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Abstract

This paper proposes a practice-theoretical journalism research approach for an alternate and innovative
perspective of digital journalism’s current empirical challenges. The practice-theoretical approach is intro-
duced by demonstrating its explanatory power in relation to demarcation problems, technological changes,
economic challenges and challenges to journalism'’s legitimacy. Its respective advantages in dealing with
these problems are explained and then compared to established journalism theories. The particular rele-
vance of the theoretical perspective is due to (1) its central decision to observe journalistic practices, (2)
the transgression of conventional journalistic boundaries, (3) the denaturalization of journalistic norms and
laws, (4) the explicit consideration of a material, socio-technical dimension of journalism, (5) a focus on the
conflicting relationship between journalistic practices and media management practices, and (6) prioritizing

order generation over stability.
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1 Introduction’

Theory development is typically regard-
ed as an essential driving force for the
progress of scientific knowledge. It is pri-
marily comprised of the construction
of approaches for responding to newly
emerging theoretical and practical prob-
lems — to empirical challenges — in a cer-
tain field of research (Morrison, 2018).
Altered or new theories should help to
describe, understand, explain and, if pos-
sible, forecast such empirical challenges
and propose solutions. In contrast to the
natural sciences, theory development in
media and communication studies ap-
parently results less from fundamental
anomalies in empirical research than from
relevant aspects of a research object be-

1 This is a slightly updated and translated
version of the German article: Buschow, C.
(2018). Journalistik praxistheoretisch betrei-
ben: Impulse fiir ein dynamisches Verstdnd-
nis des Journalismus im Kontext seiner Neu-
ordnung. Publizistik, 63(4), 513-534. https://
dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11616-018-0458-5.
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ing overlooked or even suppressed, from
the viewpoint of traditional approaches.
Today, against the background of advanc-
ing digitization, the question arises as to
whether the current changes in the me-
dia environment can still be adequately
addressed within the range of established
theories. This is especially relevant to jour-
nalism, since its traditional mass media
structures are collapsing over the course
of economic, technological and socie-
tal changes (Alexander, 2015; Deuze &
Witschge, 2018).

In this paper, I will highlight certain
processes of journalism’s current reorga-
nization and the empirical challenges they
pose, which I aim to address from an alter-
native theoretical angle. In doing so, I will
refer to the family of practice theories that
connect to ongoing renewals in journalism
studies (Ahva, 2017; Ryfe, 2018; Witschge &
Harbers, 2018), as well as media and com-
munication studies (Couldry, 2004; Pent-
zold, 2020). These theories have gained
popularity in numerous fields of the social
sciences, especially because they promise
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innovative perspectives and new concep-
tualizations of problems. Unlike middle
range theories (Merton, 1968), practice
theories are not clearly structured, falsifi-
able systems of hypotheses. In the empir-
ical-pragmatic interpretation I present in
this paper, they act more as a ‘theoretical
toolbox’ that enables new types of ques-
tions, perspectives and forms of empiri-
cal research (Nicolini, 2012, pp. 216-219;
Reckwitz, 2002, p. 257). With this, I aim to
provide a practice-driven journalism re-
search approach that allows for the rein-
terpretation of current empirical challeng-
es, especially in journalistic production
(Ryfe, 2018). However, I do not explicitly
seek to present practice theories in their
entirety, deconstruct them critically, con-
ceptually enhance them, or compare dif-
ferent streams of literature.

The paper is structured as follows: In
Section 2, central empirical challenges of
journalism are briefly summarized, which
are primarily initiated by digitization and
interpreted as building blocks of its cur-
rent reorganization. Section 3 drafts an
empirical-pragmatic  interpretation of
practice theories and illustrates their (ex-
emplary) potential for the observation
and reinterpretation of the challenges de-
scribed. Thus, as summarized in Section
4, a promising perspective on journalism
is proposed, one which can provide inno-
vative impulses for the progress of scien-
tific knowledge in the field. This does not
mean, however, that established theories
should be discarded. Nevertheless, a crit-
ical revision seems to be necessary (espe-
cially given developments in the field), so
that theories of journalism studies do not
become an “obstacle to knowledge” (Riihl,
2011, p. 11, my translation).

2 Empirical challenges: The
reorganization of journalism under
digitization

At least four intertwined, partly global
problems pose empirical challenges to
journalism (Neuberger, 2018; Siles & Bocz-
kowski, 2012): (1) increasing problems
of definition and demarcation in digital

media, (2) the rapid development of new
technology, (3) difficulties in financing
journalism, and (4) a widely-reported cri-
sis of its legitimacy and authority. These
empirical challenges have been, as I will
illustrate in the following, essentially ini-
tiated or advanced by the digitization of
today’s media environment.

2.1 Demarcation
In a media landscape characterized by
print and broadcasting, definitional ques-
tions of journalism have been primarily
a matter of academic controversy. To the
extent that the emergence of digital media
today enables the participation of every
user, with new voices gaining publicity and
communication power (Castells, 2009),
the formerly academic discussion about
journalism’s boundaries is becoming in-
creasingly relevant in praxis: who can be
considered a journalist today if everyone
can publish, and at any time? What dis-
tinguishes journalistic actors from other
speakers in digital media? What relation-
ship should journalism have with these
communicators? The variety of answers to
these questions reflects a growing uncer-
tainty on all sides — journalistic profession,
users, scholarship — about the phenomena
that can still be classified as ‘journalistic’
(Loosen, 2015, p. 77; Neuberger, 2018,
pp. 36-38).

