regards to documents as well as human sources; i.e. good journalism checks its sources thoroughly to make sure they can be trusted.
I’ve become more critical to the national newspapers and get mentally exhausted from
reading them so I have opted for a local paper. I can’t lose this feeling that journalism withholds important information from me. They sift too much information so there is too much
missing in their stories, which leads me to distrust them. (Group 11)

The discussions above mostly refer to journalism in general, but there were also several
issues pertaining speciﬁcally to journalists. Related to the discussion about factual journalism was a discussion in many of the focus groups about the knowledge (or lack thereof) of
journalists and the position of journalists in the news. It is important to the respondents that
journalists be knowledgeable: “the one who writes must be knowledgeable so that he can
create good content … ” and “that one has good knowledge about the area one is
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covering”. In relation to proper language, one respondent states that “Knowledge is power,
if you [the journalist] sound intelligent, then one [the reader] trusts you”. In several of the
focus groups, the lack of follow-up questions were raised. “They should not be content with
nonsense answers but pose follow-up questions and persevere” (Group 5). Asked to elaborate on why the quality of journalism had dipped, a respondent in Group 1 explained that
this was related to the lack of follow-up questions “Yes, I can say that journalists today are
worse at asking follow-up questions, in general, even at the radio [the medium she held in
highest regard]. But it is even worse on television”. This is an interesting example of how the
journalistic performance is evaluated by the audience and used as reference as to whether
the journalists’ performance is good or bad. Also, some individual journalists were singled
out as good journalists based on their closeness to and knowledge of the cultural context:
Samir Abu Eid, the middle east correspondent in Istanbul from Public Broadcasting Radio,
is good. You will always get a good report from him. He is proﬁcient, at the frontline,
knows the culture and can communicate with the locals so you will get a lot of interested
things from him (Group 3).

Another facet of the knowledgeable journalist is the importance of presenting the news,
which should be up-to-date, in a context (e.g. presenting background information), and/
or presenting different perspectives. Many groups said that good journalism not only presents details but tries to give a historical background so that we can learn from history and,
in a way, foresee the future. One respondent said “[look at the] burning cars, they [the journalists] only write about gangs that are drifting around, but they have not investigated the
reasons behind, you know, why this is happening” (Group 12).
Another issue was the position of journalists in news stories at the expense of facts.
Several concerns were expressed about the journalists themselves taking too much space
in news and, hence, standing in the way of or diverting attention from the non-partisan and
factual news that should be the centrepiece. A quote from Group 8 conveys some of these
feelings: “I feel there is a competition about who will be seen and heard most and it’s not
that important what kind of news that they bring to the public, as long as they are at the
centre of attention themselves”. Although this issue is stressed in several focus groups, the
theme was more prevalent in the focus groups with low trust in news media. This line of
argument has a clear resemblance to the “social criteria” of Craft, Vos, and David Wolfgang
(2016) who suggest that journalists are viewed as pompous. In relation to journalistic role
performance, it can be noted that, ﬁrst, this is something that members of the public
observe and, second, they criticise this because the actors stand in the way of the story
(in keeping with the performance metaphor).

Ethical Journalism
Although not the most prominent issue, ethics is also of importance to the respondents. For the respondents, ethics are primarily associated with an ethical code of
conduct which those journalists meet in their line of work and not a general ethical code
for all aspects of journalistic work. Here, ethics is more understood in the spirit of “minimising harm” as in the SPJ’s code of ethics and “respecting personal integrity” in the guidelines
offered by the Swedish Union of Journalists. For instance, when discussing “good journalism”, someone would say something along the lines of “good journalism must be

