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4. Digital Media and Journalism

4.1 Impact on Journalists and Newsrooms

4.1.1 Journalists

Interviews with seven working newspaper journalists in South Africa in early 2011 reveal a range of di! erences 
in the impact of digital communications upon their work. Some embrace the possibilities extensively (though 
none of those interviewed had blogs of their own), while others report feeling overwhelmed and are not 
coping well.154 Two of the journalists are male, and two are from a small-town newspaper (the others work 
in a major city), although there were not signifi cant di! erences among them on these lines. " e data below 
should be understood as giving qualitative insight, rather than as being representative of the profession in 
any quantitative sense.

One interviewee said that convergence in newsrooms as regards work for all platforms would require more 
buy-in if journalists were to see themselves as part of a wider publishing or broadcasting operation that 
included output to desktop websites, email, and mobile. To get this result, more leadership from editors was 
required.155 As it stood in early 2011, most interviewees estimated that the bulk of journalistic content on new 
media platforms was repurposed from the parent platform (30–40 percent) or came from news agencies and 
other external sources (40–50 percent). " ey confi rmed that at most 10–20 percent was uniquely produced 
for the site (although it often included video). Little reverse publishing from the web to print or to broadcast 
seemed to be taking place. However, by February 2012, increasing numbers of South African journalists were 
certainly posting snippets on Twitter, thanks to prompting from earlier adopters, and fi nding themselves 

154. " e journalists interviewed were: Abongile Mgaqelwa, Grocott’s Mail news editor, on 28 January 2011; Michael Salzwedel, Grocott’s Mail new 
media editor, on 28 January 2011; Mbali Mthembu, City Press website editor, on 28 January 2011; Andile Ntingi, City Press reporter, on 28 
January 2011; Adriaan Basson, City Press assistant editor, on 28 January 2011; Mpho Sibanyoni, City Press reporter, on 28 January 2011; and 
Terry van der Walt, Daily Sun, on 28 January 2011.

155. " e same observations around convergence are present in an unpublished 2007 MA thesis by E. van Noort, titled Newsroom Convergence at the 
Mail & Guardian: A Qualitative Case Study, Rhodes University, Grahamstown. See also G. Moodie, “Converged Newsrooms Can Be Done—
Even in Our Lifetimes,” Bizcommunity.com, 27 October 2010, available at http://www.bizcommunity.com/Article/196/15/53640.html (ac-
cessed 3 April 2011).
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navigating the “fi ne line between being analytical and being too opinionated” in the tidbits they were now 
sending out.156 By March 2012, more than 400 South African journalists were recorded on Twitter.157

Dealing with UGC has been a new challenge for South African journalists. ! e large task involved in 
moderating comments on a media house’s website led to a situation where quality control was “outsourced” 
in the sense that readers were asked to report abuse. ! e News24.com site uses this function along with 
automated fi lters that exclude “hot words” as well as commentators who have been banned. By 8 March 2012, 
the site had registered 1,980,607 comments since 28 July 2006, a fi gure that does not include comments 
submitted by banned users which never went online, but it does include 264,825 comments that were 
once live but were editorially removed after being reported as abusive. Another 31,538 were automatically 
blacklisted due to banned words. Before the introduction of the blacklist and fi ltering functionality in 
October 2009, all comments were moderated by News24 editors prior to being published, which was a 
time-consuming exercise. Under the present system, one person per section (World, South Africa, etc.) can 
manage the comments.158 

In the view of one journalist interviewed for this study, fully-fl edged citizen journalism contributions 
appeared to be declining at his newspaper. Although the reasons were not known, the response was described 
as being to revive participation through a dot.mobi website, which had previously been very popular during 
the FIFA World Cup. One driver for this strategy at the time of the interviews was the then-approaching 
local government elections. “! ere is no way we can cover all municipalities, so we want to involve citizen 
journalists,” commented the journalist who spoke on this issue. Another journalist said that his newspaper 
found it useful to get short news tips through its mobile website, which was easier than dealing with long-
winded visitors and callers.

Among the journalists interviewed in 2011, some found themselves sometimes caught up in responding to 
emails (their addresses are published in their printed bylines in their newspapers). ! is activity was seen to 
be quite time-consuming, and the interaction as being of little direct value. As a result, many comments on 
reporters’ stories online would go without any response from the journalists who had authored the original 
pieces.

Several reporters spoke about an increased workload brought about by editors’ interests in feeding several 
platforms, and also by the increased volume of information fl ows in which they found themselves enmeshed. 
Among some of the interviewees, there was a degree of stress about trying to cope with everything, whereas 
others simply drew the line and refused to engage further with the new environment. 
 

