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ABSTRACT

For journalism research rooted in a sociological framework, gaining
access to journalists is crucial for data collection. However,
journalists are documentably difficult to recruit as participants,
frequently due to limited time and resources in shrinking
newsrooms, sometimes because of roadblocks put up by leery
newsroom management. As part of the data collection process
for the Canadian branch of the international Journalistic Role
Performance project, researchers tracked issues raised by
journalists that may have impacted survey recruitment and
completion. These issues were frequently grounded in the
context of survey questions designed to be operationalizable in
vastly different cultures, and were also documented by other
researchers in both the Global North and South who were
cooperating in this comparative study. Despite first refusing or
completely refusing survey participation, though, some Canadian
journalists were willing to be interviewed, giving researchers the
opportunity to explore how to best engage journalists in the
research process, and design research tools to be shared in
different media systems. Using a lens of social exchange, this
paper provides unique insight, from the perspective of
researchers and participants, on the importance of relationship-
building as a focal point in order to adequately contextualize
findings within a sociology of news framework.

ARTICLE HISTORY

Received 8 May 2022
Accepted 15 May 2023

KEYWORDS

Journalism; journalists;
sociological frameworks; role
performance; surveys;
comparative research

Introduction

As shown with a rich corpus of sociological news studies, better access to journalists leads

to better analysis and more impactful and transferable findings for researchers; however,
there is frequent hesitation for participation from journalists, which can be further com-
plicated by newsroom managers who have little interest, and sometimes even apathy, for
academic research. As noted by Schudson, “Social scientists who study the news speak a

language that journalists mistrust and misunderstand” (1989, 263). During data collection
in 2020 and 2021, researchers from the Canadian branch of the Journalistic Role
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Performance (JRP) study documented difficulties recruiting survey participants and

having participants complete surveys once recruited. Issues were sometimes rooted in
challenges related to cross-national research, where shared methodological tools such
as surveys have to be operationalizable in vastly diverse cultures, but were amplified

by the pandemic and a destabilized industry facing severe resource-shortages worldwide.
Many issues experienced by the Canadian team were mirrored in the experience of other
JRP researchers in the Global North and South, spanning outlets in different media
systems being studied on all platforms of delivery with different revenue sources and

organizational models. Through analysis of interviews with Canadian journalists, contex-
tualized by research notes from 29 of the 37 teams working on the JRP project, this paper
explores how researchers around the globe might use lessons learned in Canada to

improve chances of journalists’ participation in research studies, enhance methodological
tools and response rates, ascertain a better understanding of news practice, and better
contextualize newswork by building better relationships with journalists. It builds on

existing literature of journalism and comparative studies’ methodology by exploring
the following research questions:

RQ1: What types of issues impede journalists’ participation in surveys and other research
mechanisms crucial to sociological studies?

RQ2: What strategies could improve journalists’ participation in comparative, sociological
studies?

Sociological Framing

Although White’s (1950) work on the gatekeeping of an individual journalist may seem

anachronistic when considering the multiple modes of gatekeeping in digitized networks
(Hermida 2020), there are aspects of the journalistic process observed by White that are
comparable to practice in modern newsrooms (Blanchett 2021). Scholars are also devel-
oping gatekeeping theory for utilization in digital environments (Wallace 2018; Olsen,

Solvoll, and Futsæter 2022; Singer 2023). Thus, in a field with rapidly changing technology
(Wu, Tandoc, and Salmon 2019), sociologically-rooted methods continue to provide criti-
cal understanding of newsroom realities worldwide (Tandoc 2019; Moyo, Mare, and Mat-

silele 2019; Petre 2021) and critical examination of both journalism and the study of
journalism on a continuum (Carlson and Lewis 2018). This includes the complex factors
that shape editorial decision-making (Shoemaker and Vos 2009; Reese and Shoemaker

2016; Mellado et al. 2020) in newsrooms where “gatekeeping is the result of the socializa-
tion of the journalist” (Le Cam and Domingo 2015, 127). This is critical because even with
new mechanisms of delivery and consumption and the increased agency of individuals to
surface content, mainstream news organizations still have significant impact on public

discourse and the amplification of (mis)information (Broockman and Kalla 2022; Benkler
et al. 2020).

There is also evidence that scholars are widening the frame of sociological study from,

as described in the call for papers for this special issue, “deep-rooted Western-centrism” and
the historical lens of white men with the development of international comparative
studies. These studies can bring researchers from the Global North and South together

(Mellado 2020; Hanitzsch et al. 2019; Weaver and Willnat 2012) while acknowledging

2 N. BLANCHETT ET AL.



the unique circumstances in specific media systems (Hallin and Mancini 2012). However,

challenges remain in terms of ensuring methodological consistency with such research
and “… there is a need to reflect more openly and systematically on collaborative experi-
ences” involving “large (international) research projects so that others embarking on

similar endeavors could learn from the experiences” (Volk 2021, 266).

