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Abstract

Professor Pablo J. Boczkowski shares in this Dialogue his insights and
observations derived from more than a decade of research on the impact of
digitization on the journalism landscape. He explains the continual relevance of
the key concepts and findings from his earliest research to the contemporary
media environment and at the same time introduces his most recent research
findings and observations about the “news gap”. Professor Boczkowski
summarizes the main trends in the transformation of online news in the digital
age, and he points out that the increasing visibility of various social fields
constitutes a trend that can have tremendous implications on not only
journalism but also on social change at large.
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the Digital Age
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Let's begin with your early works. In Digitizing the News, you
described a historical trajectory through which American
newspapers dealt with the challenge of digital media. American
newspapers first explored various possibilities in the 1980s. They
settled on the World Wide Web around the mid-1990s, and then
engaged in ‘“hedging” from the late 1990s onward. The notion of
hedging, for me, is particularly interesting. The concept suggests
that, when the actions of different news organizations are taken
together, it is as if the news industry is engaging in risk
management in the face of uncertainty and rapid change. Yet
there seems to be a difference between hedging by the news
industry and hedging in other social and economic fields. In the
financial world, for example, hedging often involves conscious
strategic thinking based on an understanding of how different
things, such as types of investment products, are related to each
other, and hence what actions can be used to hedge against what
types of risks. The hedging by the news industry, in contrast,
does not seem to be based on any systematic knowledge. In any
case, a decade after Digitizing the News, to what extent and in
what sense is the notion of hedging still applicable to the
contemporary scene?

The way I conceived of hedging in Digitizing the News highlights
two different yet interrelated phenomena. The first one is about
demarcation of the market, of the space or the territory in which the
news industry, or sector of the industry, aims to compete. The second
one is about the idea that, confronted with an uncertain situation or
an uncertain context, the news industry moved in multiple directions,
not just in one direction. So the notion of hedging, understood in
terms of these two dimensions, is still applicable today, but in
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different ways than was the case when I did the research for
Digitizing the News. There I used the notion of hedging to shed light
on the phenomena taking place in the second half of the 1990s; the
context today has changed quite significantly. But in both cases,
regarding the two dimensions of hedging, the ideas are still helpful
for us to make sense of what is going on regarding online news.

For instance, one could interpret the whole debate about the
implementation of paywalls in news sites as one expression of
whether to place hedges around the farm, so to speak, or not. That is,
whether it is best to implement the paywall, that is by de facto a
limit, so that some people are entitled to cross this limit and some
are not, depending on their willingness to pay or not. Or whether it is
best to leave things open and more permeable, so that there are larger
numbers of people who actually can consume the news and
participate in the life of a particular website. So, regardless of
whether it is a good thing or a bad thing to implement this paywall,
the chance is that some news sites will implement it and some will
not. This would be an expression of hedging as a way of demarcation
in the competitive territory.

Another main trend of online news over the past decade or so
has been the proliferation of media, tablets, smart phones, laptops,
and—in addition to the desktop computer—the objects or the artifacts
that people utilize to gain access to news. And there’s also the
proliferation of tools, different software and applications that
journalists utilize to produce news. Consumers rely on different sets
of applications to navigate an increasingly complex and enlarged
news and information landscape. This is an expression of hedging as
innovating in multiple directions when confronted with an uncertain
and evolving context.

So the answer to your question is basically yes. The notion of
hedging, I believe, is still applicable to the contemporary scene, but
in different ways. And it’s important to be mindful of the two aspects
of the idea of hedging as it was developed in Digitizing the News.

Another concept you developed in Digitizing the News is mimetic
originality. You discussed how the creation of newness turned
into the creative production of sameness in the technology section
of American newspapers. Of course, the theme of mimesis,
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homogenization, and imitation would become even more central
in your second book News at Work. You discussed how new
technologies and specific operational features of Argentinian
newsrooms facilitated heightened levels of mutual monitoring
among news outlets, and hence higher degrees of content
homogenization. Such imitation, as I understand it, seems to be
premised on the presence of a finite set of news organizations
which recognize each other as their main competitors. That is,
they know whom to monitor. In the broader online arena,
however, many other things are going on, and there is the
emergence of phenomena such as online alternative media, citizen
journalism, and the emergence of the news curator. How would
you relate the dynamics you analyzed in News at Work to the
broader processes of the restructuring of public communication
in the digital arena?

