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This paper is part of a wider research project that is aimed at examining the complex ways in which the media actually deal with the press releases that they receive from all sorts of would-be news sources. As a preliminary to a large-scale empirical investigation into the journalists’ writing and rewriting routines, we propose a meta-theoretical analysis of the relevant literature on this topic in the field of communication and media studies. In particular, we would like to identify some of the main theoretical concerns that have recently dominated the sociological debate on the news production process since we believe that they can help to guide our own future discourse-oriented research efforts in this direction.

As for data, our analysis covers a wide range of publications, from White’s (1950), Boorstin’s (1961) and Sigal’s (1973) early work on gatekeeping practices to more recent contributions on news management (Schudson 1978), journalists’ professional norms (Bantz 1985) and the economics of the media business (Kimball 1994)

It should be clear that the present approach is an empirical one since we propose a close reading of the scientific and educational texts mentioned above (and others) as texts and we examine them not to provide a state-of-the-art survey of news production research but to unravel some of the cues that these texts contain regarding the nature of press releases and the practices surrounding them as a part of social reality. In particular, we will argue that press releases are typically conceptualized as channels, (promotional) products and pseudo-events and that this may well serve to ignore some of the complexities involved in the day-to-day use of press releases.

Crucially, we have found those cues in the critical passages (explicit theoretical claims, conclusions, definitions) but also in the non-critical passages (implicit information, examples, side remarks). In this sense, the present paper can be linked with similar previous meta-theoretical efforts in such diverse areas as intercultural communication (Koole & Li 2000), politeness (Eelen 2001) and crisis (Jacobs 2001).
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