A Review of Methodological Literature

The second wave of the Journalistic Role Performance (JRP) project offers a case study in

such research practice. The manifestation of professional roles in the news that reaches
the public has grown increasingly complex with the development of digital jobs in
every type of newsroom (Westlund and Ekström 2019; Weber and Kosterich 2018)—

jobs that may not meet traditional definitions of journalism (Shapiro 2014). Building on
the first wave of the study (Mellado et al. 2020; Wang et al. 2017; Márquez-Ramírez
et al. 2020; Humanes et al. 2021), JRP research teams in 37 countries used survey data
for the purpose of measuring the gap between ideals and performance, comparing

content produced to journalists’ perceptions of what is produced and conceptions of jour-
nalistic ideals (Mellado 2015, 2020), as opposed to using survey data alone to analyze
standards of practice or professional doxa (eg., Hanitzsch et al. 2019). The JRP method-

ology is unique in terms of large, comparative journalism studies. Only 2.9% of published
comparative research analyzed by Hanusch and Vos (2020) used mixed methods between
2000 and 2015. However, as with any study with a sociologically driven methodology,

there has to be cooperation from the people inhabiting the cultural context being exam-
ined in order to successfully implement research tools, and, particular to journalism
research, this can be a challenge.

Surveys offer advantages for research in comparison to ethnography and in-depth
interviews: notably, their potential for generalizability, statistical inferences, and represen-
tation of national populations (Molyneux and Zamith 2020). These advantages are not
without risks or costs. Constituting a probability sample for journalists in particular, in

the absence of a complete, current, and accessible national list of names, affiliations,
and email addresses, would prove an extremely time-consuming and challenging task
(Molyneux and Zamith 2020). Even determining the size of the reference population is

a challenge (Örnebring and Mellado 2018). Classifications of occupations can be quite
broad. For example, Statistics Canada (2021) includes “web critic” as an example of a
job falling in the “journalist” category, as well as freelancers who may earn most of

their revenue from non-journalistic activities, but, on the other hand, has separate cat-
egories for broadcasters, editors, and photojournalists. As a result, this source is con-
sidered problematic by journalism scholars (Shapiro 2015).

Online surveys generally tend to produce low response rates and high, or undeter-

mined, levels of nonresponse bias (Fricker 2008). In today’s digital communication
environment, a request to participate in a survey is one of numerous e-mail, text, or
social media messages a person can receive in a given day. Dillman, Smyth, and Christian

(2014) note that social interaction in general has become more spontaneous and based
on spur-of-the-moment decisions: “We often decide whether to ignore, delete, postpone,
or respond to these requests based on quick assessments of only a few written words”

(26). A survey invitation can easily get lost in the flooded inboxes of journalists, among
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the copious press releases, tips, comments, and increasing amounts of harassing mess-

ages (Eschner 2022).
Qualitative methods, especially semi-structured interviews, may be more efficient to

access elite actors (senior editors and managers) who will not take the time to fill out

questionnaires (Thurman 2018), and also to reconstruct the meaning of those practices
through the lens of journalistic discourse. However, there is also the issue of journalists
answering questions based on idealized norms as opposed to their actual practice
(Mellado and Van Dalen 2014; Hanitzsch and Vos 2017). And even though more than

three times the amount of content analysis is being done compared to survey studies
in comparative research—39% versus 10.9% from 2000 to 2015—survey studies are
cited in almost equal proportion to content analysis (Hanusch and Vos 2020). Therefore,

survey studies form a disproportionate level of citations compared to other types of pub-
lished comparative research, even though there is an acknowledged issue with survey
response rates.

Rapid change and turmoil within industry (Nelson 2018; Public Policy Forum 2022),
including massive reductions in journalistic jobs and professional precarity (Deuze and
Witschge 2018; Winseck 2021), are making it increasingly difficult to access newsworkers

the world over. As noted by Hare (2022), “For an industry that prizes transparency” jour-
nalists are “experts at asking for it and rotten at actually offering it.” Lack of access to jour-
nalists can lead to misinterpretation of practice (Blanchett Neheli 2018). Lack of access
also might help explain why content analysis is “by far the most popular method”

(Hanusch and Vos 2020, 322) of quantitative analysis to study journalism in both compara-
tive and other studies: researchers may not be able to access journalists, but the content
they create is ubiquitous. However, “news stories cannot be neatly excised from the larger

media contexts in which they appear” (Carlson 2015, 176); views of journalists in addition
to content analysis can provide richer perspectives on why or how gatekeeping decisions
are made. For the study of the sociology of news to maintain its relevance, researchers

need to make participation more attractive to historically reluctant newsroom managers
and journalists.

