[image: image5.png]O
WYANE B2)
GHENT UNIVERsITY ResEARCH GRoup oN NEws PRopucTion PRocesses||





[image: image5.png] Paper presented at the NT&T launch  in Ghent, Belgium on 14 March 2008

Working paper. Do not cite. Comments are welcome. 
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1. Introduction

In their content analysis of UK print journalism, Lewis et al. (2008) provide evidence for the journalistic reliance on public relations (PR) and press agency (PA) copy. The authors attribute this source reliance to an increased workload, staff cuts and dwindling sales, a claim they back up with interview data, employment figures, profit margins and pagination patterns at UK national newspapers. However, missing in their political economy of PR & PA copy uptake by journalists, is an account of how journalists actually knock PR copy "into shape". It is within this remit that my research on journalistic writing routines should be situated.
From October 2006 through March 2007, I conducted ethnographic fieldwork in a newsroom in Brussels. Following four business reporters before, during and after they wrote their news stories, I set out to examine how journalists ply their trade. For example, which and whose views count in/as business news? How is business news sourced? How do business reporters write reproductively, i.e. how do they transform various news sources into a single narrative? How do they write so fast and economically? In short, I was interested in the social practice of newswriting (agency) in the immediate context of desktop news production (structure). 
Methodologically, my research draws on three data sets (Table 1) which were collected during ethnographic fieldwork at the newsroom. Firstly, the press release and newspaper article allow for a contrastive analysis between source text and news text (product perspective). Secondly, keystroke logging and screen video data reconstruct the writing process action by action (process perspective). The process data were recorded online using the Inputlog keystroke logger and the Camtasia screenrecorder. Inputlog is a Microsoft Windows based logging tool that records keyboard strokes and mouse movements and that generates datafiles for statistical, text, pause and mode analyses (Leijten & Van Waes 2006). Camtasia Studio® is an online screen registration tool which records computer screen action. Thirdly, interview data and fieldnotes contextualize story selection, production and (self-)reflection (contextual perspective). All three data sets are used to analyze how the story was discursively produced (triangulation). 
	Data set
	Data type
	Data format

	product
	press release
news article
	.rtf
.rtf

	process
	Inputlog

Camtasia
	.idf

.avi

	context
	interview

observations
	.wma

fieldnotes



     Table 1. AppleTV data 
2. The AppleTV story
This paper presents an ethnographic case study of senior business reporter Wim as he writes a short news story about the product launch of Apple TV (cf. appendix), a device that streams content from a computer to a television. The AppleTV news story (henceforth: the story) was published on page 3 of the business section of De Standaard, a Belgian, Dutch language quality newspaper on March 22, 2007. It entered the newsroom in the form of a press release (see Appendix II) which was emailed to Wim by Apple PR manager Steven on March 21, 2007. Wim informed the desk chief who added the story to the newsroom budget – a list of stories for next day’s paper – and assigned 60 lines on page 3. Later that afternoon, Wim called Steven and asked him about the device, jotting down some notes on a piece of paper. At 5:14pm, shortly after I had activated the Inputlog and Camtasia software applications, Wim started writing the story. He had a soft copy (in a computer window) and a hard copy (a print out) of the AppleTV press release on his desk.

Structurally, the story has a headline (2), lead (3-4), byline (5-7) and body (9-40). The headline emphasizes the availability of the product and the lead summarizes the story by answering the ‘what’ (AppleTV) ‘when’ (straks ‘soon’) and ‘where’ (Belgische winkels ‘Belgian stores’) questions. The byline identifies the reporter who authored the news story. No reference to the source text is given. As for the body, there’s a background paragraph (9-14), pricing and availability paragraph (16-18), technical information paragraph (20-24), target audience paragraph (26-28), product limitations paragraph (30-32) and evaluation paragraph (34-40).
The press release has similar structural characteristics, e.g. a headline/lead (1-3) as well as stylistic characteristics such as pseudo-quotes (13) and 3rd person self-reference (4). This is what Geert Jacobs (1999) identifies as preformulation: the news style in which press releases are typically written to facilitate reproduction by journalists. Somewhat atypical in this regard is the ubiquity of 2nd person self-reference (e.g. ‘Je muziek’ your music). The press release further lists detailed product description (4-28),  technical information (29-37, 53-58), company information (or ‘boilerplate’, 59-65), contact details (67-81) and a copyright disclaimer (82-85).
At first brush, there is clear intertextual overlap between the press release and the news story. For example, the press release headline (‘AppleTV available now’) is clearly echoed in the story headline (‘AppleTV in stores’). Textual similarities like this seem to suggest that Wim copied directly from the press release. Upon closer textual inspection however, evidence for direct press release uptake is few and far between. For example, there are no passages that have been lifted verbatim from the source text and copied in the target text. In addition, there are also a number of fragments that cannot be traced back to the press release. 
The point I’m trying to make is this: the analysis of source-media intertextuality at the textual level can identify linguistic patterns but is ultimately speculative and, more importantly, overlooks the contingency, professional knowledge and creativity that shapes news discourse. As Cotter (2001: 417) writes,  these factors “significantly influence – and define – news discourse”. In other words, we need to look beyond the level of the text (product) and examine how text is contextually embedded (process). It is exactly for this reason that intertextuality is seen here not as an exclusively textual phenomenon but as a social practice “through which producers […] construct meanings, frame activities and pursue outcomes” 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Peterson 2001: 239)
. Put differently, I study not what journalists copy from sources, but rather how they write from sources. How, for example, does Wim frame the story? What is his role in the representation of events? How does he invoke the voice of PR manager Steven? 