156. M. Rossouw, “Tweeting the News,” ! e Media, December 2010, p. 27; see also J. Bischof, “South African journalism in 140 characters or less,” 
Journalism.co.za, 8 January 2011, available at http://journalism.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&Itemid=51&catid=169&id=3807&vie
w=article (accessed 3 April 2011).

157. See “Hacks List: South Africa’s Journalists on Twitter,” available at http://hacks.mediahack.co.za/ (accessed 12 March 2012)

158. Information received via email from Jannie Momberg, Editor-In-Chief, News24.com, and from Cathryn Reece, Product Manager, 24.com, 8 
March 2012.
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On the production side, one journalist emphasized how hard it was to keep pace, in part because of the 
absence of training courses to assist in advanced usage of Web 2.0. ! is person added that, at the same time, 
many existing skills needed revisiting, and a lot of trial-and-error work had to be undertaken. ! ese were not 
necessarily technical skills. One journalist working on a newspaper website said that some basic HTML was 
all that was required, for example to embed a YouTube video into the site. Most journalists indicated that they 
did not even need such minimum technical skills, due the existence of Content Management Systems where 
they simply fi lled in a template. None signaled issues around having to learn video shooting and editing, or 
the conceptual skills required to enter appropriate meta-data into these systems.

Few of the reporters interviewed were subjected to having to produce content for both their newspaper and 
its online/mobile o" erings, as distinct from serving the publication as the primary platform. Several, however, 
saw this as a future scenario where all platforms would have to be juggled in terms of shifting priorities. One 
did use his mobile phone as a recording device, for taking photographs and video, as well as for email and 
visiting websites including posting on Facebook. However, this seldom generated content on his newspaper’s 
website, and so he continued doing it mainly for his personal networks. Some interviewees did report that 
they had successfully used social networking platforms to update their newspaper’s audience as a big story was 
developing, using Facebook and Twitter to this e" ect. (A small number of media houses utilized occasional 
sponsored SMS messages to publicize breaking or daily news with the headline written by journalists rather 
than being automated.) 

As regards newsgathering skills, the interviewed journalists all used Google, although none had knowledge 
of advanced search skills. None used RSS feeds, although some relied a lot on Twitter, where they found that 
news and links often proved more useful than generalized searches on the internet. One journalist, herself 
a frequent Tweeter, argued that “journalists are becoming more techno-savvy and anyone can be equipped 
with social networks and blogging.” In contrast, though, one interviewee revealed that the reporters in his 
newspaper were not subsidized for their mobile phone airtime, so they preferred to use desktop computers 
and traditional landline phones for communications. In a third case, one journalist said he eschewed 
participation in digital social networks on principle, rather than as a matter of him being asked to carry the 
cost of accessing them. He regarded them as frivolous and preferred to visit websites in his fi eld of expertise 
(fi nancial journalism), such as local business websites as well as Bloomberg and Reuters. He further refused 
to even use his mobile phone to receive email, saying that he did not want his job to follow him around. ! e 
same individual made no use of electronic spreadsheets in his job, although he did make use of a calculator. 
He expressed di#  culty dealing with information overload, and revealed that he used a random approach 
to deleting some email messages while archiving others. An interviewee at a di" erent publication said that 
reporters there had been taught how to use folders for classifying email they stored, but had not made use of 
this information management skill. ! ey instead preferred to print out hard copies, sometimes storing these 
at home because their o#  ces did not have storage space. 

Email played the role of a primary tool in conducting interviews for most of the journalists that were spoken 
to. ! e advantages were that many sources preferred to respond to queries through this medium, rather 
than via real-time and interactive communications. In addition, the journalists could keep the responses as 
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electronic records. One interviewee conceded that email could allow a source to evade questions with relative 
ease. Nevertheless, only a third of his interviews were done face-to-face; about half were done via email, and 
another 20 percent by phone (using voice and SMS). In the experience of a di! erent interviewee, SMS was 
a good way to reach busy sources, who would then call back when they had time to talk. Another journalist 
said that about half his interviews were done on voice phone, a third via email, and only 10 percent face-to-
face. A small percentage was through SMS and Facebook. However, one journalist said he had once received 
a confi dential tip on Facebook where a user had sent him a direct message. Facebook was generally seen as a 
good source for tip-o! s and general information and photos about celebrities.159 

From amongst the journalists interviewed, there was a recognition that cyberspace allowed for voices to be 
heard that were previously on the fringes of mainstream coverage. “It is often easier for marginalized groups, 
such as homosexuals, to have content circulating on the internet, than on mainstream media,” said one. 
Another referred to journalistic content more specifi cally, expressing the view that there had been an increase 
in voices in the news due to the rise of online media. However, several others emphasized that the mainstream 
news agenda had been little a! ected. " e increased communications opportunities were not yielding new 
sources; rather the “usual suspects” were still the ones who were featured in the news. Although users were 
interacting more, this was not expanding the range of sources. 

