
Hong Kong Baptist University

DOCTORAL THESIS

I am a reporter and you are not: how legacy and digital-only journalists in
Hong Kong negotiate their professional boundaries
Serban, Florin Constantin

Date of Award:
2017

Link to publication

General rights
Copyright and intellectual property rights for the publications made accessible in HKBU Scholars are retained by the authors and/or other
copyright owners. In addition to the restrictions prescribed by the Copyright Ordinance of Hong Kong, all users and readers must also
observe the following terms of use:

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from HKBU Scholars for the purpose of private study or research
            • Users cannot further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • To share publications in HKBU Scholars with others, users are welcome to freely distribute the permanent URL assigned to the
publication

Download date: 24 May, 2023

https://scholars.hkbu.edu.hk/en/studentTheses/231b0066-24ae-4a2e-9e8b-dc362bbcc8aa


HONG KONG BAPTIST UNIVERSITY 

Doctor of Philosophy 

THESIS ACCEPTANCE 

DATE: August 25, 2017 

STUDENT'S NAME: SERBAN Florin Constantin 

THESIS TITLE: I Am a Reporter and You Are Not: How Legacy and Digital-Only Journalists in Hong 
Kong Negotiate Their Professional Boundaries 

This is to certify that the above student's thesis has been examined by the following panel 
members and has received full approval for acceptance in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 
degree of Doctor of Philosophy. 

Chairman: Prof. Sparks Colin 
Chair Professor in Media Studies, Department of Journalism, HKBU 
(Designated by Dean of School of Communication) 

Internal Members: Dr. George Cherian 
Associate Professor, Department of Journalism, HKBU 

Prof. Guo Steve Z S 
Professor, Department of Journalism, HKBU 

External Members: Dr. Song Zhaoxun 
Associate Professor 
School of Communication 
Hang Seng Management College 

Prof. Chan Man 
Professor 
School of Journalism and Communication 
The Chinese University of Hong Kong 

In-attendance: Prof. Huang Yu 
Dean, School of Communication, HKBU 

Issued by Graduate School, HKBU 



I Am a Reporter and You Are Not: How Legacy and Digital-Only Journalists 

in Hong Kong Negotiate Their Professional Boundaries 

SERBAN Florin Constantin 

A thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements 

for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Principal Supervisor: 

Prof. Huang Yu (Hong Kong Baptist University)

August 2017



i 

DECLARATION 

I hereby declare that this thesis represents my own work which has been done 

after registration for the degree of PhD at Hong Kong Baptist University, and has 

not been previously included in a thesis or dissertation submitted to this or any 

other institution for a degree, diploma or other qualifications. 

I have read the University’s current research ethics guidelines, and accept 

responsibility for the conduct of the procedures in accordance with the 

University’s Committee on the Use of Human & Animal Subjects in Teaching 

and Research (HASC). I have attempted to identify all the risks related to this 

research that may arise in conducting this research, obtained the relevant ethical 

and/or safety approval (where applicable), and acknowledged my obligations and 

the rights of the participants. 

Signature: 

Date: August 2017 



ii 

Abstract: 

The journalistic field is currently disrupted by digital networked technologies and by 

the rise of public participation. In the case of Hong Kong, the journalists’ situation is 

complicated by the political uncertainties of the territory and the high economic 

pressures. This research aims to understand how the legacy press and digital-only 

media in Hong Kong are patrolling and strengthening their professional 

boundaries in order to continue doing their work in this new environment. The

journalistic field is analysed in relationship to four main themes: 1) technological

convergence and actants, 2) public participation, 3) political pressures, and 4) 

economic imperatives. Anchored in Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory and borrowing from 

Thomas Gieryn’s concept of boundary-work, this comparative study highlights the 

historical developments that have lead to the current configurations of the journalistic

field. This empirical research is carried out while fully taking into account

social and cultural characteristics of the territory, but especially of the 

journalistic field in Hong Kong. Apart from such an investigative effort, this

research analyses where new actors (e.g. the audience through its participation) 

and recent technological developments are located within the broader journalistic 

field. Through a case-study method, relying on in-depth interviews, newsroom 

observations, and annual reports, this study points out to what extent legacy 

journalists and digital-only journalists adopt similar or different tactics to 

enforce their professional boundaries and how they adapt to a new 

environment brought forward by technological convergence, public 

participation, growing political and economic pressures. On the theoretical 

level, this research contributes with an inclusive re-conceptualization 

of the journalistic field and the concept of boundary-work.  

Keywords: journalistic field, boundary-work, technological convergence, participation 
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1. Introduction 

Hong Kong recently celebrated its 20th anniversary since the return to mainland 

China. It was an event marked with festivities, but also with concerns among its 

citizens. The special administrative region holds a unique position among all the 

postcolonial regions in the world, regarded as the freest economy in the world1, but 

orbiting around mainland China, a country dominated by a single party rule. The 

journalists who work in Hong Kong also share the concerns over the future of the 

city, as the conditions for press freedom have deteriorated in the last several years2. 

This climate, together with the growing penetration of technological convergence 

and the rise of public participation add to the growing stress of journalists in the 

territory.    

Media institutions play key roles in the everyday life of people around the 

world, from cultural to social, and from economic to political aspects (Bourdieu, 

1998a; Castells, 2010; Habermas, 1989). Technological advancements in recent 

years have led to serious disruptions for media production. For journalism in 

particular, the changes were severe, breaking up hierarchies of production and 

changing the patterns of distribution. Current literature identifies three major 

disrupting factors: technological convergence, public participation, and 

entrepreneurial journalism (Klinenberg 2005; Jenkins 2008, Deuze 2007; Domingo 

2008; Robinson 2011; Singer et al. 2011; Ryfe 2011; Anderson 2013, Singer 2015, 

2016). These major and fast developments lead to apparently simple, yet complex 

questions such as: Who is a journalist in this day and age? What counts as 

                                                           
1 For details see The Heritage Index of Economic Freedom, available at 

http://www.heritage.org/index/explore.  
2 For details see The Freedom House Freedom of the Press 2017 Index, available at 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2017/hong-kong  

http://www.heritage.org/index/explore
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2017/hong-kong
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journalism? How are the journalists coping with the technological, political and 

economic transformations? 

 This dissertation aims to answer shed light on such questions based on a 

case-study research on the journalistic field and on its boundaries in Hong Kong. 

The special administrative territory is a technologically developed and heavily 

professionalised space and to answer such questions is extremely important. The 

technological developments and public participation in journalism are happening 

during times of political and of economic turmoil around the world (Fenton 2012; 

Fuchs 2015). Thus, the picture is complex and there are no easy answers to the 

above questions. Studies that celebrate the rise of participatory culture (Jenkins 

2006, Rosen 2006, Shirky 2008) are mainly carried out in Western democracies, 

where the right to publish and distribute media content is unrestricted. Just as well, 

accounts that are celebratory of technological convergence do not consider the 

economic pressures that come along on the shoulders of media producers (Schaefer 

2011).  

This research aims to contribute to the current debates in journalism studies 

on two levels: first, it aims to explain the journalistic field in Hong Kong, map its 

boundaries and discuss how technological convergence, public participation, 

economic imperatives and political pressures affect the main agents within the field, 

namely the journalists. The research will attend do this by comparing legacy media 

with what I will define as digital-only media3 (DoM) in Hong Kong. Secondly, this 

research relies on a theoretical reconceptualization of the field theory and the 

                                                           
3 Local websites receive 6.36 million visitors daily (HKJA, 2016). The most visited outlet is not a 

digital-only platform, but a legacy media website, namely Apple Daily that receives around 

400,000 visitors daily, almost the same of what all the other newspapers websites receive in total. 

When it comes to digital-only platforms, most of the visitors are attracted by Stand News, with 

almost 64,000 visitors daily, followed by Initium Media, and by HK01. 
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concept of boundary-work, by trying to combine some of their most important 

elements. Although Hong Kong has a number of great scholars working on the 

developing of journalism in the territory, little of the available research is based on 

observations and in-depth interviews with the journalists, as the methodology of 

choice is primarily the survey. This research aims to close this gap by providing a 

more qualitative-oriented approach instead of the prevalent quantitative 

perspectives.  

As no social process takes place inside a vacuum, this case-study will 

contextualise the territory where it is being carried. With only seven million 

inhabitants, Hong Kong is definitely not the Mecca of journalism, but it provides a 

great case study, as all its four dimensions (technology, participation, economics, 

and politics) are very unique. Earlier in 2017, the local government refused to 

recognise the reporters who work for online-only publications as journalists. Online 

media did not receive permission to cover the Chief Executive elections, thus 

keeping the reporters away from the person who will hold the most important chair 

in Hong Kong for the next 5 years. The government argues that it is very difficult 

to define who is a journalist and who is not in the digital age, thus it cannot grant 

credentials to those who only publish in a digital format. This study uses this 

outlook as a starting point and aims to find out how journalists perceive each other 

and if they differentiate themselves based on the publishing platform they work for.  

According to Steensen and Ahva (2015), we are now witnessing the “fourth 

wave” of research on digital journalism, succeeding the normative, empirical, and 

constructivist waves (Domingo, 2008). In this new wave, emphasis is placed not 
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only on traditional news institutions, but also on actors 4  that were previously 

excluded – such as audience and technology. Recently, scholars have paid attention 

to the “news ecosystem” (Anderson 2013), the “news landscape” (Peters and 

Broersma 2013), “ambient” (Hermida 2010), networked journalism (Heinrich 2012; 

Russell 2013), and computational journalism (Matt Carlson 2015b; Neil Thurman, 

Dörr, and Kunert 2017). This study borrows mainly from the digital and 

constructivist waves of research. While fully acknowledging the need to focus on 

the role of audience and technologies in the making of news, the research holds a 

steady focus on the external elements that shape the journalistic field, such as 

political and economic factors, social and historical contexts. A constructivist 

approach is relevant when dealing with questions on how journalists make sense of 

their everyday practices in a system where many inter-related factors must be 

acknowledged. As well, an emphasis on the role of digital technologies is vital for 

understanding what is happening within the journalistic field and at its borders. 

