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Following previous preliminary research on e-releases (Strobbe & Jacobs  2005), this paper deals with a new way in which news sources and media interact, viz. through press conferences on the Internet. This means that in addition to those journalists who attend the press conference live, a number of journalists follow the proceedings on-line and ask questions through e-mail. In this study, we focus on the way in which the chairperson mediates the discursive interaction between the ‘absent’ journalists, whose virtual interventions are posted on a specially designed website and projected on a screen, and the organization’s spokespersons, who are supposed to deal with them. Our analysis is based on transcripts of video-recordings of some 16 press conferences on the Internet broadcast by the Dutch news agency ANP between 2004 and 2006. In contrast with previous work on radio phone-in programmes, where it’s been shown that the power of the questioner is seriously limited by the mediated structure of the interaction (Thornborrow 2001), we will demonstrate that the absent journalists continue to impact significantly on the press conference: all of their questions are read by the chairperson, most of them verbatim. At the same time, and perhaps rather ironically, the range of possible actions available to those journalists who are present seems to be seriously reduced through the chairperson’s reformulating activities, which are made necessary to enable the absent journalists to keep track of what is going on. Our data also sheds light on the various participants’ fears and hopes about the new format. Finally, we speculate about the future development of press conferences in the Internet in particular and about the implications for news production processes in general.
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