In terms of survey participation, to overcome the reluctance of journalists, as with any
other potential survey respondents, recruitment methods and questionnaires need to be

less “researcher-centric” and more focused on participants’ benefits and costs of partici-
pation; building trust between the participant and surveyor is also critical (Dillman,
Smyth, and Christian 2014). One way to maximize benefits is to frame participation as a

form of expert assistance in solving problems relevant to their experience. Limiting the
length and complexity of the questionnaire, as well as paying special attention to
visual design and user experience, can reduce costs significantly. Partnering with organ-

izations that have a positive relationship with the population being surveyed, such as a
professional association or journalism school (ideally several to cover regional diversity),
can help to establish trust. Dillman, Smyth, and Christian (2014) also recommend using

multiple modes of communication for initial contact and response with potential respon-
dents (e.g., email, phone) and “utiliz[ing] knowledge from past research and feedback
from early contacts to adapt implementation procedures in order to reduce nonresponse
error” (47–48). This paper advances such methodological practice by exploring how

researchers might build better relationships with potential participants through social
exchange, or helping them “find reasons for responding” (Dillman, Smyth, and Christian
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2014, 21). This is essential in journalism studies because when “the dynamics of gatekeep-

ing are in transition” (Vos 2015, 9), the best way to properly contextualize journalistic prac-
tice is to gain access to journalists.

Methodology

This paper focuses on the Canadian JRP team’s process of gathering data. Therefore, as
opposed to situating the analysis of the data itself, its methodology is rooted in docu-
menting the experience of researchers and journalists, while providing enough infor-

mation to more broadly position the JRP study. This cross-national effort is based on
data from news media outlets in 37 countries representing full democracies, transitional
democracies, and authoritarian countries.1 The experience of Canadian researchers during

the data gathering process is contextualized by comparisons with the experience of
researchers in other countries.

Drawing on the previous version of the study, which was conducted between 2013 and

2017 and analyzes professional roles in print media and national-desk news (Canada was
not part of that phase), the new wave of the JRP project is meant to arrive at a better
understanding of the factors that explain different models of journalism across the

globe, as well as the gap between norms, professional ideals, and news practices. In
order to address the link between the evaluative level and performative level of journal-
istic cultures, we conducted a survey on role conception and perceived role enactment
with journalists working at the news outlets included in our sample. Analysis of data

was based on standardized operationalization of the watchdog, civic, interventionist,
loyal-facilitator, infotainment, and service roles in journalism. This allowed us to
compare journalists’ evaluations with the average performance of their news media

organization across countries, measured through content analysis. The timeframe for
the overall study was 2020 and the fieldwork was carried out between 2020 and 2021.

The Canadian branch of the JRP study was unique, however, as it included Research

Ethics Board2 approval for both participant observation and semi-structured interview
components, with the hope of providing even greater insight to findings (Blanchett
et al. 2022). Researchers did not expect that this insight would include frank conversations
with Canadian journalists critiquing the study itself: of the eight journalists who were for-

mally interviewed3, six contacted the researchers with questions or concerns about the
nature of the survey.

Sampling of Journalists for the JRP Study

To capture journalistic role conceptions and perceived role enactment, we surveyed jour-
nalists who worked at the media outlets included in our study at the time of the data col-

lection (2020). Quota samples of journalists were used to match their responses with the
average content of their news media organizations, depending on the size of each news-
room. The goal was not to provide statistical inferences to the wider population of jour-

nalists regarding role conception, but to use results as a resource to analyze the gap
between ideals and practice. As have done other international studies of journalists
(Lauerer and Hanitzsch 2019), the team in Canada used a non-probability sample with har-

vested e-mail lists compiled from the websites and social media feeds of those
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organizations selected for content analysis, and included journalists whose work was part

of the data in the content analysis. Although the JRP study primarily includes national
media outlets, they differ in terms of size. Some are small (less than 50 journalists in
the newsroom), some are medium (50 to 200 journalists in the newsroom), and some

are large (more than 200 journalists in the newsroom).
Canadian journalists were contacted through publicly accessible email addresses and

telephone numbers and invited to participate in the study. The surveys were largely con-
ducted as web-based questionnaires, with some completed by telephone. Journalists

were informed of the purpose of the study and all participants expressly consented to par-
ticipate and were given information about data use, sharing, and publishing. While the
global valid sample consisted of 2,615 survey responses from 252 news outlets, in

Canada, we were able to achieve 113 valid responses from ten news organizations.

Measurements

Considering that a single news story is the outcome of several decision-making processes

involving multiple individuals, our study compared journalists’ perceptions to the average
performance of their news organizations. The survey questionnaire measured journalists’
conception of their professional roles and their perceived enactment of those roles. The

survey also measured the journalists’ perceived levels of professional autonomy, their use
of different social media tools, and work and personal characteristics.

Based on the assumption that journalists provide more reliable and valid responses

regarding practical issues than abstract normative statements that can have dissimilar
meanings across cultures and even within newsrooms (Reich and Barnoy 2016; Shapiro
et al. 2013), the members of this project collaboratively designed 40 statements to

measure professional roles at the evaluative level, drawing on the questionnaire designed
for the first wave of the project, refining and adding several measures to improve internal
validity, and translating the indicators included in the content analysis (see Mellado 2020)
into reporting practices that journalists were asked to rate in terms of their importance.

