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Chapter 1 An Outline of Journalism

Journalism tells us about ourselves. On one hand, it performs a role that is not just
important but vital for our society by providing information that gives us context for our
personal word and a connection to a larger environment, on the other hand, that
information helps us make decisions, from whether or not to carry an umbrella because
of the threat of rain to where to get an education or what career to choose. None of these
parts of our lives could be completed if we lacked the information provided to us by
journalists,

Not only does journalism affect us personally, but it also has a profound effect on
the society that we live in. This effect takes form at many levels and in all aspects of
sociely—political, social, economic, and so on. Journalism determines not only how we
see ourselves within a larger environment, but it also determines how we share that
environment with other people. Journalism is especially important to Chinese society, in
which the access to information and the exchange of facts become increasingly necessary

in the age of social transformation.

p 1.1 What Is Journalism?

News and information are the products of journalism. But news is not just
information. It is a special kind of information developed by journalists and formulated
to fit the needs of the audience and the requirements of the media of journalism.

News is all around us, permeating our lives. Whether it is the extraordinary events
of September 11, 2001, or everyday occurrences such as the weather, news is an

integral part of our modern existence.

® 1
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News is the major function of journalism. News is information that helps us expand
our lives and order the society in which we live. Our experience with the weather is
something we can share with others, but it is made richer and more meaningful when it
is supplemented by the information and experiences we have with journalism.

As we explore the concept of news, keep in mind a few basic points;

® News is a construct of journalism. That is, news is what journalism and journalists
say it is. News does not happen naturally. News is not just information. There is lots
of information around us; some of it qualifies as news, but most does not.

® News relies on the experiences of the audience to be effective. Journalists assume
that we can understand what they are telling us about because we can relate our own
experience to what they are saying. Most people gather lots of experiences as they go
through their daily routines. These experiences are important to the way in which we
process and interpret the news that journalists produce for us.

e The more open a society is. the better the news process works. When
information is freely available, journalists find it easier to obtain, interpret, and
process. News consumers have more journalistic sources that they can go to for

information.
1.1.1 News Values

What makes an event or topic news in the eyes of the journalists? The same thing
could happen to two people in two different places, and one would be a news story and
the other would not. For instance, if you were involved in a minor automobile accident
in which there were no injuries, the incident probably would not appear in your local
newspaper. If a certain VIP were involved in that same type of accident, it would
probably be his first story on all the nightly newscasts.

1

The separation of events into “news” and “not news” categories is a function of
what we call news values. These are concepts that help us decide what a mass media
audience is or should be interested in. There are millions of * events” that occur in our
society every day. Those few events editors and news directors select as news have at

least one of the characteristics discussed here.
1.1. 1.1 [Impact

Events that change people’s lives are classified as news. Although the event itself
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might involve only a few people, the consequences may be wide-ranging. In other
words , if an action will affect large numbers of people, then it has impact, and it would

be considered news.
1.1.1.2 Timeliness

Timeliness is a value common to almost all news stories. It refers to the recency of
an event. Without the element of timeliness, most events cannot be considered news.
For example, a trial that occurred last year is not news; a trial that is going on right now
may be news.

How much time has to elapse before an event can no longer be considered news?
No signal answer to that question applies to every case. Most events that are more than a
day to a day-and-a-half old are not thought to be news.

Just look in today’s newspaper, see if you can find a news story about an event that

occurred more than two day ago?

1.1.1.3 Prominence

Prominent people, sometimes even when they are doing trivial things, make news.
The president of the United States is a prime example. Whenever he takes a trip—even
for purely personal and private reasons—his movements are covered in great detail by
the news media. Besides, movies stars, famous politicians, some other social
celebrities—all of these public figures make news simply because they are very well

kl’lDW]’l.
I.1.1.4 Proximity

Events occurring close to home are more likely to be news than the same events that
occur elsewhere. For example, a car wreck killing two people that happens in your
neighborhood is more likely to be reported in the local news media than the same kind of
wreck that occurs 1,000 miles away. Generally speaking, we are more interested in the

things that happen around us.

1.1.1.5 Conflict

When people disagree, when they fight, when they have arguments—that’s news—
particularly if one of the other news values, such as prominence, is involved. Conflict is

one of the journalist’s favorite values because it generally ensures there is an interesting

® 3
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story to write. One of the reasons trial stories are so popular with newspaper readers and
television viewers is that the central drama involves conflicts—two competing forces,

each vying to defeat the other.

1. 1. 1.6 Abnormality

A rare and unusual thing is sometimes considered news. There is an old adage in
Western journalism that goes, “When a dog bites a man, that’s not news; when a man
bites a dog, now that’s news.” These events, though they may have relatively little
importance or involve obscure people, are interesting to readers and enliven a
publication. For example, it's not news when someone common drowns in a swimming
pool; it is news, however, when a professional diver drowns in it.