Even the online comments platforms on news sites were not seen as being really exploited by minority 
groups, for instance. One journalist explained this as a function of smaller organizations and ordinary people 
being “on the other side of the digital divide,” and is also skeptical about using the technology. However, 
another said that certain social groups such as young entrepreneurs were most comfortable in relating to him 
through Facebook, where they treated him as a friend. " is constituency would have been hard for him to 
access using other communications tools.

One way in which digital is impacting on journalists is in regard to them being called upon to make editorial 
judgments which do not arise in the analog world. One relates to news selection: because user interest in a 
news site is measurably high in regard to local personalities, columnists, and stories about race and crime, 
this raises the question of whether story selection and emphasis for websites should serve the market as 
distinct from leading it. Whether journalists should pander to audience interests or put new information on 
the agenda was dealt with by one interviewee who said that user consumption data were regarded only as a 
background factor in editorial decisions. In addition, the data also needed to be put into the context of most 
users coming through Twitter and Google searches, meaning that whatever stories were prioritized for the 
home page of the site made little di! erence to overall tra#  c. 
 
Another judgment call refl ected upon by one of the interviewees was the question of his paper’s website scooping 
the print edition. He said that the general rule was that the website had to wait a few days before putting up 
articles, although his newspaper did cover breaking news in the form of website and mobile website headlines. 

159. See also A. Trench, “How Social Networks Can Inspire Investigative Reporting,” Journalism.co.za, 9 November 2010, available at http://journal-
ism.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&Itemid=51&catid=92&id=3674&view=article (accessed 3 April 2011).
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4.1.2 Ethics

Interviews with the sample of seven South African journalists revealed that they do not have any specifi c code 
of conduct or style guide that has been produced specifi c to new media issues (although, in May 2011, the 
Mail & Guardian indicated that it was developing a policy concerning its journalists’ use of social media). 
! e interviews also indicated a lack of clarity as to who owns the intellectual property of content that went 
online, especially when it was voluntarily contributed by sta" ers. None of the reporters interviewed were paid 
extra for their analog platform content being reused on digital platforms, or for supplying extra stories for 
these outlets. Several interviewees spoke about the ease with which reporters could plagiarize stories due to 
digital technologies. One spoke about a case at his newspaper where a reporter had not even realized it was a 
problem to simply copy and paste o"  the internet. One journalist expressed concern that much information 
on the internet had not been subjected to quality control to ensure accuracy, and lauded the way that news 
organizations generally continued with sub-editing practices which applied equally to their online properties.

Another journalist referred to digital media also making it easy for lazy journalism, for instance with press 
releases being copied directly into a document and edited directly for publication, with the pressures of 
volume and speed of content fl ows meaning that no time was spent on independent research or checking. In 
addition, “people just repeat quotes they have lifted from other stories, without contacting primary sources, 
and this fuels sentiment against the press,” stated one journalist.

A number of journalists spoke about the problems of their peers relying on Twitter as a source and not 
adequately verifying—especially in regard to lifestyle and celebrity coverage. “Journalists need to be careful of 
lifting information from Facebook, Twitter, blogs, etc. and using it without making proper attempts to verify 
its authenticity,” said one interviewee. Subsequent to the interviews, there was indeed a fl urry of incorrect 
tweets and Blackberry messages stating that a hospitalized Nelson Mandela had died,160 but in this case the 
media did not perpetuate the rumor, notwithstanding poor information fl ows from his spokespersons.

While none of those spoken to refl ected on the ethics of using Facebook for gathering personal information 
about people, one said it would be immoral to hack into phones as had happened in Britain. In a separate 
study of 68 South African journalists researched in late 2010, a third did not know their media house’s ethical 
code, but just under a half said there was a culture of discussing ethics in their newsrooms.161 

160. See also D. Zarrella, “Anatomy of a Twitter Death Hoax: ‘Rip Nelson Mandela’,” Dan Zarrella, 17 January 2011, available at http://danzarrella.
com/anatomy-of-a-twitter-death-hoax-rip-nelson-mandela.html (accessed 3 April 2011); P. de Wet, “Righteous indignation: the mishandling of 
Nelson Mandela’s illness,” Journalism.co.za, 31 January 2011, available at http://journalism.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&Itemid=51
&catid=166&id=3841&view=article (accessed 3 April 2011).

161. M. Waldner, “Media’s Honour at Stake,” City Press, 6 March 2011, p. 30, available at http://www.citypress.co.za/Columnists/Medias-honour-
at-stake-20110305 (accessed 21 March 2012). 