This “identity crisis” (Neuberger, 2018,
p- 36, my translation) provokes active
boundary work on the part of journalists
(Carlson & Lewis, 2015). Today, the differ-
ences between journalism and the forms
of public communication that have mostly
emerged under conditions of digitization
and compete for users’ attention are being
consciously stressed. For instance, differ-
ences between individuals with high levels
of publicity and reach (so-called ‘influenc-
ers’), social networks and their algorithms,
citizen journalism, advertising, and corpo-
rate communication.

2.2 Technology

Due to the rapid development of new (in-
ternet) technologies, which are reaching
market maturity in increasingly shorter in-
tervals, and due to the growing relevance



Buschow / Studies in Communication Sciences 20.2 (2020), pp. 227241 229

of data and networks in a digitalized me-
dia environment, journalism seems to be
caught up in a technology race that takes
on crisis-like characteristics. Enormous
pressure to change and great uncertainties
are evident in at least three areas: (1) work-
ing methods, (2) products and genres, and
(3) (editorial) organization and forms of
cooperation.

1. As new technologies make their way
into the core of journalism, estab-
lished ways of working are changed
and questioned, while new ones are
created (Anderson & De Maeyer, 2015;
Lewis & Westlund, 2015). Datafication
has opened up innovative research
and verification possibilities, as well
as completely new data journalistic
activities (Hermida & Young, 2019).
User data, such as that generated when
sharing or commenting on news, also
has a great influence when the data
traces generated become the basis of
journalistic work and control its activi-
ties (Tandoc, 2019). Non-human actors
are becoming increasingly important
for the execution of journalistic activ-
ities, such as when computer systems
select, present or even generate news
(so-called ‘automated journalism’)
(Hermida & Young, 2019).

2. “Virtual reality”, “augmented reality”,
“speech recognition” and other tech-
nologies have opened up potential
for modified modes of presentation,
genres and completely new media
products in digital journalism (Godul-
la & Wolf, 2017). Each time, the ques-
tion arises as to whether journalism
should make use of a new technol-
ogy/platform for the circulation of
news, because it has the potential to
develop into a new mass medium, or
whether it is just hype.

3. As “post-industrial means of produc-
tion” (Alexander, 2015, p. 17), hardware
and software technologies create the
basis for new forms of networked co-
operation in journalism, which are no
longer necessarily bound to traditional
workplaces like the newsroom (Ander-
son, Bell, & Shirky, 2012).

2.3 Economy

The current financial difficulties of jour-
nalism have arisen under a digital media
economy in which competition for atten-
tion has become much fiercer, unlike print
and broadcast media (Nielsen, 2016). The
long-established business model of the
daily newspaper is barely functional under
these conditions. Journalistic media prod-
ucts currently only generate small profits,
both on the digital advertising and read-
er markets (Buschow & Wellbrock, 2019;
Picard, 2014).

Since no economically sustainable
alternatives to the traditional revenue
streams have yet been developed, jour-
nalism faces great economic uncertainty.
A large number of press publishers are re-
acting to the economic challenges brought
about by digitization by consolidating and
reducing costs, and in some cases entire
newspapers have been discontinued. Be-
tween 2006 and 2013, 40,000 jobs were
cut across all the publishers in Germany
(Seufert, 2013). In some cases, this has
led to atypical employment relationships
(Deuze & Witschge, 2018) and the emer-
gence of new companies and start-ups
outside established media structures (Bu-
schow, 2020; Kiing, 2015). In this increas-
ingly precarious economic environment,
journalism can hardly take place under
comparable working conditions to those
possible in the mass media structures of
the 20" century (Anderson et al., 2012;
Deuze & Witschge, 2018).

2.4 Legitimacy

Journalism has recently become the fo-
cus of heated controversy about its privi-
leged social position, following (political)
attacks. Some parts of the population are
questioning its legitimacy, authority and
truthfulness, and claiming that there has
been a stark drop in quality (Quandt, 2018).
Debate is emerging about echo chambers
and filter bubbles, which are supposed to
be created by communication and datafi-
cation on platforms and presumably lead
to a fragmentation of audiences and in-
creasing polarization on the spectrum of
opinions (Pariser, 2011).
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The empirical data on alleged quality
losses is as ambiguous as that on the wide-
ly-reported loss of trust and echo cham-
bers/filter bubbles (Neuberger, 2018). At
the same time, these debates about legit-
imacy affect journalism in the already-vol-
atile times that digitization has created.
Legitimacy debates are a plausible conse-
quence of new forms of public communi-
cation in digital media, which, as indicated
in Section 2.1, now fundamentally enable
all kinds of ‘media critique’ (Jarren, 2016).

3 Theoretical reactions: A practice-
driven approach to addressing the
empirical challenges of journalism

The crisis-like developments identified in
the previous section can be interpreted as
the expression of a reorganization of jour-
nalism under the conditions of its digitiza-
tion (Buschow, 2018). They pose empirical
challenges that are acknowledged as rele-
vant both within and outside the academ-
ic world. The extent to which a theory can
grasp these challenges and deal with them
productively is an important criterion for
evaluating its performance.