9

10

MICHAEL KARLSSON AND CHRISTER CLERWALL

ethical”. When asked to elaborate what being ethical entails, the person would then explain
how journalists should treat other people they meet in their line of work. How people are
treated by journalists was also brought up in other groups, but not necessarily under the
label of “ethics”. The people referred to in the discussions were particularly victims of
crimes and their relatives, interviewees in general, sources providing sensitive information,
but also the general public (by not exposing them to obnoxious stories). Some respondents
emphasise the importance of how interview subjects are treated: “You should have respect
for the person you interview. You should not be putting words in their mouths. Not draw
your own conclusion or behave badly to get a good news story” (Group 6). A similar issue
was raised in Group 10: “There are a lot of journalist that writes to take someone down, to
put dirt on them. That goes for the media in general”. In another group, the importance “to
have a humane way of editing – that you don’t edit things out of context” was stressed
(Group 4). How victims of a crime are treated are perceived as important:
I think ethics and morals are important. I get so upset when journalists … , take the case of
Uddevalla [a murder] with this young people that got shot and they [the journalists] ﬁnd a
friend of the girl and interview them, although she is still in shock – you just don’t do that!
Don’t go after people that are in shock, it is terrible! (Group 7).

Other aspects of ethics are that journalists should await publication until they actually
know what has happened (what is true) and not speculate, and that they should refrain
from publishing details and images that could be traumatic for victims of, for example, a
crime or an accident. The discussion of ethical issues was complicated by the simultaneous
need for an audacious journalism.

Audacious Journalism
In both the professional codes of conduct and the scholarly literature (Kovach and
Rosenstiel 2007; van der Wurff and Schoenbach 2014; van der Wurff and Schönbach
2014), the investigative and watchdog functions of journalism are deemed to be very
important; however, for the respondents in the focus groups, these are not among the
top issues that come to mind. Nevertheless, this does not mean that they do not consider
these to be important. Moreover, as we interpret the discussions, there are two related but
different points of departure into this issue which are structured around trust. The ﬁrst point
of departure echoes previous research and professional codes of conduct because it stresses the watchdog function of journalism or, as one of the participants said, “For me, the
purpose of journalism is to be a watchdog of power and question things that are wrong
with the society” (Group 10). Detailing a speciﬁc journalist on Public Broadcasting Television
as a favourite, one respondent argued: “There is this woman, Anna or something, she is
middle-aged. She feels … she puts people against the wall, she doesn’t cave in. She is
ﬁerce, she won’t let them go” (Group 2). This line of argument was found in the groups
with high trust in journalism. The second point of departure submitted to the idea that journalists should be a watchdog, but also criticised journalism, sometimes ﬁercely, for fundamentally failing to do so. Instead, they claimed that journalism was laced with political
correctness and the inﬂuence of the establishment (echoing some of the ﬁndings from
Coleman, Morrison, and Anthony 2012), especially in topics pertaining to immigration.
This reasoning was associated with the focus groups with low trust and especially those
groups combining low trust with low news consumption. Here, respondents thought
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that the journalist should be “[…] fearless. By that I don’t mean that they shouldn’t be concerned about their safety, but rather they need to investigate those in power and those
who have inﬂuence. They shouldn’t be frightened by politicians” (Group 13). According
to a respondent in Group 4, journalists have become worse when it comes to really investigating subjects: “The fourth estate,[…]as a journalist one should have the drive to scrutinise, dig up and present things and conditions in the society, but I believe they have
become worse at doing that”. In Group 3 the respondents shared concerns about journalists not being independent from particular political coalitions, one respondent offering his
thoughts:
Well, I think that the journalists want to control … they think that people are uncritical and
accepts everything, but I think that people have started to learn that there is a lot coming
out from The Greens and The Left and that they try to control us in that direction, but I’m
not buying into that! Also, I don’t experience any critique towards politicians but rather
that the journalists are running errands for politician instead of scrutinizing them
politically.

