PART I1I: TELEVISION NEWSWORTIINESS
AND PRODUCTION CULTURE:

NEWS ORGANISATION AND NEWS
PROGRAMME SIMILARITIES AND
DIFFERENCES

Part II of this thesis comprises three parts. Chapter 6 provides a detailed
analysis of the similarities in news content and news production exhibited
by different television programmes and Chapter 7 provides an analysis of
the differences in content and production shown by those same news
programmes. Chapter 8 is a detailed case study of television news
coverage of the ending and aftermath of the Waco siege in Texas, USA in
April 1993. The analysis in Part I draws upon the research data from
Part II and the theoretical insights in Part

A central concern of Part III of this thesis is the role of the mass media in
their potential public interest capacity. I have argued earlier that
television news should make a contribution to the welfare of society and
has a social responsibility to provide news which has useful informational
content. Such a role is vital if the television news organisations are to
fulfil their remit as institutions which embody citizenship and which aim
to empower citizens to act more competently in the public sphere. In
Chapters 6, 7 and 8 and in the Concluding chapter, I closely examine and
assess whether the television news media can fulfil such a role in Britain

in the 1990s.
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First, in Chapter 6 we turn to the similarities inherent in television news
production, selection and content output which also helps us to assess the
broad cultural and professional values and norms present in all television
newsrooms. This helps us to identify the similarities in newsworthiness
and public interest values which underpin all television news production

and content in terrestrial television news in Britain in the 1990s.
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CITAPTER 6: NEWS ORGANISATION AND NEWS
PROGRAMME SIMILARITIES:

SHARED CULTURE AND VALUES

a) Introduction

This chapter analyses the similarities in news production and content
exhibited by the different television news programmes and different
television news organisations. Such similarity is grounded in the sharing
by all journalists of a set of extant formulas, practices and normative
values as well as a journalistic mythology which is passed down to new

generations of journalists.

b) Shared Extant Formulas, Practices and Normative Values

Any journalist, regardless of where he or she works will already have, or
have to acquire a notion of what is newsworthy. This perception of
newsworthiness is intrinsic to being a journalist. Although all journalists,
and the indeed the general public, would recognise that the death of
Labour leader, John Smith was newsworthy, it is claimed that in general
only a seasoned journalist has “a nose” for sniffing out the newsworthy
from the plethora of events and issues crowding into every working day.
This acquisition of the knowledge of what constitutes newsworthiness,
the ability to identify the newsworthy story and the skill to cover it, are
the factors which allow trainee or would-be journalists to “join the club”
and which keeps the observer or the critic of journalism out. This
mystique of the journalistic role is something which permeates all aspects

of journalism.

Journalistic practices require great expertise and precision and the

acquisition of skills which allow a journalist to quickly master a brief, to
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not only understand the complex array of facts and issues he or she may
be facing, but to quickly, succinctly and correctly convert them into a
package which will be meaningful to the audience, and acceptable to his
peers. Such skill is sometimes underestimated by some academic
analyses which dismiss it as being simply a formulaic response to a set of
demands. In fact all the journalists working in national and regional
television newsrooms have to reconcile contradictory pressures of good
intention and creativity (particularly at the BBC), with the more prosaic
time and cost constraints, contractual obligations and commercial
imperatives. Many are pretty good at analysing some of the shortfalls of

their own profession, and of course some are not!

Newsroom study and observation of journalists at work, especially in
particular national newsrooms, highlights the complexities involved in
describing journalistic culture and practice. For example, whilst it is
apparent from reading academic accounts of the processes and output of
journalism that they often conflict with journalistic accounts of their role,
it is a myth to claim that journalists reject all academic accounts of their
work. In the BBC newsrooms, in particular, many of the journalists were
studying for master's degrees, and were particularly well versed in the
general academic texts which would be recommended for any Media,
Culture and Society Course in a Sociology Department in a British
University. Some of these journalists felt they had, to some extent, been
enlightened about their role and practices, whilst others dismissed it as
being all right in theory but not in practice. It would obviously be far too
elementary to attempt to explain journalistic rejection or ignorance of
academic texts as a rejection of all things academic. All the journalists I
met were fascinated by the question I was attempting to address and apart
from the odd sarcastic comment such as 'it's obvious, you could define

that in five minutes', or 'well be sure to let us know if you find out', they
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were generally very supportive of my efforts. In fact many of the
journalists I met were genuinely interested in analysing their profession,

claiming that they would love to find out why they do what they do..

Furthermore newsroom observation highlights that in order to study the
production of television news from within a newsroom, one must
immediately dispel any notion that it is possible to explain the production
or selection processes simply in terms of monolithic issues such as the
influence of government or owners, or in terms of the routine nature of
journalism, in terms of news factors, or simply via the measurement of
television news output. Newsrooms are dynamic and sometimes frenzied,
they are replete with tensions and pressures and, in common with all

organisations and institutions, they have their own codes and conventions.

Regardless of the complexities of the news process, I will show, however,
that there are still some broad similarities in all television newsrooms and
news products. Identification and discussion of these is not intended to
be a method of simplification of the complexities of the concept of
newsworthiness, but aim to point out that newsworthiness is, in part,
grounded in a set of very similar procedures and beliefs operating in all
television newsrooms (see Chapter 5) and which are therefore
subsequently manifest in the television news content itself (see Chapter

4).

Other comparative studies have pointed to similarities in news processes
and output. However, most of these studies have either concentrated on
news output only, using content analysis or have simply analysed one or
two newsrooms. There have been no in-depth studies of a varety of

newsrooms and therefore the following claims to similarnty are added here

within that context.
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Bell (1990) identifies similarity in the format of all news stories, and
writes generally about the similanty of the use of “the lead” or the.“lead
paragraph” and its structure, the use of headlines, the use of news sources
and journalistic devices such as the who, what, when, where, why and
how, which ensure that all news stories basically contain a certain type of
information. Also the reliance on facts and figures which all journalists
use to illustrate and supplement the story all go some way towards some
uniformity of structure and content of broadcast journalism (Tuchman,

1978).

Similarly, Chibnall pointed out, it is true that 'you can put six reporters in
court and they can sit through six hours of court verbiage and they'll come
out with the same story'. Journalists, however, would prefer to see this as
a claim to objective reporting rather than the 'triumph of formulaic
narrative construction' (Chibnall, 1980:86). @ Therefore rhetorical,
structural and format devices which pepper the practice of journalism are
often rejected as such by journalists who prefer to see them as a method
to ensure that accurate, fair, impartial (and objective) information is
conveyed as efficiently as possible. (See Chapter 1 for an analysis of
journalistic objectivity as an ideal and as a practical professional practice.
Such practice underpins the concept of newsworthiness in all television

NEWSTooms).

Different studies of individual television newsrooms have highlighted
similar types of procedures, structures, routines, pressures and constraints
(Burns, 1969; Epstein, 1973; Tuchman, 1978; Schlesinger, 1987),
empirical studies of television news output have also pointed to
similarities in news content, research in the United States of news editors'

judging patterns, were shown to be nearly unanimous (Buckalew, 1969;
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Clyde and Buckalew, 1969). Similarly news sclection patterns among
daily newspapers in Iowa were interpreted by researchers as either
representing similarity of news judgements or showing a pattern of

emphasis of the wire service (Gold and Simmons, 1965).

Whittaker (1981) argues that news in Britain is disturbingly similar in
content and structure, leading towards a common set of assumptions
which are taken-for-granted by the media. Such assumptions create a

uniformity of discourse in the media.

It is possible to observe the similarity of format and structural devices at
work in all newsrooms. For example if a big story occurs, such as a
major air crash, or five policeman shot dead in the Orkney Islands, the
Input or Newsgathering news editors would know straight-away that these
were good stories and that the programme editors would want them for
their particular programmes (i.e. they would “know” their market, just as
the programme editors “know” their audience). Camera crews would be
despatched to location X or location Y, programme editors might
intervene at this point and ask if a crew could be despatched to location Z.
Subject to logistics and resources this would be done, but it is implicitly
understood in all newsrooms that Input and Newsgathering editors have to
be able to judge a newsworthy event and to react with speed in order to
allocate crews and as such cannot afford to waste time negotiating with
each other. Similarly both Newsgathering, Intake and Qutput programme
editors would be able to discount the potential news story which cannot
be covered due to logistical difficulties but which is not worth specifically
sending a crew out to. For example twenty journalists all agreed that the
three policemen who were accidentally injured on the Isle of Mann whilst

watching TT races were not worth allocating a crew for, but if a crew had
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already been there then the accident would have been covered (ITN’s

12.30pm News 8/6/94).

Where this process becomes less clear-cut in all newsrooms is when the
story is not so obviously newsworthy, (and is a mid-ranking story) and is
of interest to some programme editors and not others. For example ITN’s
5.40pm News wanted to cover a story about some children being attacked
and burnt by a man with a flame-thrower whilst in school. News at Ten
did not want to cover that story (ITN 17/6/94). In Chapter 7, I develop
this theme further, challenging the view that all news output and process
is so similar, arguing that the fragmentation of the news genre has resulted
in a plethora of possible combinations of different news sub-genres,
which in turn allow a variety of r;ews programmes to emerge all of which
do show diversity in their assessment of newsworthiness (see Figure 1,
Introduction and pages 20-21). Through study of the diversity and
fragmentation of the news genre into numerous news sub-genres it 1S
possible to identify the public interest priorities of a particular news
programme or news organisation by examining which news sub-genres
constitute particular programmes. (See Chapter 1 for an analysis of the
relationship between newsworthiness and the public interest role of the
news organisation and Chapter 7 for how this perception differs between
different television news organisations and different television news

programmes).

In this chapter, however, I address the similarities and uniformities of the
process and content of television news, by considering the similarities in
journalistic practices, constraints, myths, values and lore existing in all
television newsrooms. It is the claim to similarity of process and content,
in particular, by researchers which contradicts the assertion by journalists

working on different news programmes, that their programme has a
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specific programme identity and is different from other television news
programmes. Over the next two chapters, and in the case study in
Chapter 8, I aim to reconcile the nature of this claim to difference with
the similarities of practice and content identified by academic research.
This allows for the consideration of whether the journalistic claim to
news diversity is in fact simply an indication of superficial format
constructions and production techniques or whether there is truly a wide
spectrum of television news available on British television in the 1990s.
This issue has to be addressed in order for the implications for the
concept of newsworthiness and assumptions of a unitary journalistic

practice in a multi-news programme environment to be analysed.

I) Journalistic Training (and Training on the Job)

Philip Gaunt (1990) argues that journalistic images are in large part the
result of journalistic traditions which are shaped by history. In his
comparative analysis of journalism in France, Britain and the United
States, he argues that traditions are created and developed in accordance
with the laws, economic constraints, political pressures and social
dynamics of the culture in which they exist, as well as technological
developments. He believes that the stereotype image of the journalist in
each country is different, in France for example, the journalist is often
seen as a tough intellectual who is often politically motivated. In

contrast, Gaunt's version of the American journalist is the stereotype

produced by 'Humphrey Bogart's newspaper reporter in Deadline USA, a
shirt-sleeved hero with typing fingers like meathooks, eager to fight
corruption in high places and defend the cause of TRUTH' (Gaunt,
1990:20). In Britain, Gaunt argues that it is Evelyn Waugh's novel Scoop
which portrays 'the London reporter as an unscrupulous news hound in

pursuit of a good “story”, or as a nail-bitten, nicotine-stained fingered
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hack bashing out his scoop on a battered old typewriter, which is most
accurate. Whatever the true image is of the British journalist, it is
interesting to note, in fiction at least, that it is very different in tradition

and style from his/her French and American counterparts.