I believe that the changes you are pointing to mainly involve an
increase in the number of alternatives that journalists could monitor,
but what has happened is that those changes basically intensify the
tendency analyzed in News at Work. It doesn't alter the direction of
the tendency, it only deepens it. And when it comes to the issue of
imitation, we see that the situation remains largely the same. I think
the dynamics that were at play among the practitioners in the leading
news organizations that I initially studied, the phenomena found
there, and the patterns described and analyzed in News at Work, are
still applicable to practitioners in those leading mainstream news
organizations in media around the world today. They still show a
much greater tendency to imitate their peers at comparable
organizations rather than to imitate the practitioners at the new
entrants that you are pointing to.

In this case, would the mainstream media organizations risk
becoming irrelevant? That is, as online options proliferate — and
yet the mainstream media keep providing the same content and
just monitor each other instead of the new entrants — wouldn't
this lead more and more people to disregard mainstream news
media?

I don't think it is necessarily true that news organizations will or
might become irrelevant. The research that I have done suggests that
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the more homogenization there is in terms of the supply of news, the
more the audience becomes detached affectively from the media, and
the mode of consumption becomes quite superficial. That is, instead
of spending significant amounts of time to engage with news
products, they just surf the content, get the main headlines or the
leads of the main stories, and move on to something else. This is
why, on average, the most sticky of online news sites in the United
States, which is cnn.com, has on average one minute a day per
unique visitor to its site; that is, thirty minutes in a month. That is the
average. You have a small proportion of very heavy users who spend
much more time than that, and a vast majority of people who spend
even less than a minute a day on online news consumption on cnn.
com. So it's important to understand that the main driver, or one of
the main drivers, of news consumption on- and offline is to have
something to talk about with your friends, with co-workers,
neighbors, and family members. So people do seek out for
information, and if that information is shared, that helps people to
have conversations. But overall, the more commoditized and the
more homogenized news products tend to be related to affecting
detachment on the part of the audience. It does not necessarily lead
to irrelevance, but to a lesser degree of relevance, and especially
more shallow forms of engagement with their news products.

Over the years, your work has displayed a keen sense of the
importance of contexts; and indeed, your work has covered both
North America and Latin America, and more recently Western
Europe. Although each of your two major books focuses mainly
on one specific geographical region or country, there is arguably
a comparative angle underlying each of them, especially News at
Work. Can you share with us what you consider as the most
meaningful or provocative insights that you derived through
these comparative studies?

In addition to the work I did in News at Work looking at the
phenomena of monitoring and imitation in Argentina, a book that I
recently completed with my doctoral student Eugenia Mitchelstein at
Northwestern is forthcoming with The MIT Press in the fall, called
the News Gap. That book deepens the comparative dimension of my
research program by looking at the gap between the supply and
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demand of online news content in twenty leading online news sites in
seven different countries of three different regions of the world:
North America, Western Europe, and Latin America. So what I found
over the past ten years, through doing this comparative research, is
that there seems to be a significant degree of convergence among the
leading media of countries in different regions of the world, and also
among the public of the media. In my research in the western
hemisphere—so far, I have not studied online news in other parts of
the world—there are, of course, important differences across nations
or across media in different nations: nations with different histories,
systems, structures, and cultures when it comes to the media. But,
together with the differences, there are more important similarities in
terms of the types of stories that are produced, how they are
produced, how they are presented to the public; and there is
convergence also in the interest and in the behavior of the public.
One could think that the convergence in the work of journalists and
the stories they produce is not highly surprising. In a sense, the
journalists are trained and socialized in the same systems of values
and beliefs and practices that, together with a natural tendency to
monitor and to imitate, explain this convergence across the leading
media organizations in different countries, countries with very
different media systems, structures, histories, and cultures. What is
also remarkable to me is the convergence in popular taste; that is,
similarities in popular culture, in the interests and behaviors of the
public for online news. I think that is partly the result of the
globalization of popular taste, and we are seeing also what is
probably the result of convergence in news supply, as there is not
much diversity in the content to choose from. So that's one of the
interesting things that I have learned over this decade through doing
comparative media research.