Another respondent added: “Except in some cases when they decide it is a scandal. It
is either or. Either they do not give a damn about what politicians say or do, then the day
after they say, well, let’s chase this person some”. The ﬁrst respondent replying: “Well, that
depends on what politician it is. If it is one on the right he might be in more trouble compared to a green or leftist”.
Being audacious also means to have the strength to be inconvenient; e.g. “Journalists
should go against the grain. To have the courage to shine the light on inconvenient and
non-politically correct truths. To be able to have a debate about immigration politics
without being labelled a racist, to shine light on what is problematic with immigration”
(Group 12). This inconvenience includes the journalists’ own profession: “journalists are
very keen on scrutinizing politicians, but they are not at all interested in scrutinizing
each other, and that is bad” (Group 3).

Is Transparent Journalism Good Journalism?
Transparency has been promoted by both academics and professional associations
(SPJ have recently added transparency to their code of ethics; see Craft, Vos, and David
Wolfgang 2016 for further discussion) as a new normative standard and as a measure to
improve journalistic credibility and win back lost news consumers. Thus, it was important
to understand to what extent the respondents associated various forms of transparency
with good journalism. Interestingly enough, transparency related facets were mentioned
quite rarely and, when they were, they were not the focus of attention for very long.
However, there were a few occasions when features tangential to transparency came up.
A couple of times, attention was directed towards the issue that journalists should be
open about their personal opinions; e.g. “It is okay if they have their opinion, but then it
should be stated” (Group 3). There were also a few mentions in passing about publishing
faulty information and correcting this afterwards: “If they dare to correct themselves it
feels honest and straightforward, but sometimes there should be no subterfuge” (Group
9). Other than on those few occasions, transparency was not mentioned or discussed by
the focus groups in relation to what they perceived to be good journalism (transparency
was introduced explicitly by the researchers at a later stage of the discussions, reported
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elsewhere – Karlsson and Clerwall 2018). The lack of attention to transparency is interesting,
since this indicates that a more transparent journalism will most likely not have any
immediate large impact on how the public views journalism.

Journalism That Use Proper Language Is Well-designed and Pleasant-toconsume
A second strong theme that arose in the focus groups – in addition to objectivity as
discussed in relation to non-partiality and veriﬁcation – is what can be referred to as criteria
that evaluate the linguistic and aesthetic qualities of journalism. These are both associated
with the mode of delivery rather than the speciﬁc journalistic content. The theme was a
somewhat surprising ﬁnding, as previous research does not probe this dimension and it
is not an explicit part of the professional associations’ codes of ethics. Actually, as Barnhurst
and Nerone convincingly argue (2001; see also Carlson 2017), the role that form has in journalism is important, but rather underestimated in journalism studies. In that context, it is
remarkable that all of the focus groups stressed the huge importance of non-content
dimensions and especially the issue of language in one way or another. Using proper,
correct and interesting (in the sense that it should encourage further reading) language
is of great importance for good journalism: “There is an impoverishment of the language
that is horrible. I have a hard time with that. For example, the subtitling on television
news, they are misspelled in every news broadcast. One wonders what kind of people