Decades after the seminal contributions of Herbert Gans’ Deciding What’s News 

(1980) and Gaye Tuchman’s Making News (1978), we must acknowledge there is 

more than meets the eye in the journalistic field and in the way news are being made. 

A rethinking and reconceptualization of the processes, factors, actors, and last but 

not least, technologies involved in news creation will lead us researchers to a more 

accurate picture of social realities.   

The limitations of previous studies that carried out research on the 

transformation of journalism could be explained by the absence of middle-range 

                                                           
4 Pierre Bourdieu uses two terms to define the members of a field: actors (1998) and agents (1996). 

This research will use the term actors when referring to outsiders who enter the field and the term 

agents when discussing about those who are already in the field. The distinction is made in order 

not to create confusion on who is the subject of discussion. 
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theoretical frameworks. Given the rapid pace of technological developments 

swapping the profession around the world, journalism scholars argued for a 

reassessment of the journalistic theories (e.g. Zelizer 2000, 2004; Mitchelstein and 

Boczkowski 2009; Singer 2014). However, there are still voices asking for further 

theoretical re-assessments. Stephanie Craft describes the scholars applying “old” 

theories in this “new environment” “a bit like trying to fit a square peg into a round 

hole” (2014, 691). It becomes visibly difficult to accommodate the technological, 

social, political, and economical contexts within obsolete theoretical frameworks. 

Thomas Hanitzsch argues that a reason why scholars continue to use old theoretical 

frameworks and focus only on empirical case studies is the academic reward system 

(2014, 705). This system pushes theoretical developments at the margin of the field, 

and values empirical papers that are easier to publish. It is, therefore, crucial not 

only to have relevant case-studies portraying the impact of technology and 

participation on journalistic practices, but also to employ theoretical frameworks 

that are able to offer analytical support and explain the current transformations. It 

is the aim of this research to operate at both empirical and theoretical level: to 

provide an account of what is happening within the journalistic field and to do so 

by providing a re-conceptualised theoretical framework able to operate at the 

mezzo-level in journalism studies research. 

This study draws from the four traditions of research on news production, 

as described by Michael Schudson (2005). While acknowledging that no tradition 

is better than the other, I argue that researchers should aim to borrow what is best 

from them in order to provide accurate descriptions of everyday life, more 

specifically of the journalistic practices, in this research. Thus, I aim to borrow the 

most relevant elements from the economic organization, given that research is 
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concerned with ownership structures and the commercialization of the news. Also, 

I will keep into account the political context as it is an important dimension in the 

territory where the study is carried out. Given that the theoretical framework is built 

on the work of Pierre Bourdieu and Thomas Gieryn, it will be highly loaded with 

sociological observations and stress the decisions taken by journalists in their 

everyday practices. Finally, very closely related with the sociological tradition, this 

research aims to have a cultural perspective on the news, given that it will provide 

a historical analysis of the journalistic field and try to shed light on the symbolic 

system journalists share. Journalism has the role to connect the individuals with the 

society, thus it should be the aim of researchers to bridge the gaps of their traditions 

and always consider that journalism takes place in a complex socio-cultural-

political system. 

Following the line of thought offered by Silvio Waisbord, professional 

journalism is understood in this study as “collective efforts to set up boundaries to 

exercise jurisdictional control” (2013, 10). The jurisdictional control is crucial for 

professionalization because it will highlight how “journalists define conditions and 

rules of work within certain political, economic, social, and cultural settings” (Ibid., 

10). While journalism connects individuals with the society, it is also in a permanent 

struggle to differentiate itself, to build a professional habitus (Bourdieu 1984) that 

would allow it to coexist in relation with other fields, while highlighting its own 

differences.  

This study will rely on a theoretical framework anchored in Pierre 

Bourdieu’s field theory and in Thomas Gieryn’s concept of boundary-work. 

Through in-depth interviews with journalists in Hong Kong, analysis of secondary 

literature and of internal documents, this research reveals how the notion of 



7 

 

journalistic work is very complex and there are huge gaps between different groups 

of journalists, depending on the publishing platform they work for. This dissertation 

will start with a literature review of the current research on the transformations of 

journalistic work when it comes to technology and public participation, making up 

for Chapter 2. It will then introduce the theoretical framework and the research 

questions guiding this study in Chapter 3, together with a critique of field theory 

and boundary-work concept. The methodology employed to answer the research 

questions will be provided in Chapter 4. Given that this analysis aims to have a 

holistic view on the impact of technological convergence and the growing presence 

of actants, public participation, political and economic pressures on the Hong 

Kongese media, a history of press development in Hong Kong will be provided in 

Chapter 5. Chapter 6 will then discuss the current stage of press development in the 

city as it will provide many contextual issues that the local press is facing after the 

Occupy Central Movement in 2014. Chapter 7 will discuss the impact of 

technological convergence on the daily work of journalists in Hong Kong, while the 

impact of public participation will be presented in Chapter 8. Chapter 9 will provide 

an account of the political and economic pressures affecting the journalistic field, 

while Chapter 10 will present the conclusions of this research and its limitations, 

while also providing suggestions for future research on this topic.  

 

2. Literature Review: New Dimensions Affecting Journalistic Work: 

Technological Convergence and Participatory Culture 

This chapter provides a literature review on two of the main dimensions discussed 

in this research: technological convergence and public participation. As these two 

dimensions gathered plenty of attention since the advancement of Web 2.0 
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(Gauntlett 2011), it is crucial to define them and to provide a literature review on 

how they were applied in journalism studies. Both public participation and 

technological convergence are understood in this study as forces of contestation and 

validation for news media organisations.  

2.1 Technological Convergence and Journalistic Work 

Without embracing a technological-determinist perspective, I do highlight the 

importance of technology in journalistic practices. However, technological 

developments and their implications should not be studied in a vacuum, but in 

relation with the social setting where news constructions occur (Reese and Ballinger 

2001). Technological advancements are transforming the production, the 

distribution and the consumption of media content around the world. From social 

networking sites (SNS), such as Facebook and WeChat, to websites, to blogs, and 

even to push alert notifications on smartphones, the advancement of technology has 

an impact on production practices in journalism (Bivens 2008; Spyridou et al. 2013; 

Usher 2017a). The following section will describe how recent research describe this 

impact.  

Convergence is an umbrella term used by scholars to discuss various 

technological, institutional, audience and cultural transformations (Jenkins 2008; 

Jenkins and Deuze 2008) 5 . Henry Jenkins based his conceptualisation of 

convergence on the work of Ithiel de Sola Pool who argued that “[c]onvergence 

does not mean ultimate stability or unity. It operates as a constant force or 

                                                           
5 This study is concerned with convergence only in its technological forms and processes. Vincent 

Miller (2011) discusses three levels of convergence: technological, regulatory, and media industry 

convergence. Meikle and Young understand convergence at even more levels: content, industries, 

technologies, and even practices (2012). Although I acknowledge all these different perspectives, 

this research is interested in the technological process of convergence as audience issues will be 

discussed separately in the “Participation” chapter.  



9 

 

unification but always in dynamic tension with change” (Pool 1983, 53-54 cf. 

Jenkins 2008, 11). Time proved Pool to be right as technological convergence has 

swapped newsrooms across the world in the past decades and the available literature 

points out that some newsrooms are able to tame technological convergence (Lee 

2012; Serban 2012) while others are even forced to go out of business as they are 

unable to adapt to the new technological environment (Carlson 2007; Deuze 2007; 

Lewis 2014). Jenkins provides an overtly-optimistic account on the process of 

convergence, describing it as “the flow of content across multiple media platforms, 

the cooperation between multiple media industries, and the migratory behaviour of 

media audiences who will go almost anywhere in search of the kinds of 

entertainment experiences they want” (2006, 2). While convergence, at least in its 

technological aspect, allows media industries to cooperate, there are numerous 

accounts that paint a far less bright perspective on how little cooperation media 

industries are able to achieve during times of high technological convergence 

(Robinson 2010; Singer 2004; Singer 2008; Bélair-Gagnon 2011). I separate from 

Jenkins’ perspective on convergence, as this study will differentiate between 

technological convergence and public participation. While Jenkins uses the term 

interchangeably as he refers to both processes as a unified one, I will differentiate 

between the effects of technological convergence on journalistic work and the act 

of public participation which is akin to the public and develops outside the 

journalistic sphere of influence. The current transformations are in line with Manuel 

Castells’ characterisation of a networked society:  

“the pervasiveness of communication networks in a multimodal 

hypertext ... the ongoing transformation of communication 

technology in the digital age extends the reach of communication 
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media to all domains of social life in a network that is at the same 

time global and local, generic and customized in an ever-changing 

pattern” (2007, 239) 

Charlie Beckett describes the shift from a one-to-many model to a networked 

society as follows: “[j]ournalism is being turned upside down. It is on a roller-

coaster ride that can be exhilarating but rather scary” (2008, 72). The lack of 

stability is thus highlighted and it is exactly these ever-shifting patterns of social 

life in the age of digital affordances that make it difficult to fully account for the 

disruptions or continuities brought by technological convergence. Once everyone 

who has a digital networked device can create and distribute media content, the 

pressure is then on journalists who will have to differentiate their own media content 

(Singer 2003). Another problem is the lack of compatibility between technological 

artefacts, what Henry Jenkins describes as “Black Box Fallacies” (2008, 8). 