Sparks (1991) laments the loss of the hard news reporter symbolised by
Hildy Johnson. Hildy Johnson's great triumph was to expose a corrupt
city administration and to save the life of a rather deranged murderer,
whilst losing the chance to marry his fiancee. Although Hildy Johnson
worked for a newspaper in the United States, he elicits an attractive
Jjournalistic image of the investigative and tenacious journalist. In Britain,
journalists are heavily constrained by the Official Secrets Act, and by
their adherence to the strict rules and regulations of the Lobby system.
However, the role of a Hildy Johnson-type journalist is often equated with
debates about citizenship, which consider the impossibility of there being
an enlightened citizenry if the press and the broadcast media simply
report what they é.re spoon-fed by the government and other authorities.
Hildy, therefore has become a metaphor for press and broadcasting

freedom, as Sparks sadly remarks however, the modern Hildy Johnson

'no longer dreams of bringing down the mayor or the
government in the wake of a great scandal. That only
happens in the movies' (Sparks, 1991:72).

In Britain, the image of journalism variously as a trade or as a profession
has been related in part to its education/training and to the different routes
into journalism, via university, college or up through the ranks starting in
the regional press, usually reflect the type of work the journalist will
undertake. Most journalism training is industry driven in the sense that

journalists are expected to acquire certain skills will which enable them to
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identify newsworthy facts so they are able to produce a newsworthy

story.

The National Council for the Training of Journalists, for example, usually
produces reporters who will work on regional or weekly papers, who
often move on to the national newspapers later in their career, The NCTJ
course is very formulaic, journalists must complete six examinations, a
shorthand test, and a final proficiency test in order to pass, studying
subjects such as law and public administration as well as learning how to
write a news story. The acquisition of National Vocational Qualifications
(NVQs), and on the job training is therefore one route into journalism,

which stresses the practice of journalism, and its status as a trade.

Other courses which attempt to reconcile such skills with an academic
grounding in the issues and dilemmas facing journalists, have emerged
once again in universities. In the same way that the BBC encourages its
home-grown graduate trainees to become “thinking” journalists, higher
education is similarly encouraging would be joumnalists to critically
evaluate both the profession and the role of journalism. This route into
journalism, is more common in broadcast journalism, where the emphasis

appears to be on journalism as a profession.

The current editor of ITN's 5.40pm News, however, is a veteran
newspaper man, from the Daily Mirror. The skills, practices and news
values he brings to his programme are notorious to the rest of the ITN
broadcast journalists. The editor himself, prefers to think of himself as a
“born” journalist, one who came up the hard way, and who really
understands news values. The “soft” college boys and girls who come in
via the graduate training scheme are seen by him as often struggling
against a very real disability - not being able to recognise what is
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newsworthy. There is undoubtedly a very strong Oxbridge influence in
the newsrooms at both ITN and the BBC, although it is much more
noticeable at the latter. Although at ITN there were still a good. many
Oxbridge graduates, several people remarked on the fact that people from

different universities were now coming in and breaking the monopoly.

Once the trainee journalist has entered the newsroom, then a further
learning process begins. Assuming that at this point all journalists have
acquired the rudimentary skills of their trade, through whatever means,
they will now be faced with the daunting task of putting them into
practice. New recruits have also got to learn about the organisation and
newsroom for which they are working  Often this occurs through
assimilation of newsroom mythology which is communicated down by
experienced journalists who often make assertive statements about their
profession which no one can prove to be correct or incorrect, but which
can be incredibly confusing to a novice or an observer. One such
example occurred in the Look North News newsroom. A female
correspondent complained that a rape which occurred in broad daylight
had not been covered because it happened in Cleethorpes and not in
Leeds. Whilst this claim may have some basis in truth, story coverage
also depends on many other variables. This seeming cathartic admission
of a knowledge of the shortcomings of BBC journalism is a common
feature of BBC newsrooms where journalists are over-sensitized to
criticisms levelled at them by academic research and journalists in other
organisations. The problem is that the internalisation of such criticism
can then become a catch-all explanation for non-coverage of stories. All
senior or experienced journalists issue a wide variety of such polemics
from time to time about the inadequacy of the organisation, apocryphal
tales of stories which were missed or handled badly, examples of really
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great moments, criticism of bad journalists and so, the junior recruits

watch, listen and absorb, and mythologies are continued.

In every newsroom I visited there were several new journalists. In all
cases they were young, ambitious and had faced a good deal of
competition to get to their position. Similarly in all cases there was an
inherent desire to please the senior journalists, not to rebel and shock, but
to conform and contribute. All the new journalists are quickly schooled
into understanding that investigative journalism is basically a myth and
that their success is strongly related to their accuracy and skill in applying
journalistic techniques and formulas. At the BBC inexperienced
journalists are treated quite harshly and are given the least exciting stories
and left to muddle through. The routine of any newsroom is one of
spasmodic hyper-activity and when an exciting news story breaks or the
closer it gets to transmission time, the young journalist often finds that he
or she is ignored. Senior staff appear impatient and tense, making it
difficult for the trainee to ask questions or to get guidance at particular
times of the day. If he or she has been pushed into the situation where
they must meet a deadline, but everyone is far too busy to help them, then
they must very quickly learn how to cope. All newsrooms are full of
these tense, stressed inexperienced journalists. Those who survive the
pressure, are by the nature of their work environment simply schooled
into a (best) way of doing things which is in total accord with the rest of
the news programme or news organisation. In effect this results in a

conformity of production and selection.

Primary in the new journalist's mind is survival (similar perhaps to Peter
Wood's (1986) survival strategy of teachers), whereas the other more
experienced journalists appeared to have other concerns, such as beating

the opposition, making sure that their news report and coverage is better
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than the rival company's, as well as being “across the subject”. In all
newsrooms, but especially in a forum such as Channel Four News,
Newsnight or BBC1’s Nine O'clock News, a journalist who has not
thought a subject out thoroughly or is not able to express a degree of
cynicism or lateral thought about an event or 1ssue is often humiliated by
the other journalists who know better. Some journalists cope with this by
becoming “news junkies” totally immersed in news and current affairs,
whilst others who take it less seriously never move on. A journalist
would probably defend such immersion as a professional tactic to ensure
that the public gets the best possible news coverage, but it is also an
expedient way of avoiding embarrassment or humiliation. In other words
the demands of the newsroom and other journalists requires that a
journalist is able to discuss intelligently, or to critique existing or
potential news stories, with fellow journalists. On listening in to such a
conversation one will always hear them expressing doubt or looking for
an angle, or saying 'there's something odd about this killing'
(correspondent, ITN’s News at Ten 21/6/94).

Once a journalist gains experience of the demands and pressures of
journalistic culture, he or she can move beyond simply surviving the
newsday and be more able to contribute to the ebb and flow of newsroom
discourse, humour and journalistic analysis of the stories and events
covered. By that time (s)he will have learnt the nuances and techniques
of news selection and production according to the particular journalistic

culture and values in operation in the particular television newsroom.
Some values permeate all newsrooms and are the same wherever a

journalist works. For example, all journalists are inherently driven by the
quest for the good story, the telling of which will impart some
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information to the audience (although the dcfinition of “a good story”
may differ from newsroom to newsroom, it is nonetheless a guiding
principal of every newsday). A journalist who cannot identify what is
newsworthy, whether it is the identification of certain newsworthy facts
to complete or update an existing story or the recognition of a new
newsworthy issue or event (according to the criteria the programme uses)
will strive to learn. A journalist who repeatedly suggests stories which
are not newsworthy will not be humoured for long. Secondly, a journalist
must learn how to work to deadlines and other format constraints, which
the journalist must respect and obey (again this requirement is the same in
all newsrooms even though the specification may be different). Thirdly, a
journalist must learn to be part of an effective team. So much depends on
clear and precise communication, often in journalistic jargon or other
codes, that a journalist must learn the value of trust in fellow team
members and learn to be an efficient and reliable member of that team. In
all newsrooms journalists talked in terms of having to trust their fellow

news personnel and it is one of the key values of every newsroom.

Therefore, the three values one would find in any television newsroom
can be summarised as, awareness, acceptance and trust; that is awareness
of what constitutes newsworthiness, even if a journalist cannot articulate
it in other way than “a gut feeling”, or as “having a nose” for a good
story, secondly, acceptance of the logistical, legal and political constraints
of news selection and production and thirdly, trustworthiness, being able
to be trusted oneself and being able to trust one's colleagues. Any
journalist who fails to acquire these values will have a very difficult ime

surviving in any broadcast newsroom.

What does this tell us about conceptions of newsworthiness in different

television newsrooms? Undoubtedly, journalists are all schooled to
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develop a good news sense. Furthermore, television news does
concentrate to some extent on the same news story, illustrating the “me
too” aspect of journalistic practice, where journalists follow stories
because their competitors are also following the story. However, the
diversification of news programmes is, as I argue in Chapter 7, to some
extent allowing television news journalists to escape the straight-jacket of
copying, the opposition. I argue this point with the cautionary note that in
the case of most news programmes this commitment to diversity really
only applies to a percentage of the news stories broadcast. As always in
any form of journalism, big news stories, such as the Lockerbie plane
crash, the death of John Smith, election results, major government
reshuffles or the ending of the Waco siege in Texas, result in a “feeding

frenzy” of all types of media.

II) Editorial Policy and Formal Meetings

At the BBC, both in London and Leeds, the euphemism of “guidance”
was still used in 1994, to refer to policy decisions regarding the content of
television news output (Schlesinger, 1987). At ITN and Calendar News,
such euphemisms were deemed less necessary and most policy decisions
were communicated down to staff via bulletins or meetings. The
difference culture can to some extent be accounted for by the sheer size of
the organisation. At ITN and Yorkshire Tyne-Tee’s Calendar News the
senior management are much physically closer to the news production
and selection process on a day-to-day basis. Therefore they can intervene
or “see” problems and communicate them to the staff rather informally.
Furthermore, the strong commercial imperative which dominates at
Calendar News and ITN make it much more like any corporate body
which operates a simple line-management system. BBC in contrast

attempts to appear to be more democratic with horizontal lines of
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communication. In practice, however, the BBC actually uses hierarchical

practices which it appears to feel the need to mask.

In common with Schlesinger, I also found that many news personnel (at
both ITN and at the BBC, and to a lesser extent at the regional
newsrooms) did not consider themselves to be under such control.
Programme editors in particular appear to see their freedom from daily
constraints as intrinsic to their role as the creator of a news programme
and the arbiter of the newsworthy. The younger, less experienced editors
for the day would acquiesce more willingly to the obvious increase in
supervision and control imposed on them by senior news editors when

they were editing the programme.

For example, at the BBC the Editor, TV News Programmes, would spend
more time at the output desk when a younger less experienced editor was
in charge. At ITN’s News at Ten is generally edited by two senior,
seasoned editors. On 24 June 1995 when a younger editor was editor for
the day, it was obvious that the Head of News and his Deputy were in
much more close contact with the programme's progress on that day than
was usual. The young editor himself commented to me before we went
into the 6.10pm meeting, where the structure of the programme is
finalised, that he did not expect it to remain the same, whereas the other
editors 'knew more clearly what the programme should look like'. The
6.10pm meeting is always attended by the Head of ITN Programmes, his
deputy and the presenter, and on this occasion they duly switched two or
three of his stories around, and they also issued one or two firm

instructions about the inclusion of film.

All the senior programme editors, however, have a different explanation

of editorial control. As they have learnt what is appropriate and
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acceptable, it seems that they have more autonomy and control, when in
fact they have simply begun to subscribe to the corporate view. However,
according to several programme editors, there is a mechanism of control
which operates which ensures that non-newsworthy pieces which are
simply 'hobby horses' of the senior editorial staff, do not feature high in
the programme's agenda or do not get on at all. Conversely, senior
editorial staff may over-rule programme editors, and insist that a news
item be moved higher up the running order or added into the programme.
Control by the latter appeared to be much more common than effective

resistance by the former.