The questionnaire was translated and back-translated from English to Spanish,
German, Italian, French, Arabic, Korean, Japanese, Polish, Hungarian, Russian, Portuguese,
Serbian, Estonian, Hebrew, Chinese, Dutch, and Kinyarwanda. In Canada, the survey was

distributed in both English and French. There were important differences in the achieve-
ment of the minimum required number of responses per outlet across countries.
Responses were received from 89% of outlets being studied. Although all of the quotas

were achieved in more than 69% of the participating outlets, 31% were excluded from
the gap analysis as they did not meet the minimum required number of survey responses.

Twenty-nine of 37 research teams of the JRP study provided specific information with
regard to factors that might have impeded success with collecting survey data in each of

their countries as part of the process of merging the dataset. For this paper, problems
identified by these researchers, including the Canadian team, were aggregated and visu-
alized to determine overlapping areas of concern, and then compared and contrasted

with issues raised by journalists in the Canadian interviews. Thematic analysis was per-
formed on these interviews to identify commonalities with regards to questions/concerns
about the survey tool and recruitment process that might have impeded journalists’ par-

ticipation. Findings from this analysis provide insight that could contribute to larger
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conversations about methodological approaches to the sociology of news even outside of

Canada.

Findings

Analysis and discussion of findings will be organized around the research questions.

RQ1: What types of issues impede journalists’ participation in surveys and other research
mechanisms crucial to sociological studies?

Recruitment

Based on data gathered through the JRP study, it is difficult to determine if there was one
variable in terms of platform (online, newspaper, radio, or television), ownership source
(publicly funded or traded or privately owned), or perceived political orientation of an
outlet in terms of identifying the type of news organization at which it would be less

likely to attain the participation of journalists in Canada. For example, due to its unique
impact on the media landscape, three sites of study (or different platforms: online,
radio, and television) were included for CBC, Canada’s national public broadcaster.

However, as identifying exact numbers of journalists working for each of the platforms
was difficult to distinguish, each CBC platform/unit of study was considered to be part
of a “large” organization in the framework of the methodology. Therefore, only the

survey responses for journalists at CBC who selected the online platform as their
primary mechanism of delivery were included in the international dataset because only
that platform met the minimum number of survey respondents for a large organization
(minimum 12); two CBC sites of study, radio and television, and 14 completed surveys

from those sites, were excluded. Additionally, although CBC is one organization, as
each platform was considered a separate outlet, this counted as two “outlets” excluded4

in survey responses at the international level. The complexity of both the organization

and study methodology meant some surveys and outlets were excluded, even though
there was participation.

Although researchers could not readily distinguish common variables of non-partici-

pation using survey data at an organizational level, there were documented challenges
experienced by Canadian researchers recruiting journalists to participate in the survey.
These challenges spanned organizations from all platforms and across all revenue

models. There were also common issues identified with regard to getting journalists to
complete the survey once participants had been recruited, and many of these were
also documented at the international level.

Organizational-Level Impediments

Difficulties in securing permission from Canadian newsrooms to perform ethnography for
the JRP project supports evidence of access issues related to journalism research. Only

one of seven English-speaking organizations contacted in Canada would allow participant
observation5 (no requests for participant observation were made to French-speaking
outlets). Some sites of study did not respond, others refused to allow access to their news-

rooms. Reasons included concern over how the audience might perceive editorial
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decisions in a more polarized political climate and concern that researchers might share

confidential or privileged information about processes. One organization that refused
ethnographic participation also told employees they were not allowed to participate in
the survey. After a meeting with senior management to explain the focus and scope of

the study, the organization agreed it would not interfere with employees’ participation,
but would not encourage or promote the survey. As noted by Molyneux and Zamith
(2020), when it comes to participating in research journalists are often “constrained by
restrictive company policies, and remain adherent to an occupational ideology that

hampers survey participation” (160).

Individual-Level Impediments

After struggling to recruit enough participants through email invitations, the Canadian
team received additional ethics approval to recruit participants by phone. However,
because of the pandemic, many journalists were working from home—there was no

one in newsrooms to take the calls of Canadian research assistants trying to recruit par-
ticipants. The pandemic also exacerbated issues of instability/resource shortages in news-
rooms. One research assistant said that of the potential participants they spoke to, many

did not want to spend scarce time on research they couldn’t see the immediate value of
(personal communication, January 11, 2022).

Another issue was that potential participants might have been interested but did not

think they met the requirements to answer the survey. This was reflected in emails
received from one Canadian journalist (Reporter 1, personal communication, October
15, 2020) who contacted researchers because he wasn’t sure his sports reporting
qualified as news, and another, (Reporter 3, personal communication, October 23,

2020), who wasn’t sure if she should fill out the survey because she wrote lifestyle
stories. Both of these reporters were freelancers, and represented ongoing deliberations
within the industry about whose work counts as “journalism.” The way data were col-

lected helped mitigate one issue with regard to sampling of journalists noted by Moly-
neux and Zamith (2020): freelancers, who contribute significantly to journalistic output,
are frequently left out of surveys targeted to, for example, lists of newsroom employees.