Are established theoretical approach-
es capable of adequately focusing on the
challenges outlined above and proposing
productive solutions to them? A substan-
tial number of the approaches still applied
in journalism studies today have been
developed in the light of historical con-
ditions. Modern research on journalism
emerged when many of its research ob-
jects (media organizations, newsrooms,
employed journalists) were quite homo-
geneous and distinct. Against this back-
ground, empirical research on the profes-
sional field of journalism and its actors in
particular has been accused of a certain
“abstinence from theory”, as it takes con-
cepts and categories for granted and ap-
plies them without sufficient theoretical
reflection (Raabe, 2005, p. 19; Riihl, 2011,
pp- 11-12). In a simplified form, the the-
oretical field of journalism studies can be
categorized as follows: on the one hand,
theories of middle or small range focus on
explaining the emergence of journalistic

output by considering influencing factors
on different levels or to focus on journal-
istic mechanisms of content presentation
(e.g. news values research, gatekeeping
approach, agenda-setting theory). On
the other hand, attempts were made — at
least in the German-speaking scientific
community — to embed research in the so-
called ‘grand social theories), e.g. in the so-
cial systems theory with reference to Niklas
Luhmann or in Marx’s historical materi-
alism (Loeffelholz & Quandt, 2005). The
epistemological interests of these journal-
ism theories and their mechanisms in the
conceptualization of empirical problems
are mainly based on the questions and an-
swers of pre-digital journalism, in which
its order seemed to be taken for granted,
and remained largely unquestioned.

There have thus been increasing signs
of a “next generation of journalism theory”
(the title of an edited book by Altmeppen,
Hanitzsch, & Schliiter, 2007, my transla-
tion). Several authors are concerned that re-
searching journalism with entrenched con-
cepts, traditional terminology and middle
range theories based on principles of falsi-
fication could suppress novelty in the re-
search area (Ahva, 2017; Deuze & Witschge,
2018; Ryfe, 2018; Witschge & Harbers, 2018).
Deuze and Witschge (2018, p. 177) have
called for “a toolkit that looks at the field
as a moving object and as a dynamic set of
practices and expectations — a profession in
a permanent process of becoming”. Such a
theoretical toolbox can be developed, as I
will illustrate in the following, based on the
family of practice theories.

3.1 Background: An empirical-pragmatic
interpretation of practice theories
Although several heterogeneous approa-
ches are regarded as practice theories,
which can be traced back to different
fields of origin (sociology, social philos-
ophy, sociology of science, science and
technology studies, etc.) and which are
clearly distinctive in detail, they are nev-
ertheless connected by a certain “family
resemblance” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 244).?

2 Due to the limited scope of this paper and
its aim of proposing an ‘ideal type’ of prac-
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What practice theories have in common
is that they develop a novel kind of social
ontology through which the world can be
experienced in a specific way: their atten-
tion is on social practices as fundamental
units of analysis, which (from this point
of view) form the relevant constituents of
everyday human life and the social world
(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Giddens,
1976; Giddens, 1984; Nicolini, 2012; Reck-
witz, 2002; Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, & von
Savigny, 2001; Schatzki, 2002; Schatzki,
2016; Shove, Pantzar, & Watson, 2012). In
essence, social practices can be under-
stood as typical patterns of action, which
are enacted regularly, across contexts, at
different times and in different places. Al-
though this definition highlights a certain
routinization, regularity and stability of
social practices, the transformative poten-
tial of practices must always be taken into
account. Anthony Giddens (1976, p. 102)
emphasizes that social practices carry
both continuity and renewal: “All repro-
duction is necessarily production, howev-
er, and the seed of change is there in every
act which contributes towards the repro-
duction of any ‘ordered’ form of social
life.” Social practices constitute broader
social phenomena, the so-called practice
constellations (such as organizations, net-
works or markets) which indicate a certain
orderliness of the social (Giddens, 1984;
Schatzki, 2016, pp. 5-7).

Even if practice theories always take
social practices as their starting point,
they by no means only focus on the local,
situational actions of actors — unlike clas-
sical theories of action or interpretative
phenomenological approaches (Giddens,
1976). In addition to an in-depth analy-
sis of individual practices, the aim is to
reflect on their structural embedding, on
their interweaving and interdependence
with other practices, their effects and so-
cial consequences in the constitution
of wider-reaching phenomena (cf. Bus-

tice theories for use in journalism research,
the theoretical and methodological differ-
ences between these individual approaches
cannot be discussed in detail in the follow-
ing (for an introduction, see Nicolini, 2012;
Reckwitz, 2002; Shove et al., 2012).

chow, 2018, pp. 233-235; Nicolini, 2012,
pp- 228-235; Schatzki, 2016, pp. 16-23).
Social practices thus always remain tied
to a trans-situational structure, which pro-
vides a backdrop for analysis and can be
refocused on again at any time.

