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a b s t r a c t

This article explores the professional logic behind transparency based on in-depth interviews (N = 45)
with journalistic professionals. Qualitative analysis from a functional angle – how does transparency
affect the work of a journalist? – describes three different types of transparency and confines func-
tional levels for both transparency and opacity. Besides normative and commercial logic we identify an
operational logic of the professional journalist as an alternative currency of media accountability. This
operational logic is suggested as a more optimistic view for studies on the role of transparency and media
accountability.
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1. Introduction

The early years of online technology, development encouraged
various scholars to predict a fundamental change in professional
journalism. Characteristics of digitalized online technology like
interactivity, immediacy, and archive capacities were determined
to set a new ‘cyber media logic’ (Dahlgren, 1996), potentially
leading to more orienting or instrumental modes of journalism
(Bardoel, 1996). More specifically, some authors connect online
technology with improvement of media accountability and trans-
parency. Grassroots journalism (Bowman & Willis, 2003; Gillmor,
2004) and civic empowerment (Hasebrink, Herzog, & Eilders, 2007;
O’Neill, 2010) are defined as promising strategies for holding media
accountable. And from the professionals’ side, online technol-
ogy offers new tools for journalists to become more transparent
(Eberwein, Fengler, Lauk, & Leppik-Bork, 2011; Singer, 2005), or to
move towards an open mode of ‘process journalism’ (Jarvis, 2009;
Meier, 2009).

Transparency in journalism is often connected to credibility
(Meier & Reimer, 2011; Roberts, 2007) or democratic performance
(Trappel & Meier, 2011). It may provide the audience with a ‘vocab-
ulary’ to hold media accountable (Christians, 1985; Phillips, 2010).
But in spite of online media logic change, professional journal-
ism still seems reserved with regard to making the profession
transparent (Groenhart, 2011; Moeller et al., 2007) and self-
critical (Russ-Mohl, 2000). It is argued that this defensive posture
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originates in avoiding internal professional conflict (Turrow, 1994),
or more fundamentally, in safeguarding professional autonomy
(McDevitt, 2003). Another reason for the modest manifestation
of transparency may be found in the concept itself, as the dis-
course on accountability and transparency is confusing (cf. Bardoel
& D’Haenens, 2004; Dennis, Gillmor, & Glasser, 1989). Many stud-
ies focus on the existence of predefined media accountability
instruments like press councils, ombudsmen and codes of ethics.
But elaborate attempts to map accountability instruments (e.g.
Bertrand, 2003) are criticized for lacking focus and being too wide
in conceptualization (Bunton, 2003).

The discourse on media accountability and transparency is often
set up from a normative perspective. Due to the democratic func-
tion of professional journalism and the assumed power of news
media in democratic societies, the sector is urged to be transparent
and accountable to society (Glasser & Craft, 1996). In that respect,
transparency is a prerequisite to hold media to account. In general
sociological terms:

“Transparency refers to the degree to which information is avail-
able to outsiders that enables them to have informed voice
in decisions and/or to assess the decisions made by insiders.”
(Florini, 2007:5)

Journalists do not seem very aware of, nor do they support
many media accountability instruments, let alone the terminology
itself. Can transparency as media accountability only be effective in
terms of a self-regulatory moral conscience of the profession? Some
scholars adopt a broader perspective and claim that effectiveness of
media accountability and transparency should be assessed in eco-
nomic terms as well (Meyer, 2004; Rosenstiel, Just, Pertilla, Dean,
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& Chinni, 2007). For example, a perspective that Wahl-Jorgensen
coined as the economic-normative justification: what is good for
democracy is inevitably also good for business. From this angle,
it seems there is more to transparency than just responsible pro-
fessional behavior.

Therefore, this study explores the professional logic behind
transparency, providing the following research question: What
does transparency mean for professional journalists, and how does
transparency affect the journalistic process?

2. Conceptualizing transparency as media accountability

As mentioned, literature on media accountability and trans-
parency is multifaceted. Many authors conceptualize media
accountability by way of distinctive appearances and instruments.
For instance, Bertrand’s (2000, 2003) frequently cited inventory
of media accountability systems discerns internal and external
instruments, documents and products, individuals and groups, and
processes. Other distinctions are based on institutional (Eberwein
et al., 2011), interactive, or digital characteristics (Meier, 2009).

In relation to accountability, transparency often refers to aspects
of media ownership, the relation between editorial and advertising
departments and other organizational issues (Moeller et al., 2007;
Trappel & Meier, 2011). Others, however, focus on the relation
between transparency of individual journalists and their credibility
(Lasica, 2004; Mitchell & Steele, 2005).