that writes them” (Group 11). A few participants announced that they would stop
reading altogether if they came across a spelling error as this respondent “I think my preferred paper is good except when they misspell because then I stop reading the article
immediately [Laugher from the rest of the group]. Yes, sometimes I don’t get to read a
lot of the paper” (Group 3). Expanding on the issue of under what circumstances a
proper language is important in journalism one respondent said “In all serious journalism.
For a news story to be taken serious it must be apparent that the journalist has read
through the text at least once before he/she clicks to publish it” (Group 4). The issue of
language can be further divided. One already mentioned aspect is the use of proper
language – i.e. correct spelling, proper Swedish and complete sentences – and it seems
very important to the respondents that journalists be able to handle this. This applies
both to written journalism as well as to television news where the news anchor is supposed
to talk calmly, clearly and pronounce words correctly. Another aspect has to do with target
group adaption; i.e. that the journalist should know to whom they are speaking: “I think it’s
really important to adapt it [the language] to the readers. If it is a school paper, the
language can’t be too advanced, but if it’s DN [Dagens Nyheter, a Swedish broadsheet
paper], it can be adapted for that” (Group 6). In Group 5 the respondents noticed that
the morning broadcast of the local news was moved to a larger city and felt that this
put a dent in the trustworthiness because “They are just sitting there, reading from a
paper without any local connection. They can’t pronounce the place names correctly. It
becomes less true … but no. I think it is sad. That blocks me from hearing the rest of the
broadcast”. Yet a third aspect has to do with storytelling, in the sense that the news
should be presented in a way that encourages the audience to start reading news and
then make it interesting enough for the audience to keep on reading by using humour
and other techniques to increase audience interest and curiosity. “It has to be compelling
or I won’t read” (Group 7).
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While language is clearly more important in discussions of form, there are also a few
focus groups that discussed aesthetic dimensions of news: “The design of the homepage
will determine whether I will even look at it or not. If it looks proper I will look at it. It’s
all about the packaging; to me it matters a lot” (Group 5). Discussing his favourite news
outlet, a respondent motivated his preferred option, Public Service Television, because
“They have a very nice website, I think, that also work great on the cell phone. There are
no commercials and, therefore, the site load very fast” (Group 1). In another group
(Group 7), the font, typesetting and the overall composition and structure of the news –
individual items as well as whole outlets – are discussed as important for increasing readability and avoiding confusion.
To conclude, if the ﬁndings were translated into a tentative deﬁnition of good journalism, it would read something like: Good journalism is objective, unbiased, and based on veriﬁed facts from many different and reliable sources. It is a watchdog of power and presents
citizens with relevant information about the societies they live in. It is carried out by professionals who do not have a personal stake or an agenda of their own in the subjects they
cover, but who have great, preferably ﬁrst-hand, contemporary and historical knowledge of
the subject matter. They have empathy towards those they meet in their line of work, yet
they do not shy away from asking uncomfortable questions, nor do they stop asking them,
despite evasive manoeuvres. Good journalism takes great measures to tell news stories in
an interesting, well-designed, correct, and easy-to-read manner adapted to its audiences.