Although technology developed rapidly in recent years, we have yet to own a single 

box in which all our gadgets could converge. Take for example the compatibility a 

DVD player might not have with a TV-set as the former’s output cable is different 

from the latter’s input port. This is a problem which highlights trouble for 

newsrooms as the journalists must learn new skills in order to be able to operate 

more gadgets than ever and create a synergy in their daily production practices 

(García Avilés et al. 2004). For example, Norwegian journalists are positive on the 

effects of technological convergence on their work, but are afraid their activity will 

require more technical skills at the detriment of critical journalism (Bardoel and 

Deuze 2001; Ottosen and Krumsvik 2012). Given its role as a public broadcaster, 

BBC Scotland invested in its digital facilities in order to accommodate the 

audience’s consumption patterns, but nothing would have been possible without 
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overcoming “cultural clashes between journalists with different media backgrounds” 

(Larrondo 2014, 947). For some journalists, technological convergence feels like a 

burden because it translates to “additional responsibilities and new pressures of time 

and space” (Klinenberg 2005, 51). 

 The first major study and probably the most influential one analysing the 

digital turn and its impact on newsrooms was carried out by Pablo Boczkowski 

(2004). He argued there are multiple factors – such as local ones, design, media 

logics, cross-functional collaboration – in influencing the impact of technology use 

in the newsrooms. Nevertheless, technological convergence changes the news 

production practices from “being mostly journalist-centred, communicated as a 

monologue… to also being increasingly audience-cantered, part of multiple 

conversations.” (2004, 183). Although the next section will focus entirely on the 

impact of public participation on journalistic work, many studies have difficulties 

in separating the advancement of technology and the presence of the public. This is 

easily understandable given that technology has become available not only for 

journalists, but also for the public. Örnebring discusses the changes brought by 

technology through the conceptual lens of labour, and highlights that journalism 

and technology have always been inter-related given that, historically, the mass 

newspaper was born out of industrialisation (2010). However, unlike other scholars 

who come from the technological determinist tradition (e.g. McLuhan 1994[1964], 

Pavlik 2000), Örnebring argues that technology is not a force in itself and that it is 

adapted and implemented based on the available cultural, social, and economic 

systems.   

 This study differentiates between social, contextual and historical factors 

and it must do the same when it comes to medium specificities. The available 
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studies of technological convergence on television and radio show a somewhat 

different picture than the studies analysing the print media and their transition from 

a paper-based medium to an online medium. These characteristics make the 

journalistic field more complex and differentiated, as the impact of technological 

convergence should be assessed accordingly. Simon Cottle analysed the role of 

technology in news production at BBC and concluded that convergence leads to a 

“radical reconfiguration” of both professional practices and broadcast newsrooms 

(Cottle and Ashton 1999).  Further studies carried out by Cottle highlighted that by 

bringing new technologies to the newsroom, it is not only the working practices that 

were reconfigured, but also the newsroom space itself, as people had to either 

collaborate more or give up some of the tasks to better trained people (2003). The 

transition from analogue to digital journalism did not happen overnight. 

Researching the process of adaptation in Slovenian newsrooms, Vobič (2013) 

noticed three phases of development: 1) a shift from one-man man bands where 

individuals were responsible with the entire online content 2) to separate online 

departments organised based on the logic of speed 3) to integrated newsrooms 

where distinct models of decision making are in place, thus highlighting the 

coming-of-age of a transitional model from analogue to digital practices. Defining 

newsrooms as communities of practices, Schmitz Weiss and Domingo (2010) are 

analysing the innovations inside the newsrooms using the actor-network theory 

(ANT) and community of practice as theoretical frameworks. Such approaches, 

although innovative, are unable to account fully for the pressures coming from 

outside of the newsroom, such as political or economic pressures. Cottle (1999) 

suggests that news values are fundamental related to particular economic demands 
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made upon the managerial teams, while the journalists would make their best to 

evaluate and adopt the newsworthiness of stories in order to fit their needs. 

 Some scholars carried out research looking exactly at the materiality of 

technology within newsrooms. This can range from the growing number of 

feedback (e.g. emails, messages) that journalists can receive nowadays (Domingo 

2008) to the pagination systems and the desktop publishing software (Keith 2015), 

leading some scholars to call for a material turn in the study of journalism, one 

preoccupied with objects of news making (Boczkowski 2015). This perspective 

could further strengthen the view that it is not only sources and the pieces of 

information that make the news, but also the available objects – including the 

available technologies.  

 In recent years, with the advent of social media platforms, such as Facebook, 

Twitter and YouTube, researchers have paid attention to how the journalists 

integrate them in their daily work. This could be done in several ways since the SNS 

could stand for sources of information, and also for publishing and distribution 

networks, given that this study perceives technology as a transformative force not 

only in its hardware form (e.g. smartphones, laptops, broadcasting gear), but also in 

its software form (e.g. use of SNS for production and distribution, metrics). The 

following section will focus on the studies concerned with the software side of 

technological convergence and its impact in the newsroom.  

 One of the most important breaks with the implementation of SNS 

(including microblogging) use by the journalists is the shift from an asynchronous 

workstyle to a synchronous workstyle. In the former, the journalists carried out the 

work according to their institutional deadlines, while in the latter the journalists are 

always-on, always updating the news, and always struggling to be in touch with 
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their audiences. Studying the impact of Twitter on news, Alfred Hermida describes 

this shift as ambient journalism (2010). Valerie Bélair-Gagnon (2011) noticed that 

BBC journalists did not use social media as much as they could in their journalistic 

work and only a few agents in the news organisation (e.g. senior executives and 

those with a strong technical background) strong technical workers -  were debate 

leaders. As well, when studying the blogging practices of BBC journalists, Alfred 

Hermida found out that senior journalists “have embraced the notion of the blog as 

a delivery system for journalistic elements that do not fit within established 

broadcast news” (2009, 279). Thus, at least in an earlier stage of technological 

convergence, these new distribution platforms were not only embedded, but also 

considered extensions of established journalistic platforms. Instead of disrupting 

broadcasting practices, blogging is a complementary occupation. Things are 

different in the case of print journalists whose normative claims of professionalism 

are challenged by the growing presence of bloggers (Singer 2007). Robinson (2011) 

noticed that reporters with a strong print-cultural background found themselves 

isolated in the newsrooms when converged newsrooms were put forward. Based on 

her ethnographic research “getting people to think about technology not as another 

tool (i.e., labour device) but as a journalistic concept itself, one that could enhance 

the calling of the profession” (2011, 1136). This account highlights that the 

introduction of new technologies does not operate only at the normative level of 

journalistic work. Instead, it produces a cultural and occupational tremor that would 

lead the journalists to renegotiate their professional roles. It is the very same 

professional culture that performs as a network that attenuates the impact of 

technology towards innovation and the models of journalism oriented towards the 

audience (Spyridou et al. 2013). Another argument drawing from sociological 
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observations and cultural practice is provided by Bivens who carried out technology 

adoption research within a television newsroom in Canada. She highlighted that 

“technological adoption occurs at the intersection of technological affordances, 

journalism practice, and internal power relations” (2015, 193)  

 With the advancement of platforms such as Twitter comes the need for 

journalists to differentiate themselves from their audience. Alfred Hermida notes 

that on spaces like Twitter “[j]ournalists are one of the voices in a noisy information 

space outside of the formal constraints of traditional journalism, with no established 

editorial structures or processes” (2013, 306). Technological convergence takes 

place in the newsrooms, but the public also has access to publishing gadgets and 

distribution networks. Hermida points out that journalists should reinvent 

themselves in order to appeal to the public and to regain their authority. On Twitter, 

journalists are more likely to express their opinions, although this practice is in 

disagreement with their journalistic norm of objectivity (Lasorsa, Lewis, and 

Holton 2012). While a further section will provide a literature review on the effect 

of public partition in journalistic practices, for the time being it must be noted that 

shifts in technology exist both inside and outside of media newsrooms and the 

advent of technology is not felt only in the newsrooms, but also in the daily lives of 

the audience.  

 Some SNS perform better than others when it comes to journalistic output. 

There are studies that suggest Twitter is the preferred medium for breaking news, 

while Facebook and Google Plus are largely used to repost newswire stories 

(Osborne and Dredze 2014). Not only do journalists use social media to gather 

information for their stories and to shovel their institutional content, but they also 

use SNS as publishing platforms either by legacy media (e.g. The New York Times, 
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The Guardian) or by new players in the journalistic field (e.g. Hong Kong Free 

Press).  

  On the other hand, YouTube users came up with production practices that 

disrupted the ones of television journalists (Peer and Ksiazek 2011, 46). However, 

Francis Lee noticed that Hong Kongese journalists are prone to use YouTube videos 

in order to either fill in their news space, or to meet existing professional and 

organisational needs (2012). Dominic Yeo remarked that “reporting on UGC 

reinforces [journalists’] role as professional storytellers…it would be difficult for 

journalists to resist appropriating this efficient source of human-interest stories” 

(2016, 14).  

 Technological convergence also brought new ways of analysing the 

productivity of newsrooms. Internet metrics became available for journalists and 

this type of measurement was more accurate than the ratings used by radio and TV 

stations and the number of copies sold by newspapers. Graves and Kelly (2010) 

describe how the journalists were confused by these metrics as there was no 

established measurement for comparing audiences. The journalists had no clear 

action plan to shift from previous standards to an abundance of online data about 

their audiences and the performance of their journalistic product. This account 

shows that in the case of metrics at least, technological convergence had a disrupting 

effect on newsrooms. Not only were the journalists poorly trained to read and deal 

with numbers, but in previous years they had been relying on collaborations with 

advertisers and publishers. These work patterns were very difficult to shake after 

decades of institutionalisation.  
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This section presented a literature review on technological convergence and 

its impact on journalistic work. Overall, researchers stress that this process 

transformed institutional patterns of work, journalistic practices, and news 

production techniques of collecting and distributing information. Technological 

convergence is important because of the changes it has brought to professional 

journalism and not due to the technology in itself. This study focuses on the impact 

technology has on the journalistic professional practices and the journalistic culture 

and tries to stay away from simplistic, mono-dimensional perspectives.  