Due to their focus, practice theories
cannot be meaningfully classified either
as action or structural theories: they do
not begin with superordinate structures or
with the single actions of individuals, but
focus on typical patterns of action in a re-
search area and link these with structural
conditions and consequences (Giddens,
1984). However, it is the constant, repet-
itive interaction of action and structure
in and through social practices that (re-)
produces social order, whose continuous
production, perpetuation and eventual
disruption are the programmatic core of
practice-theoretical research interest. In
the understanding of practice theories, so-
cial phenomena - including subjects, their
mental characteristics and structures — are
not axiomatically presupposed by theory
but are first and foremost shaped and (re-)
produced by social practices (cf. Schatzki
2002, pp. 89-105). To this end, practices
‘choose’ various (possibly also non-hu-
man) actors as carriers and, thus, (re-)pro-
ducers (cf. Shove et al. 2012, pp. 63-66).
The focus of the approaches considered
here is therefore less on fixed entities, but
rather on fluid processes and the mech-
anisms through which order is generat-
ed. At the same time, theories of practice
bear critical potential, such as when they
reveal the inequalities and power differ-
ences reproduced in praxis and when they
question their “reification” — an assumed
non-human facticity of human phenom-
ena (cf. Berger & Luckmann, 1967, p. 88).

In recent years, practice theories have
sparked a broad spectrum of novel re-
search in numerous social science disci-
plines. They are particularly stimulating
where traditional theories, categorizations
and terminology have reached the limits
of dynamic fields of investigation and em-
pirical challenges. This is because prac-
tice theories denaturalize the theoretical
entities derived from previous research,
the seemingly self-evident definitional
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instruments and their established (actor)
categories which have been consolidated
over longer periods. These can, therefore,
suppress the observation of changes in
journalism (Domingo, Masip, & Costera
Meijer, 2015, p. 64).

Practice theories should thus not be
understood as permanent knowledge,
from which hypotheses can be empirically
derived, tested and possibly falsified. They
are more of a theoretical point of depar-
ture from which an altered understanding
of the current challenges facing journal-
ism is possible, and from which innovative
research can be initiated. Nicolini (2012)
showed that such an empirical-pragmatic
interpretation of practice theories is prac-
ticable when he proposed a “toolkit ap-
proach” (pp. 213-241) that allows for new
questions and the reinterpretation of em-
pirical challenges (also see Reckwitz, 2002,
Pp- 257-259). Such a toolbox includes the
characteristics of the practice theories out-
lined in this section: a specific conceptual
instrument, basic units of analysis, and
assumptions about processes and mech-
anisms in the constitution of social order.

3.2 The performance of practice

theories in conceptualizing the

reorganization of journalism
It is apparent that the interpretation of
practice theories I have developed here is
capable of conceptualizing the current re-
organization of journalism. A primacy of
the empirical, a focus on the accomplish-
ment of typical patterns of action, and a
processual, dynamic understanding of a
constantly evolving order (instead of fun-
damental stability) are the important ad-
vantages of an analytical perspective that
seeks to grasp the increasingly fluid insti-
tutional context of journalism.?

In terms of practice theories, jour-

nalism is always ‘in the making’. It is con-

3 These characteristics prove to be advantages
with regard to the specific objectives of this
paper - to provide a new research perspec-
tive for the empirical challenges of journal-
ism outlined above. Other characteristics of
practice theories, which could not be dis-
cussed here, may be considered advantages
for other objectives (see also Section 4).

stituted, perpetuated and changed as a
practice constellation solely through the
enactment of social practices. What is con-
sidered journalism is taken from the on-
going praxis itself — from what the actors
regularly do across contexts, and them-
selves define as journalism. At the same
time, it is newly empiricized: journalism is
what is established as ‘journalism’ both in
and through social practices (Ahva, 2017;
Buschow, 2018; Raabe, 2005; Ryfe, 2018;
Witschge & Harbers, 2018). The question
of which social practices to focus on is an
empirical one, which does not necessarily
have to be decided before the start of the
research process. With such an open and
exploratory procedure, unexpected find-
ings that have not been specifically looked
for beforehand can be captured.

In the following, the potential of a
practice-driven journalism research ap-
proach will be explained, with reference
to central problems of journalism’s reor-
ganization, as outlined in Section 2. The
main focus will be on demonstrating the
extent to which a practice-theoretical ap-
proach proves to be useful and innova-
tive, in order to productively address the
four empirical challenges. Does the prac-
tice-theoretical perspective provide alter-
native perspectives that stand out from
the established approaches of journalism
studies? Does it open up promising start-
ing points for new questions and empiri-
cal investigations?

3.2.1 Demarcation: Capturing new
practices and actors by deliberately
crossing borders

How can the proposed perspective help

to overcome the identity crisis of journal-

ism outlined in Section 2.12 The answer to
this question is sobering: practice theories
are quite unsuitable for making a tangi-
ble distinction between media contexts
that could support journalists in drawing
boundaries with neighboring communi-
cation phenomena, such as PR or propa-
ganda. The expectation is already at the
core of the idea that practice constellations
have blurred often precarious boundar-
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ies.* Anthony Giddens (1984, p. 165), for
instance, highlights that “it is important
to re-emphasise that the term ‘social sys-
tem’ should not be understood to desig-
nate only clusters of social relations whose
boundaries are clearly set off from others.
The degree of ‘systemness’ is very vari-
able...”. The proposed approach hence
stands in stark contrast to system-theoret-
ical principles, which intend to clearly de-
lineate the journalistic system by means of
specific functional attributions (cf. Raabe,
2005, pp. 48-75). This results in at least
four promising research perspectives that
hold potential for conceptual innovations
and impulses in journalism studies.