Younger journalists who resist editorial directives can acquire labels or
damage their careers by mishandling stories and at both institutions there
were several examples of journalists who were “unpromotable”, or were
on some kind of probation. One editor gave me a couple of examples of
correspondents he had to watch telling me that 'that correspondent can
never be relied upon to return a piece the right length'; or 'that one never
manages to get a decent interview, we always have to redo it' (editor for
the day, BBC’s One O’clock News 27/4/94); or Tve got to watch her
because she always goes over the top about women's rights' (programme
editor, ITN’s 5.40pm News 14/6/94). The programme editor will also
request certain journalists for certain stories, for example 'don't send
Sally* on that, she'll cock it up - I want John'; (programme editor, ITN’s
12.30pm News, 7/6/94 *name changed) or he will caution journalists as he
assigns them 'don't do another Benson and Hedges on me' (programme
editor, ITN’s News at Ten 22/6/94). The shorthand code used by the
programme editor is incredibly specific, although to an observer it is
sometimes nearly unintelligible. Obviously a journalist who has made a
mistake must work on probation, proving that he can master an editorial

brief and produce pleasing goods and gain or re-gain the programme
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editor's trust. All programme editors supervise the untrustworthy or
inexperienced journalists far more closely than the reliable ones, who are
often left almost entirely to their own devices. At the BBC in particular
the very senior specialist correspondents would not expect to have a

young fresh-faced editor for the day watching over them.

Real control over the news product in the television newsroom therefore
is concentrated in few hands. Although all news personnel and journalists
are working towards a common goal, many just work on their allocated
parts of the news programme. Senior editors and programme editors,
have the most control, and only they have a very real overview of the
whole programme. Although the presenters need to see the shape of the
programme they do not become involved in the editorial process and may
only disagree or comment on small aspects of its overall structure or
content. Editorial staff ensure that control of production of the final news
product is only devolved into the hands of responsible correspondents and
producers who will act as controllers of the disparate sections of the
NEWSroom. Therefore, although a cameraman, particularly an
experienced one, will have a much better idea of the best way of filming
an event, (s)he will still be working subject to a correspondent's directions
and specifications. Similarly a video tape editor's skills are vital to the
editing process, but (s)he would work in accordance with the wishes of
the producer and the correspondent who are writing the story. Any
dissent has to be reconciled within the context of the correspondent's
overview of the whole story. Any issues which cannot be reconciled are

always then referred back to the editor.
All activities in the newsroom are inferior to the primary one of making

news. Therefore those people who have the most control of this process,

namely the editors, producers and correspondents, are all able to demand
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compliance from the other newsroom personnel, such as video-tape
editors, cameramen, graphics engineers, production staff and so on.
These demands always increase and intensify the closer the programme
gets to transmission time, and once in the gallery, the programme editor
has supreme control of all the newsroom personnel, who will react
immediately to his every demand. At this point there is no dissent

whatsoever.

However, in contrast to Schlesinger (1987), this current analysis did not
find much evidence of dissenting journalists whiling their days away
filing or working in the archives. This is probably because since 1977
there has been enormous technological change and a good deal of the
clerical and routine jobs have been replaced by computer systems.
Furthermore, the reduction in staff, at ITN, in particular, ensures that no
one can get away with doing very little or not being allocated stories as a
punishment. Exile in a television newsroom in 1995 might be to the
Forward Planning Desk, Newsgathering or an early morning programme,
but it would still involve the journalist working directly in the news

production process.

Editorial control is further reinforced by the numerous meetings which
structure every newsday. Higher level policy meetings occur in every
news organisation and are attended by the senior editorial staff (see
Chapter 5 for an account of the meetings held at the different news
organisations). At such meetings, policy issues such as the manner in
which the organisation will handle Northern Ireland, elections or
forthcoming leadership elections will be discussed and a formula agreed.
The formula then becomes part of the common currency of the newsroom
until it is a taken-for-granted response. For example, at both the BBC and

at ITN there was acknowledgement that the organisations were not
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Many of the 1979-1990 Conservative Government's amendments to
existing legislation was made under to guise of the “Law of
Confidentiality”, that is the keeping of State secrets. For example the
Official Secrets Act 1911, contains provisions about spying, but was
amended in 1989, replacing Section 2 of the 1911 Act with a “catch all”
section, which is extremely complicated and creates twelve new offences.
The journalist working under the 1989 Official Secrets Act is more
constrained than previously, restrictions having been placed on the
amount of confidential information a journalist can receive. For example
it is now a crime to report the number of cups of tea drunk per week in a
Government Department (Ewing and Gearty, 1990; Robertson and Nicol,
1990; Greenwood and Welsh, 1994).

Fortunately the directives which were issued by the Home Secretary in
December 1990 under Section 29(3) of the Broadcasting Act 1981 and
Section 10 of the Broadcasting Act 1990 requiring broadcasters to provide
a voice over for words spoken by members of certain Northern Ireland
organisations have been rescinded although guidelines still exist about

reporting and use of material likely to stir up hatred (Reville, 1991).

Journalists can also be called by government to reveal their sources in a
court of law, if it is considered that the information is confidential or
damaging to the state. If the company refuses it is charged with Contempt
of Court which is costly. In 1980, Granada Television was ordered to
reveal a “mole” who passed on confidential information. In 1983, The
Guardian was ordered to name the source, Sarah Tisdall, who passed on
Ministry of Defence documents revealing the strategy for handling the

arrival of Cruise missiles into Britain. In 1992, Channel Four was
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ordered to name the individual who passed on information used in a
Channel Four programme The Committee, made by Box Productions.

All journalists are subject to the constraints of British law. In particular
the broadcast media and telecommunications have been dealt with as
‘businesses affected with a public interest and subjected to special
treatment under law and government policy’ (Melody, 1990:18). As
discussed in Chapter 1 regulation of the ITV system via the 1990
Broadcasting Act (through the ITC) and regulation of the BBC through
the Charter and Licence and Agreement is grounded in the notion of
serving the public. In Britain, public interest has been delivered both via
the public service broadcasting system and via the regulated market. It
follows therefore that changes in the politics of regulation of the media
and market affect the public interest idea of the broadcast media. Direct
laws which censor the broadcast media challenge the notion of freedom of
speech and can prevent the media working in the public interest. Indeed,
all television newsrooms in recent years have undergone changes in
policy in relation to government intervention. All journalists are duty
bound to obey certain regulatory rules and laws to avoid prosecution or
embarrassment for their media organisation. However, as we saw in the
1980s, due to the lack of a written Constitution in Britain there is a very
fine balance between regulating and controlling the media in the public

interest and the introduction of media censorship.

IV) Audience Measurement

Currently all television news organisations commission audience research
which has increased over the last ten years due to a number of factors
such as changing technology, deregulation, new sources of demand,
increased viewing and listening opportunities, audience fragmentation all

394



of which lead to increasing competition in the broadcasting industry
(Kent, (Ed.), 1994).

Whilst free-market philosophy has been a minor theme of British
television broadcasting since the creation of the ITV system in the 1950s,
the balance of state policy was weighted against it through regulation and
support for the BBC. However, in the 1980s and 1990s this balance was
changed and is now weighted in favour of the application of a free-market
philosophy to the whole broadcasting industry. Such a change has
initiated a broad debate about the future role of public service
broadcasting in Britain and threatened its future security (Bamett and
Curry, 1994).

At ITN in particular the maintenance of audience ratings is deemed to be
crucial to the future security of the news business in the face of such
broad and sweeping developments, because it is the audience which the
company sells to the advertisers. Crucially the BBC has had to enter into
this commercial maelstrom due to the continuous debate about the
validity of its licence fee. The initial argument here is why should
everyone pay a licence fee for the BBC when it attracts only a small (and
declining) share of the audience. The pressure, therefore is on all
television news broadcasters to attract and keep a good audience rating,
Such developments however, have also highlighted key concerns which
centre upon the nature of the public sphere, public interest and public
opinion as well as the relationship between television news and

democracy.
This kind of research, upon which ITN, in particular relies upon, as a day

to day indicator of the success of their programmes, and as a determinate

of their assessment of newsworthiness and public interest, is in fact a very
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poor indicator indeed of the nature of the audience. Audience ratings give
a general indication of audience size and audience composition (in
demographic terms). They do not indicate what audiences think or feel

about programmes.

In contrast to the view of the audience held by the “organisation” as a
whole, as a statistically determined entity, all journalists I encountered
shared the common practice of envisaging their own audience. Whenever
I asked any individual journalist how (s)he saw his/her audience, (s)he,
unlike the senior management, would never respond with a statistical
analysis of the audience as being “three million” or “4.6% higher than the
BBC's”. For him/her the audience was much more organic and
emotional. I variously heard the audience described as, 'its like my
mother, you know, just got in from work, wants a cup of tea and her feet
up, she doesn't want to watch anything too boring' (correspondent, ITN’s
5.40pm News 23/5/94). 'l always think of someone a bit like me, you
know, been to university, and doesn't want to be patronised, wants a bit
more information' (correspondent, Channel Four News, 25/6/94). 'Well, 1
always think of my wife really, if I can find a story which will make her
say “Oh Really!” then I think it will be an interesting programme' (editor,
ITN’s 5.40pm News, 21/6/94).

What is clear from analysis of the attempt by all news organisations to
measure their audience ratings is that it does not have a high impact on
the programme journalist's definition of the audience. What journalists
have in common is that they all work to their own particular definition of
the audience when selecting and producing television news stories, but
are still able to adapt and change their audience visualisation to meet the
requirements of different television news programmes. Therefore a

migration from ITN’s 5.40pm News to Channel Four News would not
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necessarilly be a problem for the journalist. However, although the
Journalist's personal and private view of the audience must, of course,
conform to the remit of the programme, the personalisation of journalistic
activity (freedom to envisage the audience) is a mythical freedom. In the
same way that a journalist working on a programme will adhere to the
myth of editorial autonomy, he or she will also acquire their own mythical
relationship to the audience. Such activity helps to compound the view in
the newsroom that journalists and editors have a greater independence

from senior editorial directives than is the case.

V) Technology and the Electronic Newsroom

Technological change in television newsrooms was probably at its most
marked in the 1980s. Indeed, the '1980s may be best remembered as the
decade that news communications technology began making a real impact
on the traditional news media’ (Willis, 1990:159). Although Willis writes
particularly about newspapers and electronic publishing 'and other
wonders', his observation is also applicable to the national television
newsrooms. Indeed, it is notable that Burns (1965);, Epstein (1972);
Tuchman (1978) and Schlesinger (1987), all completed their observations
of newsrooms prior to the evolution of electronic newsgathering and
computer links to agency copy, instead analysing news production in
terms of agency tape and teleprinters (3).

In the early 1980s, several important developments in technology were
helping to transform television news. The advent of satellite links
facilitated the invention of live two-ways, where “our own correspondent”
could provide on the spot news from far off places. Electronic news
gathering (ENG) speeded up the whole process of newsgathering,
changing the priorities of newsrooms, and increasing the orientation

towards the use of film and television newsrooms were computerised.
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During the 1980s, the increase in news output, with the advent of twenty-
four hour competitors such as Sky, the introduction of breakfast news
programmes, Channel Four News, has elevated the status of news in
terms of resourcing and budgets towards a level only previously enjoyed
by the current affairs programmes (Tunstall, 1993). At the BBC in
particular the merging of news and current affairs is illustrative of the
increasing status of television news during John Birt's early period as

Deputy Director-General and Director-General.

However, in the 1990s technological developments are continuing with
the proliferation of cable channels, the growth of the Internet, the plan for
the introduction of new multiplex licences, the merging of technologies
and the advent of Channel 5. All in principle have led to a much greater
access to information and a massive growth in outlets requiring
information. At the same time the investment in television news is being
reduced at the BBC. The high investment of the early 1990s has now
been stabilised and the News and Current Affairs Directorate has to

compete more fairly in the internal BBC market (Media Guide, 1996).