2.2 Public Participation and Journalistic Work 

To follow on the impact of technological convergence on journalism, the upcoming 

section will provide a literature review on the impact of public participation on 

journalistic practices. This process is closely tied with technological convergence 

as digital and networked products allow the public to create and distribute its own 

content. 

 “The public formerly known as the audience” (Rosen 2006) is now able to 

consume, produce, distribute and re-consume the content it produced in the first 

place. This phenomenon is important because it employs tools that in the past were 

only in the hands of legacy journalists: media creation, publishing and distribution 

technologies. In the past, the public, also referred to as “consumers, audiences, fan 

communities, users” (Jenkins and Deuze 2008, 5) had liminal access to the 

production of media content, including journalism. Today, with the help of 

innovation in media and communication technology, the public is able to join the 

ranks of media producers (Bruns 2010; Castells 2010) much more than they were 

able to do in the past, during the analogue age, when one of the most common forms 

of participation was through letters submitted to the newspapers’ editors (Nielsen 
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2010). This shift leads researchers to ask questions about the impact and the nature 

of the relationship between professional media creators and the public (Bruns 2005; 

Jenkins 2006b). The principal scope of this study is to provide an account on how 

journalists patrol their professional boundaries. The term participation implies 

struggles at the borders of the journalistic field, as the public is able to participate 

in a domain that used to be exclusive to those affiliated with professional 

newsrooms.  

 Seth Lewis points out that the set up brought by the Web 2.0 paradigm 

“encourage users to feel very much in control of their self-presentation” (2012, 846 

emphasis added). However, researchers must gather more evidence of the extent to 

which professional journalists are willing to allow the public means of control 

within the journalistic field. Otherwise, a more simplistic explanation, but less 

comprehensive – that of blurring into each other (Gillmor 2004) would prevail the 

debates. Lewis continues to argue that researchers must “examine how media 

professionals…make sense of control vis-à-vis open collaboration beyond the 

boundaries” (2012, 854 original emphasis). It is exactly the scope of this study to 

look at the impact of public participation on journalistic work and to gather evidence 

on how these professional boundaries are reconfigured based on these 

transformations.  

 Borger et al. (2013) performed a genealogical analysis of 119 articles on 

participatory journalism in order to investigate the emergence of “participatory 

journalism” as an object of study in the field of journalism studies. Their results 

point out that researchers constructed this process along four normative dimensions: 

“(1) enthusiasm about new democratic opportunities; (2) disappointment with 

professional journalism’s obduracy; (3) disappointment with journalism’s 
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economic motives to facilitate participatory journalism; (4) disappointment with 

news users’ passivity” (Ibid., 124). Considering that many of the 119 scholarly 

articles analysed are based on empirical research, it is obvious that within the 

industry the debates also oscillate from a celebration of participatory practices to 

lamentations about them. Historically, there was a transformation in the way 

journalists perceived their audience, from a time when the audience’s needs were 

subordinated to the expertise of media professionals, to a growing journalistic 

attention given to the audience desires (Anderson 2011). With the arrival of digital 

journalism, some scholars saw an opportunity for the public to have its own voice, 

arguing that this would be a symbol of upholding democratic values (Rosen 2006; 

Bruns 2008; Jenkins 2008; Hartley 2008, 2012; Russell 2007). Some recent 

accounts try to paint a more complex picture on the opportunities given to the public 

to participate in the media. For example, Peters and Witschge distinguish between 

forms of participation based on the visibility that participants have, the level of 

interaction they are able to achieve and the stage of production in which 

participation takes place (2015, 8). This is a necessary distinction given that 

participation is not uniform and there is consistent difference between a comment 

on an online story and a structural contribution throughout the platform. As well, 

Peters and Witschge distinguish if the public participates before the news 

production process takes place – meaning if the public is consulted before a story is 

produced – and a post-hoc participation, taking place once the news story is 

published (Ibid. 9). This is an important distinction that would be further used in 

this study as in Hong Kong different actors participate in the news making process 

at different stages of its production.  
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 Public participation is an umbrella term and it is found in journalism studies 

under many different concepts: user-generated content (UGC) (Hermida and 

Thurman 2008; Thurman 2008), participatory journalism (Deuze, Bruns, and 

Neuberger 2007), citizen journalism (Allan 2009, Thorsen and Allan 2014), citizen 

witnessing (Allan 2013), random acts of journalism (Lasica 2003), alternative 

media and journalism (Atton 2002; 2003), audience content (Wardle and Williams 

2010), and audience material (Williams, Wardle, and Wahl-Jorgensen 2011). More 

often than not, these concepts collapse in literature and frequently the researchers 

use them interchangeably. The concepts are discussed in literature in relation to 

their forms, epistemologies, and impacts they have on journalistic practices. All 

these concepts are briefly presented and discussed in the following paragraphs.  

 Hermida and Thurman define UGC “as a process whereby ordinary people 

have an opportunity to participate with or contribute to professionally edited 

publications” (2008, 344). They also identify nine generic formats through which 

the public is encouraged through participate: ‘‘Polls’’, ‘‘Message boards’’, ‘‘Have 

your says’’, ‘‘Comments on stories’’, ‘‘Q&As’’, ‘‘Blogs’’, ‘‘Reader blogs’’, ‘‘Your 

media’’, and ‘‘Your story’’ (Ibid., 345). The two authors understand UGC as a form 

of participation that takes place only in spaces that are under journalistic control. In 

a report issued by Tow Centre for Digital Journalism, Wardle, Dubberley and 

Brown provide a shorter, though more encompassing definition of UGC by referring 

to this process as “photographs and videos captured by people who are not 

professional journalists and who are unrelated to news organizations. It does not 

include comments (either posted underneath a news article or posted to social 

networks) integrated into coverage” (2005, 10). While I do agree with Hermida and 

Thurman that UGC is the product of everyday people, I argue that UGC should not 
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be limited to the content that adds to professional publications. A video filmed by a 

dashboard camera and uploaded on YouTube could pass as UGC regardless of 

whether it is repurposed by a professional media outlet or not.  

 Participatory journalism is presented by Deuze, Bruns and Neuberger as 

“any kind of news work at the hands of professionals and amateurs, of journalists 

and citizens, and of users and producers” (2007, 323). Further, participatory 

journalism “challenges news organizations to extend the level of their direct 

engagement with audiences as participants in the processes of gathering, selecting, 

editing, producing, and communicating news” (Ibid., 323). Thus, according to 

Deuze and his colleagues, participatory journalism could be done by a large number 

of people – either professionals by including the work of amateurs, or by amateurs 

as long as their work holds certain professional standards. This approach fits into a 

collaborative and democratic paradigm that was discussed above, and it describes – 

at large – the situations in which the journalists and the audience get to produce 

content. While useful, this perspective is somewhat broad and does not take into 

account the struggles that take place within the newsroom when the audience 

produces content that is similar to the journalistic one.  

 Stuart Allan defines citizen journalism as “first-person reportage in which 

ordinary individuals temporarily adopt the role of journalists to participate in news 

making, often spontaneously during a time of crisis, accident, tragedy or disaster 

when they happen to be present on the scene (2013, 9 emphasis added). While the 

definition is straightforward, it is problematic because of the world “temporarily”. 

When does one start to be a citizen journalist and when does s/he stop to be one? 

Based on this definition, there is no difference between citizen journalism platforms 

such as OhMyNews (see Chung and Nah 2014 for details) or Indymedia (see Hanke 
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2005 for details) and the driver who in 2015 captured with his dashboard camera 

the crash of TransAsia 235 domestic flight in Taiwan. As well, Allan implies that 

citizen journalism is similar to “random acts of journalism”, a concept that I will 

tackle in a section bellow. However, there should be a distinction between an 

intentional act that resembles that of a journalist (data collection, verification, and 

publishing) and the mere upload on a SNS platform of a video that was luckily and 

randomly captured by a citizen, as in the case of the plane crash in Taiwan. 

Robinson and Deshano describe citizen journalists as “the authors of news content 

on online community news sites” (2011, 643). Carr et al. are less explicit, defining 

citizen journalism “as a range of amateur information reporting and sharing 

activities” (2014, 454). Others, such as Wall, provide a shorter and precise 

definition of the concept: “news content (text, video, audio, interactives, etc.) 

produced by non-professionals” (2015, 2). Although not professionals, those who 

are regarded as citizen journalists commit a deliberate act of journalism by gathering 

information and packaging it as news stories. Thus, citizen journalism is a deliberate 

act and those who practice it are aware of their contributions to society, and that 

their process – at last in the incipient phase – takes place at a distance from 

journalists. The lack of journalists as intermediaries in this process is also signalled 

by Rosen who describes the concept as follows: “[w]hen the people formerly known 

as the audience employ the press tools they have in their possession to inform one 

another, that’s citizen journalism” (Rosen 2008). Investigating to what extent 

community newspaper editors are willing to lower their gatekeeping barrier and 

embrace citizen journalism, Lewis points out that editors have concerns over the 

quality and integrity of the public’s material. Although accepting the citizen 

journalist content, the journalists did their best to mark it as being different, such is 
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the case of CNN’s iReport (Palmer 2012) and Have Your Say by BBC (Borger, van 

Hoof, and Sanders 2014).  

 Citizen witnessing is one of the concepts that escapes from the crowd and 

distinguishes itself under the public participation umbrella. It is a concept proposed 

by Allan (2013) and it takes as a starting point the historical justification of 

journalists who gather visual evidence in order to strengthen their authority of 

reporting. Nowadays, with the advent of technology and especially that of 

affordable digital cameras, the public is also able to bear witness to events that could 

transform into news content. Thus, Allan highlights a sharing stage in which both 

the public and the journalists perform, to some extent, similar functions. I find the 

conceptualisation of Allan extremely useful and I will borrow some of his elements 

in my further conceptualisation of public participation for this study.   