As outlined above, all practice theories
start with a focus on social practices, i.e.
the typical patterns of action in a research
area. From a research strategic point of
view, normative classifications such as
“journalistic programs” that are ground-
ed in past studies do not a priori prescribe
the aspects to be examined (Buschow,
2018, pp. 119-121). Instead, it is primarily
through empirical research that the prac-
tices that produce the social phenomenon
of ‘journalism’ are exposed. Therefore,
even in established work environments
like the newsroom, the established social
praxis of everyday news work becomes
visible, along with the (possible new) ac-
tivities that were not dealt with by previous
research, or only very marginally (Ahva,
2017). Through the practice-theoretical
lens, ‘boundary management’ (the dis-
tinction between and drawing of boundar-
ies; see Section 2.1) becomes recognizable
as a journalistic practice that exerts a de-
cisive influence on the emergence of jour-
nalism as a practice constellation, just like

4 From my point of view, a practice-driven
journalism research approach does not in-
tend to completely ‘erode’ the limits of its
research object (Ahva, 2017; Ryfe, 2018). It is
rather about breaking with what I call ‘defi-
nitional orthodoxy’: Practice-driven journal-
ism research differs from such approaches
that in a traditional (“orthodox”) way very
narrowly define the spectrum of journalistic
actors and thus exclude important research
objects from whose investigation these ap-
proaches would have empirically benefited.

the well-established practices of investi-
gating or selecting in newsrooms that were
usually examined in journalism studies
(Buschow, 2018, p. 120; Lewis & Westlund,
2015, pp. 28-33). The example emphasizes
the extent to which the practice-driven re-
search approach can identify new or pre-
viously marginalized patterns of action in
the traditional work environment.

Furthermore, practice theories open
up an innovative perspective, because
they do not adopt the often value-laden
debates of demarcation, but quite deliber-
ately exceed the boundaries of the estab-
lished set of actors in journalism. Past and
empirical studies on the professional field
of journalism, which are mainly informed
by systems theory, usually start with a few
narrowly-focused categories of actors,
such as ‘press publishers, ‘broadcasters’
or ‘full-time journalists’. Practice theories
are not based on these traditional catego-
ries. Thus, in principle, a greater variety of
actors as carriers of journalistic practices
can be examined: journalism research can
then be applied to organizations such as
start-ups or research networks, as well as
to non-human, sociotechnical actors (al-
gorithms, robots or code), which now car-
ry out activities previously performed by
humans (Buschow, 2018, pp. 330-335).

Seen through the lens of practice the-
ories, the normative premises or laws of
journalism also appear in a different light.
They are often interpreted as preceding or
superordinate to social praxis, and demar-
cations are thus established on their basis,
for instance in media systems research or
media law (cf. Witschge & Harbers, 2018,
p- 107). From the perspective followed
here, however, these norms and laws,
which are in a certain respect ‘reified’ (see
Section 3.1), must be understood as social
constructions and as condensed, codified
results of previous social praxis.

Practice theories can be applied in
order to explore the mobility and strate-
gic transportation of journalistic practices
into new contexts — together with the con-
sequences for the practices concerned, the
practice constellations and their boundar-
ies. They promise insights into the way in
which practices are Te-localized’ beyond
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pre-defined borders. In doing so, it is pos-
sible to trace the extent to which journalis-
tic practices are removed from their orig-
inal (organizational) contexts and copied
or imitated in new environments, such as
in corporate publishing or in the so-called
‘newsrooms’ of political parties, with the
aim of legitimizing the activities under-
taken there, or creating brand value (Neu-
berger, 2018, pp. 37-38).

Since established practices, tradi-
tional actors and reified norms do not
mark the boundaries of the research area,
the practice-theoretical conceptualiza-
tion remains open to grey areas and nich-
es which can anticipate future steps in the
development of journalism, and show-
case possible futures (Strippel et al., 2018,
p. 12-13). With reference to practice theo-
ries, a much wider spectrum of journalis-
tic activities and actors can be registered
when compared to the established the-
ories, which often start ‘top-down’ from
existing organizations, individuals or ac-
tivities. Practice theories’ sensitivity to
variety and diversity promises to tie jour-
nalism studies closer to its research object,
which in its richness is experienced in a
new, empirical-explorative way (Couldry
2004; Deuze & Witschge, 2020; Witschge &
Harbers, 2018). In practice-driven journal-
ism research, the empirical challenges of
demarcating journalism are therefore to
be reinterpreted as a promising starting
point for empirical research to transgress
certain, supposedly solid boundaries of
journalism.

3.2.2 Technology: Understanding
technology as a constitutive element
of social practices

There is no agreement within the family of

practice theories as to whether social prac-

tices are the basic building blocks of social
life, or whether practices are to be traced
back to other components. If the latter
view is held, then interpretative, normative
and material components of social prac-
tices are usually differentiated between

(Reckwitz, 2002; Shove et al., 2012). Since

the practice-theoretical approach takes all

three analytical dimensions into account,
itintegrates previously separate social-the-

oretical perspectives. It not only allows in-
dividual rules of journalism (professional
and legal norms, quality standards, role
attributions, public image, etc.) or isolated
resources (tools, technologies and infra-
structure, business models, etc.) to be ex-
amined selectively, but also focuses on the
interaction of all these components in and
through the journalistic practices that inte-
grate them (Buschow, 2018, pp. 121-125).
Such an integrative, anti-reductionist ap-
proach clearly distinguishes practice the-
ories from classical social theories, which
often focus on a single social dimension,
such as economic resources or cultural dis-
course (cf. Giddens, 1981, p. 26).

