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The Impact of New Media on Journalism
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Abstract

Pavlik considers that one of the most important changes in journalism has
been the emergence of social media. The digital public sphere brings the
promise of increased public engagement in matters of public importance, but
also threats to privacy, a haven for hate groups, and the diffusion of fake news.
Government officials or political leaders have also sought to censor speech in
the cyberspace.

To him, data-driven journalism makes possible reporting on trends based
on actual data, putting specific examples into broader context. Citizen reporting
can be valuable. Sometimes citizens have captured video which has proven
vital in helping determine the truth about encounters which sometimes have
ended in violence or even death. Research to date suggests fake news items are
widely circulated especially if they spread conservative political extreme views.
But research also shows impact on voter views is limited though it could affect
the undecided.

To survive and thrive, Pavlik advises news media to (1) innovate, (2)
maintain the highest standards of ethics and the pursuit of truth, and (3) stay
committed to serving and engaging the public. His advices to journalism
educators are: (1) teach students the foundational value of ethics, truth,
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diversity and freedom of expression, (2) teach the core methods of creating
excellence in journalism, and (3) teach students to be innovative leaders who
can help journalism grow. At the end of the interview, he points out digital
divide, intrusion of privacy, and freedom of the press are problems faced by
news media today.

Citation of this article: Pavlik, J., & Lee, S. N. Paul (2018). The impact of
new media on journalism. Communication & Society, 46, 1-13.
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Academic Dialogue with John Pavlik

The Impact of New Media on Journalism

JP: John Pavlik
PL: Paul S. N. Lee

PL:

JP:

PL:

You are an expert in new media’s impact on communication and
one of the pioneers in the study of the new media’s impact on
journalism. You published a seminal work New Media and
Journalism in 2001 which covered a wide range of areas from the
format of storytelling, transformation of news room, journalism
education to job prospect in journalism. After one and a half
decades, what other observations would you make about the
impact of new media on journalism?

Since the publication of that book much has changed in terms of new
media and journalism. One of the most important changes has been
the emergence of social media. The public has engaged with each
other and the news in a very active environment via social media. As it
has become clear, although social media have the potential to support
a robust public sphere that cuts across borders and at incredibly fast
speed, social media also bring with them a host of problems, including
threats to privacy, a haven for hate groups, and the diffusion of fake
news. Coming fast are what I call experiential media, including
augmented reality and virtual reality. These new media forms bring
the potential for further disruption of journalism, both good and bad.
In fact, this is the subject of a new book I am just finishing.

In a chapter published in Schreiber & Zimmermann’s edited
book Journalism and Technological Change (2014), you seemed to
be less optimistic about the new media’s impact on free speech.
You quoted Pool’s idea about electronic media which were not
considered by Pool as “technologies of freedom.” You pointed out
that governments in the world have acted to monitor, censor and
otherwise control citizens’ use of digital media (p. 186). Could
you talk more about this point? What is your view about the
potential of the ‘digital public sphere,” and the prospect of the
“fifth estate”?
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Freedom of speech is a vital issue and digital technologies present a
double-edged sword. Coupled with other factors including economic
and political shifts, freedom of speech, especially in the context of
journalism, has been under threat. The digital public sphere brings
the promise of increased public engagement in matters of public
importance. One of the problems, however, is that in many cases
trolls, hate mongers and propagandists (and even bots) have come to
dominate much of the digital public sphere. Moreover, many elected
officials or political leaders have sought to censor speech, especially
that which they find objectionable or critical. However well-intentioned
these efforts might be, they have often resulted in the chilling of speech
and increasingly the arrest of journalists; the Committee to Protect
Journalists has published data documenting the past year has been one
of the most dangerous for journalists around the world.

Nowadays, people talk a lot about big data. Many news media
also talk about data mining for news stories and data-driven
journalism. What is your assessment of this type of journalism?

I think this type of journalism done well can be extremely valuable
and important. Some of the things data journalism makes possible is
reporting on trends based on actual data, finding the unusual hidden
in the data, and putting specific examples into broader context.
These have often been weaknesses in traditional journalism. Using
algorithms and artificial intelligence to augment human reporters
can help make data mining in journalism especially effective.

You have paid much attention to citizen journalism and crowd-
sourcing. What is your recent assessment of the role of citizen
journalists in diversifying news contents and enriching free
expression of ordinary citizens?

Citizen reporting can be extremely valuable. In some recent cases
citizens with smartphones have captured video of breaking news.
Sometimes citizens have captured video of police-citizen interaction,
for example, and this video has proven vital in helping determine the
truth about those encounters, which sometimes have ended in violence
or even death. Citizen drone video of news events including natural
disasters has also been valuable in this regard.
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How fake news or “post-truth” circulated in social media impact
the traditional journalism model? Some people consider that the
win of Donald Trump in the last U.S. presidential election was
due partly to a failure of traditional journalism. How would you
comment on this view?