 When Lasica launched his now often-quoted expression “random acts of 

journalism” (2003) the phenomenon he was describing was that of microblogging. 

His account argues for the collaboration between bloggers and journalists for the 

improvement of both. Lasica does not focus on the creators of the content, but on 

the content itself, describing it as “personal media” (Ibid.). I find Lasica’s 

expression extremely useful as it touches upon the unsystematic and unintentional 

ways non-journalists produce content. However, at the same time, “acts of 

journalism” expresses similarities with the work of professionals, without fully 

identifying them as ones. 

 Scholars such as Atton (2002, 2003) and Downing (2001) discuss the 

advancement of alternative media, alternative journalism and, respectively, of 

radical media as phenomena that occurred with the appearance of the Internet in 
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the 90’s. These types of media, although not formed by the everyday citizen, make 

for an important discussion in this study because they act in contrast with 

mainstream media. Thus, this kind of alternative or radical media organizations are 

different not only in terms of operations and ownership, but also in the way they 

relate with their audiences. As I will explain at large further in this research, while 

the role of alternative media is under-researched6, further content analysis and 

audience research needs to be carried out in order to better understand their role in 

societies. The fact that they have different organizational and ownership structures 

does not automatically lead to 1) alternative content compared to mainstream media, 

2) the audience seeing them as being alternative given that the public will not be 

immediately aware of their ownership and structures. 

 Finally, references to audience material and audience content are terms put 

forward by Williams, Wardle, and Wahl-Jorgensen (2011, 94), respectively by 

Wardle and Williams (2010). Both terms appeal to the materiality of the content 

provided by the audience. These terms do not refer to comments or polls, like some 

of the UGC does, but to photo, video or audio content. This distinction is necessary 

because this study differentiates between material and immaterial types of content 

coming from the audience. Further details will be flashed out at the end of this 

literature review section, when I will provide a conceptualization and operational 

guidelines for public participation and its impact on journalistic work. 

 Scholars agree that the technological advancements and public participation 

taken together have deep consequences for the journalistic field. Barbie Zelizer 

argues that “technologies of news relay broaden the field of who might be 

                                                           
6 Leung and Lee 2014  is a notable exception in the case of Hong Kong  
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considered a journalist and what might be considered journalism” (2004, 23). 

Almost a decade later, David Ryfe shares a similar perspective and argues that  

“the boundaries of journalism are blurring. It is increasingly difficult 

to distinguish the inside from the outside of the field. Many new 

people and organizations have entered the field, and this, in turn, has 

made it difficult to tell who a journalist is apart from any other news 

producer, or to identify standards of ‘good’ journalism that are widely 

shared (and enforceable). Journalism, put simply, is losing coherence 

as a distinctive social field” (2012, 154).  

While I agree with Ryfe on the deep impact of participation, I argue that 

distinguishing the inside from the outside of the field is still possible if we analyse 

the newsrooms and acknowledge that journalism is a distinctive social field that 

was historically constructed, and which has constantly drawn its strength from 

professional distinctions against agents from other fields (e.g. politicians, PR 

practitioners, businessmen). Given that journalists built their social authority 

presenting themselves as “trained professional[s] delivering objectively validated 

content to a reader…where authority was determined by consensually accepted 

forms of organisational, professional and cultural status” (McNair 2009, 347). As 

the chapter on Hong Kong’s press development will show, this was exactly the case 

in the territory that makes the case study of this research. To assume that the field 

will collapse making impossible to distinguish between the inside from the outside 

is not an accurate description of the journalistic field development, at least not 

universally.  Thus, the stake of this research is exactly to see how professional 

journalists patrol the boundaries of the field in order to reinforce their traditional 

authority. The first step in doing so is to start the empirical analysis from inside the 
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field (i.e. from the newsrooms outwards) and not from the outside (i.e. from the 

participatory practices into the newsrooms). Once these empirical interactions with 

participatory practices are explained, the discussion in the analysis chapters will 

shift towards more theoretical and conceptual issues of journalism field boundaries 

and how they are reshaped by both public and technology. 

2.3 Conceptualising Technological Convergence and Public Participation 

In the light of the literature review provided in this section, I define technological 

convergence as the process of media production using digital and networked 

technologies – both in the form of software and hardware. In order to differentiate 

between the process and the technologies themselves, the latter category will be 

addressed as actants, a term borrowed from Lewis and Westlund (2014). Actants is 

a generic term given to define digital and networked technologies, whether in a 

hardware or a software format (e.g. smartphones, tablets, TVUPack, apps). The 

process of technological convergence goes beyond the actants. Following the 

definition provided by Meikle and Young, who describe technological convergence 

as a “digital and networked” process (2012, 2), I understand technological 

convergence as the process of creating and broadcasting content in a digital and 

networked format, with the possibility to be distributed on multiple actants. Take 

for example a YouTube video which could be produced with the help of a 

smartphone (digital dimension) and then shared on multiple networks and viewed 

on different devices (networked dimension) 7 . This process of producing and 

distributing media content with the help of digital and networked technologies 

                                                           
7 Although this research acknowledges the importance and the growing presence of algorithms and 

of robot  journalism in news practices (Diakopoulos 2015; Lokot and Diakopoulos 2016; Dörr and 

Hollnbuchner 2016) it will not discuss these two factors. At the time of data collection for this 

study, these two factors were not pointed-out by journalists as being one of their main concerns.  
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happens in a decentralised space, as the digital turn had a major impact on previous 

one-to-many model of communication.  

In the case of public participation, I will differentiate between random acts 

of journalism and citizen journalism. The former are acts of journalism committed 

by a public who, temporarily, produces and distributes content in a similar fashion 

that a journalist would. Those who produce these acts do not have an implicit 

purpose to do journalistic work. Instead, they happen to be in a place where 

newsworthy events take place and have the digital networked technologies (e.g. 

smartphones, tablets, dashboard cameras) to capture and distribute the content. 

Once the newsworthy content is available online, the journalists are expected to 

harvest it and use it for their own purposes. On the other hand, citizen journalism 

will be understood as intentional acts committed by a public who aims to participate 

in the broader journalistic conversations. These acts can range from personal 

investigations to comments regarding journalistic work and standards posted on 

media websites or social media networks. Nevertheless, this study will be interested 

in both random acts of journalism and citizen journalism as long as they will have 

an impact on the journalistic practices.  

The focus of this research will be the legacy and the DoM newsrooms 

together with the journalists who work for them. The studies that have previously 

analysed these two groups of journalists, in various contexts (i.e. Hatcher and 

Thayer 2016; Konow-Lund and Olsson 2016; Semati and Brookey 2014; Qin 2015) 

do not fully explain what they mean when using labels such as legacy media. In 

Hong Kong, the taxonomy of the journalistic field could be split into three major 

groups: non-reformed legacy media, legacy media, and digital-only. Non-reformed 

legacy media refers to traditional media outlets that have paid very little to no effort 
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into diversifying their portfolios, having an online presence, or implementing 

elements of technological convergence. Although rare in Hong Kong, the non-

reformed legacy media outlets continue to stick with their traditional platform of 

publication, whether this is radio, or print. The reformed legacy media is the label 

given to traditional media outlets that have a consistent use of technological 

convergence and are affected by public participation. They have a track record of 

SNS accounts, developed apps for smartphones or tablets and overall have a 

consistent online presence. Finally, the DoM group, as told by its name, comprises 

of media outlets that only publish online, without making use of traditional media 

platforms – print, television, or radio. Given that the journalists that make the object 

of this research come only from reformed legacy institutions and DoM outlets, the 

simplified “legacy journalists” label will be used to describe the reformed-legacy 

journalists.  

This chapter provided a literature review of the two main dimensions that 

bear an impact on current journalistic practices: technological convergence and 

public participation. Though in many occasions the scholars use these terms as 

blanket concepts, I have tried to deconstruct them and to highlight the way they will 

be conceptualised in the current study. After providing a literature review and 

highlighting these two main concepts, I will now offer the theoretical framework of 

this study.  

 

3. Theoretical Framework  

 

A theoretical enquiry into the study of newsrooms transformations should be able 

to accommodate and account for the shifting characters and interconnections among 
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agents (e.g. journalists, business people, and the participatory public), technology, 

journalistic practices and the participatory public. In the digital age, journalism is 

not under threat by a single factor. Instead, it is currently characterised by 

“[p]lummeting circulation, declining revenues, new technology, convergence, 

conglomerate ownership, and layoffs” (Reinardy 2011). Research in online 

newsrooms has focused on the routines of professional cultures of journalism 

interacting with technological developments. What some of these studies emphasise 

on is a definition of the journalistic practices as grounded in a constructivist 

approach (e.g. Boczkowski 2004; Paterson 2008). The researchers’ task is not only 

to take a snapshot of a moving image, one that represents the constant 

transformation of journalistic practices. Instead, the research effort should move 

beyond the organisational level and try to make sense of the macro-level factors as 

well. Few theoretical approaches are able to bridge between these lines of enquiry 

and to make a broader sense of how new technologies, public participation, and just 

as well political and economic factors are affecting the everyday journalistic news 

production. 

