
Citizen Journalism: a primer

This paper discusses the factors underpinning the emergence of citizen journalism,
including the rise of Web 2.0, rethinking journalism as a professional ideology, the
decline of 'high modernist' journalism, divergence between elite and popular opinion,
changing revenue bases for news production, and the decline of deference in democratic
societies. It will connect these issues to wider debates about the implications of
journalism and news production increasingly going into the Internet environment.
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What is Citizen Journalism?

Citizen joumalism can in one sense be defined
by some of its more conspicuous examples. The
Korean OhMyNews site (http://english.ohmynews.
com/), which was established in 2000, has as its
slogan "every citizen is a reporter", and accesses
only 20 per cent of the content for its online site
from its employed staff, with the balance coming
from the estimated 50,000 South Koreans who
post news stories onto the site. The malaysiakini.
com site (www.malaysiakini.com) was established
in 1999 by two young journalists, Steven Gan and
Premesh Chandran, who had become disaffected
with the degree of state control over Malaysia's
print and broadcast media, and saw an opportunity
to 'use the Internet to provide free and fair news to
the Malaysian public and to set new standards in
journalism as well as to support the development of
freedom of speech, social justice and democracy in
Malaysia' (Malaysiakini 2007; c.f. George 2006).

In the United States, bloggers are variously
credited with the political demise of the Senate
Majority leader Trent lott for remarks he made
supporting racial segregation, and with revealing
that a story run by CBS news anchor Dan Rather
claiming that George W. Bush avoided the draft
was based on forged documents. In Britain, the
BBC is promoting citizen journalism internationally
through its NewsMaker initiative (www.bbc.co.uk/
worldservice/newsmaker/), while The Guardian
promotes user interaction through its Comment is
Free pages (commentisfree.guardian.co.uk/index.
html). In Australia sites such as Crikey (www.crikey.
com.au), New Matilda (www.newmatilda.com.au)
and On Line Opinion (www.onlineopinion.com.au)
seek both to promote new stories and to generate
alterative means of gathering and aggregating news
and opinion online.

Internationally, the Indymedia network (www.
indymedia.org), founded in the U.S. in the context
of the 1999 'Battle of Seattle' protests against the
inaugural meeting of the World Trade Organisation,
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is a global, activist-based network of print, satellite
TV, video and radio that is all user-generated, and
has over 150 independent media centres worldwide,
across over 30 countries.

A new model?

Is there then a new model of citizen journalism
emerging around these various new media
initiatives? There are a number of influential voices
who think so. Dan Gillmor, founder of the Centre for
Citizen Media, argued in We the Media that whereas
conventional 'Big Media ... treated the news as
a lecture', the new models of citizen journalism
enabled by Web 2.0 technologies will see an
evolution towards 'journalism as a conversation or
seminar', as:

The lines will blur between
producers and consumers, changing the
role of both in ways we're only beginning
to grasp now The communication network
itself will become a medium for everyone's
voice, not just the few who can afford to
buy multimillion-dollar printing presses,
launch satellites or win the government's
permission to squat on the public's airwaves
(Gillmor 2006: xxiv).

Bowman and Willis (2003) refer to the rise of
participatory journalism, which arises from 'the result
of many simultaneous, distributed conversations
that either blossom or quickly atrophy in the Web's
social network' (Bowman and Willis 2003: 9). They
define participatory journalism as:

The act of a citizen, or group
of citizens, playing an active role in the
process of collecting, reporting, analysing
and disseminating news and information.
The intent of this participation is to provide
independent, reliable, accurate, wide-ranging
and relevant information that a democracy
requires' (Bowman and Willis 2003: 9).

www.iicom.org

http://www.malaysiakini.com
http://www.bbc.co.uk/
http://www.crikey.
http://www.newmatilda.com.au
http://www.onlineopinion.com.au
http://www.iicom.org


Couldry (2003) has explored the wider implications
of the relationship between participatory media,
alternative forms of journalism and questions of
media power. Arguing that media power is best
understood as a form of symbolic power, or the
power to construct and communicate dominant
ideas, Couldry finds the potential significance of
user-generated media as lying in its capacity to
accumulate organisation and economic resources
that can be used to tell different stories, and
generate alternative sources of influence.

The potential arises for new forms of media
production and consumption associated with the
Internet and user-generated content lies in its
potential to generate 'new hybrid forms of media
consumption-production ... [that] would challenge
precisely the entrenched division of labour
(producers of stories versus consumers of stories)
that is the essence of media power' (Couldry 2003:
45).

Citizen Journalism and Digital Media

While it is important not to see citizen journalism as
simply an outgrowth of the Internet and new media,
three elements of digital media technologies are
critical to the rise of citizen journalism and citizen
media. The first is open publishing. The develop-
ment of an open publishing architecture by Mathew
Arnison and others involved in the 'Active Sydney'
group in 1999, and the adoption of such open
source models by the Independent Media Centres
(Indymedia) that year, was a landmark development
in enabling new forms of news production. Arnison
(2003) drew parallels between open publishing and
the free software movement, arguing that the key
to open publishing, as with open source software,
was that the process of production was open and
transparent.