Such a development is of concern as greater access to information does
not necessarily correlate with a more knowledgeable and informed public ‘
and may even have the negative effect of obscuring information by
exceeding the interpretative capacity of the subject (Baudrillard, 1993 in
Stevenson, 1994). Journalism in the 1990s therefore has an important and
constructive role in interpreting the information blizzard in a meaningful
and useful way for the audience. Only when editors and joumalists
recognise that the image and information blizzard unleashed by
technology requires analysis and should not simply be passed on, can
journalism or television news in particular, provide information to

enhance and enable citizen participation in the public sphere.
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The debate about the impact or importance of technology, is outlined by
Williams (1975) who identified two theoretical distinctions between
technological determinism and symptomatic technology, and ,their
relationship to social change. Technological determinism views the
discovery of new technology, by research and development, as setting the
conditions for social change and progress. In effect, technology has
created the modern world. In contrast, the second view of technological
change sees particular technologies as symptoms of change, so a
particular new technology is a kind of by-product of a social process
which is determined by other factors. Both of these views, as Williams
points out, are inadequate in the sense that they tend to abstract
technology from society, assuming that either technology is created in
some kind of vacuum but then goes on to change society or human
condition or that research and development are self-generating and
isolated from society. Williams was quick to oppose the conjunction of
technological determinism with cultural pessimism (Eldridge, 1994)
which somehow assumes that technology is invented in a vacuum and
there is nothing we can do about it. Indeed, in its most extreme
formulation McLuhan's (1964) phrase 'the medium is the message' is
interpreted to mean that the content of the communication results entirely
from the technological characteristics of the communications medium.
From this extreme perspective we would have to argue that the format of
the television news programme actually determined the content, and

therefore what is subsequently deemed to be newsworthy.

If one considers technological change from a less extreme perspective,
however, it is an important reminder that there are probably interactions
between the nature and content of the message being conveyed (that is
what is deemed to be newsworthy) and the nature of the medium which is
communicating the message (Neuman, 1991). Indeed, observation of
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journalists at work in the electronic television newsroom elicits certain
key maxims which are of concern in relation to the important role of the
Journalist as interpreter of vast information flows, especially hjs/her
capacity to make such information blizzards intelligible and useful to the

citizen.

In all national television newsrooms one of the main sources of news are
the national and international news agencies or “wires” as they are
commonly known. The sole domestic national news agency is the Press
Association (PA). International news is covered largely by two agencies,
Reuters and Associated Press (AP), although the BBC also subscribes to
Agence France Presse (AFP) and United Press International (UPI). The
news agency TASS has now been replaced by a very diminished Interfax
and ITAR which neither the BBC nor ITN subscribe to. There are also
separate wires covering economic and sports news, and Look North News
for example receives Reuters, Press Association (PA) and Associated
Press (AP) and a plethora of local wire services under Mercury, a local
news agency. There are also keywords built into the system so that the
word “Yorkshire” for example can be used as a filter system. In this way
the option of newsworthy stories is predetermined by the news agencies

and the filter system.

Each agency has an extensive network of correspondents who aim to
provide a comprehensive coverage for a subscription fee paid by the
subscribing organisation. In the 1990s such information is sent to every
newsroom computer terminal so in effect every single journalist is party
to all the events which their organisation may consider to be newsworthy.
The copy taster in modern television newsrooms no longer occupies the
same pivotal position as all journalists are able to perform the task of
sifting for newsworthy stories. Neither Look North News or Calendar
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News had a designated copy taster in their newsrooms, the task of
watching the “wires” was shared by all the staff.  Criticisms can be
levelled at such a system of newsgathering, First, many of the reporters at
news agencies are young and inexperienced, often moving on to work for
television news organisations once they are adequately qualified.
Secondly, news agencies which are effectively unaccountable are setting

the agenda for news.

Furthermore, the history of news agencies is instructive. Smith (1980)
argues that it is impossible to examine the global news agencies without
considering their relation to capitalism. The news agencies are large
commercial empires, built on the backs of colonial information systems,
and the British news agency, Reuters, in particular was oriented towards
promoting national interests in Britain's various colonies and promoting

British interests world-wide (Lorimer, 1994; Read, 1992).

The news organisations willingly accept and appear to unquestioningly
pay for the service, and most journalists defend the journalistic integrity

of the agencies. In fact as one Channel Four News producer pointed out

'there is a mystical or even mythical quality about them.
This is particularly so with the Press Association, which
is revered throughout the industry as one of the best
training-grounds for keen young journalists' (Producer,
Channel Four News, 25/6/94).

In most television newsrooms the news personnel therefore can be
removed from “the sharp end” of the event but do not really contest the
accuracy of the bulk of agency material. Obviously journalists check the
different agency versions of the same story to ensure there are no major

discrepancies, but they still have to rely on the agency perspective of that
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event. ITN in particular has to rely on international agency material more

than BBC, as it has less overseas bureaux.

Overseas news agency material (Eurovision and Asiavision) is available
to members of the European Broadcasting Union (EBU). Both the BBC
and ITN are members of this union and are entitled to ring in and request
film of events occurring in different countries. There is a
Eurovision/Asiavision conference six times per day, plus a special
relationship which exists between the BBC and ABC News in the United
States and ITN and WTN. These facilities enable journalists to acquire
film of almost any major event in the world. Occasions when British film
is requested are usually following major events such as John Smith's
death, large scale accidents and disasters such as the plane crash at
Lockerbie, or bomb explosions in Northern Ireland. It is interesting to
note that the perception that other countries will get of British news is that
it is full of violence, disaster or death. The content analysis in Chapter 4
has already shown that this is similar to the types of international news

British television news covers regarding other countries.

The Channel Four News producer also expressed further concerns
regarding specific instances of technological failure and the resulting
effect this has on the notion of newsworthiness of the story, which he
outlined these in a short paper he wrote in 1991 (4).

Although improvements in technology can work very positively to
increase the possible range of news stories covered, to speed up the time
it takes for an event to be reported to the public, and to facilitate live-links
to the place where the event is actually occurring, there is also a negative
side to the equation. Situations can arise where a story is only partially,
and perhaps misleadingly covered because a satellite-link breakdown
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results in an event having to be missed or the informative nature of the
transmission compromised. In the past, film of events often took several
days to reach the news organisation, but this was an accepted part of news
coverage. Today, a story often has to be covered immediately or the news
organisation will have “missed it”. The need for immediacy and speed of
coverage, directly relating to improvements and abilities of new
technologies, have superseded the inherent content or informational

quality of the event or issue as a criteria of newsworthiness.

One can also argue that journalists are becoming too reliant and
unquestioning about the capabilities of new technology. Sometimes
reporters and correspondents write a story without even leaving the
building and are able to accompany this with film supplied, either by a
freelance cameraman, or through the Eurovision network or via associate
picture agencies, such as World-wide Television News (WTN), which are
similar to picture versions of the “wires”. In part this changing role of the
journalist in Britain of the 1990s can be explained by the increased
number of outlets each journalist's report has to service. At the BBC a
report may be used by Breakfast News, and then updated and changed for
the One O'clock News, Six O'clock News and Nine O'clock News
programmes, and at ITN for the 12.30pm News, 5.40pm News and News
at Ten. At Look North News, journalists routinely have to produce reports
which are bi-media, so that they can be used for both television and radio.
The skills and time consumed attempting to meet such greedy demands
for their work ensures that many journalists spend a good deal of their
time in editing suites and in front of their computer terminals. Twenty-
four hour rolling news is an even more greedy and demanding taskmaster.

As John Tusa noted
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Tt 1s, of course, a problem that has not crept up on us
suddenly. Recently, a senior BBC correspondent said to
me: "We're not correspondents any more. We're scarcely
even reporters. We have become re-processors. There is .
no time for digging up the news"' (Tusa, James Cameron
Memorial Lecture, 14/6/94).

Another concern regarding technological developments was identified by
a Channel Four News editor, who believes that technology has had an
unusual and often unnoticed effect on newsgathering which has, in turn,
resulted in a faster turnover of news stories. He argues, and unfortunately
it is difficult to prove, that a story is dropped a lot more quickly than in
the past. A few years ago a news story would have been told one day and
then analysed the next. In the late 1980s, the BBC began the precedent of
trying to do both things in the same programme with their twin packs
(story followed by analysis or backgrounder). Channel Four News have
now gone one stage further and try to analyse and tell the story in the
same package which results in the story becoming old news even more
quickly. Usually stories which have been reported and analysed are
dropped the next day and so news is becoming even more
decontextualised and ahistorical and less useful in an informational sense.
Indeed it would be entirely possible for the audience to miss significant
events simply by missing one day's television news. Perhaps society is
becoming more and more impatient by nature, the increase in
consumption of fast food and convenience food could be analogous to the
consumption of news. Is television news becoming like convenience
food, brightly packaged, quick, convenient and briefly satisfying with no
nutrition? The question to address is whether new technology is aiding
the transference of information or knowledge or whether it is converting

the experience of news into Postman's (1989) nightmare.
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VI) Logistics of News Selection and Production

All newsrooms in all news organisations are constrained by cost, time and
space. Schlesinger (1987) argues that journalists operate in a “stop watch
culture”, the concept of which is an important part of a journalist's
occupational ideology. As outlined above, great emphasis is placed on
the need for immediacy and speed and the structuring of journalistic
practice around this concept has resulted in a direct link between the
journalist's time-perspective and the demands created by the nature of the
work itself. The marrying of the routines of the newsday and the
journalists’ creative ability as news producers has created a unique
culture. Everything the journalists do has to be subordinated to the
programme deadline, and so the notion of effective reporting includes a
mixture of priorities, accuracy, impartiality and some creativity, as well as
deadlines and time restrictions. As Schlesinger (1987:105) goes on to
note, with regard to journalists’ relationship with time. 'Tt is a form of
fetishism in which to be obsessional about time is to be professional in a

way which newsmen have made peculiarly their own'.

It is due to this particular set of contradictory professional criteria that
journalists must learn to select, record and package their prbduct in a way
which practice and experience has taught them is the best possible way
for them to cope with the constraints they must work within. The specific
content of television news changes every day, but as my content analysis
illustrated (see Chapter 4) there is a tendency for programmes to use
similar types of devices and structures to pass the message to the audience
each day. Routine utilisation of graphics, film, live two-ways, studio
guest panels, “discos” (studio discussions) presenter-led introductions and
so on can become farcical when the content does not fit. For example,
during my observation period at both the BBC and ITN in May/June
1994, there were several rail strikes. The first two or three strikes were
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all covered by the news organisations, relating tales of commuter
inconvenience, stranded passengers and so on. All the news programmes
initially used similar techniques and formats to cover the stories, via live
two-way links showing the novelty of stationary trains and empty stations
as well as showing alternative methods used by commuters to travel to
work and coverage of all the stages of the negotiations between RailTrack
and RMT. However, by the time the television programmes were
covering the seventh or eighth strike, these methods were quite
inappropriate. As the nature of news content is usually so changeable,
use of the same format procedures are not always so noticeable, as they
too can give the illusion of change, but when neither the content nor the
format structures change, the news becomes very dull indeed. In this case
the repetitive and uninformative nature of television news was exposed
due to repetition of the content. However, most news stories are not
similarly repeated and therefore their trivial content can be masked to
some extent by the illusion of importance created by the newness of the

story and the variety of entertaining format devices used.

News processes therefore are regularly subverted to the constraints of
time and costs and adhere to rigid format structures and techniques of the
news medium itself (they must be “television-worthy”). They are also
logistically constrained in terms of technological application as outlined
above. Therefore it is often the case that certain actors in a newsroom,
ostensibly journalists, will appear to have little interest in the content of
the news itself, but be totally concerned with the logistics of covering the
story, or trying to ensure that an event can be covered successfully by the
television medium. This adherence to the practical and the logistical
aspects of journalism could be interpreted as being all that journalism is
about, indeed to watch the activities in Newsgathering at the BBC or in
Intake at ITN, one would immediately come to the conclusion that
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journalism 1s simply the product of the routinised organisation of the

newsroom, or the adherence to logistics.

However, in the Output side of the operation there is an impression of
creativity and craft, where the programme editor has a vision of the news
programme, early in the newsday, which he does not want to be subverted
to logistics and routinisation. However, much of this is simply an
illusion, the conversations, the intellectual debate and the agonising over
newsworthy priorities, at the end of the day have to be logistically
possible and are constrained by logistics (5). At the BBC in particular
there are many good intentions to analyse issues or to go into something
in more depth, but in reality this is often not possible due to time
constraints or pressure of other work Indeed, all the journalists in any
newsroom appear to feel that the sudden or the unexpected (supposedly
the bread and butter of news) can be a nuisance and inconvenient. One
programme editor admitted to me that the nearer it gets to transmission
time, the more he hopes nothing new happens! This is admitted at
Channel Four News more freely than in any other newsroom, as it is there
that most planning ahead has to occur. In television newsrooms there is,
as outlined earlier in this chapter contradictory pressures, those of the
creativity, intelligence and the wish to be more analytical contrasted with

those of the constraints of time, routine and costs.