Sociologist Florini (2007) emphasizes there is no consensus
about the aim of transparency and when secrecy is more in the pub-
lic interest than transparency. According to her, arguments pro and
against transparency reflect fundamental issues about democracy,
governance, economy and social justice. In the newsrooms as well,
a debate on transparency may reflect fundamental issues about the
nature of professional journalism. Meier points to the urgency for
this debate:

“Transparency needs a logical editorial concept [. . .] for the
balance between ethical responsibility, accountability, dialogue
between equals, willingness to learn from mistakes on the one
hand – and euphemistic, flattering and staged self-presentation
or vain and irrelevant navel-gazing on the other hand.” (Meier,
2009:8)

This study aims to contribute to this editorial concept. Instead
of looking at specific accountability instruments, we concentrate
on the meaning and functionality of the general term transparency
through the eyes of the professional.

Functionality may be defined against the background of dif-
ferent media accountability frames. McQuail (2003) discerns four
frames1 of media accountability based on variety of expectations,
responsibilities, claims and ways to govern these claims: law and
regulation; market logic, professional responsibility and public
responsibility. More specifically he mentions the distinctive char-
acteristic of currency as the ‘result’ of media accountability.

“Sometimes the currency is cash money, but in other cases it
is a matter of esteem, loyalty, trust, allegiance or affection.”
(McQuail, 1997:519)

These results may vary corresponding with the theoretical
frame of media accountability. In a market logic, cash results may
be earnings for shareholders and journalists keeping their jobs.
Esteem can be a currency in both a professional and public respon-
sibility frame. The use of currency is appropriate for conceiving

1 See also Dennis, Gillmor and Glasser (1989); Bardoel and D’Haenens (2004).

transparency, because it focuses on internal incentives that may
cause journalists to become transparent or not.

3. Method

Because there is little empirical research in the field of journal-
ism studies that conceives functionality of transparency through
the eyes of professionals, this study has an exploratory nature. It
aims at describing different conceptions of transparency and its
assumed functionality, cycling back and forth between data analy-
sis and merging concepts (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

We conducted in depth interviews (1–2 h) with professional
journalists in the Netherlands (N = 45). To anticipate potential
differences we composed a theoretical sample of journalists
with various professional roles: reporters, correspondents, desk
researchers, columnists, readers’ representatives and editors-in-
chief. We interviewed respondents at national (Nieuwsuur) and
regional (RTV Gelderland) public service broadcasting, and national
(Trouw) and regional (Eindhovens Dagblad) newspapers.2 The inter-
views were of an open character, and comparability was ensured
using a basic topic list. To avoid pre-set assumptions by the inter-
viewer, respondents were invited to associate freely. If available,
respondents were confronted with extracts from their own work,
policy documents of their own medium or extracts of online com-
ments. Interview transcripts were analyzed using QDA-software.3

4. Results

The term transparency triggered many perceptions among
respondents, having in common the idea that transparency
involves ‘showing who did what and why.’ However, contrasting
with this seemingly unambiguous common sense interpretation,
respondents mentioned many manifestations of transparency,
ranging from textual characteristics of journalistic articles to
aspects of accessibility of the institution. Some respondents crit-
icized the vagueness of the term and attributed different functions
to different aspects of transparency. For instance, ‘showing what
you did’ seems to have different effects than ‘showing who you
are.’ Exploring functions of transparency thus demands a concep-
tual specification from the perspective of professionals. Following
their reactions it seemed appropriate to discern production trans-
parency, actor transparency and dialogue transparency.

4.1. Production transparency

Many respondents referred to the quality of their journalistic
production when asked to elaborate on transparency. They men-
tioned, for instance, characteristics like references to sources or
showing both sides of a story. In more complex or sensitive sto-
ries, respondents mentioned methodological justification that can
be published in additional frames besides the main text of a jour-
nalistic item. For instance to justify anonymity or absence of an
important source. Especially in investigative journalism this addi-
tional meta-information seems relevant. Others mentioned the
style and structure of their journalistic product that tells the public
something about quality. Traditionally, news journalists indirectly
explain the urgency of the news story by concentrating the news
value in the beginning of the article or by using emphasizing adjec-
tives and subjective vocabulary. All of these manifestation have in
common that they are visible in the journalistic product.

2 For online editions of these media, see in respective order www.nieuwsuur.nl;
www.omroepgelderland.nl; www.trouw.nl and www.ed.nl.

3 Atlas.ti.

http://www.nieuwsuur.nl/
http://www.omroepgelderland.nl/
http://www.trouw.nl/
http://www.ed.nl/


https://isiarticles.com/article/80612