So you pointed out that there is a convergence in popular tastes
around the world. But can you elaborate a bit more on the
contrasts between the different regions that you studied?

There are some contrasts, not so much with respect to regions of the
world, but more with respect to countries in the studies, on the
supply and demand of online news content. But you can see the
details of that in our paper in Communication Research.' We
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conducted our research in the leading online news media in Western
Europe, and the countries are the UK, Germany, and Spain—having
grouped the results of those studies on the supply and demand of the
online news content—and then compared the findings with the
aggregate results for Latin America, and the countries there are
Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico. What we found is a fairly similar
level of preference for public affairs news among the journalists of
these sorts of news organizations on both sides of the Atlantic. And
also there is a remarkably high level of similarity in the preferences
of consumers. So, yes, there are differences across countries, but all
in all, the tendencies are quite similar with respect to the regions.

So is it fair to say that, based on the findings from your studies,
the convergence among online news in different countries is
overall more notable than the differences?

The short answer is yes. Or more elaborately, as I reported in the
article published in Communication Research, and let me just quote
here: “The comparative study of the homepages of the online news
sites in the various countries has yielded two key results. First,
journalists selected substantively more public affairs stories than the
consumers did across all sites—even after dividing them by
geographic region and ideological stance—thus signaling convergence
in the existence of a thematic gap between the news choices of
journalists and consumers. Second, together with this convergence,
there is comparatively less important variance in the proportion of
public affairs stories in journalists' and consumers' top choices across
sites. Together, these two results represent a pattern of convergence
across divergence: A sizable and robust thematic gap in the online
news choices of journalists and consumers in Western Europe and
Latin America.”

The thematic gap you mentioned here is also one of the key
findings in your forthcoming book The News Gap. Although a
large proportion of the top stories on online news sites is about
politics, international relations, and economics, users of online
news sites show a preference for news about sports, crime, and
entertainment. But it seems to me that this gap itself is actually
not new. The gap is basically the one between serious journalism,
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preferred by professional journalists, and tabloid journalism that
tends to attract the largest audience. What is new is that, in the
online arena, the “news gap” becomes much more readily visible
due to the presence of all kinds of ‘“measures” and “counts”: the
number of clicks, views, likes, shares, and so on. Also, while
audience ratings or circulation figures are conventionally
associated with holistic news products, such as a TV newscast or
a newspaper issue, things like likes and shares in the online arena
are associated with each specific news story. Anyway, can you
elaborate more on the nature, characteristics, and consequences
of the “news gap” in the online arena?

You're right to point out that, as we suggest in the book, the gap
between the kinds of stories that journalists consider to be
newsworthy and the stories that the consumers of these organizations
find interesting has probably existed for a long time. But there have
not been studies that systematically analyzed whether the gap indeed
exists, and measured its magnitude. And in the book we tried to
study the different factors that influence the existence and magnitude
of the gap. What we argue in the book is that the gap has probably
been tolerated by the leading media organizations for a long time
because of their very strong competitive position in their respective
markets. If you think of the United States, for instance, for the
newspapers, they are often the only paper in town. There is only one
newspaper per market in 97 percent of the media markets in the
United States. So when you are the only player, or one of two or
three players in one sector of the economy, you have an extremely
strong market position. And if you are the leading or only news
organization, and you are being mostly funded through advertising,
that means the advertisers have to come to you to advertise their
services or products to the potential consumers. Because they have to
come to you, you can actually give the audience the information that
you think the public needs, regardless of whether the public actually
wants that. Because you know that the advertisers would have to
come to you.