VII) Planning
An important part of any newsroom routine is the planning process. As

noted by Schlesinger (1987), there is a heavy reliance on a planning
structure which provides a reliable agenda of stories at the start of any
newsday (see also Epstein (1973) and Golding and Elliott (1976)). All

the newsrooms I visited placed great importance on this procedure. In all
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cases the structure of news organisation was remarkably similar. In all
newsrooms there is a weekly “Lookahead”, a planning meeting which is
attended by some senior editorial staff, the programme editors, the
Intake/Newsgathering editors from both the Foreign and Home Desks and
a some of the senior correspondents and producers. The numbers
attending the meeting varied at different organisations, but this is only a
reflection on the actual number of staff employed and not on differing
attitudes to the notion of the importance of planning per se. At the
meeting, the Intake/Newsgathering editors “sell” news story ideas to the
programme editors, this process is supervised by the Head of News or his
equivalent who interjects with his own wishes at various points in the
discussion. From this transaction, it is possible to ascertain that the
journalists themselves feel there to be a very real diversity in the range
and type news programmes. This is illustrated by comments such as
'that's a Six O'clock News story' (editor for the day, BBC’s One O ’clock
News, 26/4/94).

Once a rudimentary commitment to certain stories or forthcoming events
has been established, Newsgathering/Intake can go ahead and continue to
arrange for camera crews, to book lines and to allocate jourhalists. These
confirmed stories are then put into the appropriate day's Prospects. One
problem with this degree of planning ahead is that sometimes on-the-day
events can supersede the coverage already planned which can be very
expensive. The Channel Four News format dictates that it, like
Newsnight, has to plan carefully and well in advance as it must fill five
minute story slots. At Channel Four News, there is an obvious
inflexibility built into the programme structure, and therefore due to
format and cost constraints the programme editors cannot really afford to

drop a pre-planned story unless it can be run the next day.

~
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Each national newsroom has a group (or in the regional newsrooms, often
just one person) of planners. They occupy the Weekly Forward Planning
desk in the Intake/Newsgathering section of the operation and are usually
situated the furthest away from the news output desks, signifying their
distance from on-the-day news. The possible stories enter the newsroom
in a variety of ways. Many come in via press releases from Government
and Opposition ministries, the police, universities, quangos and other
large-scale institutions. The increase in public relations exercises by such
organisations in the 1980s and 1990s has resulted in a vast amount of
literature, and most mainstream news programmes are afraid to go out on
a limb and ignore a Government presser in favour of a piece on East
Timor. As such most of these routine press releases contain information
relating to future events and these are entered into Basys in date order.
When the date comes along, it is usually the case that the routines of the
planning mechanism have ensured that there is a camera crew and a
correspondent allocated to the event. Many such events, which Boorstin
(1964) termed “pseudo-events” are often staged specifically for the
media, and due to the tendency for all the media to use the same
techniques of newsgathering and planning most of the news media will
attend. The Press Association on the “wires” also releases advance notice
of forthcoming events and the planners scan the “wires” for such
information. All television newsrooms routinely receive court lists and
information from the specialist correspondents which has not gone on
general release. Finally there is the odd telephone call tipping the

newsroom off about an event which will occur.

On the day before the event, the daily Forward Planning Desk will look at
the events available the next day and in liaison with the
Intake/Newsgathering desk and programme editors, and on the basis of
commitments made at the weekly Lookahead meeting, start to arrange for
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the appropriate crews and equipment to cover the story. When the
Prospects appear at the beginning of the newsday, the list of the day's
events are also accompanied by brief details about the arrangements for

the day (6).

The Prospects generally contain about ten or twelve possible leads to
follow during the day. Some journalists are already at work on the stories
which have been planned and advertised in advance. The communality of
the planning procedure in all television newsrooms is very indicative of
the nature of the television news product itself. The newsworthiness of a
story or event of course does not depend on the unexpected or the sudden,
but can be anticipated and designed well in advanced, although once the
event itself is happening the priority then becomes immediacy.
Immediacy, or “recency” (Bell, 1990), means that the best news is
something which has only just happened. This notion as I indicated
earlier, has always been a priority of journalism, but the concept has
always been at the mercy of technological process. Today it is possible to
convey a story as it happens. Twenty-four hour news coverage by news
organisations such as CNN leave the cameras rolling so the audience can
watch events as they occur. As argued above, technological process has
augmented the importance of immediacy as a criterion of newsworthiness,
whereby immediate can often mean “instantaneous” instead of “as soon as
possible”. Within the context of such high competition, technological
proficiency and journalistic sophistication, there is an obvious
requirement for excellent planning and control to ensure that all the
disparate parts of the newsgathering and newsplanning operation are
geared up to cover the forthcoming story as efficiently and effectively as

their competitors.
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Extra reliance on planning and preparation may affect what can be
considered to be newsworthy by the news organisation. If resources have
already been committed to events which are known of in advance and
journalists themselves are relying increasingly on the “wires” for
information about the world, then it follows that the rest of the news
stories competing for a place on the programme must exhibit more
newsworthiness enhancing factors than if planning did not take
precedence and journalists were out searching for stories. This is
particularly noticeable on Channel Four News and BBC2’s Newsnight,
where a large commitment is made to pre-planned stories at the expense
of covering on-the-day occurrences well, or sometimes not even covering

them at all.

Galtung and Ruge's (1965) news factor, “unpredictability”, is actually
being increasingly compromised due to the rigid format structures of news
programmes and the progression of the planning process. There is no
question that the editorial staff at Channel Four News in particular, and to
a large extent at ITN’s Channel Three recognise that many of the stories
they cover are diary stories. However, at the BBC, editors still talk in
terms of the ad hoc nature of the news gathering process. This in large
part is due to the extra resources available at the BBC which allows
editors to have stories prepared in advance and in reserve, but to drop
three or four of them during a news bulletin in favour of newer or more
important stories. At ITN due to the greater financial constraints within
which the new operation is conducted it is much rarer for stories to be
dropped, indeed when Intake at ITN has over-committed resources to a
story which is not actually particularly newsworthy they will then try to
oversell it to the programme editors to try to justify the expenditure. One
programme editor likened this to the technique of “ankle tapping” in a
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football match, where the news editors try to psyche out the programme

editors into belicving the story is newsworthy.

In summary I argue that technological improvements in all newsrooms
and cost constraints at ITN in particular, have augmented the need for
pre-planning, where the onus is on making sure the coverage is as fast and

extensive as the competitor's.

VIII) Informal Organisational Processes

Compliance or resistance in any organisation is two sided. On the one
hand it consists of the control structures employed. These can be defined
in terms of the authority structure which attempts to ensure that obedience
is obtained. This structural aspect of the organisational control system
relates to the formal managerial command power structures operating in
the organisation to enforce compliance on its members. Such command
structures result in job descriptions, specified procedures for doing things,
division of labour and a hierarchy of authority and supervisors. These
bureaucratic devices are designed specifically to curb the whims of its

members by controlling their behaviour.

The second form of compliance is based on the degree to which the staff
of the organisation are actually committed to its aims and purposes. It is
argued that the more an individual is committed to these organisational
goals, the less formal control mechanisms are needed (Etzioni, 1985).
This theme will be developed further in Chapter 7 in relation to the
changes at the BBC in particular.

Etzioni (1985) identifies three types of power according to which

organisations can be classified. Coercive power, where physical means
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are used to ensure compliance, such as concentration camps and mental
hospitals; remunerative or utilitarian power, which rests on the
manipulation of material resources, through a system of salaries and
wages, such as business organisations; normative or identitive power
comes from the manipulation and allocation of symbols such as love,
affection or prestige, such as religious organisations, universities and

voluntary bodies.

All the newsrooms I visited were controlled to a great extent by
remunerative or utilitarian power. The BBC journalists went on strike in
May 1994, directly as a result of pay-related issues; Calendar News
personnel held a strike in December 1994, over pay cuts. ITN journalists
constantly talked about the fact that they had not had a pay rise for two
years and how half the staff had been made redundant. In all cases
remuneration was the topic of anger and feelings of betrayal. However,
organisations such as the BBC, and to a lesser extent ITN also command
great loyalty and love, as well as according great prestige to those who
work there, and the journalists working for these organisations share the
same informal desire to see the organisations survive the brutal
managerial control imposed from above. Although all journalists comply
with the formal rules and regulations of the organisations, as these are
often written into their contracts, there is also a very strong informal
culture of independence and resistance, particularly amongst some senior

journalists at the BBC.

These informal dynamics of a television newsroom and a television news
organisation are important as they are in many ways as least as illustrative
of the nature of journalistic culture and decisions about newsworthiness
as are the formal directives made by the news contractor. At the BBC in
particular understanding of the organisafion helps to explain the pragmatic
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shift in newsroom culture back towards a slightly less worthy news
philosophy towards something which will at least have some interest for

the journalists and the audience.

¢) Common Journalistic Lores and Myths, Shared Common-Sense Values

I) Journalistic Language and Humour

Technical Language and Newsroom Codes

A common feature of all television newsrooms is use of journalistic
jargon and code. Not only are there a great many technical terms for
newsroom practice and operations (see the Glossary), there are also many
shorthand ways of conveying information amongst themselves in the most
efficient manner (7). Because of the nature and structure of the television
news day, and its inevitable rush at the end, journalists need to be able
communicate quickly and effectively with each other. Thirty minutes
before the broadcast, the editor is often holding two or three
conversations at once, relaying information and absorbing it at an
accelerated rate punctuated by a constant stream of telephone calls which

become shorter and shorter.

This need for a rapid communication system has resulted in a newsroom
language which can be almost unintelligible to a visitor. Vast amounts of
facts and information are conveyed in short terse phrases, such as ‘you'll
have to oov it, twenty seconds' (editor for the day, BBC’s Six O'clock
News 3/5/94) which means, change the existing piece which contains film
and a reporter's voice-over to pictures only and the presenter will talk over
the film on air. The film must be reduced in size to fill twenty seconds of
airtime. When these terms are linked together into a stream they require

translation. For example a briefing by a programme editor ran as follows.
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Intake editor: 'If it slips a bit it could be very sick
couldn't it'.

Programme editor: 'It's going to be terrble ........ it's .
going to be shit'.

Intake editor: 'It's all night if we've got links there, if the
worse comes to worst and the judgement is at twelve
forty-five'.

Programme editor: 'No it's twelve o'clock it says here.
From 12 O'clock and you know that British judges
always give the punch line at the end'.

Intake editor: Yeah, but itll be OK they like to go for
lunch' (programme editor, ITN’s 12.30pm News, 9/6/94).

On the basis of this discussion which lasted twelve seconds the court case
was included in the news programme as a newsworthy story. One of the
major criteria which ITN’s 12.30pm News and BBC’s One O'clock News
have to use to determine the newsworthiness of a story is if the event
happens in their time. The rush to fill these programmes with adequately
prepared news stories is one of the most tense periods in any television
newsroom, because the editors have a great deal of difficulty getting
enough information through on time. Discussions with other staff are, by
the nature of the time constraints even more terse and tense than on other

news programmes where there is much longer time to prepare.