3.1 The Gap between Theoretical Perspectives and Empirical Evidence 

Recently, scholars searched for ways to remediate this theoretical gap. Lewis and 

Westlund (2015) propose a sociotechnical theoretical framework that aims to 

accommodate the shifting characters and connections between human actors (e.g. 

journalists, technology specialists, business people, politicians), actants (algorithms, 

networks, and content management systems), audiences (e.g. assemblages of 

audiences distinct to certain platforms, devices, or applications), and activities. The 

framework is very promising for studying online journalism, but it has two 

shortcomings when trying to apply it to the broader journalistic field in Hong Kong.   
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First, the sociotechnical dimension has always been present for some of the 

media outlets, such as television. Unlike newspapers, the journalistic production for 

24-hour news stations has always relied on technological advancements, or actants, 

as Lewis and Westlund call them. Given the high penetration of digital and 

networked technologies, this is also available for online journalism. While the 

digital-only journalism struggles to become a real-time conveyor of information in 

a multimedia manner by using text, photos, infographics and videos, the 

technological development exercised a completely different pressure on television 

journalism. Cottle and Ashton discussed the transformation of BBC journalist 

practices as early as the 90’s, arguing that technologies of news production are 

“socially and culturally shaped and embedded within corporate and professional 

contexts and practices” (1999, 22). With few exceptions (Avilés et al. 2004; Erdal 

2007, 2009; Williams, Wardle, and Wahl-Jorgensen 2011; Ostertag and Tuchman 

2012; Bivens 2014) we witnessed little research on digital television news 

production. When scholars enquire the developments of journalism, they tend to 

focus on the developments of print newspapers and their transition to online. Jane 

Singer motivates the researchers’ focus on print due to the newspapers’ historical 

longevity, their authoritative role, and their power to innovate (2011, 3-4). While 

the first two arguments are very solid, accounts of innovation are very easy to be 

found also within the production of 24-hour news stations, from CNN to BBC 

(Cushion and Lewis 2010, Cushion and Sambrook 2016). While newspapers were 

forced to innovate in order to survive within the past decade, television channels 

have always been subjected to innovation first in order to gain a symbolic power at 

the expense of newspapers, and later on in order to maintain it.  
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Research on how smaller newsrooms, not-affiliated with financial tycoons 

fit within the journalistic field are also very few. Defined by Jane Singer and Tim 

Vos as entrepreneurial journalism (Singer 2016; Vos and Singer 2016) and by Nikki 

Usher as news start-ups (2017b), these small newsrooms are start-up enterprises, 

covering everything from investigative journalism to niche journalism. Singer 

suggests there are three normative issues that arise with the prominence of 

entrepreneurial journalism: normative boundaries, economic imperatives, and 

journalistic roles. All these aspects are very important in order to decipher what is 

happening within these newsrooms and how do they differentiate from legacy 

newspapers and broadcasting stations. 

As discussed in the literature review chapter, one point that continues to be 

in contention is the impact of technology on journalistic practices (Wardle and 

Williams 2010; Huang and Heider 2007; Lewis 2014). The technological 

transformations are not replacing the available affordances, but rather changing 

their influence on the journalists’ production practices. For example, in television, 

unlike in the online realm, the journalistic relationship between human agents, 

actants, and audience is a tensed one. The journalists can secure their relevance only 

as long as they can make a good use of the actants. If not, the active audience can 

create, distribute and consume user-generated content outside the sphere of 

journalistic production. 

The second limitation of the theoretical framework provided by Lewis and 

Westlund is that it perceives the audience to be at the receiving end of the 

journalistic work. This is not accurate anymore. As argued by Deuze (2008), who 

borrowed the concept of liquidity from Zygmunt Bauman, liquid journalism is a 

characteristic of the digital societies in which we live today. From the perspective 



32 

 

of media production, this very liquidity is translated in the existence of a production 

cycle, which can and will include the audience at both the production and the 

consuming ends. Thus, public participation in the news can actually “boost the 

power of media moguls, enhancing their system of star ratings and upward mobility” 

(van Dijck 2009, 53). However, such assessments should not be made while shifting 

the attention away from historically important political and economic dimensions 

that affect the journalistic production. 

All these described limitations stress that technological convergence and 

public participation are dimensions with an impact on journalistic work, one that 

must be thoroughly examined not only in relation to different medium specificities, 

but also national contexts. The analytical framework provided by Lewis and 

Westlund excludes macro dimensions such as political influence, journalistic 

professionalization, and economic pressures. The approach they suggest could be 

suitable for the democratic or liberal media system models (Hallin and Mancini 

2004), but not for Hong Kong’s hybrid regime (Fung 2007). Instead of using a 

theoretical model that draws from macro-level factors, such as the one developed 

by Hallin and Mancini, I would argue that it is more useful to apply a theoretical 

framework able to bridge from micro to macro level perspectives. Thus, high-level 

abstractions will be controlled and local contextual particularities will prove to be 

just as valuable as macro pressures.  

Since the more recent theoretical frameworks are unable to accommodate 

structural complexities, I follow Löffelholz’s argumentation that instead of 

dismissing ‘out-dated theories’ scholars should look for ways to “gain in complexity 

through the emergence of new theories and modifications of older theories” (2008, 

26). According to him, “integrative social theories” (e.g. field theory, structuration 
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theory) have “considerable room for new ideas and the improvement of 

concepts…they are in no way finished business” (Ibid., 25). Thus, I propose a 

reconsideration of Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory theoretical framework that would 

accommodate the technological and participatory dimensions and their impact on 

the practices of the television news sub-field in Hong Kong. The scope is not only 

to find out how the field is changing, but also what the boundaries of it are. Thus, 

Bourdieu’s field theory will be used as a starting point and to it, I will add Thomas 

Gieryn’s concept of boundary-work. These two theoretical approaches share many 

commonalities as they are both stemming from sociology and were previously 

applied to journalistic work, though separately. 

Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical framework has both strongpoints as it has 

limitations. Instead of using this earlier developed theoretical model to assess 

current transformation, I would rather see it as a toolbox that enables the researcher 

to understand how agents are organizing themselves and to always draw back and 

forth between the macro and micro levels of social layers. By deciphering the 

multifaceted system of constraints for journalists in Hong Kong, this study will be 

able to provide evidence of the relational changes, beyond the constraints of micro 

vs. macro perspectives.  

Thonas Gieryn’s boundary-work aims to clarify the ways in which historical 

and social divisions in the field of knowledge are delimited, attacked, and reinforced. 

In the case of journalists, who are described by Zelizer as an “authoritative 

interpretive community” (1992, 197), these three processes of delimitation, attack, 

and reinforcement of their occupational boundaries are extremely important to 

analyse, given that the field is being reconfigured under the pressure of technology, 

public participation, political and economic forces. Gieryin presents three generic 
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types of boundary-work: expansion, expulsion and protection of autonomy. It is 

then useful to rely on this theoretical perspective when dealing with questions such 

as “who is and who is not a journalist?” The concept of boundary-work will be 

employed as a tool to demarcate who is regarded to be and who is not considered a 

journalist. By adding the dimension of boundary-work, we will be able to analyse 

how the field is reacting to these forces. It would help us see if there is an acceptance 

or a rejection of new actors, the way technological developments are being 

internalised and to what extent political and economic pressures are accommodated 

within the field.  

3.2 Field Theory: Critique and Characteristics 

According to Pierre Bourdieu,  

“a field is a field of forces within which agents occupy positions 

that statistically determine the positions they take with respect to 

the field, these positions-takings being aimed either at conserving 

or transforming the structure of relations of forces that is 

constitutive of the field. In other words, in certain respects, the 

field…is comparable to a field of physical forces; but it is not 

reducible to a physical field – it is the site of actions and reactions 

performed by social agents endowed with permanent dispositions, 

partly acquired in their experience of these social fields. The 

agents react to these relations of forces, to these structures; they 

construct them, perceive them, form an idea of them, represent 

them to themselves, and so on. And, while being, therefore, 

constrained by the forces as regards their permanent dispositions, 

they are able to act upon these fields, in ways that are partially 

preconstrained, but with a margin of freedom.” (2005, 30). 

 

What is of crucial importance in field theory is that Bourdieu takes a stance from 

the theoretical positions emphasizing either on structural determinism or on agency 

as a determinant factor. Instead, Bourdieu offers a unique approach, moving away 

from modernist towards post-modernist assumptions. Attention is given to the 
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constant struggle between “social agents” and their dispositions, on one hand, and 

inherent forces within these spheres of actions and reactions, defined by Bourdieu 

as the field, on the other hand. The French sociologist introduces the notion of 

habitus. This is a fundamental notion for understanding how society shapes the 

individual actions and, just as well, the individual actions shape society. Bourdieu 

defines habitus as “a structuring structure, which organizes practices and the 

perception of practices…configurations of properties expressing the differences 

objectively inscribed in conditions of existence” (Bourdieu 1984, 170) and later as 

a “socialized subjectivity” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1993, 126). Habitus is acquired 

throughout the long-term project of socialization inside one’s family, and, 

furthermore, via education. One’s habitus is not static, but it will be in constant 

development. However, emphasis is placed on the early stage of development of an 

individual and the social context in which he or she acquires the habitus.  

Following the work of Weber and Durkheim, Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory 

is depicting the modern world as a constant process of differentiation into semi-

autonomous and specialized spheres of action, such as the fields of politics, 

economics, religion, and cultural production (Benson and Neveu 2005, 2–3). 

According to Bourdieu, relations of power will structure the human action both 

within and among these fields. Pierre Bourdieu defines doxa as “the common 

experience that the world seems self-explaining and self-evident to us” (Bourdieu 

2002 [1997], 167, cf. Schultz 2007, 194) and as “a system of presuppositions 

inherent in the membership of a field” (Bourdieu 2005, 37). In the journalistic field, 

doxa constitutes the set of tacit presuppositions that journalists take for granted in 

their daily news practices and routines (Bourdieu 1998a, 23).  



36 

 

The journalistic habitus can explain social agents’ positions in the social 

space. In any newsroom, some journalists will occupy different positions (e.g. a 

senior editor vs. an intern), thus have different dispositions, and different 

explanations of their practices. The technological actants and public participation 

will affect the journalistic habitus. For example, a growing number of newsworthy 

events in the journalistic field (incoming from both competitors and the 

participatory public) might lead the journalists to make use of immediacy and 

liveness. These are specific attributes of the professional habitus. Following 

Bourdieu’s rationale, the journalistic habitus implies that those who are part of the 

field understand the journalistic game and are able to master its rules. However, the 

rules of the journalistic game are constantly changing and a growing presence of 

actors and of technological actants will frustrate these rules. Moreover, within the 

journalistic field different subfields will make use of different forms of habitus. 