So what has happened over the past decade is that the media
market has become much more competitive. There are many more
players; and now, with the Internet, the geographic boundaries have
become much less relevant. And there are many more options for
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advertisers to reach their consumers. So, even if we think that there
is the same gap, in terms of size, composition, etc., the meaning of
the gap has changed dramatically when we moved from a much less
competitive to a more competitive media environment. And you're
right to point out that the gap has become more visible—and it's
something we underscore in the book as well—because popularity is
now measured at the story level of analysis, not at the aggregate level
of analysis.

So, in terms of what we found, some of the main findings show
the fact that there is a sizable gap between the supply and demand of
online news contents—two digits in magnitude, you know, across the
twenty sites we studied in seven different countries in three different
parts of the world. It is a regular element of the news environment,
even though we have chosen sites with very different ideological
orientations, and they are located in different parts of the world with
divergent media systems and cultures. We also found that the gap
decreases not uniformly; it decreases to a certain extent during
periods of heightened political activity, like national elections or
government crises, because there is increased interest among the
population in news about politics. We also looked at the influence of
different storytelling formats, and we found that the storytelling
formats do not affect the gap to the same extent that content
preferences do. So these are some of our findings.

The point you mentioned about market competition is highly
important and I want to tie it to another issue here. What
commentators typically agree is that nowadays we have a
proliferation of media channels and outlets given the Internet,
multi-channel TV, etc. In political communication research, for
example, there has been renewed interest in the past few years in
the concept of selective exposure, and the interest is driven by the
perception that, as channels proliferate, more and more media
outlets have become partisan again because it makes more sense
for media outlets to target niche audiences in the era of channel
proliferation. In other words, what is changing is not just the
level of market competition but also the type of market
competition that we have. What are your own views and
observations about this point?
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Regarding the changing competitive landscape, I would like to
highlight two related transformations that I think are particularly
relevant to understanding online news. The first one has to do with
the fact that the media industry used to compete within their own
smaller markets; that is, television news competes with television
news, newspapers compete with other newspapers, magazines versus
magazines, and so on. But what has happened with digitization over
the past three decades is that the media industries have become part
of the larger information industries. And you have players competing
across many of these markets. You now have Microsoft, you have
Google; they are competing for the same kind of dollars. These are
not just enterprises or organizations in the media sector per se, they
are from the information sector. That is the first transformation. The
second transformation is that, if you think about what has happened
online, you might see that the main winners in the online game are
not organizations coming from the conventional media sector. You
have Google, you have Facebook, you have eBay, you have Amazon,
and so on, and so forth. They are not organizations belonging to and
coming from the traditional media industries. So the conventional
media organizations and media industries have seen their share of the
pie decreased and diminished. This is something important to take
into account when trying to understand the present and make sense
of the probable futures of online news.

As I mentioned to you earlier, this Dialogue will be published in
association with a special issue on new media and journalism in
Chinese societies. In one of the articles of the special issue,
Professor Baohua Zhou of Fudan University followed a
Goffmanian approach and constructed a conceptual framework
regarding how new media technologies have made the news
production process itself increasingly visible to the general public.
In Goffman's language, the “back region” is increasingly
exposed. This exposing of the news production process poses
challenges to journalistic authority in some cases; yet, it also
allows journalists to strengthen their authority through
strategically making part of the news production process visible.
In the context of mainland China, strategic exposing of the news
production process can even become a means for journalists to
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evade or fight against state control. Put aside the details of the
arguments made in that piece. I am just curious whether you
think this idea of exposing would be useful in the contexts that
you have studied; that is, whether there are digital journalism
phenomena there that this idea of exposing can shed light on.