Second, collaborative editing is vital to citizen
journalism. In his taxonomy of peer-to-peer (P2P)
publishing, and the extent to which a site and a
news practice can be deemed to be open and
participatory, Bruns (2005) differentiates such sites
on the basis of the scope for user participation at
the input stage (contributing stories), output stage
(ability to edit or shape final content), response
stage (ability to comment on, extend, filter, or edit
already published content), and the extent to which
specific roles (editor, journalist, user, reader) are
fixed in the production process.

This generates a continuum of openness across
online news sites, from mainstream online news
sites where a division between the producers and
users of news remains even if there is scope to
comment on stories, through to 'gatekeeping lite'
sites that promote user contributions and some
collaborative editing, through to the editor-assisted
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open news model of Korea's OhMyNews and Media
Channel in the United States, and completely open
and decentralised sites such as Indymedia.

A third factor promoting citizen journalism is
distributed content through RSS (Rich Site
Summary or Really Simple Syndication) feeds.
The great virtue of RSS is that it can take the work
out of accessing new and interesting information,
as users can establish an ongoing link with the
sites that generate content that is of interest to
them, and link to it on their own sites as they see
fil. While RSS development has occurred at some
distance from the concerns of citizen journalism
it greatly assists it by reducing the search costs
associated with accessing valuable information and
insight from trusted sources, as well as building
user communities, thereby transforming news and
information distribution from a hierarchical, top-
down model with high barriers to entry to a more
decentralised and networked model.

Deuze (2003) has proposed that the diversity of
forms of Web-based journalism can be conceived
of as operating across two axes of control and
connectivity. One relates to content, and the
extent to which online news content is primarily or
exclusively sourced from the organisation's staff of
employed journalists with published content subject
to established editorial protocols, as compared
to sites that source content widely an emphasise
the forms of network connectivity that arise from a
diversity of sources participating in providing content
to the site.

The second relates to the cultures in which content
is generated, and the extent to which participatory
communication is highly moderated, as compared
to sites where comment and participation is open
and largely unmoderated. For Deuze, this generated
the following differentiation between the online
news sites of mainstream news organisations such
as CNN, BBC and MSNBC, index and category
sites such as the Drudge Report or Crikey, meta-
comment sites such as MediaChannel, and share
and discussion sites such as Slashdot.

For Deuze, this in turn raises the question of what it
means to transfer news production and distribution
to the online environment. He proposes a four-fold
typology of ways in which online news media is
related to the content-connectivity access on the
one hand, and journalistic culture is open or closed
on the other:

1. Orienting online journalism, which is
largely a repurposing of pre-existing
media content;

2. Monitorial online journalism, which
involves news organisations using
their online sites to seek better user

Dec 2007 Volume 35 Number 5 31

http://www.iicom.org


Citizen Journalism: a primer

Bibliography

Arnison, Matthew 2003, 'Open Publishing is the same as
Free Software', <www.purplebark.netlmaffew/
catlopenpub.html>, first published March 2001,
accessed 28 April 2007.

Bowman, Shayne and Willis, Chris 2003, WeMedia: How
Audiences are Shaping tile Future of News and
Information, The Media Centre, American Press
Institute, July.

Bruns, Axel 2005, Gatewatclling: Collaborative Online
News Production, Peter Lang, New York.

Carey, James 1995, 'The Press, Public Opinion, and Public
Discourse', in T.L. Glasser and C.T. Salmon
(eds.), Public Opinion and the Communication of
Consent, Guilford Press, New York.

Coleman, Stephen, and G0tze, John 2001, Bowling
Together: Online Public Engagement in Policy
Deliberation, Hansard Society, London.

Couldry, Nick 2003, 'Beyond the Hall of Mirrors?
Some Theoretical Reflections on the Global
Contestation of Media Power', in N. Couldry
and J. Curran (eds), Contesting Media Power:
Altemative Media in a Networked World,
Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham MD, PP. 39-54.

Cox, Melissa 2000, 'The Development of Computer-
Assisted Reporting'. Paper presented to the
Association for Education in Journalism and
Mass Communication, University of North
Carolina, Chapel Hill NJ.

Creeber, Glen, and Hills, Ben 2007, 'Editorial-TV III', New
Review of Film and Television Studies 5(1): 1-4.

Deuze, Mark 2003, 'The Web and its Journalisms:
Considering the Consequences of Different
Types of News Media Online', New Media and
Society 5(2): 203-30.

-- 2005, 'What is Journalism? Professional Identity
and Ideology of Journalists Reconsidered',
Joumalism 6(4): 442-64,

George, Cherian 2006, Contentious Journalism and the
Internet: Towards Democratic Discourse in
Malaysia and Singapore, Singapore University
Press.

Gillmor, Dan 2006, We the Media: Grassroots Journalism
by the People, for the People, O'Reilly,
Sebastopol CA.

Glasser, Theodore 2000, 'The Politics of Public
Journalism', Journalism Studies 1(4): 683-96.