Use of Irony

About what they do themselves
Often there are short witty exchanges between correspondents and editors

such as, 'the art of television news is to simplify’, (editor), 'surely - you
mean to trivialise and simplify’. 'Will that do it then?' (correspondent)
(the editor watches the correspondent's piece, which is just what he wants,
and replies). 'Yes yes the cheque is in the post' (programme editor, ITN’s
5.40pm News, 15/6/94).
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Journalists sometime deliberately use symbolic images which are cliched,
but will also make a joke or an ironic comment about what they have
done. In other words they admit the artifice to fellow colleagues. For
example, a news editor told me that when there has been an aircrash the
camera crew will look for a damaged doll on the ground, similarly after a
house fire there is often a lingering shot of a burnt toy symbolising the
tragedy. When Channel Four News covered the Amsterdam plane crash
the previous year, the news editor openly admitted that the camera crew
looked for a damaged push bike so that they could get a shot of the
broken wheel spinning round in the wind. Such pictortal symbols of
disasters can be made very poignant, particularly when accompanied by
music or a strong narrative. Indeed, John Birt himself referred
disparagingly to this type of news making being based upon the “movie
model” of news where the instinct is to make the film first and write the

words to suit the pictures (Birt and Jay, The Times 28/2/75).

Comments about what other programmes do

BBC journalists and ITN journalists also sometimes take bets on what
each other will lead with. If ITN's 5.40pm News is particularly
sensationalist there will be guffaws of laughter around the BBC
newsroom. Similarly, ITN will deride some of BBC's choices as being
too “worthy” or really boring. Journalists from both organisations tell
apocryphal stories about when the opposition had gone with the wrong
lead. In the case of the BBC, ITN judged as ill-advised the choice to
cover the State Opening of Parliament instead of a coach crash on the
M11, which killed a lot of children, arguing it was a sign of them putting
their inclination to “worthiness” before an important newsworthy human
interest story. The BBC on the other hand relate the story of the day that
ITN led with Prince Charles' speech about spanking children and the BBC
led with the atrocities and genocide in Rwanda. In spite of all this
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friendly rivalry there is a great deal of interest paid by both organisations
to each other's output, and a mirror image of this scenario is played out by
Look North News and Calendar News in Leeds. Although the regional
news programmes do not regard themselves to be in direct competition
with each other, they nonetheless watch the news programmes with
interest. Journalists cannot resist commenting on instances of what they
believe to be a mistake on a judgement of newsworthiness, or on overt
instances of the programme excessively pandering to its extremes of its
remit. For example, at Calendar News this might be a very silly and
trivial story about a man who makes models of pigs; at the BBC it might
be an extremely worthy story about the German political system or at
Channel Four News a story about the political status of Eritrea. These
examples of journalism are judged by other journalists working on

different news programmes as not being newsworthy.

Humour about the News Content

Journalists are often humorous about the news itself. For example Prince
Charles' attack on political correctness and his support for smacking
children, led to many comments about his hypocrisy in trying to advise
the rest of us. One editor came across and joked that she wanted to find a
trendy woman “expert” who says you can breast feed until you are fifty to

reply to Charles.

Callous Jokes

When Walter Byme, the News Editor in Billy Wilder's screen adaptation
of The Front Page said ‘forget the Nicaraguan earth quake, I don't care if
there are a hundred thousand dead’, he was simply articulating McLurg's
Law. Philip Schlesinger (1987:117) also came across the concept when

he was observing at the BBC, expressed to him as 'one European is worth
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twenty-eight Chinese, or perhaps two Welsh miners worth one thousand
Pakistanis'. McLurg's Law also relates to Galtung and Ruge's (1965)
news factor regarding “cultural proximity”, where a story is newsworthy
if relates to the British people. For example, twenty-two dead British at
Waco was enough to render the story newsworthy (see Chapter 8). It is
treated as a joke however, by journalists themselves, as they are all aware
of their obvious bias in this area. Often they will say 'there are not
enough dead' (correspondent, ITN’s News at Ten 22/6/94), or as I had it
explained to me in colloquial terms at the BBC -'one dead in London is

worth seven dead in Sheffield!” (Bulletins producer 20/5/94).

Sarcasm, cynicism and irony are common currency in any newsroom
situation, this is probably due a variety of common features to be found in
all television newsrooms such as high pressure, and a concentration of
highly intelligent, knowledgeable and articulate people. The seemingly
callous nature of some of their comments do not reflect their real feelings
with relation to death and destruction, but is, rather like the humour
exhibited by the medical profession, a strategy of coping with situations
which are sometimes harrowing and at best nerve-wracking. Emotions
can be hidden by humour, and the culture of journalism demands that

people do not give in to time-consuming and inconvenient emotion.

Broadcast Language and Humour

Broadcasting language and humour used during the transmission itself is
much more careful not to offend the public who do not understand and

are not made aware of the journalists' informal modes of communication.

Use of Politically Correct Language - the Formal Broadcast

Political correctness has crept into all television news reports. Journalists

make every effort not to offend the audience by being sexist or racist. At
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the BBC it was noticeable that there was much more discussion about
politically correct issues and more debate than at ITN about whether or
not scripts should be changed to make them more suitable than at ITN.
The BBC has provided all its national and regional journalists with a Style
Guide which opens with the reminder that 'staff should seek innovation
and originality, transcending “cliched thinking” (BBC Style Guide,
1993:2). This coupled with The Producer Guidelines attempts to ensure
that the BBC speaks with one politically correct voice. In contrast the
journalists at ITN and at Calendar News are not provided with such a
prescriptive set of instructions and guidelines, and different news
programme adopt their own particular styles and rules. For example, a
producer of ITN’s 12.30pm News asked the editor 'do we like the "House
of Horrors" phrase?' about a piece he was writing referring to the house of
mass murderer, Frederick West. The editor replied 'no, we don't but the

5.40 do' (ITN’s 12.30pm News 8/6/94).

Use of Metaphor and Myth and Common Sense Language

However, in spite of all this care and attention to writing and political
correctness, there is a frame of “natural” images from which television
news is selected and produced. The frame is created via the use of myths
and metaphors in the news which we all understand, creating a common

sense language with which many of us tend to agree.

When a metaphor is used, a word is applied to an object or action to
which it is not literally applicable, for example an owl becomes “wise”, or
New York “the Big Apple” (Fiske and Hartley, 1990). Often metaphors
exist, but are not always recognised, Mumby and Spitzack (1985) made a
study of the language of television news in six political stories on three
United States networks and found a total of one hundred and sixty five

metaphors. Using the metaphor of drama, for example, makes sense of,
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‘politics as a “stage” upon which talented individuals
“perform” as stars' (Fiske, 1990:291).

7’

A myth is a legend or fable which is created and in turn, creates “reality”.
The mythic quality of television news is, like metaphor and common
sense, grounded in news language. The news language carries with it
cultural meanings rather than just representational ones. As such the
mythology surrounding a fictional hero was applied to Oliver North
during the Irangate crisis in the United States. Similarly, the mythology
of a villain was applied to Colonel Gadafy (“mad dog”, “tyrant”,
“deranged ruler”) (Fowler, 1991), to Saddam Hussein (Chomsky, 1989)
and to the Branch Davidian leader, David Koresh in 1993.

Common sense explanations of the world are based on “individualistic” or
“naturalistic” assumptions. Often an event can be understood simply
through individual behaviour, or common sense world views can be very
societally determinist and can reference social forces in certain ways. For
example through comments such as “you can't stop progress”. A
“naturalistic” explanation would assume that certain things are “natural”
reasons for behaviour, such as it is “natural” for people to fall in love, get
married and raise a family, but it is not “natural” to believe that the
Branch Davidian leader, David Koresh could have a positive motive, or

indeed be a prophet.

Common sense assumptions have long been embedded in television news.
For example, the importance of the family unit, the sovereignty of the
Royal Family (although this has been shaken recently by the
unprecedented actions of its younger members), the importance and
authority of elites (via the use of expert sources and stories about famous

people doing ordinary things), the role of women, explanations of
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poverty, industrial conflict (always called “strikes” in the news, and the
assumption is always that they are bad for the nation) and so on. The
case study in Chapter 8 shows how common-sense values about the
nature of “cult” activity pervaded the reporting of the ending of the Waco
siege in Texas in April 1993. If we are to understand newsworthiness
then, it is necessary to be aware of the inherent common sense values
embedded in the news product itself as these are a good indicator of the

criteria news organisations consider when choosing a news story.

Funny Stories in the News

“And Finally....”, .humorous stories do become news stories, particularly
when they are unusual enough to interest people. As such there is a
proliferation of light human interest stories in most news programmes, but
as the content analysis in Chapter 4 illustrates they are most common in
the regional programmes and children's programmes. ITN’s News at
Ten's famous “and finally.....”, piece is used as a mechanism to end the
programme on a high note, and is seen by some more “serious” journalists
and commentators as evidence that the programme is going down-market
and pandering to commercial values. However, even BBC’s Nine O'clock
News has been known to transmit the odd light story (a story about horses,
for example, in May 1994). This slight change of practice at the BBC is
seen by some journalists as an example of the resistance to Birtist
philosophy and the over-concentration on worthy stories. Jay Blumler
also believes that the BBC is responding more to audience wishes than

ever before and this is manifest in the inclusion of more domestic stories

and human interest stories (8).

II) The Known Myths of Objectivity and Investigative Journalism

As shown in Chapter 1 most journalists are well aware of the problematic

nature of the concept of “objectivity”, striving to do their best by being as
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accurate and as fair as possible. Regardless of such problems and
difficulties with the nature of the concept, objectivity and impartiality are
the cornerstones of all broadcast journalistic practices. Such an
embedded commitment to something which can not be achieved is a
compromise which all journalists must come to terms with early in their
careers. Furthermore, a young news journalist entering the television
newsroom is very quickly debunked of the idea that he or she will be

undertaking any real or prolonged investigation of events or issues.

If broadcast journalism cannot be truly objective or impartial, but
similarly does not seek to challenge undemocratic practices, one has to
ask what is its role in a democratic society. Furthermore it is of note that
so-called gurus of this type of “bias against understanding”, such as John
Birt, will criticise challenging or over-bearing interviewers 'who sneer
disdainfully at their interviewees' (Birt, The Times, 4/2/95:2). Birt
appears to be contradicting himself, because the criticism of interviewers
and journalists who confront and challenge politicians makes the future
for broadcast journalism looks increasingly bleak in terms of its already
thwarted mission to inform and educate the audience. If all journalists
can do is to provide anodyne, unchallenged information, which is
virtually spoon-fed to them by politicians, or sensational entertainment to
retain the audience, then it follows that such values will permeate notions
of newsworthiness in television newsrooms in Britain in the 1990s. This
has a negative impact upon the role of television news and its ability to

interpret information in a meaningful and useful way for the audience.

II) The Myth of the Audience
Gans (1980) argues that journalists (in the United States) are deliberately

ignorant of the audience and as outlined earlier, my experience in all
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tclevision newsrooms supports his view. Either broadcast journalists have
little no interest in their audience or they create one stereotypical
character whom they carry around in their heads wherever they go
adapting him or her to suit the particular programme they are working on.
Similarly the audience may simply be judged in terms of which
newspapers it reads. For example, the 5.40pm News programme editor at
ITN aims his programme at people who read the quality popular
newspapers such as the Daily Telegraph at the top end of the spectrum
and the Daily Mail and Express at the other. News at Ten aims its
programme at the readers of the Times, the Daily Telegraph and the Daily
Mail, BBC1's Nine O'clock News viewers are conceived of as Financial
Times readers. Schlesinger (1987:116) pointed to a “missing link”

between news producers and the audience.

News personnel usually refer to their news judgement as saying they
select something that is either important or interesting to the audience.
However, I would also argue that both ITN and the BBC try to reconcile
both of these values in an attempt to marry the principles of public service
broadcasting and the commercial imperative. Therefore, news
organisations select news according to a variety of guiding principles:
“js the story interesting?”, “is the story important?”, “can something
interesting be important?”, and “can something important be made
interesting?”. For example, at the BBC, newsroom personnel were
discussing the logistics of covering the results of the local elections in
May 1994, in the hope that the figures could be presented so that they
could be understood by the audience. This was a rare conversation
because discussion of the audience tends to assume the “audience” is
generally more of a concept than a real force (Blumler, 1969). However,
it was noticeable that any discussion about the potential for audience

involvement or interaction were neglectéd criteria. It may be that,
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'....programme-makers in particular will always deny
themselves the full extent of audience research findings
because they need to retain the creative mystique which
allows a programme to be made which apparently goes
against the grain of audience acceptance’ (Madge,
1989:98).