Beyond these basic news values, however, are many other factors that affect the
daily news menu that is presented to you as a news consumer. One is the limited ability
of a news organization to gather, process, and present news. Every media organization is
limited by time. There is only so much time in which news can be publicized. Even
twenty-four-hour news operations, such as CNN | are limited by the number of hours in a
day.

And, of course, twenly-four hours is not devoted to news. Much of this time is
given over to promotions and advertising. In fact, on local news broadcasts, the amount
of time available for local news is very small; when the time for ads, weather, and
sports is subtracted from a thirty-minute newscast, there is usually only about seven or
eight minutes left for local news. Sometimes a significant portion of that time is used up
l)y (:hatting among the anchors.

Newspapers and magazines are limited by the amount of pages or space they have in
which to place the news. In newspaper jargon, this space is called the “news hole”.
Except for special and important news events, a newspaper will not automatically add
pages just because there is more news than anticipated. The amount of space available
for news depends on the amount of advertising the newspaper ad staff has been able to
sell, and most newspapers determine how large they will be by some formula based on
advertising. For many newspapers, the ratio is about 50 percent news and 50 percent
advertising, but in some it can be 40 : 60 ( news to advertising) or even 30 : 70.

News websites go a long way toward overcoming the limits of time and space that
bedevil print and broadcast news organizations. Time is not a factor in presentation of

news on the Web, and space is virtually unlimited. Far more information can be
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presented on the Weh than in newspapers or on a news broadcast. Of course, news
websites will run into another limitation that plagues all news organizations—limited
stall. Sometimes, there are significant events or topics in a communily that may nol
receive the coverage they deserve because news organizations simply do not have enough

people.
1. 1. 2 Why Does News Matter?

News performs specific and important function for society. The contributions that
news makes o our society can be classified into three categories: information,
entertainment, and persuasion. These are not mutually exclusive. Rather, theyv are

intertwined and sometimes difficult to separate in real life.
1.1.2.1 Information Function

The information function of news is the most obvious and most important. News
tells a society or community about itself. It helps to define and explain ourselves to
ourselves. At one level, it simply gives us awareness that there are people, places, and
events that are beyond our personal experience. One psychological tendency that we
have is to define the world in relationship only ourselves 1o broaden our outlook and
experience. Bevond the psychological aspects, news gives us a daily set of information
that tells us about the world in which we are living.

That awareness can help us make decisions about our lives. Take the example of
the weather. Many of us have made decisions about what to wear or whether to carry an
umbrella based on the morning weather report. Sometimes, we have made decisions
about travel because we knew a storm was coming or one had just passed, knocking
down trees that mighl block roadways. We have changed our schedules because of the
news, making sure that we arrived on time for a concert or located ourselves in front of a
television at the time we wanted to watch a football game.

Sometimes the news media are given too much credit for helping us make
decisions. Some people believe that they manipulate us into making decisions on how to
act or whom to vote for because of news reports we see or read. Advertising,
particularly , is thought to have this magical power; We see an ad for something, and we
go out and buy it. Decisions about what to buy or whom to vote for are much more
complex than that, and the news media are not the only factors that help peclph' make
these decisions. They do contribute to a person’s de(:ision-making process, however
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and the extreme of this contribution is a source of continuing and important debate in our
society.

News and the news media help us to organize and prioritize the world around us.
By giving us certain types of information, news helps us orient our thinking about our
world. It tells us what others think is important, thereby allowing us to decide if we want
to accept or reject those priorities. Politics, economics, religion, personal awareness,
and social interaction are areas of our lives that mean a great deal to us. News gives us
information in each of these areas that aids us in knowing what we should think about
and how we should assess the things that happen to us and to those around us.

News also gives us information about the issues that provide continuing debate and
discussion about our society. Because we are a modern society—and a relatively free
and open one—we believe that there should be a public discussion about any number of
issues. The news media help select those issues, a process that scholars have called
“agenda setting” , give us information about those issues, and even provide a forum in

which people can be heard.
1.1.2.2 Entertainment

This function is not a frivolous one; it is meaningful to us personally and has
important implications for society. Much of the news we receive does not affect us
personally. We do not necessarily need to know it in terms of how we order our lives or
because of the decisions we have to make. Rather, much of the news is merely
interesting.

Besides, these experiences are valuable and enriching. They deepen our live and
our thinking. This kind of news also gives us information that we can use for relating and

interacting with others.
1.1.2.3 Persuasion

The persuasion function of news is the most subtle of the three functions but its
importance is enormous. As we discussed earlier, news helps us make decisions about
our personal and civic lives. It helps us to understand the world in which we live and
order the experiences and events that occur in our realm. News aids in shaping our
outlook. News can also help us decide what is important, what we will think about, and
what we will discuss.

As such, many social critics have argued, the information we get from the news
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