Embracing the Doxa and Evaluating Journalists Accordingly
Reading the results from this study is, with one notable exception, like reading a professional code of conduct. The public is, as Craft, Vos, and David Wolfgang (2016, see also
the results from various countries in the theory section) suggest, more than anything else
an ally to journalists and largely embraces the journalistic doxa, although the same words
(e.g. objectivity) may not carry identical meanings for the public. All respondents agree that
journalists should be objective, but they may not agree upon what objectivity is.
Viewed from a Bourdieuan outlook, the perceived heterodoxic journalistic performance raises questions about the autonomy of the journalistic ﬁeld and how much journalists
and citizens have to say about it, despite the large doxic overlap between them. While it is
beyond what can be concluded from this study, it stresses the need to probe actors and
forces outside the journalistic ﬁeld in determining what or who that have the greatest inﬂuence over what journalism is.
Anyhow, the journalistic ﬁeld has been rather successful in exporting their doxa to
other ﬁelds of society; in this case, the social ﬁeld in which the public resides. The reason
for this is impossible to trace, but a possible explanation might be that the education
system in Sweden includes media literacy (in a broad sense) in the curriculum, and
Swedish students read about the role of the media in society and about rules and regulation for the press, television and radio (Skolverket/Swedish National Agency for Education
2015). Furthermore, knowledge about the “system” can also be connected to the fact that,
for example, critiques from the “Review board for radio and television” is, by regulation, presented to the public on air. That is, as a news consumer you are on occasion exposed to
information about news not adhering to, for example, the rules of objectivity and non-partisanship. Thus, school teaches students about, for example, journalism ethics, and these
values are internalised. Using Bourdieuan terminology, the journalistic ﬁeld has been
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successful at exporting the doxa to the ﬁeld of education. In this regard, it might be
expected then, when prompted, that citizens bring notions such as objectivity, being
neutral, hearing both sides, etc., to the fore.
The general impression is that the public share journalists’ views about what constitutes “good journalism”. From an SCT perspective, then, the social contract of what norms
should guide journalism and what performance journalists ought to execute seems constant between the relevant parties – a pillar of SCT theory (Wilkins 1990; Ward 2005;
Sjøvaag 2010; Merrill 2011). Following this, it would be difﬁcult to argue that the decline
of journalism has to do with the norms as such, as they are shared with the public to a
large extent. Rather, it could be related to the perceived upholding of these norms (as indicated by results from Coleman, Morrison, and Anthony 2012) or, feasibly, factors other than
journalistic performance per se that are the causes of the decline. This also points towards a
limited effect of an alleged increase, or halted decline, in credibility by shifting journalistic
ideals to a more transparent way of doing journalism, as some research suggests (BLINDED;
Plaisance 2007; Chadha and Koliska 2015; Vos and Craft 2017). In short, if traditional journalistic norms (or doxa) are not the problem, then changing them doesn’t seem like an adequate, or full, solution. Maybe a part of the answer instead lies in something as
unpretentious as hiring more proofreaders.
While there is much agreement between the journalistic doxa and what the respondents think constitutes good journalism, there is also one critical difference. Only second to
objectivity, the linguistic and aesthetic qualities of journalism are critical to the respondents, but not acknowledged in previous research or codes of conduct. Still, linguistic
and aesthetic qualities are not strange creatures to journalism; rather, the contrary is
true. However, these are based on a more technically oriented journalistic skillset (e.g.
Carlson 2017) but not an explicit (e.g. codiﬁed in professional guidelines) part of the
doxa. If we accept that journalism has no true essence (Hanitzsch and Vos 2017) and is
shaped in discourse with different actors, including citizens, then, by extension, a journalism adhering to high linguistic and aesthetic standards will most likely strengthen ties with
citizens and lead to greater legitimacy. It can even be argued that the linguistic and aesthetic dimensions are more important than other dimensions because the citizens can
see and understand them. Put bluntly, it is possibly easier for a layman to evaluate journalistic performance on the basis of spelling than by identifying the most relevant parties or
the most important sources in a current issue. It will be much more difﬁcult, perhaps
impossible, for citizens to evaluate if journalists are loyal or adversarial and to whom, or
how the gathering and processing of the material was conducted. Indeed, what is available
for citizens to base their evaluations on, is what they can see or otherwise derive from
content or the interface. While spelling and layout is rather technical in nature, the respondents let this inform their overall assessment of journalism.
The results also raise an ontological issue. Typically, what journalism really is is often
answered in terms of its ambitions (serving the public) or its deﬁning treatment of information (e.g. veriﬁcation and the use of multiple and independent sources). However, the
results indicate, in line with what Barnhurst and Nerone (2001) suggest, that form is also
a dimension of what journalism really is. Thus, following Carlson’s (2017, 53) deﬁnition of
journalistic form as “the persisting visible and narrative structure of news”, it is of great signiﬁcance that journalism studies should take larger notice of, and identify journalism’s unique
linguistic and aesthetic dimensions. Form should be given greater consideration in a range
of issues, from discussions concerning what the journalistic doxa is, to inclusion in studies
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on news consumption and trust in news media, to how journalistic role performance is conceptualised, and to issues as mundane as what questions researchers ask in surveys. For
journalism practice, upholding linguistic and aesthetic standards and advocating them is
a good opportunity to build legitimacy, and, at the same time, promote unique journalistic
skills. Moreover, form as the “persisting visible and narrative structure of news”, in turn,
raises questions in relation to the practice of hybrid forms of journalism and PR (such as
native advertising) that mimic the form but not other parts of journalism. If form is so
crucial for how and what citizens perceive to be journalism, then the transfer of journalistic
form to other information genres cannot be casually accepted. Contrarily, since the results
suggests this is already a tacit part of the doxa, journalistic forms could be explicitly
included in, and protected by, codes of conduct.
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