The BBC and Channel Four News tend to aim for the value of
importance, and try to make it interesting. ITN’s Channel 3 aims for
stories which are interesting, arguing (perhaps defensively) that
interesting stories can be important. Calendar News, Big Breakfast News
and GMTV News aim for stories which interest and entertain the audience.
Stories which are important will be covered if they can be made

interesting,

d) Summary |
The myth of the journalistic mystique underpins and confuses much of

the structural and formal processes of journalism which can be found in
every television newsroom. Journalists do not appear to view their roles
as being bureaucratic and formulaic in nature unless they are working in
the newsgathering or planning part of the newsroom process. Some of the
journalists working on the output process of the news product will admit
that a high percentage of what constitutes news is already pre-planned,
but all talk in terms of the ad hoc nature of the news process. All
newsrooms adhere to the myth of editorial autonomy, whereupon the role
of the programme editor is seen as sacrosanct, provided he or she is
experienced enough to be accorded such status. Junior editors often bow
to senior editorial advice, but the older programme editors appear to
resent such interference in their news judgement. However, in reality, the
more senior and experienced a programme editor becomes, the less

“interference” in his programme occurs, because he is now working in
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accordance with the senior editorial vision, although this analysis would

probably be denied in the newsroom.

Journalists in all newsrooms share some of the same extant formulas,
practices and normative assumptions, as well as the constraints of law and
regulation and a shared journalistic mythology which is passed down to
new generations of journalists. Given that all television newsrooms in
principle operate along the same lines, it follows that the concept of
newsworthiness must operate to a large extent within similar constraints
in all newsrooms. Such constraints or pressures upon journalistic
practice are largely grounded in journalistic training and law but are being
exacerbated by technological, transnational and commercial
developments. These vectors of change, identified in Chapter 1, are
affecting television news journalism in similar ways. In all television
newsrooms there is a tendency for the television medium to change its
relationship to political process by responding to a variety of pressures to
move from a public service broadcasting model towards a market model
(Livingstone and Lunt, 1994). The BBC and the ITV system are under
pressure to adapt and change in order to meet new pressures and
demands. In all television news outlets the commercialization of the
broadcasting system is disrupting and disturbing many of the public
interest assumptions and justifications relating to television programming
generally and television news in particular. Such developments have
important implications for the public sphere and the relation of television

news to a democracy.

In the next section I go on to examine how consideration of television
news values and newsworthiness is further complicated by the changing
nature of television news. The television news genre has fragmented and

diversified into a number of different television news programmes, each
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constituted by a number of different news sub-genres, where different
concepts of newsworthiness are evident. Such diversification indicates
that different notions of public interest journalism are currently opgrating

in different television newsrooms in the 1990s.
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CHAPTER 7: NEWS ORGANISATION AND NEWS
PROGRAMME DIFFERENCES:

DIFFERENT CULTURAL NORMS

a) Introduction

This chapter analyses the differences in news production and content
exhibited by the different television news programmes and different
television news organisations. Such diversity is grounded in the different
organisational structures and origins of the news organisations which have
resulted in the evolution of different organisational news philosophies and
news values. Also due to the fragmentation of the television news genre
itself an increasing diversity of news programmes constituted from
different news sub-genres is emerging, resulting in a diversity of
approaches to news production, selection and the content of television
news programmes. I show in this chapter how different television news
programmes have different epistemologies and how these different
epistemologies are resulting in different notions of public interest
journalism in different television news organisations and newsrooms. In
the 1990s it is apparent that different news programmes have a different
commitment to provide useful information than others in terms of a
particular type of news content (see Chapter 1 for a definition of
information “useful” to a citizen as being political, economic and
identification and analysis of anti-social behaviour and see Chapter 4 for
an analysis of programme content). For the BBC, the issue appears to be
relatively straight-forward. It has set an historical precedent for the
coverage of “worthy” and important news stories stressing the serious side
of life and events. In contrast, ITN has to reconcile a serious minded
approach (ITC regulations ensure that news coverage is of a certain

standard) with the maintenance of high ratings. The apparent dichotomy
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between the two organisations 1s not so clear-cut when we consider the
type and range of news programmes that ITN provides. Channel Four
News is produced commercially and yet provides “worthy” in-depth
stories omitted from BBC1 and Channel 3 news coverage. In contrast the
BBC is reducing its investment in World Service news, 1s introducing the
odd human interest story into its programmes and has abandoned its old
format of four or five in-depth stories per programme in favour of ten or
eleven shorter stories. However, in spite of such developments, ITN
clearly still has a greater commitment than the BBC to economic stories
told from a “consumer affairs” angle (people-centred), health stories and
human interest stories. The dilemma is whether or not such information
provided by outlets such as ITN’s Channel 3 news programmes, GMTV
News and Calendar News. is useful and empowering or merely interesting

and entertaining, or both.

In this chapter I now go on to discuss in detail how the BBC, ITN, GMTV
News and Yorkshire Tyne-Tees Television news programmes have
different organisational criteria which influence output and selection but
also now have increasingly divergent television newsroom epistemologies.
Each television newsroom is committed to selecting and producing a
particular type of news programme. Each news programme has different
informational content and therefore it follows, a different value in helping
and empowering a citizen to be competent in the public sphere. First I go
on to consider how newsroom epistemologies are grounded in

organisational culture and history.
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b) Different Organisational Structures and Origins

I) The History and Culture of the BBC ,

Far more has been written about the onigins, ideology, aims and so-called
demise of the BBC than about ITN. This is in large part due to the central
role the BBC is deemed to play in British cultural life. Although there is
an ever-expanding plethora of books and articles devoted to the BBC at
large, it is necessary for the purposes of my own analysis of
newsworthiness to include a brief historical account of the birth, growth
and development of both the BBC and Independent Television, as much
of what occurs today in television newsrooms is grounded in their history

and complex multi-causal origins.

Indeed many of the tensions which exist between the BBC and
government, which reached their zenith during the Thatcher Governments
from 1979-1990, have been embedded in the relationship since the British
Broadcasting Company was set up in 1922 (O'Malley, 1994). The British
Broadcasting Company was a consortium of wireless manufacturers and
was set up by the Post Office in 1922, as an expedient way of reconciling
a number of technical and organisational problems; so that the
commercial company which emerged, only four years after the First
World War, was a product of the particular social, political and cultural
climate of the country at that time (Burns, 1977). The monopoly system
which emerged was a solution to the “chaos of the ether”, manifest by the
American experience (Schlesinger, 1987). Broadcasting was initially to
be funded by a tariff on the sets (to satisfy the set manufacturers) and
partly by a licence fee, but these sources were not adequate and in 1923

the Sykes Committee recommended that a blanket licence fee should
support the service (Briggs, 1961).
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BBC News broadcasts were viewed by the press as being in direct
competition with their own interests and regulations were placed upon the
quantity of news which could be broadcast. The “Seven O'clock Rule”
ensured that BBC news could only be broadcast between 7pm and 1am.
The news which was broadcast during this period was provided by, and
attributed to, the news agencies and was not gathered or produced by

BBC journalists.

Schlesinger (1987) argues that this arrangement set a precedent for the
selection and production of broadcast news and initiated the acceptance of
the news agency definition of news value which still continues to
dominate today. News agencies are purely commercial organisations
(Read, 1992) and it follows that their news values are grounded in this
commercial ethic.  However, an expedient relationship has been
established between the purely commercially motivated provision of
“accurate and impartial” news by news agencies (partisan news provision
would not find such a wide audience) and the public service broadcasting

ethos of broadcasting the same information as “true and impartial” news.

The General Strike of 1926, also shaped the future of the BBC. John _
Reith, the first Director General of the BBC, had strong and powe;:ful? o
views regarding the importance of the institution (McIntyre, 1993). HlS
own origins and his deep religious beliefs were brought to bear upon the
role and future of the BBC. When the General Strike affected the
newspaper industry, the Seven O'clock Rule was lifted and the BBC had a
chance to broadcast for more hours each day. The history of the General
Strike, and the relationship of the BBC with the Baldwin government is
well documented elsewhere (Briggs, 1961, Tracey, 1975), but there is no
real agreement regarding the degree of independence John Reith managed
to retain from the government of the day, especially as there,
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'...was also an ideological consonance between the

views of Reith and those of the “moderate” members of
Baldwin's Cabinet. Reith, like the government, took the |,
view that the Strike was a threat to the Constitution'
(Schlesinger, 1987:17).

The BBC, however, initiated a new role for itself as an important
organisation in the British Constitution. Indeed in 1926, a further public
enquiry was conducted by the Crawford Committee, which recommended
that the private company be replaced by a public corporation acting as a
trustee for the national interest (Crawford Committee of Enquiry, 1926).
The British Broadcasting Corporation was then created by Royal Charter,
with a Licence from the Post Office. The Licence details the terms and
conditions of the BBC's operation and outlines government powers to take
over the BBC's transmitters in the name of “public interest” in a state of
emergency (The Media Guide, 1995:117).  John Reith became the

Director General, the Board of Directors became the Board of Governors

and the shareholders became trustees of the public interest. The impact of
this transformation has informed the Corporation's ethos and rationale as
well as a variety of tense and damaging relationships with subsequent

governments.

John Reith, however, was already managing the BBC as though it was a
public corporation (Schlesinger, 1987). He believed it should not be
governed by the profit motive and that it should produce what the public
needed not what it wanted (Briggs, 1961). Williams called this style of
control, “paternalism” (Williams, 1971). Schlesinger (1987:20) argues
that this had an important impact on the development of BBC news, as it
became 'part of a service for the nation, and its form and content were
substantially influenced by this’. Following the General Strike a newly
formed relationship with the government was established where the BBC
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showed itself to be an 'organisation which operated within the
Constitution' (Ibid, 1987:20). The Crawford Committee set constraints
upon the notion of BBC “impartiality” in news broadcasts. Therefore,
even though the news did not become 1its own department until 1934, its

format and content had already been substantially established.

Indeed the BBC had already shown that it wished to avoid sensationalism
in the early radio broadcasts. In 1924, for example, it received a stream
of complaints for its reporting of the Nuneaton bus disaster (“Seven Lives
Lost in Blazing Bus”). There was great sensitivity to the fact that what
was fit to be read might not be fit to hear, and the concern with the power
of the news medium was sacrosanct in forming early BBC philosophy and
a concern with the avoidance of the hurtful and the harmful in the news
(Scannell and Cardiff, 1991). The BBC set up a “controversy committee”
of top officials and as Schlesinger (1987) shows, such institutionalised

caution still persisted in 1977.

As I indicate later in this chapter, the BBC's coverage of atrocities in
Bosnia and the coverage of the death of MP Stephen Milligan reflected
exactly the same paternalistic and cautionary concerns. Traditionally the
BBC has occupied an important cultural location in defining a particular
type of national identity. Throughout its entirety the BBC has clung to a
sense of national identity that was the embodiment of a particular set of
(English) political and cultural values instantly recognisable and
internationally desirable and exportable.

For example, in the 1930s, BBC radio, followed by BBC television,
began to broadcast royal events such as anniversaries, visits, births, deaths
and marriages, and the Christmas message from the Monarch. The
cultivation of a particular type of natignal identity was enhanced by the
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formulation of a set of precedents for reporting events deemed to be in the
“national interest”.

In the 1930s and 1940s, there were more important breakthroughs in the
history of news reporting. Richard Dimbleby established a precedent for
“on-the-spot” reporting with his coverage of the fire at Crystal Palace in
November 1936. The Ullswater Committee of 1935 reported that the
BBC needed greater freedom 1in its news broadcasting. International news
coverage increased and was a way of supporting the “national interest” in
the British Empire (Briggs, 1965), and the volume of news reporting
increased due to the Second World War, as 'the BBC was a key part of
Britain's war effort' (Schlesinger, 1987:26). The special function of BBC
broadcasts in helping to develop a national self-image of cheerful
patriotism during the Second World War ensured a nostalgic role for the
BBC which was broadcast all over the world.