The material world (bodies, natural
things, artifacts, etc.) and technology are
seen to have an essential meaning in the
constitution of social practices.® Neverthe-
less, practice theories do not understand
technology as a seemingly autonomous,
natural resource that, once invented, sud-
denly creates upheavals in journalism. The
appropriation and application of technol-
ogies within social practices (such as the
journalistic practices of investigating, se-
lecting, and producing) is only possible
and meaningful because of the carrier’s
knowledge of these practices. Actors must
take possession of technology by ‘putting
it into practice’, and institutionalize its use
before it can actually lead to renewal in a
practice constellation (Feldman & Orli-
kowski, 2011, pp. 1247-1249).

The conceptualization of technology
as a resource to be integrated within jour-
nalistic practices demystifies, to a certain
extent, claims of the technology-induced
pressure for change presented in Section
2.2. It avoids two fundamental theoreti-
cal problems (Alexander, 2015): a deter-
ministic understanding of technology as
an external, largely independent force
that quasi-automatically triggers change,
and a voluntaristic perspective of tech-
nology as a genuine positive tool that en-

5 Controversies within the family of practice
theories arise from the question whether
objects and things can be understood as in-
dependent agents (“actants”) (e.g. Schatzki,
2002, pp. 190-210).



Buschow / Studies in Communication Sciences 20.2 (2020), pp. 227241 235

ables journalists to work more freely and
self-determinedly. From the perspective of
practice theories, both approaches, some
of which are represented in established
research (cf. Witschge & Harbers, 2018,
p. 109), must be rejected as reductionist.
The perspective proposed here thus differs
clearly from a technology-dependent or a
technology-skeptical journalism research
approach.

From the perspective of practice theo-
ries, specific questions can then be raised:
what significance do individual technolo-
gies have as resources within the accom-
plishment of a specific journalistic prac-
tice? With new technologies, how does this
practice differ from its past conditions?
How do the new technologies find their
way into journalistic practices, and what
other components (e.g. discourses on
their usage) do they carry into the prac-
tice constellation of journalism (cf. Shove
et al,, 2012, pp. 21-41)? An exemplary re-
sult of the influx of technology is the phe-
nomenon of data journalism, understood
from a practice-theoretical perspective as
an integration of resources and discourses
from data analytics, statistics, computer
and hacker culture in journalistic prax-
is. The same applies to drone or sensor
journalism, by means of which previously
separate practice constellations (aviation,
computer science, robotics) are finding
their way into journalism.

The analytical gain of this perspective
is also visible in the influence of technol-
ogy on news production structures and
organizational forms of journalism. New
software and hardware technologies, as
components of journalistic practices, al-
low for the joint management of these
practices as virtually mediated, without
necessarily presupposing the same physi-
cal location or simultaneous activities on
the part of their carriers (Knorr-Cetina &
Bruegger, 2002). Based on the introduc-
tion of the telegraph in the 19" century,
Anthony Giddens addressed this phe-
nomenon with reference to the concept
of “time-space distanciation” (Giddens,
1991, pp. 23-27). Today, however, tech-
nologies in social practices become even
more decisive for the constitution of de-

localized, disintegrated and networked
forms of journalistic work (Buschow, 2018,
pp. 335-341). The analytical focus on the
procedural nature of technology and on
its role as a component of social practices
provides an enriching perspective for con-
temporary journalism research.

3.2.3 Economics: Unbundling the

tense interrelationship between

Journalism and media management
Unsurprisingly, practice theories do not
succeed in formulating prescriptive rec-
ommendations for the development of
financing alternatives in journalism that
could be used to solve the economic dif-
ficulties outlined in Section 2.3. Rather,
the approach advocated here presents
economic problems in a new light. They
are taken as opportunities to unravel the
significant and tense interrelationship be-
tween journalism and media management
(e.g. Altmeppen, 2006; Bachmann, 2017).
In this way, practice theories sensitize us to
the fact that economic conditions always
have both a restrictive and an enabling in-
fluence on journalism. This distinguishes
them explicitly from system theories, in
which it is sometimes argued that jour-
nalism has ‘built its organizations’ The
fact that clearly economically-motivat-
ed media companies (cf. Ludwig, 1999)
created these organizations under spe-
cific conditions is neglected here. From
a practice-theoretical point of view, the
disciplinary separation of ‘journalism’ and
‘media management’ is recognizable as an
artificial juxtaposition (especially under
current market conditions and the com-
petition for attention) which sometimes
conceals certain power relations (Knoche,
2014). Unlike approaches based on Marx,
however, in theories of practice, economic
conditions are not understood as inescap-
able constraints, but as media manage-
ment practices that are an integral part
of journalism and which should not have
been given conceptual precedence from
the very beginning.