Habermas, JOrgen 1995, 'Institutions of the Public
Sphere', in O. Boyd-Barrett and C. Newbold
(eds), Approaches to Media: A Reader, Hodder,
London, pp. 235-44,

Hallin, Daniel 1994, We Keep America on Top of the
World: Television Journalism and the Public
Sphere, Routledge, London.

Hargreaves, Ian 1999, 'The Ethical Boundaries of
Reporting', in M, Ungersma (ed,), Reporters and
the Reported, Centre for Journalism Studies,
Cardiff, pp. 1-15.

Hartley, John 2008, 'Journalism as a Human Right:

The Cultural Approach to Journalism', in
M. Lbffelholz and D. Weaver (eds), Global
Journalism Research, Blackwell, Oxford, pp.
39-51.

Hill, David, and Sen, Krishna 2005, The Internet in
Indonesia's New Democracy, Routledge,
London.

Kalathil, Shanthi, and Boas, Taylor 2003, Open Networks,
Closed Regimes: The Impact of the Internet on
Authoritarian Rule, Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, Washington DC.

Keen, Andrew 2007, The Cult of the Amateur: How Today's
Internet is Killing our Culture, Doubleday, New
York.

Malaysiakini 2007, 'Aboul Malaysiakini.com', <www.
malaysial<ini.com/pages/general/>, accessed 27
April 2007.

McNair, Brian 2006, Cultural Chaos: Journalism, News and
Power in a Globalised World, Routledge, New
York.

OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development) 2003, The e-Government
Imperative. OECD, Paris.

Papacharissi, Zizi 2002. 'The Virtual Sphere: The Internet
as a Public Sphere', New Media and Society
4(1): 9-27,

Redden, Guy 2003, 'Read the Whole Thing: Journalism,
Weblogs and the Re-Mediation of the War in
Iraq', Media International Australia, 109: 153--Q5,

Rogers, Mark, Epstein, Michael, and Reeves, Jimmie
2002, 'The Sopranos as HBO Band Equity:
The Art of Commerce in the Age of Digital
Reproduction', in D. Lavery (ed.), This Thing
of Ours: Investigating tile Sopranos, Columbia
University Press, New York, pp, 42-57.

Romano, Angela 2003. Politics and the Press in Indonesia:
Understanding an Evolving Political Culture,
RoulledgeCurzon, London.

Rosen, Jay 2000. 'Questions and Answers about Public
Journalism', Journalism Studies 1(4): 679-83.

Scott. Ben 2005, 'A Contemporary History of Digital
Journalism', Television and New Media 6(1):
89-126.

United Nations 1948, Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, adopted by the General Assembly of the
United Nations, December 10, < www.un.org/
Overview/rightS.hlml>, accessed 5 May 2007.

Ward, Ian 2003, 'An Australian PR State?', Australian
Journal of Communication 30(1): 25-42.

Witt, Leonard 2004, 'Is Public Journalism Morphing into
the Public's Journalism?', National Civic Review
Fall: 49-57.

Young, Sally 2006, 'Not Biting the Hand that Feeds?
Media Reporting of Govemment Advertising in
Australia', Journalism Studies 7(4): 554-74.

Zellzer, Barbie 2004, Taking Journalism Seriously: News
and the Academy, Sage. Thousand Oaks CA.

-- 2005, 'The Culture of Joumalism', in J. Curran and M.
Gurevitch (eds), Mass Media and Society, 4th edn, Arnold,
London.

38 Volume 35 Number 5 Dec 2007 www.iicom.org

http://www.un.org/
http://www.iicom.org


About the International Institute of Communications

The Independent Forum for Global Communications

• Founded in 1968, the International Institute of Communications (IIC) is an inde-
pendent, non-profit, dynamically-engaged forum for industry, government and
academia to analyse and debate cutting edge issues and trends in communica-
tions, including telecommunications, the internet, broadcasting and new media
and their impact on society

We are the only independent, interdisciplinary forum, in which communications
professionals from all over the world can meet to discuss and debate the issues
in telecommunications, broadcasting, digital media and information technology.

• The IIC's independent and unbiased approach ensures that regulatory bodies
from around the world are willing to participate at our events and that all issues on
the agenda are honestly and comprehensively debated.

Our unique interdisciplinary approach and international reach, with members in
70 countries, make IIC the ideal forum for discussion of the fast moving issues in
today's interdependent and globalised environment. This international network of
members, friends and contacts ensures that knowledge. expertise and perspec-
tives from the world's leading communications organisations are raised in an
open and balanced debate.

The IIC is involved in a wide variety of activities. We publish studies and special
reports and the flagship publication InterMedia. The IIC also runs several key-
stone projects such as the Telecommunications and Media Forum and the Inter-
national Regulators Forum, which meet several times a year in various locations
around the globe. Additionally, each year we host our prestigious Annual Confer-
ence, which a large number of our global membership attends.

The IIC is a varied and remarkable group of people. Being a member of the Insti-
tute means having access to an unrivalled international network of contacts and
information from across the whole communications field.

• For further information and details on how to become a member please visit
www.iicom.org or contact us on +44 (0) 20 77237210 or by email at
s.mann@iicom.org.

http://www.iicom.org
mailto:s.mann@iicom.org.