While the study of intertextuality as a social practice is by no means a novelty in media discourse analysis 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(cf. Richardson 2006; Conboy 2007; Talbot 2007; Cotter forthcoming)
, the ethnographic study of reproductive newswriting (i.e. writing from news sources) is. By illuminating the situated nature of news production, ethnography can provide an additional layer of insight into media discourse. As Erjavec 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(2004: 556)
 claims:
"ethnography (…) can (…) establish precisely the sort of knowledge that CDA often extrapolates from the text, that is, knowledge about the different moments of a social practice: its material aspect (…), its social relationships and processes, as well as the beliefs, values and desires of its participants."

In what follows, I offer a behind-the-scenes look at the strategies Wim deploys as he writes and reflects on the story. As such, the data I present below shed light on the social practice of newswriting by privileging Wim’s professional vision (3. News talk) and reconstructing his newswriting strategies (4. News text).
3. News talk
As a first analyticaI move, I played back the Camtasia screen video of Wim’s writing process and found no evidence for direct press release uptake, apart from two actions. First, he copy/pastes the entire press release in his word editor, types the headline and previews the article in a newspaper layout window. Second, he copies a URL from the source text into the story. Apart from these two actions, he does not copy any fragments from the press release. Instead, Wim types the entire article himself; switching back and forth between the editing window and the preview pane. Furthermore, Wim only scrolls through the press release when he drafts the evaluation paragraph and during the final revision phase. So, based on the screen recording I was not able to find any hard evidence that Wim relies heavily on the press release.
Next, I turned to Wim’s retrospective interview, which was conducted shortly after he had filed his story. Again, I found no evidence of direct reliance on press release material. Instead, Wim foregrounds a different concern during the interview by suggesting that he took steps to dilute the promotional overtone of the press release. Let’s consider the following extracts (in Dutch, English gloss in italics).
“Mijn eerste idee was eigenlijk van iemand van Minoc te bellen, onze nieuwe zusterorganisatie die IT bladen uitgeeft en van daar ne redacteur aan het woord te laten maar die waren allemaal in vergadering dus ik heb hem toch zelf moeten bellen”
(My first idea was actually to call somebody from Minoc, our new sister organization that publishes IT magazines and to give the floor to one of their editors but they were all in a meeting so I ended up having to call him)
This statement shows that Wim first tried to get an independent voice to comment on the product but since they were unavailable, he contacted Steve, his obvious second choice. Commenting on this sourcing strategy, Wim says:
“tegen nu moet ik die woordvoerder aan het woord laten. Ik zeg niet dat die mens gaat liegen maar alé hij zal er misschien soms euh het beter laten klinken dan het echt is”
(where I now have to give the floor to this spokesperson. I’m not saying that this guy is going to lie but you know he may at times ehm make it sound better that it actually is)
This statement clearly shows that Wim is fully aware that he is being spun to by the PR manager. But, clearly, he cannot do without the latter’s input. For example, Wim told me that Steven described the device as ‘the DVD player of the 21st century’, a so-called fresh quote which Wim later used in his story. It should be noted that in the press release, this quote is attributed to Apple’s Phillip Schiller. During the retrospective interview, Wim also told me that he checked up on a number of technical aspects and limitations of the device with Steven. 