Fake news is a complex concept and it has many meanings. Historically,
it has referred to news hoaxes such as the Piltdown man more than a
century ago. Recently the term has been used more to refer to items
on social media that are designed to look like actual news stories from
legitimate news organizations. But in fact that stories are fabricated
to generate user interest and sharing via social media. Some of this
fake news is simply meant to generate advertising revenues; some is
propaganda meant to influence public opinion. Research to date suggests
these fake news items are widely circulated especially if they spread
conservative political extreme views even conspiracy theories. But
research also shows impact on voter views is limited but could affect the
undecided. President Trump may have benefited but he also invokes the
term fake news as a means to delegitimize mainstream news media. He
often calls stories he doesn’t like or that imply criticism of him as fake
news. But it’s not fake. He just objects to it. Sometimes if news media
make an actual error, he also calls it fake news. Again, it’s not fake. It’s
an error. And typically actual news media will correct their errors. As
to whether journalism as an institution or function is responsible for
Trump’s victory, I would say no. I would say the main factors were:
the nature of the Electoral College system and the skewing of the US
population, with liberals heavily populated in a few states and in cities,
and conservatives more in more rural states; lower voter turnout than
in the previous presidential election, which may have been due at least
in part to laws that suppress voting; and fake news (from international
sources) posturing as legitimate news, but in fact propaganda.
Clinton won the popular vote by a wide margin of some 3 million votes.

To what extent do you think the virtual newsroom arising from
the use of new media technology successful? What is its prospect
and impact on journalism?

The concept of a virtual newsroom is still developing and is
increasingly evident. Much journalism production and distribution

11
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now occurs via mobile devices and the Cloud. Its impact is multifaceted
and includes increased efficiency but also potential problems of digital
security. Many news media have been the victim of cyberattacks.

Could you tell us more about the latest development of
computational journalism? Will more journalists lose their job
when more artificial intelligence (Al) is applied to news activities?

Computational journalism continues to grow in importance. Among
the significant developments is the increased use of algorithms and
artificial intelligence in news reporting. The Associated Press, for
instance, now is making extensive use of Al in reporting on business
news. Other news organizations around the world, including in
China, are using Al to augment human reporters. Another important
development is the increased production of experiential news, which
will be the subject of a new book I am writing for Columbia University
Press. Augmented reality and virtual reality are notable examples of
new ways journalists are using computational design in news content.
Also interactive documentaries are a good example.

What advice will you give to the news organization to survive
and thrive in the new digital era?

My advice would emphasize three things. First, innovate. Innovation
is essential to successful adaptation in a changing world. Second,
maintain the highest standards of ethics and the pursuit of truth in
reporting the news. Third, stay committed to serving and engaging the
public in a manner that is uncompromising in terms of integrity. By
doing these three things, journalism will not only survive but will also
thrive as a vital foundation of society and informing the public.

Given the new media’s impact on traditional journalism, what
advice would you give to journalism educators? What types of
training will meet the changing need of the journalism profession?

My advice to journalism educators would parallel my answer to the
previous question. First, teach students the foundational value of ethics,
truth, diversity and freedom of expression. Second, teach students the
core methods of creating excellence in journalism and reporting the
news. Finally, teach students to be innovative leaders who can help
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journalism grow and adapt in a changing world. Journalism can be an
exciting career but it is more than that; it is a calling and the cornerstone
of an informed society.

Finally, what is your assessment on the new form of journalism
and its impact on human society?

Journalism is in the midst of a sea-change. Mobile and online media
have disrupted journalism on many levels, including economics, news
delivery, news gathering, story forms, and public engagement. Recent
months have seen important developments in terms of innovative news
organizations and journalists using AR and VR to report the news in
new ways. The public around the world is responding by subscribing
in growing numbers to these innovative news media and engaging
news formatted in new ways such as via AR or in immersive 360
video. These new approaches promise to increase public engagement
in news and heighten user empathy for the subjects of those immersive
and interactive stories. Research suggests this is happening and is
likely to grow.

But there are also important concerns such as the digital divide.
If only the wealthy can afford to subscribe to quality journalism how
will all segments of society obtain quality news? Privacy is threatened.
And freedom of expression and the press are under siege.

There is hope for robust, engaged and innovative journalism
in the 21st century. But it will require courageous leadership both
among journalists and the public to ensure the promise of that future is
fulfilled.

Selected Works by John Pavlik

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

Pavlik’s selected works.
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