I have not read the article you mentioned. But, based on your
description, I am not surprised about these findings, and I think they
illuminate a more general tendency or pattern in the case of online
news and other aspects of digital culture more generally. This
tendency or pattern has to do with an increase in visibility of the
social field or the social setting, and of the different actors who
participate in the setting. In the context of News at Work, we saw that
the increase in monitoring and in imitation is made possible by the
fact that the journalists in different newsrooms have greater
knowledge of what their peers in other newsroom settings are doing.
Another aspect of that, which is also present a little bit in News at
Work, is that journalists in online newsrooms now have much more
knowledge about what their audience or the public is doing than
before, by using tools like Google Analytics or in-house tools that
process website traffic. So, if we couple that with the increased
knowledge that the public has of what's going on inside news
organizations—you know, Timecast and other ways through which
the audience can track the popularity of stories, the most commented,
the most this, the most that, the trendiest ones, and so on, and so
forth—then what this does at the aggregate level is a continual
movement toward a much greater visibility of the social setting that
in part exacerbates existing phenomena such as heightened levels of
mutual monitoring and imitation among news organizations. It might
also increase the conflict between the values of the occupation and
the values of the market. That is, when journalists have greater
knowledge of the stories that sell, and if those stories are not
necessarily the stories that are consistent with conventional
conceptions of newsworthiness, they might experience more conflict
in terms of whether they should abide by the conventional values or
cater to the perceived desires or interests of the marketplace. But the
bottom line is that this is becoming an age of increasing visibility,
and it is likely to have major impacts or consequences for how we
understand online news in particular and digital culture in general.
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After more than a decade of research, and maybe also based on
your reading of other people's work in the area, how would you
summarize your observations regarding how digitization has
redefined news fundamentally or not?

Maybe I want to talk about not necessarily the effects of digitization
on the news but general trends regarding online news in recent years.
One trend is the increasing visibility of the public from the
perspective of the journalists and the visibility of the journalists from
the perspective of the public. Another trend is a major acceleration of
the temporal patterns in news production—and consumption, too.
And also a deepening of the temporal differences between different
genres of news, different kinds of content, and also modes of news
consumption. Another trend is the expansion in the spaces and times
in which consumers access news stories, and how that affects both
the production and the circulation of news. News is basically
ubiquitous, and its consumption is ubiquitous, and it is really being
coupled with interesting transformations in the production of news.
And another trend, a fourth and final one, is the proliferation of
devices to access the news, which I alluded to earlier. It's not just the
desktop, but it's the laptops, it's the tablets, it's the smart phones, and
it's the connections between all of them. And also a proliferation of
the tools used to produce and to access the news, anything from your
different options for multimedia, interactive applications, and so on,
and so forth. That is something that we didn't think of in the mid-90s
when online news started to become popular. It's a massive, massive
change. So these are four general patterns where we see significant
development; and they represent major differences from what things
were twenty or so years ago.

The four trends constitute indeed a very good summary of the
major changes of journalism in the digital era. Just curious, after
your new book this autumn, what will be your next project? Or
is a new project already under way?

Together with some collaborators, I have been working over the past
couple of years on a study of the demise of the print newspaper, and
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we use that as a window into understanding how institutions decay.
This is a study that we have been conducting in three cities that have
relatively comparable sizes, located in three different countries and
regions of the world. The cities are Chicago in the United States,
Paris in France, and Buenos Aires in Argentina. The idea behind the
comparison is to have two cities from developed nations, the United
States and France, but two nations which have very different media
systems, structures, and histories, and also different configurations of
popular taste. Then we have a city located in a country in the
developing world, which is Argentina. We try to have this contrast
between the news industries operating in two highly developed
nations, and then also the same industry in a developing nation.

We see the newspaper as an integral member of the urban
ecology, so that's why we are comparing cities. And we have been
doing this study primarily ethnographically, but also have
complemented that with some quantitative research. It is a very large
project, you can imagine, in three cities, three different languages.
Hopefully, in a few years, we will be able to write a book. Along the
way, we will write a number of articles. I have other projects at work
as well. For example, some works are a continuation of the research
reported in The News Gap. We have data that we didn't include in
the book. We will work on publications from that later this year. And
there are also other research projects, not necessarily about
journalism, but about some other interests of mine, including the
relationship between communication studies and science and
technology studies, things of that nature.

We will be looking forward to these new works from you. Thanks
a lot for sharing your insights with our readers.

Selected Works by Pablo J. Boczkowski

Please refer to the end of the Chinese version of the dialogue for Pablo J.
Boczkowski's selected works.
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1 Editor's note: bibliographical information of the article is listed in the list
of representative works associated with this Dialogue.