As part of the JRP study included a content analysis, although no survey responses were
matched to a story a particular journalist might have written, in Canada, content was used
to identify journalists that could be part of the sample group. Every identifiable reporter
with a publicly accessible email address whose content was captured in data collection

was included in the sample group, including the two aforementioned journalists. Once
JRP participants were recruited, however, there were additional issues getting them to
complete the survey.

Completion

There were three areas identified by researchers with regard to completion of the survey/
high dropout rates: the length of the survey, the lack of ability to give context to answers

and perceived issues with the context of questions, and other issues related to survey
design. These issues correlated with or sometimes crossed over into areas identified as
challenges in terms of recruitment including an industry in flux with fewer journalists

who had less time, and pandemic working conditions.
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Too Busy, Too Long

Ensuring sufficient answers for complex analysis of a variety of journalistic roles required
that the JRP survey cover a lot of ground, and would, as a result, take longer than the 10-
minute ideal identified in previous research (eg., Molyneux and Zamith 2020). In Canada,
only 44% of journalists who started the online survey finished it. A few French journalists

completing the survey over the phone raised the issue of the length of the survey.
Although these journalists went on to complete the survey with a research assistant
recording their answers, the lack of French journalists who completed the survey

online suggests length may have been an issue. Interviews with other Canadian partici-
pants provided some insight with regard to the high dropout rate, with English journalists
who were formally interviewed not specifically referencing the length of the survey as an

issue, but sharing other concerns.
Reporter 5 (personal communication, October 26, 2021) mentioned that they felt the

more “practical” questions near the end of the survey had more worth. Reporter 4,

before getting through the whole survey, contacted researchers and was critical of the
questionnaire, particularly that he was not asked to share his role in the organization (per-
sonal communication, September 28, 2020); however, that question was asked at the end
of the survey. This supports previous findings that ensuring surveys start with questions of

higher value to respondents, particularly those that are practice-based versus abstract,
may ensure higher response/better completion rates (Dillman, Smyth, and Christian
2014). However, determining what the most common priorities might be given the

wide range of journalists and journalistic roles is no simple task, particularly with
surveys designed for distribution in widely ranging media systems.

Issues of Context

Canadian journalists who had covered international news noted concerns with the survey
related to cultural context, revealing how a journalist’s own experience might impact their
perception of questions. Reporter 4 (personal communication, September 28, 2020) felt

different types of questions might have better identified differences in journalistic prac-
tice in different media systems. He suggested questions might have included, for
example, whether a journalist thought it was acceptable to have travel costs paid to

cover stories or political campaigns; what might be acceptable practice for agreeing to
on and off the record; and whether journalists paid sources for interviews. He said,
“The standard in Canada, no, we do not pay sources. You definitely will find a different

answer in many European countries.” He also noted his experience covering international
stories such as G20 meetings and, as an example, how Angela Merkel regularly met with
the German press corps but information shared was considered off the record. He
reported on what was said as he felt he had no obligation to follow an informal agree-

ment that was “understood” by the German reporters but he had not agreed to. For
him, these were issues of trust that were not targeted in the survey tool; although,
after a discussion with the principal investigator from Canada, the reporter did agree to

complete the survey. Reporter 2 (personal communication, June 17, 2020) felt that in
some places where journalists were dealing with overt corruption, directly criticizing or
judging the actions of powerful individuals or speaking out directly against the govern-

ment might be wholly appropriate, whereas in an environment such as Canada, his job
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was more related to holding power to account. He refused to do the survey, but was more

than willing to do a lengthy interview.
Although examples were added to survey questions in an effort to ensure they were

answered more consistently within different media systems, in some cases, these

examples appear to have caused confusion or controversy. One Canadian reporter took
particular issue with the use of the term “racist” as a measure of whether a journalist
might be revealing their “own way of seeing things.” This was in reaction to a survey ques-
tion that used the example of “personally describing the presidential administration of a

government as chaotic, or a public figure as a racist.” In an email she wrote:

It sets up a narrow scenario in which evidence of racism is disregarded by virtue of labeling it
an opinion, rather than a well-analyzed term. It leans into the false sense of objectivity that
permeates this industry and ignores media’s long history of supporting people in power
rather than genuinely holding them to account. I also think this feeds into the generational
reporting divide and puts added pressure on young, underpaid, precariously employed
reporters to have to constantly fight the label of being activists just by virtue of them
being willing to entertain more complicated ideas about objectivity (Reporter 6, personal
communication, May 21, 2021).

She refused to do the survey because of her concerns with the framing of questions.
However, she was willing to do an interview to discuss changing journalistic roles

where, expanding on her previously voiced concerns, she said, “We have ways to evaluate
whether something is racist. And if you actually go through and do that work, then you
can say racist, and it’s reported, it’s not opinion” (Reporter 6, personal communication,
November 17, 2021). This interview highlighted challenges creating surveys not only

for different media systems, but within an industry where acceptable practice is in
contestation.