Thus, on a secondary level, a television journalist will differentiate himself or 

herself from an online journalist or from a blogger with a press accreditation. On a 

tertiary level, within the same subfield, a political editor will have a different habitus 

from that of a sport reporter.  

 Schultz (2007) argues that in order to understand the distribution of agents 

in the social space, it is mandatory to understand the different forms of capital. The 

journalists have different types of editorial capitals “which serve as important 

capitals in regard to editorial prestige and symbolic capital in the newsroom” (Ibid., 

194). The editorial capitals range from professional experience to position within 

the organization, the news beat and the journalistic prizes one has won. Thus, what 

constitutes the habitus is the type and the amount of editorial capital in relation to 

the total distribution of capital in a field. In a field dominated by journalists with a 
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high editorial capital, a journalistic prize will not make much difference. However, 

in a field that scores very low on editorial capital, one’s prizes and symbolic capital 

within the newsroom will have a different impact on his or her habitus. When the 

field is witnessing a high number of new entrants who have a high editorial capital 

not because they have professional experience, or because are part of a certain 

organisation, but because their user-generated content highlights immediacy and 

liveness, their impact on the established journalists’ habitus will score high.  

Given that this research will take an inside-out look at the journalistic field, 

the participatory public will be regarded as a new agent within this sphere. As well, 

I regard technological convergence as an actant, borrowing from Lewis and 

Westlund’s study (2014), intermediating between the agents and the actors (i.e. 

established journalists and the participatory public). There are two foreseeable ways 

in which the public could be considered to change the journalistic field. First, this 

is done in a direct way through random acts of journalism. When journalists make 

use of user-generated content in their daily practices, they are directly harvesting 

content from the participatory public, repackaging it and redistributing it in their 

daily programs. Apart from this, the public also has an indirect influence on the 

work of journalists. During my previous study within a 24-hour newsroom in Hong 

Kong, I noticed how journalists were constantly paying attention to the work of the 

participatory public, at large, and of citizen journalists in special (Serban, 2012). 

Although the media content produced by these actors was rarely directly 

incorporated in the daily flux of production, the journalists were constantly always 

aware of what these emerging actors are saying in the online sphere. One of the 

strengths of the field theory is to make sense of the constant competition within the 

field (Neveu 2007). What connects the activities of the journalistic agents and the 
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emerging actors are the technological actants. Apart from offering an immediate 

means of connecting them, the digital technologies are enhancing the journalistic 

habitus, doxa, and capitals. 

Vos et al. consider the blogs to “have the power to disrupt the [journalistic] 

field” (2011, 5). From an ontological perspective, Bourdieu places little effort in 

explaining when two fields are separated, whether it is any space between them 

(Eyal 2010), and when two fields can merge (Couldry 2007). However, if we are to 

consider how other actors such as PR agencies or spokesperson have always been 

perceived to be as part of the journalistic field, such a perspective can be extended 

to the content incoming from the participatory public.  

  Instead of seeing the journalistic field as unravelling, as Ryfe (2012) does, 

I see it as accommodating and integrating the technological actants and the new 

contributing actors. The uncertainty over what kind of impact new agents can have 

over a field was highlighted by Rodney Benson, who notes that “a rapid influx of 

new agents into the field can serve both as a force for transformation and for 

conservation” (1999, 468). If we are to accept there is a growing fluidity when it 

comes to journalistic roles, norms and practices (Singer 2005; Russell 2013), one 

starting point of investigation should be from the vantage point of established 

journalists. From there, a comparative research between the roles, the normative 

boundaries and the economic imperatives between the legacy journalists and the 

entrepreneurial ones would provide important highlights not only on how 

journalism in Hong Kong is changing, but also on why it is changing in the way it 

does. We would be able to find out to what extent established journalists and 

entrepreneurial journalists perceive the public as a community for whom they have 

a responsibility. 
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3.3 Research Questions 

As discussed so far, there are many challenges posed by the current transformations 

in the journalistic field and the goal of this research is to shed light on how the field 

of journalists in Hong Kong make sense of these transformations.  

Thus, the guiding research questions for this study have a twofold aim: First, 

to understand and explain the transformations brought by technological actants and 

the process of technological convergence on one hand, and the growing presence of 

participation for legacy and digital-only journalists, on the other hand. Given that 

not many studies in Hong Kong are concerned with participation and convergence 

at the newsroom level, this approach will be more exploratory. Second, to see the 

commonalities and the differences between these two groups of journalists when it 

comes to role perceptions, professional boundaries, normative orientations in 

relation to economic imperatives and political pressures. The questions are 

formulated to provide answers starting from the most recent processes affecting the 

newsrooms – technological convergence and public participation – and how these 

are redefining the professional boundaries within the field. However, the questions 

are formulated in such a way to also touch on the long-present dimensions affecting 

the journalistic field, namely the political and financial pressures. 

This study has three research questions presented below.  

RQ1 How do journalists employ technological convergence to redefine the 

professional boundaries between themselves, the political elite, and the public? 

What are the implications for the journalistic field in Hong Kong? 
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RQ2 How do journalists employ public participation to redefine the professional 

boundaries between themselves, the political elite and process of technological 

convergence? What are the implications for the journalistic field in Hong Kong? 

RQ3 To what extent are the processes of technological convergence and public 

participation normalized to fit the journalistic field? 

3.4 Analytical Framework 

Pierre Bourdieu offers practical guidance for researchers who want to analyse a 

particular field. He argues that a practical application of the theoretical framework 

should initially “analyse the position of the field vis-à-vis the field of power” then 

“map out the objective structure of the relations between the positions occupied by 

the agents or institutions”, and then “analyse the habitus of agents” (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant 1992, 104-5).  

Therefore, the first step would be to ask who is in the journalistic field – 

what are the characteristics of the actors, organizations and institutions of 

journalism and, as a new research dimension – the participatory public. Their 

characterization will be made in relation to the position they hold within the field 

of power. Hong Kong offers a very intriguing power field, as it is characterized by 

the “one country, two systems” policy. Therefore, instead of referring to a singular 

field of power, research should take into account the power coming from both the 

national space and from the Beijing government.  

Afterwards, research should map out the intra-field relations – professional 

associations, news institutions, sub-fields, all of them affected and connected by 

technological actants. Anthony Fung describes the Hong Kong political and social 

regime as a hybrid one (2007). On the one hand, it has liberal institutions, while on 
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the other hand, it must always reflect upon the conditions imposed by the Beijing 

government. With growing debates over the future of Hong Kong under one country, 

two systems, it is yet to see how the future political and economic developments 

will continue to pressure the journalistic field. 

Apart from the unusual political regime and the freest economy, Hong Kong 

tops the rankings of smartphone (79%), broadband Internet (93.1%), and tablet 

(37%) penetration rates in the world (We Are Social, 2016). All these three 

particularities make Hong Kong a very interesting case study. The journalists are 

expected to be in the middle of political and economic pressures, on one hand, but 

able to benefit from the way Hongkongers use mobile news media as a 

complementary practice (Chan 2015).  

The concept of field will be employed as an analytical tool, and thus I aim 

to “bridge micro and macro levels of investigation” (Willig 2012, 376). The political 

and economic dimensions will also be investigated. For this, I will turn to financial 

and regulatory dimensions that are structuring the everyday work at the newsroom 

levels. As for the political and economic dimensions, this study will rely upon 

secondary sources. Local scholars such as Chi-Chuan Lee, Joseph M. Chan, and 

Francis L. F. Lee have written timely articles on the political implications for the 

journalistic profession in Hong Kong. However, their research focus has been 

mainly at macro level, and have not bridged the larger political and economic 

constrains with the everyday practices and routines of local journalists. Although 

there have been calls for a qualitative approach on the work of local journalists 

(Francis L F Lee and Chan 2008) there are still only a few studies that so far have 

picked up this call (Lai 2007; Yung and Leung 2014b; Leung 2015a). 
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Apart from mapping who is in the field and investigating the intra-field 

relations, it would be necessary to analyse the habitus of actors within the field. 

Table 1 shows how the economic and political forces are pressuring the journalistic 

field and how, with the help of technology, the local journalistic field in Hong Kong 

is able to have a two-way relationship with the public, both by sending and receiving 

information to/from it. It also shows how the journalistic field is split between the 

existent agents – legacy media and the incoming actors – digital-only journalists. 

The former category is over-represented because it has the cultural and editorial 

capital to dominate the new entrants in the field.  
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Table 1. Hong Kong’s Structural Location of the Journalistic Field. 
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The theoretical model and concept proposed by Pierre Bourdieu and 

Thomas Gieryn draw from the sociology of science and are not at odds with each 

other. Scholars have previously used these two theoretical perspectives to discuss 

aspects of the journalistic fields and the professional dimensions of journalistic 

work. However, there are no attempts of coupling the boundary-work concept with 

the field theory. It would be useful to try and align the boundary-work concept to 

the field theory as it would further help the researchers to carry out their studies in 

an inclusive theoretical framework that would highlight the challenges of 

journalistic work at a mezzo-level perspective.  

 As highlighted in the literature review chapter of this research, the 

journalistic fields are challenged by new entrants. Nevertheless, field agents who 

are already present – ranging from individuals to organisations – have the agency 

to frame responses to the actions of new entrants. The entrants range from bloggers, 

to citizen journalists, and digital-only media outlets that have yet to receive a formal 

recognition within the field (Singer 2016; Vos and Singer 2016). Although Pierre 

Bourdieu wrote about what happens with the fields in relation with other fields and 

specifically how the journalistic field is torn between heteronomous and 

autonomous poles (Benson and Neveau 2005), he did not thoroughly explain what 

happens with the fields when they encounter not external, but internal struggles. 