All this seems to suggest that Wim is struggling with the fact that the AppleTV story exemplifies a hybrid news genre 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Erjavec 2004)
, i.e. a genre that combines editorial content, in this case consumer information with product advertising. Instead of a social event (e.g. a business transaction), the story reports on a pseudo event (a product launch) from the perspective of a single organization (Apple) and source (PR manager Steven). As such, the story could be viewed as unbalanced and partial, a capital sin in journalism. Wim is fully aware of this danger and, as a result, takes steps to water down the promotional content of the story. In his own words:

“ma bon, ‘t is Apple, dus euh het gaat weer een beetje de referentie worden voor dat soort dingen en daarom alleen al vind ik dat we het moeten geven. Maar dan moet je inderdaad factueel zijn en zeggen wat het ding niet kan doen”

(anyway, it’s Apple, so ehm it will become sort of the standard for these things and for this reason alone I think we should cover it. But you then indeed have to be factual and say what the thing can’t do.) 
Crucially, this extract points to three strategies Wim deploys which, taken together, guarantee “the ‘objective’ accuracy of the mimetic reproduction [i.e. getting the facts and numbers right] in the story but not the truth of the assertions being made by the persons quoted or otherwise sourced" 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Peterson 2001: 209)
. 
First, Wim introduces a background frame that justifies the newsworthiness of the story. The launch of AppleTV is of news interest because it is produced by Apple, a company which, according to the press release boilerplate, is known for ‘spearheading the digital media revolution’. As such, Wim invokes a news value of prominence: Apple is seen as a trailblazer in the field (e.g. the reference to the spraakmakende iPhone ‘long-awaited iPhone’ in line 8). 
In addition to the introduction of a background frame, the extract also points to a second strategy: one that is related to objectivity. Wim takes responsibility for factual claims and attributes non-factual claims to Steven by quoting him, either directly (line 26: ‘We see it as a 21st century DVD player’) or indirectly (line 15 ‘Steven Van den Eynde thinks…’). Commenting on his reproductive writing routines, Wim says:
“als het er staat en het is iets factueels…een zin met een aantal objectieve cijfers kun je dan bijvoorbeeld wel zo overnemen”
(if it is written and it is something factual…a sentence with a few of objective numbers for example you could copy as is) 
A third strategy has to do evaluating the product, something the press release does not do for obvious reasons. Again, because the device is produced by Apple, a mover and shaker in the industry, Wim introduces an evaluation frame that illustrates ‘what the thing can’t do’. In the final paragraph, Apple’s market strategy is ‘clearly’ (line 32) intended to boost sales and in order to avoid problems of format incompatibility, the ‘implicit message’ (line 36) is that people should buy from Apple’s online store.  


Table 2 matches the three strategies Wim deploys – contextualization, asserting/attributing truth claims and evaluation – with examples in the story. In the next section, I will trace these passages back to Wim’s writing process data and argue that this is where my ethnographic approach bites. 
	Strategy
	Lines nrs
	Passage

	1. Product contextualization
	7-8
	American computer company Apple had already announced the launch of Apple TV last January at the MacWorld fair, where the long-awaited iPhone was also introduced.

	2. Sourcing truth claims: 

technical information
 versus 

product limitations
	18-19

28-30
	Apple TV is compatible with all common Wifi-networks that comply with 802.11/b or 802.11/g-norms.

However, Apple TV cannot be used to stream video directly from the internet to your TV. “In the US it is already possible to simultaneously watch movies downloaded from iTunes on Apple TV. This will be available here shortly”, says Van den Eynde.

	3. Product evaluation
	32-36
	Apple is clearly planning on drawing more people to their online music and movie store iTunes via Apple TV. “All content that iTunes can play, can also be watched through Apple TV. Formats not supported by iTunes will first have to be converted to a format that is supported”, says Van den Eynde. Those who want to be sure that they can play a movie had better buy it on iTunes, is the implicit message.


Table 2. Wim’s discursive strategies
4. News text


In previous research, I have shown that reliance on press releases allows journalists to write quickly and smoothly (Van Hout & Jacobs 2008; Van Hout & Macgilchrist forthcoming). By either reproducing (‘copying’) or realigning (‘reworking’) preformulated news discourse, journalists can source material quickly and easily. In the rare cases that journalists do not have access to a wide range of news discourses, it can be expected that their production output slows down significantly. For example, writing an editorial about the effects of industry action on the economy is far more painstaking than rewriting a press release denouncing the strike. 

Interestingly, the strategies Wim mentions in the interview coincide with the frameshifts that Henk Pander Maat has identified in his text-based comparison of press release and news story. This must be quite a reassuring thought for Henk. Indeed, Wim seems to confirm Henk’s intuitions about the way he realigned the views expressed in the press release. As for Wim, Henk’s analysis implies that the strategic reorientations he had in mind can be clearly identified in the news story. 
As a result, we can expect that the strategic reorientations that Wim says he was concerned about and that Henk has discovered traces of in the final text slow down the actual writing process. Again, the rationale is this: when journalists write reproductively (i.e. from sources), they write faster than when they write stories productively (i.e. unsourced). 