A Canadian research assistant said one of the most consistent reasons journalists gave

for not completing the survey was that they were only able to answer questions through
multiple choice (personal communication, January 11, 2022). Several Canadian journalists
noted that survey answers, both the options offered and the fact there was no room to

provide a comment for context, resulted in simplification of complex processes and
differing ideologies. Reporter 2 (personal communication, June 17, 2020) said:

The options that you were given were extraordinarily narrow and without context… .This
came across in a number of questions. Basically, do you tell both sides of the story and it’s
this sort of binary way of approaching news that I think is fundamentally false. Sometimes
a story has only one side, sometimes it has 10 sides; it just entirely depends on the story
itself. So, I felt that the questions were so context-free…

Survey Mechanisms

Answering survey questions from multiple perspectives (the importance participants per-
sonally placed on certain journalistic roles, or their conception of journalistic ideals, and
how they thought those goals were enacted at an organizational level) was also identified

as an issue. One Canadian journalist said, “I think I found it difficult to always sort of
imagine what the institution would do” (Reporter 5, personal communication, October
26, 2020). Another said he worked at a large organization and didn’t “participate in any

way in the daily editorial decisions” (Reporter 4, personal communication, September
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28, 2020) of much of the news outlet and also didn’t think he could accurately reflect per-

ceived role enactment outside of his own experience. Although this multi-lens framework
was integral to the particular methodology of the JRP study, this comment from the repor-
ter reflects the difficulty of designing questions answerable by all “journalists” (Molyneux

and Zamith 2020) when even within the same organization there could be differing
understanding of roles.

International Context

Although not providing the same depth of data concerning issues with participant
recruitment and survey completion as seen in Canada, researchers from 28 of the
other 36 countries in the JRP project did provide insight into challenges on an inter-

national level through notes submitted when data were merged. Interference/concern
with journalists’ participation at the organizational-level was recorded from the United
States to Japan to Mexico. From Australia to Qatar to Lebanon, lack of time for journal-
ists to participate was noted by researchers. Not only did journalists have little time to

participate in research, there were simply fewer journalists to ask to participate. Having a
small pool to recruit from was noted in media systems from Belgium to Ethiopia. And
from Brazil to Ecuador to Ireland, lockdowns caused by the pandemic impacted

researchers’ ability to contact potential participants and limited options for modes of
communication led to a heavy reliance on email invitations that were easier for journal-
ists to ignore. Lack of trust in the academic community was identified in Hungary and in

the U.S. researchers noted possible suspicions the survey had a “hidden agenda.” In
countries experiencing conflict where the state monitored and persecuted journalists,
including Rwanda and Venezuela, there was fear data would be compromised putting

journalists at risk.
In terms of completion, there was feedback from journalists that the survey was too

long in countries ranging from Chile to Egypt to Germany. Other research teams, such
as those in the United Arab Emirates, Israel, and Austria, also attributed a high dropout

rate to the survey’s length. Speculation that strategies such as a better invitation letter
to mobile optimization of survey delivery was shared by researchers from diverse
countries.6 Potential issues with context/relevance of the questions were noted from

Estonia to Italy to Taiwan. However, as noted by Volk (2021), “The larger the scope of com-
parative analysis, the greater the need for abstraction, simplification (e.g., sampling
methods), and standardization of research design (e.g., questionnaire items) at the

expense of context-specific differentiation…” (258). Surveys designed for use in com-
parative studies will always be developed within a framework of compromises where
language that is least problematic for a variety of cultures takes priority over language
that might best serve a specific culture.

Using the Canadian data contextualized with that of documented issues raised by
members of the international team, congruent issues within two loci of the study were
identified, recruitment and completion. There were specific factors related to each:

recruitment (trust issues; political uncertainty; organizational interference); completion
(survey too long; issues of context); and those that spanned both (industry restructur-
ing/lack of resources; pandemic working-conditions; tangential issues, including historic

lack of participation in academic research or inconsistent understanding of definitions
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of journalism; and survey mechanisms). These issues are visualized in Figure 1. The preva-

lence of the concern is reflected in the size of the bubble representing the issue.

RQ2: What strategies could improve journalists’ participation in comparative, sociological
studies?

Recruitment

Reflecting on the survey mechanism used for the JRP study and the recruitment of jour-

nalists, both researchers and participants had ideas on how it might be improved. In terms
of recruitment, a more personalized approach was frequently cited as a benefit, as also
noted by Molyneux and Zamith (2020). A Canadian research assistant said speaking
with potential participants made a difference because “there was a person behind the

survey as opposed to it being ‘Is this spam? Is this an actual survey?’” (personal communi-
cation, January 11, 2022). However, our experience in Canada shows different cultures
within the same country could require a different approach. The importance of speaking

directly with participants was most notable within the sample group of French journalists
in Canada. After little success with emailed invitations, a research assistant recruited par-
ticipants and then recorded their answers over the phone in order to meet the required

number of responses for each French outlet being studied. Despite the success of this