From a practice-theoretical perspec-
tive, the mutual influence of management
practices and journalistic practices, their
concatenation and interdependence, and
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the social effects associated with them can
be seen very clearly (Winter & Buschow,
2017). Media management practices de-
termine the respective business models
for financing journalism. Just like technol-
ogy (see Section 3.2.2), business models
are presented as components of journal-
istic practices. In this context, advertis-
ing financing has different effects on the
implementation of journalistic practices
to financing primarily through subscrip-
tions. As practice-theoretical research on
newly founded organizations in journal-
ism shows, the coupling of these start-ups
with new sources of financing and with
changed business models has a decisive
influence on the type of journalism pro-
duced (Buschow, 2018, pp. 344-346). In
order to attract venture capital financing,
for instance, start-ups must align their
journalistic practices with the expecta-
tions of their investors (Buschow, 2018,
pp- 272-275). The practice constellations,
which emerge through the interlocking
of journalistic practices and media man-
agement practices, influence the function
and the goals that start-ups combine with
their journalistic products, as well as, pre-
sumably, the image of their social role and
journalistic output (Buschow, 2018, p. 357).

The consideration of media manage-
ment practices in general and of business
models as components of journalistic
practices appears, then, to be a promising
undertaking for journalism that wants to
take appropriate account of the economic
upheavals in its subject area, without nec-
essarily assuming a primacy of the eco-
nomic realm.

3.2.4 Legitimacy: Applying controversies
as episodes of journalism’s
permanent becoming

Practice theories alter perspectives on the

frequently discussed crisis of journalism’s

legitimacy (see Section 2.4). From a prac-
tice-driven viewpoint, these discourses

underline the fact that journalism is not a

fixed, reified entity, but rather constantly

‘in the making’ through the enactment of

social practices (Deuze & Witschge, 2018,

p. 169). Numerous individual and corpo-

rate actors participate (more or less con-

sciously) in the constitution of journalism,
such as journalists, media managers, us-
ers, companies and political parties. The
social praxis of journalism is neither the
result of the efforts of certain individuals
or partial groups nor the result of some
anonymous force which works behind the
backs of the actors (‘invisible hand’, histor-
ical laws, etc., as assumed in some grandi-
ose social theories). Neither is journalism
a “rational product” (Park, 1923, p. 273)
which is planned or determined by these
mechanisms. This is particularly evident
today under the conditions of digital, net-
worked media, and was already a topic of
the sociological Chicago school around
Robert E. Park, who emphasized:

The press, as it exists, is not, as our moralists
sometimes seem to assume, the wilful prod-
uct of any little group of living men. On the
contrary, it is the outcome of an historic pro-
cess in which many individuals participated
without foreseeing what the ultimate product
of their labors was to be. The newspaper|...]
is not wholly a rational product. No one
sought to make it just what it is. In spite of all
the efforts of individual men and generations
of men to control it and to make it something
after their own heart, it has continued to grow
and change in its own incalculable ways.
(Park, 1923, p. 273).

Against the backdrop of fierce media cri-
tique (which may be based on false em-
pirical assumptions, see Section 2.4, but
exemplarily illustrates the influence of nu-
merous actors in the constitution of jour-
nalism), the practice-theoretical perspec-
tive proves useful for grasping episodes of
continuous generation, stabilization and
disruption of journalism’s order.

From this, the following research op-
portunities arise (among others): by spe-
cifically focusing on the emergence of or-
der, practice-driven journalism research
can observe how new concepts of jour-
nalism are developed in response to de-
bates on its legitimacy and quality. It can
also understand these new concepts as
the results of power struggles between ac-
tors. In doing so, it investigates the actors’
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vested interests, means of power and (ma-
terial) resources, as I have shown in a re-
construction of the debate on an ancillary
copyright for press publishers in Germany
(Buschow, 2012). Finally, the perspective
allows for the reconstruction of the extent
to which (individual and corporate) actors
are ‘manufactured’ into a specific role —
e.g. as ajournalist or journalistic organiza-
tion — through their enactment of certain
practices in the first place.

4 Conclusion

Practice theories understand journalism as
a social phenomenon that can be grasped
by means of the social practices that are
recursively (re-)produced in their enact-
ment over time and space. In this paper, I
have argued that the definitional, techno-
logical, economic and legitimation-related
empirical challenges of journalism, which
arose primarily in the context of its digi-
tization, appear in a new light from such
a perspective and can thus be dealt with
more productively. On this basis, the pre-
vious chapters outlined points of depar-
ture for alternative questions and empiri-
cal perspectives. The particular relevance
and specific advantages of a theoretical
perspective that understands journalism
as social praxis primarily result from the
following characteristics:

1. Central decision to observe journalistic
practices: A relatively impartial, induc-
tive empirical approach to journalistic
practices can also capture such pat-
terns of action that — unlike the ‘stan-
dard practices’ described in traditional
journalism studies — have not been the
focus of previous research.

2. Transgression of conventional bound-
aries of journalism: An initial focus
on journalistic practices decentralizes
established sets of actors, so that even
marginal actors, niche phenomena
and contexts formerly regarded as dis-
tant from journalism attract research
attention — in the sense of “theoriz-
ing journalism from the ground up”
(Deuze & Witschge, 2018, p. 169).