Because the BBC saw itself as serving the national interest, and as
playing an important part in the war effort, the question of its freedom
from the government was not really questioned and its normative
assumptions were established. The BBC News Department increased in
size during the War and the prominence and importance of news during a
national crisis was compounded. Citizens were asked to learn to
recognise the voices of the anonymous announcers, whose words were to
become symbols of freedom and national security to the whole nation.
Indeed, the BBC had become far more than a paternalistic Broadcasting
outlet, it had become an icon of all things that were good and strong about
Britain. The affection and loyalty which exists for the BBC today, is
grounded in much of its own historical patriotic servitude to the nation

state.
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After the Second World War, the evolution of BBC broadcast news was
dominated by two main forces, the development of television, which
quickly became the primary information source for the British public, and
the breaking of the broadcasting monopoly by the creation of commercial
television in the form of the Independent Television system (ITV). Both
developments had an impact on the form and content of BBC news.
Television obviously introduced a visual dimension to news broadcasts
which, with the exception of newsreel films shown at the cinema, had
always been concentrated upon the descriptive skills of the news makers
rather than the pictorial. Secondly, the introduction of a broadcasting
competitor initiated a battle for ratings which is even more cogent today.
The BBC therefore has progressed through several stages in its
development, from the era of Reithian conceptions of broadcasting, where
the concentration was on what was good for the audience, whether they
liked it or not, through a neo-Reithian post-war recognition that a
stratified audience with different tastes and needs existed, into an era of

competition and rivalry where the audience tended to be viewed in terms

of statistics and ratings.

The growth and development of BBC News, the development of a second
television channel, BBC2, in 1964 and further radio stations in 1967,
preceded a long debate in the 1970s about the system's lack of
accountability and diversity. Much of this criticism came from the
political left, but in the 1980s, the same arguments were taken up by the
political right, and a period of reform began for the BBC. When Margaret
Thatcher took up office in 1979, she did so in the context of a deep
economic recession, an unprecedented development of new technology, a
right-wing ideology which championed the free-market economy and
enterprise, as well as a deep and personal hatred for the Establishment

and the media. 'Margaret Thatcher never liked television; and television
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did not like her' (Horrie and Clarke, 1994:3). In 1979, the government
and the BBC had clashed over the filming of an IRA roadblock at
Carrickmore and for the broadcast of an interview with an INLA member
(who had earlier claimed to have assassinated Airey Neave). Thatcher
began a trend which she was to continually over-use, the appointment of
known Conservative party sympathisers to the BBC's Board of Governors
and to the Independent Broadcasting Authority (IBA). The power of
patronage served her well, and by ensuring that key power holders were

“one of us”, she began to stamp out resistance in many areas of public

life.

The 1981 Broadcasting Act created Channel 4 Television in a form which
was in harmony with Conservative ideology. The new television station
used independent programme-makers, was a low cost production sector,
but still managed to provide programming serving interests not serviced
by the existing ITV companies. Its success was used by some to justify
the policies which led to staff reductions and a reduction of funding at
both ITN and the BBC (O'Malley, 1994). Channel Four News also
helped to transform British television journalism, offering, for the first
time, fifty minutes of news. Breakfast news quickly followed in the form
of BBC's Breakfast News and TV-am in 1983 (Tunstall, 1993),

substantially increasing the amount of television news broadcast during

the week.

In 1984 there was a year long press attack on the BBC, mainly by the
Murdoch papers, culminating in a scorching attack in The Times.

'The BBC should not survive this Parliament at its
present size, in its present form ..... Television is probably
best at providing relaxation, undemanding entertainment
and information that needs illustration with pictures' (The
Times in Horrie and Clarke 1994:33).
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The BBC's miss-timed announcement in 1984 that it wished to see an
increase in the television licence fee, resulted in it being granted a
compromise figure and a Committee of Inquiry into BBC finances led by
Professor Alan Peacock, was set up. Thatcher's wish to introduce
advertising to the BBC was well known, but the Peacock Report of 1986
rejected the replacement of the licence fee with advertising. In 1988,
however, the licence fee was linked directly to the retail price index

(RPI), meaning that the BBC's real income diminished.

In January 1987, Thatcher's appointee, Marmaduke Hussey, dismissed
Alisdair Milne, after a series of well publicised clashes between the
Government and the BBC, and he was replaced by Michael Checkland.
The early replacement of Michael Checkland with John Birt, (causing a
furore in the BBC, especially as public service broadcasting gurus such as
John Tusa were not even approached by Hussey) in 1992 heralded a new
era at the BBC. Birt and Hussey brought in a management team from the
private sector and began to reduce staff numbers and to import private

sector values into the system (O'Malley, 1994).

In 1992 the Government published a consultation document in response to
the conflicting attitudes and political debate which had emerged on the
future of the BBC. The debate centred around the issue of whether the
BBC should continue to be funded from the licence fee or whether the
BBC should become a commercial body with a reduced public role. In
response to Government scrutiny of the BBC, John Birt set about
reforming the whole culture of the BBC and aimed to persuade the
Government that the BBC's Charter should be renewed in 1996, and that
the licence fee should remain the main form of funding. The power of the

new Director-General, on the face of it, seemed to be unprecedented,
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especially as Tunstall (1983) has argued that the real power lies outside
the BBC in the political/policy sphere and inside, with the upper and
upper middle echelons of producer managers. Birt and Huyssey's
remodelling of the BBC was centred upon the wish to ensure that the
Conservative Government would recognise that the BBC was becoming
an institution which it could support. What this meant in practice, of
course, was that Birt would push the BBC as far as it could go as a public
service broadcaster into the realm of commercialism in order to close the
gap between its past inflexibility and inefficiency and the commercial

vision of some of the members of the Conservative Government.

'The BBC began a review of the entire range of BBC activities,
“thinking the unthinkable”, so that the Corporation would be
ready for any questions the Government might throw at it
(Horrie and Clarke, 1994:203).

The transformation of the BBC was particularly symbolised by John Birt's
introduction of Americanised management-speak, Producer Choice, and a
commitment to push the BBC even further towards news and current
affairs at the expense of sport and light entertainment. The period 1991-
94 is well documented by the press and by The BBC Charter Review

Series, as Birt tried to reconcile the need for diversity and quality of
programming with efficiency and effectiveness. Before and during this
period, one of Birt's relentless missions was to reclaim the “High Ground”
in news and current affairs in order to ensure that BBC News was far
superior to any of its competitors. His vision had begun in the mid 1970s
when he and Peter Jay wrote a series of articles bemoaning the state of

news reporting on British television (1).

Birt and Jay's important contribution to the news values of the BBC have
revolved around the Birt-Jay thesis, which became the blue-print for
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wholesale changes in BBC journalism (Barnett and Curry, 1994). These
changes have centred around two main priorities, first to provide

intelligent news analysis as there,

'is no such thing as pure fact which can be separated from
“comment” this is one of the myths of journalism', (The Times,
3/9/76).

Secondly to break with the two main antecedents of television journalism
which they identify as traditional newspaper operations (the newsroom

model) and documentary film making (the movie model).

Application of the Birt-Jay thesis and other new management techniques,
however, did not result in an immediate response from the Conservative
Government. In the end Birt and the BBC had to wait for almost two
years before the Government issued a White Paper on the future of the
BBC. The BBC was granted a continuation of both the licence fee and a
Charter renewal, the national press considered that the BBC had had to

pay a price for such a victory.

'John Birt has saved the BBC from the Tories.....Mr Birt
may have had to chop off the maiden's legs in order to
snatch her from the jaws of the neo-Thatchente dragons,
but her escape is complete' (The Times, 7/7/94).

'The government's new-found confidence in the BBC
stems from the tough reforms and 5,000 job cuts
bulldozed through by Mr Birt and his team of managers'
(Independent, 7/7/94).

BBC news in particular has had to continually absorb and adapt to the
changing culture of the organisation, and also to the Birtian vision of
television which has resulted in far reaching changes in the organisation

and rationale of the newsroom. News and Current Affairs have been

~
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drawn together in the name of analytic news and television and radio
news have been joined in the name of efficiency and effectiveness.
Journalists working within such a changing environment, sometimes quite

naturally feel insecure and cynical about the future of BBC news.

In summary, news at the BBC has developed as a result of several
historical phases and sequences, and has retained some elements from
each transitory period. The Reithian mission to give the public what they
need and not necessarily what they want, is echoed to some extent by the
Birt-Jay thesis with regard to News and Current Affairs, except that this
has now had to be contextualised within an unprecedented commercially-
oriented environment, where the audience is viewed in terms of ratings,
ITN and Sky News are competitors, and the BBC has commercial
arrangements with companies such as Pearson plc. The neo-Reithian
ethic of recognising that audiences have diverse views and needs, is
adhered to at least in the Birtian philosophy of diversity and choice,
although the motivation for such rhetoric is entirely different from that of
the 1940s and early 1950s. News and Current Affairs at the BBC
therefore has complex origins and values. Similarly, this complexity is
brought to bear upon any attempt to analyse what constitutes
newsworthiness and public interest journalism in such a cultural

maelstrom.

II) The Structure of the BBC
As noted in the previous chapter, it is vitally important to understand that

all organisations have both formal and informal structures and
hierarchical arrangements. The BBC's formal structure is large and
complex. There are two network television channels, BBC1 and BBC2,

five network radio services and eighteen regional television services.
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Oversecas radio broadcasts for many years were made by the World
Service. Its radio audience was the biggest for any international station in
the world. World Service Television (WSTV), incorporated in 1994 into
the New Directorate, BBC Worldwide, began broadcasting in 199/1. At
the beginning of 1995 BBC World (formerly World Service Television)
and BBC Prime (an entertainment channel) went into Europe (via satellite
transmission) through a partnership with Pearson and Cox
Communications. BBC Enterprises Limited is a separate commercial part
of the BBC, selling programmes, books, videos and other BBC
memorabilia around the world. The BBC is controlled by a Board of
Governors whose twelve members are officially appointed by the Queen,
which in reality is the Prime Minister. As outlined above, any Prime
Minister who abuses the power of patronage can ensure the Board is
composed of government sympathisers which can have very serious
implications for the so-called “impartiality” of the BBC's news operation.
The Governors’ responsibility for the BBC is shared in Wales, Scotland
and Northern Ireland with National Broadcasting Councils, whose
members are appointed by the Governors. The Governors also appoint
the General Advisory Council, regional advisory councils in England and

local radio advisory councils.

The Board of Management, in practice makes many of the important
decisions at the BBC. It has thirteen members consisting of the Director
General, Deputy Director General, Advisor to the Director General and
the heads of most of the BBC's directorates. The directorates form three
groups, the output directorates, which make programmes (news and
current affairs is part of this directorate), the second directorate supplies
services to the output directorates and is controlled by the Deputy
Director General, and the third directorate consists of the corporate
directorates and policy directorates. The BBC owns several buildings in
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central London and White City. News and Current Affairs is housed in
Television Centre at White City.

News and Current Affairs 1s controlled by its directorate he:;d, the
Managing Director who is also a member of the Board of Management
and therefore actively involved in BBC policy decisions. Below him are
a variety of middle managers who control the administrative affairs of the
department, and the senior editorial staff who head up various parts of the
television news process. There is an Editor, TV News Programmes, a
Head of Newsgathering, individual programme editors and Heads of
Special Units, beneath these people are a stream of more junior editors,
senior producers, producers, correspondents and technical staff. For
example the programme editors of the One O'clock News, Six O'clock
News and Nine O'clock News at the BBC rank immediately above the
editor of the day, who is classed as a senior producer. Therefore, as is
characteristic of any hierarchical structure, one finds that their roles can
be distinguished by their different goals. The programme editors have
long term goals with regard their programme's objectives and play a more
managerial role with a long term view in planning and organisation, in
contrast the editor of the day is mainly concerned with the programme
output for that lunch-time or evening (see Figure 5.2, Chapter 5).

Radio news is currently housed separately at Broadcasting House in
central London, but the policy of a bi-media News and Current Affairs
Department had already been instituted during 