Figure 1. Survey issues.
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strategy, phone calls, and personalized emails used to recruit English participants, were

much more time consuming.
Molyneux and Zamith (2020) suggest that for email outreach, “an effective invitation

for a journalist should take no longer than a minute to skim and contain highly visible

survey links” (164). However, for some researchers, ethics boards’ requirements have to
take precedence over simple messaging and can result in unwieldy participation forms
that span multiple pages. Providing a separate email invitation that condensed infor-
mation and attaching the participant information sheet as a separate document proved

somewhat effective in Canada (and was also a strategy used in Chile). Whether that
also equated to the best method to get participants to understand what is being asked
of them is worthy of further analysis. It seemed many journalists did not read the partici-

pant information form, and reached out to Canadian researchers with questions that were
addressed therein. Future research could explore if complicated participant forms
required by review boards actually get in the way of informed consent when it comes

to recruiting journalists who have little time and are used to dealing with information
delivered quickly and concisely.

Reporter 2 suggested more nuance with regard to questions around political reporting

would give “a much clearer picture of what a lot of journalists actually think” (personal
communication, June 17, 2020). Another said the survey focus was too narrow for the
wide scope of journalists being targeted: “I think these kinds of surveys should be so
broad, like impossibly broad, because you want to be getting the most information poss-

ible. And that means not reducing reporting to narrow political definitions” (Reporter 6,
November 17, 2021). However, if making a survey “broader” includes increasing its
length, implementing this suggestion seems problematic.

After hearing feedback from journalists, the Canadian team considered pushing more
practice-based questions to the front of the survey, but, as this was not at a piloting stage
and there were already a significant number of responses, did not do so out of concern for

a consistent experience for participants. Changing the order of questions can “introduce
contrast and assimilation effects” (Molyneux and Zamith 2020, 159). Such effects could
impact a respondent’s “evaluative judgment” or, in other words, how they answer the
questions, and raises “questions about even widely used measures and scales” (159).

This is particularly significant in terms of international comparative studies, where devel-
oping mechanisms that ensure consistency across cultures is already a challenge. How
might the removal of one question or a change in the order of questions impact the

answer to the next and, as a result, feasibility of making transnational comparisons?
This is an area with much potential for future study.

Molyneux and Zamith (2020) also suggest, “In order to optimize survey flow and reduce

duration, researchers should first ensure all questions include an option for ‘not appli-
cable’ so that respondents can feel comfortable skipping questions” (163). Although
this advice holds merit, our analysis shows providing journalists with the opportunity

to provide comments/context to answers might be an even better strategy. This does
add a qualitative component to analysis that could be too unwieldy for large survey
studies, but along with improving completion rates could provide critical context to jour-
nalistic practice.

Additionally, more study into the benefits of, for example, creating responsive surveys
that adjust to mobile platforms, or surveys designed specifically for mobile use would be
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prudent given the ubiquity of cell phone use for everyday activities, including news con-

sumption—with 73% of people accessing news with their smartphones (Newman et al.
2021)—this holds true for participant information forms as well. Where can there be flexi-
bility and where should there not be flexibility in shared surveys and how might different

delivery mechanisms be received in different media systems or by journalists of different
genders, with different educational backgrounds or roles in the newsroom? These ques-
tions are also worthy topics of future inquiry, and could benefit from and build on findings
from researchers outside of journalism studies examining “mixed-device online surveys”

(Maslovskaya et al. 2019).

Countering Resistance

It is difficult to manage recruitment when news organizations discourage or try to impede
participation—and from newsroom management refusing to allow distribution of or dis-
couraging participation in the survey; an industry in flux experiencing critical shortages of

people and resources; pandemic working conditions; and issues of trust in how data
would be used/interpreted, data gathering was a difficult process during the time of
our research. From a Canadian perspective, though, one benefit of a stringent ethical

review process was knowing what recruitment practice was acceptable within a
specific environment. When a Canadian newsroom mentioned previously claimed
researchers could not send survey invitations to its journalists without management

consent, researchers knew that was not the case. As a result, part of the conversation
with hesitant newsroommanagement included an assertion that the survey would be dis-
tributed, but was there a way it could be done that would make newsroom management

more open to the idea? This was discussed in a cordial meeting with a negotiated end
result: management would not get in the way of participation but would not promote
or encourage it.

Being open to criticism and critique is another essential aspect of positive social

exchange when it comes to interacting with participants. There were multiple incidents
where Canadian researchers were contacted by journalists who wanted to detail or
discuss why the survey was ineffective. When journalists were given the opportunity to

ask questions and share concerns, without the researcher getting offended at the
nature of the questions, it often led to better understanding of the value of the research
and a willing participant. Researchers in Canada also found that discussions with one jour-

nalist and/or convincing one or two journalists to participate at one organization seemed
to create a snowball effect, where survey participation increased significantly at a given
outlet.