The central analytical move that I would like to deal with traces Wim’s presumed newswriting strategies back to the actual writing process. The Camtasia video and the descriptive statistics (Table 3) suggest a very smooth (i.e. linear) process with low recursivity. In 36.36 minutes, Wim writes a 409 word story, typing a total of 491 words and deleting only 82 words. That’s warp speed! By way of comparison, I logged my own writing process when I was working on a previous version of section 3 of this paper. In 36.41 minutes, I managed to squeeze out a 
	AppleTV story
	process
	product
	differential

	Total number of characters
	3054
	2455
	599

	Total number of words
	491
	409
	82

	Production time (in minutes)
	18.11
	/
	/

	Pause time (in minutes)
	18.24
	/
	/

	Total duration of writing process (in minutes)
	36.36
	/
	/


    Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the AppleTV writing process

very pedestrian 297 words, deleting 76 words in the process and ending up with a 221 word text.  
Now, as argued above, it can be expected that the reproduction of objective information (e.g. technical standards) and direct quotation of sourced material (e.g. ‘the DVD of the 21st century’) goes significantly faster than planning, formulating and revising the background and evaluation frames. This is confirmed in the process data: if we plot the number of pauses against the total production time (in two minute intervals, pause treshhold at 2 seconds), a clear pattern is shown (Figure 1).

When Wim introduces the background frame (at the 5’ and 6’ mark [interval 3], highlighted in yellow) and evaluation frame (at the 23’ and 25’ mark [interval 17], highlighted in yellow), he pauses more frequently than when he attributes quotes to Steven (19’-20’ mark [interval 10-11],  highlighted in green). The reason is simple: Wim is able to source the ‘factual’ or ‘quoted’ information directly to a news source while the new frames require own input. 
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Figure 1. Line graph plotting number of pauses against production time

A reverse pattern is found if we look at the fluency graph in Figure 2. This line graph plots the numbers of characters produced against two minute intervals and confirms the effect of (re)productive writing strategies once again.
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Figure 2. Fluency graph plotting the number of characters produced against the process duration
As Wim writes the background frame (at the 5’ and 6’ mark [interval 3], highlighted in yellow), he seems to be slowing down considerably. The same goes for the evaluation frame (at the 23’ and 25’ mark [interval 17], highlighted in yellow). Contrastively, when Wim quotes Steven directly (17’-19’ mark [interval 10-11],  highlighted in green) the overall number of characters is a lot higher. 
In a final analytical move, Wim’s writing activity was analyzed in the tradition of writing research by decomposing it into three variables that correspond to mental subprocesses: planning (activity type 1), formulating (activity type 2) and revising (activity type 3). Two raters, the author of this paper and Luuk Van Waes coded Wim’s writing process independently. Interrater reliability was good: Cohen’s Kappa, a statistic for assessing inter-rater reliability when coding qualitative variables, was .76. Figure 3 visualizes the writing activity.

The graph in Figure 3 shows a strikingly similar division between a planning phase (activity type 1) early on, then a formulating phase (activity type 2) and finally a revision phase (activity type 3), again indicating the highly linear writing routine that exemplifies Wim’s professional expertise. As for the crucial passages we have identified, we see that productive writing strategies (i.c. the background and evaluation frame) coincide with planning whereas reproductive writing strategies (quoting Steven, giving technical information) coincides with an activity of formulating. 
In sum, all three ways of analyzing Wim’s writing process point to one and the same finding: that the strategic orientations or frame shifts that both Wim and Henk in their own different ways seemed to come up with are clearly reflected in the writing process and are a direct result of Wim’s interpretive creativity: the writing routines and cultural epistemologies (ways of knowing) that make up his professional competence 


(Peterson 2003: 186) ADDIN EN.CITE .
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Figure 3. Writing activity over time
5. Conclusion

This paper presented a case study of a hybrid news story about a product launch. In contrast with previous work on journalistic writing as a reproductive process, I have shown that the journalist who wrote the article did not rely very heavily on the press release. The reason is that he was concerned about the promotional nature of the story and so he only copied some factual information from the press release but also introduced a number of frame shifts in which he tried to get away from the promotional perspective imposed by the press release. My analysis has shown that these strategic moves are clearly reflected in the journalist’s writing process: copying factual information from the press release allows for relatively smooth writing, introducing frame shifts slows the journalist down. While one can be characterized as reproductive writing and the other as productive writing, my data seem to suggest that even the productive part can be called reproductive: it is firmly linked up with the source text in that the journalist is focused on getting round some of the – what I suggest could be called – ‘discursive preformulations’ that are offered in it. Either way, the source text is impacting on the journalist’s need for speed.
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