3. Denaturalization of journalistic norms
and laws: The constitution of social
praxis through constant (re-)produc-
tion explains apparently reified norms
and laws of journalism as the results
of previous social practices, which, as
Riihl (1980) states, are not “[categories]
for the essence of journalism that [are]
fixed forever, unchangeable” (p. 327,
my translation).

4. Consideration of a material, sociotech-
nical dimension of journalism: Practice
theories also emphasize the material
dimension of social life. They empha-
size the fundamental intertwining of
technology with journalistic practic-
es, and refer to the possible agency of
technology in journalism.

5. Conflicting relationship between jour-
nalistic practices and media manage-
ment practices: By researching the in-
terconnectedness of social practices,
the collision of practices — for instance,
between journalism and media man-
agement — can be grasped and exam-
ined with regard to their (intended and
unintended) effects.

6. Prioritizing order generation over
stability: By taking into account the
constitutional mechanisms of order
generation in journalism, practice the-
ories sensitize us to the fact that work
on journalism is always carried out by
numerous heterogeneous actors, who
have often been given insufficient con-
sideration in research.

Despite these strengths, the application of
practice theories will hardly solve all the
challenges of contemporary journalism
(research). Above all, practice theories do
not make prescriptive recommendations
that would offer clear solutions to concrete
problems (see Shove et al., 2012, pp. 162—
164). In the interpretation presented here,
they form an alternative perspective for
the exploration of journalism, from which
its problems and challenges appear in a
different light and can be reflected upon
in a new way (Nicolini, 2012; Shove et al.,
2012).

Practice theories have been criticized
on various occasions. Among the prob-
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lems identified are an investigation of so-
cial practices that mostly relies on enact-
ment in the field itself, the risk of following
a definitional relativism that puts the nor-
mative foundations of journalism at stake,
and a theoretical bias that could under-
estimate the stability of order. Anderson
(2020) has recently criticized how prac-
tice-driven journalism studies “does not
do enough to explain how media actually
matter for culture and politics in the ear-
ly 21% century” (p. 349), particularly as it
does not take sufficient account of media
content. This criticism must be adequately
reflected upon in practice-driven journal-
ism research. It points to the fact that the
field needs a rich pluralism of theories, so
that the blind spots of practice theories
become visible and can be addressed with
alternative approaches (Anderson, 2020;
Steensen & Ahva, 2015).

In this paper, I have developed a sim-
plified understanding of practice theories
as a theoretical toolbox for new perspec-
tives and alternate conceptualizations of
problems in journalism studies. Further
accentuations (e.g. the body-bound na-
ture of social praxis, or the tacit knowledge
inscribed in practices) and controversies
within the family of practice theories could
not be taken up from the empirical-prag-
matic understanding presented here. With
few exceptions, there was no occasion in
this paper for a systematic comparison of
practice theories in relation to more estab-
lished social theories.

Where can practice-driven journalism
research start in empirical investigations?
Several points of departure are conceiv-
able: it can start out from a single journalis-
tic practice, which is captured in depth, fol-
lowed over space and time, and examined
with regard to changes of (several of) its
components (“follow the elements of prac-
tice”; Shove et al., 2012, p. 22). It can focus
on concrete ‘sites of the social’ (Schatzki,
2002), for instance on established news-
rooms or news start-ups, which, of course,
always have to be regarded as provisional
products of social praxis (Ahva, 2017).% Fi-

6 Here, however, there is a risk of defining
and ‘cutting’ practices in a classical social

nally, it can analyze the linkage of practices
into broader practice constellations, and
thus trace the genesis of newly-emerg-
ing production networks that have so far
played only a minor role in (German) jour-
nalism studies (Buschow, 2018). As social
science methods, primarily qualitative
(participant) observations and news work
ethnographies prove to be adequate, since
they allow for the following of social prac-
tices in their actual enactment (Ryfe, 2018).
Nevertheless, their application is always
limited when journalistic practices, as vir-
tually mediated practices, are carried out
neither at the same time nor in the same
place, something which seems increasing-
ly to be the case (Anderson, 2011). Here,
approaches of “multi-sited ethnography”
(Marcus, 1995) can be considered. For spe-
cial research contexts (e.g. media compa-
nies where the implementation of (some)
practices is the subject of in-depth discur-
sive reflection), non-observational, ver-
bal methods such as survey studies (with
‘practitioners’ or in ‘communities of prac-
tice’) and document analyses may also be
viable (Hitchings, 2012).”

It was the German journalism scholar
Manfred Riithl who emphasized that schol-
ars alone are in the position “to enter new
territory that is difficult to access, i.e. to
think about journalism other than only in
terms of the categories and concepts that
have been handed down through history”
(Riihl, 1980, p. 13, my translation). Today’s
research cannot fall behind this convic-
tion: it will be of vital importance for fu-
ture-oriented journalism studies. The
practice-driven approach outlined in this
paper proposes a fertile point of departure
to address Manfred Riihl’s call under the
current dynamics of digitization.

theoretical sense: Practices always cross the
boundaries of organizations; a too narrow
perspective fails to reveal this interwoven-
ness.

7 For an overview of practice-theoretical re-
search strategies, see Bueger & Gadinger
(2018, pp. 131-161), Jonas, Littig & Wro-
blewski (2017), Nicolini (2012, pp. 213-242)
and Ryfe (2018).
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