In terms of ensuring freelancers, who make up a significant portion of content pub-

lished at news organizations around the world—for example, in Canada, the number of
freelancers has tripled since the 1980s (Gollmitzer 2021)—the JRP study shows content
analysis can be a conduit for sampling. If content analysis is not being performed, repor-

ters can still be identified through bylines, television keys, and sign-offs, and added to
survey distribution lists, as opposed to only gleaning potential participants from lists of
newsroom employees, union membership lists, or those identified on newsroom web-

sites. Of course, with a study such as JRP where the sample group of journalists is
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controlled by specific outlets, as opposed to, for example, all journalists in a country, this is

a more practical strategy.

Conclusion

Referring to a lack of historical context related to sociological studies of news, Schudson

(1989) said, “comparative research is cumbersome” (280) and it’s often disregarded as an
option, which can strengthen “the immediate political relevance” of research but weaken
“its longer-term value as social science.” The same could be said of news studies that only

consider a Western lens. The development of more efficacious methodologies rooted in
partnerships that facilitate the understanding of the sociology of news from a global per-
spective are essential for the advancement and relevance of this theoretical framework,
and to provide accurate and broader representations of news practices such as gatekeep-

ing. Particularly with regard to research rooted in the examination of journalistic practice,
methods must grow to accurately document and interpret rapid changes in an industry
that is becoming more intertwined across media systems. If methodological strategies

related to sociological studies of journalists are not challenged and further developed,
such studies will have limited value.

Interviews with Canadian journalists and research notes from the international team of

the second wave of the JRP study show a need for flexible survey design to optimize jour-
nalistic participation and pliable methodological design that allows researchers to explore
best practice with reluctant participants. This answers Volk’s (2021) call for more methods

research “to further develop ground rules of comparison and establish good practices on
which users of comparative research can build…” (263). Exploring mixed methodologies
where fewer survey responses might be needed as a result of context being attained
through other mechanisms, such as interviews, observation, or content analysis, and

developing rigorous methods to use fewer responses in different ways, such as the JRP
gap analysis, could help maintain scientific rigor in the face of survey-participation bar-
riers for sociologically driven news studies. And when it comes to such studies, ensuring

a methodological approach that allows for flexibility of data gathering could be key, par-
ticularly if methodological inquiry can establish where flexibility in mechanisms like
surveys can be integrated, in terms of both language and eliminating/reordering ques-

tions and platform of delivery, without impacting the validity and transferability of
results. This is something particularly important for ensuring the success of comparative
studies including countries from the Global North and South.

Lack of time and resources in newsrooms significantly impacted both the recruitment

and completion rates of the JRP survey. However, busy journalists did reach out to Cana-
dian researchers with questions and concerns and were willing to listen to why the
research was important, and often chose to participate after such discussions, despite

impacts of the pandemic on their working environments. So, is the issue that journalists
do not want to participate in research or that journalists want more agency in the mech-
anisms being used and the research being performed in an area where they have exper-

tise? Reporter 2 (personal communication, June 17, 2020) said:

I’m glad you’re doing this. I think that one of the things that makes me nuts about our
business is we spend way too little time figuring out the hows and whys of our own business
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… I’m glad you’re doing what you’re doing because it just needs to be done, [despite] you
know, my own bugaboos about the survey.

In the social exchange of survey participation, researchers “need to consider potential
benefits and costs that accrue as a result of responding (or not responding), and work
to create trust that these benefits will be realized by the respondent during the response
process and afterward” (Dillman, Smyth, and Christian 2014, 21)—and in order to create

trust you need to build relationships. Leaving as many windows open as possible for inter-
action with journalists and giving more agency to journalists in terms of how they choose
to participate, even simply by allowing added context for survey answers, might be the

best mechanism to increase participation.
Perhaps with more cooperation with journalists in the creation of research tools—

something that runs parallel with current journalistic efforts to better understand an audi-

ence before developing content—researchers could improve engagement. The issue, of
course, is that the suggestions offered in this paper likely involve more time and
resources, and limitations of resources in newsrooms are mirrored in the practice of
many news media sociologists—time and money are often scarce. Both in the practice

of academic research and journalism, there is always a negotiation between what
would be ideal and what is practical/feasible.

Notes

1. Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, Egypt,
United Kingdom, Estonia, Ethiopia, France, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan,
Kuwait, Lebanon, Mexico, Paraguay, Poland, Qatar, Russia, Rwanda, Serbia, Spain, Switzerland,
Taiwan, United Arab Emirates, the United States, and Venezuela.

2. Toronto Metropolitan University (formerly Ryerson) Research Ethics Board approval number
REB 2019-479.

3. There were informal interviews with additional newsworkers as part of participant
observation.

4. These surveys, however, will be incorporated into some national-level analysis within Canada
in future publications.

5. Requests were made before the pandemic, when observation would have been possible. In
March 2020 observation was halted at the one cooperating site due to pandemic lockdowns.

6. Although all countries in the JRP study used the same survey, each nation was in charge of
formatting the survey on the platform of their convenience and designing their own recruit-
ment materials.
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