Thus, boundary-work is a crucial concept to understand how these struggles reshape 

the journalistic field. As Matt Carlson argues, “the struggles over journalism are 

often struggles over boundaries” (2015, 2) and “journalists confront controversy 

and challenge through the creation of insider-outsider narratives intent on re-

establishing the terrain valid of news practices” (2015a, 4). 
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 Out of the four main components of field theory – field, capitals, habitus, 

doxa - the boundary-work concept is mostly related with the latter two concepts. 

Habitus, as discussed in the literature review, refers to the dispositions an agent in 

the field has accumulated over time and is a “structuring structure” (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant 1992, 126), similar to “having a feel for the game is having the game 

under the skin” (Bourdieu 1998, 81).  Schultz explains habitus “as a practical 

mastering of the news game involving a strong, bodily sense of newsworthiness” 

(2007, 193). Thus, habitus highlights the historical dispositions that social agents 

will have in a certain field, and is a tool used to explain one’s position within the 

field. Habitus goes beyond the current state of the field – it draws from class, capital, 

and discourses – in order to inform the present position of an agent in the field. It 

draws from class, discourse, and previous positions. Habitus can thus explain why 

a certain agent has a specific position in the field. 

Doxa, on the other hand, can explain what the guiding rules of the agents in 

a field are.  It refers to the “universe of tacit presuppositions that organize action 

within the field” (Benson and Neveu 2005, 3). Schultz explains that doxa is the 

“taken-for-granted of social practice” (2007, 194) and, although rarely made 

explicit, is understood by agents as the guiding principle for a field to maintain its 

relevance. Bourdieu mentioned that editors and reporters take for granted doxic 

practical schemes, such as what is newsworthy and what should be considered news 

(Bourdieu 1996, 25). Though journalists find it difficult to explain what makes a 

story good, because they find it self-evident, they will easily agree on what 

constitutes a bad story, one that does not meet their professional standards. What is 

guiding them in these choices is doxa, understood as an indisputable, internalised 

guiding rule. 
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The dispositions (habitus) and the guiding tacit rules (doxa) are very similar 

with the boundary-work concept offered by Thomas Gieryn. He defines boundary-

work as the “attribution of selected characteristics to the institution of science (i.e., 

to its practitioners, methods, stock of knowledge, values and work organization) for 

purposes of constructing a social boundary that distinguishes some intellectual 

activities as ‘non-science.” (Gieryn 1983, 783). Therefore, boundary-work is a set 

of characteristics employed to construct and delimitate a profession from another, 

but also within the profession. As in the case of field theory, different agents will 

take different positions within a certain field. How do they take these positions in 

the journalistic field? By making use of habitus and doxa, as a way of differentiating 

the profession from other agents. Hence, I argue that it is useful to employ an 

inclusive theoretical framework that is anchored in field theory, and to supplement 

it with the concept of boundary-work.  

What would differentiate some journalists from others in the field of 

journalism? Their habitus, doxa, capital – especially the editorial one – are 

employed as traits to differentiate the agents within the profession. Fakazis argues 

that a myriad of representations and competing definitions of what journalism is 

would emerge from the field depending on the time and place of asking this question 

(2006, 6). Regardless of what these definitions are, the main purpose of using 

boundary-work questions is to demarcate, defend, expand, and contest the limits of 

professional journalism (Ibid.). This approach would perfectly fill the gap within 

Bourdieu’s field theory when it comes to struggles between agents within the field.  

It is safe to assume that legacy journalists will try to differentiate themselves 

from others within the journalistic field based on their habitus and doxa. Once they 

enter the journalistic field, the new entrants have two possibilities: either they 
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subscribe to the dominant logic of the field, as in the case of Hong Kong with DoM 

journalists and the participatory public, or they can try to differentiate themselves 

further from the dominant agents. Bourdieu argues that when new actors subsume 

to the dominant agents, they lose their autonomy (2005). However, with the 

introduction of the boundary-work concept, autonomy is not lost, but transformed, 

as the incoming actors in the field subscribe to the dominant habitus and doxa. 

Although one could argue that habitus is personal and an outsider cannot borrow 

one’s disposition, the new agents can definitely borrow the habitus of the field, as 

they struggle for recognition from the majority of the agents, especially by those 

who have high forms of editorial capital. Most of the times, these are experienced 

journalists who are perceived as leaders and models in their field.  

At an operational level, the new realignment of field theory with the concept 

of boundary-work, could help us find out more patterns into the dominant standards 

and values of a certain field. This is because boundary-work implies differentiation 

of fields. Within the field, those who are in a dominant position will likely try to 

impose their habitus and doxa on the new entrants or on those with less cultural 

capital. Thus, for the journalistic field, the dominant standards, norms and values, 

such as news routines, news criteria, or writing style could further be highlighted in 

a research that employs the new proposed model.  

 The realigned theoretical framework is useful for research that tackles both 

the internal and external struggles of the field. This research analyses the impact of 

technological convergence, public participation and digital-only media within the 

Hong Kongese journalistic field. Nevertheless, for a full picture, the theoretical 

framework should also be applied to the journalistic field in relation to external 

fields – in this case, the political and the economic ones. These external fields will 
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also have collateral effects on the primary researched filed – such as the exodus of 

agents and the process of self-censorship. These implications should be visible 

when using the boundary-work concept to analyse the emerging conflicts at times 

when these fields compete with each other.  

 

4. Methodology 

The purpose of this study is to examine how the journalistic practices are being 

reshaped by four main aspects: 1) the process of technological convergence and the 

growing presence of actants, 2) the rise of public participation, 3) political pressures 

and 4) economic pressures. As this study is fully aware that contextual, historical 

and national boundaries are crucial to take into account while carrying out empirical 

research, this study will be conducted in a holistic manner, giving room for multiple 

perspectives on certain issues.  

The research questions of this study tap into the perceptions of the 

journalists, and the difficulties they face in the journalistic field. Thus, a qualitative 

research approach is preferred to answer these questions. Lach argues that this type 

of social enquiry allows researchers to “explore any deeper significance ascribed by 

subjects to the topic under examination” (2014, 89). Qualitative data methods are 

perceived by scholars to be critical tools in understanding the social world in its 

natural context (Miles and Huberman 1994). Since the main objective of this 

research is to understand conscious respondents equipped with agency and shaped 

by their cultural and social settings, a quantitative methodology which would resort 

to numerical analysis would not be useful. Jankowski and Wester (1991) argue that 

no particular method is superior to all others and the main task of a researcher is to 



49 

 

utilize a methodology which is best equipped to answer the study’s research 

questions.   

The main research method employed is that of case study method. This 

method is defined by Robert Yin as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-world context, 

especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and the context may not be 

clearly evident” (2014, 16). Yin continues his definition of the case study by 

pointing out further characteristics of this method: “[it] copes with the technically 

distinctive situation in which there will be many more variables of interest than data 

points, and as one result relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing 

to converge in a triangulating fashion, and as another result benefits from the prior 

development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (Ibid., 

17). I find one of the strongest advantages of this method to be its accommodation 

for the analysis of a number of concepts in a descriptive way, suitable for answering 

‘what’ ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions. Given that researchers who work on the impact 

of digital media technologies and public participation on journalistic practices try 

to make sense of a process that is still in development, there are many exploratory 

factors that need to be taken into account when dealing with this type of research. 

This study will be no exception and it will fit in what Robert Stake has to say about 

case studies: “[c]ase study is not a methodological choice but a choice of what is to 

be studied” (2005, 443). The case study methodology has the advantage of studying 

present-day phenomena within the context of its real life (Yin, 2014) and not in 

isolation. Given that Hong Kong is a unique case study, both in regards to its 

colonial past and uncertain future, this case study method is preferred at the expense 

of other qualitative research methods, such as focus-groups or ethnographies of a 
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single unit of analysis, respectively a single newsroom. The nature of the research 

questions makes necessary a triangulation of data. This does not mean that three 

different methodologies must be employed (Yin 2003, 99). Instead, it should lead 

the researcher towards multiple sources of evidence. For this research, the in-depth 

interviews are collected from participants who work on different organisational 

levels within the newsrooms, from interns to junior reporters to senior reporters and 

to vice-presidents of media organisations. The triangulation is achieved by 

corroborating these accounts. Moreover, the newsroom observations and the annual 

reports aim to further triangulate the accounts provided by the interviewees. As well, 

they served as important basis for the formulation of the questions and the steering 

of discussions whenever journalists tried to eschew the questions by providing easy 

answers during our interviews. Corroborated, the in-depth interviews, the 

newsroom observations and the annual reports serve as multiple sources of evidence, 

prerequisites for the triangulation of data in case study methods.   

 The case study employed in this research comes out of the experiences and 

the perceptions of the journalists interviewed and observed in the field. The 

journalists are the units of analysis in this research, but at the same time these 

journalists are affiliated with certain organisations. When I compare the legacy 

against the non-profit and entrepreneurial digital media outlets, the unit of analysis 

will shift from individuals to organisations representative for the two categories. 

There are four types of case studies, as identified by Flyvbjerg (2006): 

extreme/deviant cases; maximum variation cases; critical cases; paradigmatic cases. 

This case study fits into the first and the latter category as it highlights a unique case 

study from which it would be difficult to draw generalisations across its territorial 

boundaries. At the same time, this case study also fits into the latter category as well 
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because it provides general characteristics of the journalistic field in Hong Kong. 

According to Roulston, qualitative research methods allow for the reflexivity of the 

researcher in the research process ( 2010, 201). Roulston defines this process of 

reflexivity as following: “[t]he researcher is self-consciously aware of his/her 

subjectivities in relation to the research participants and the research topic” (Ibid., 

214). This is the case of this research as well. As a former journalist with first-hand 

experiences of technological convergence and public participation I had my own 

subjectivities when entering the newsroom for the observations. Also, the 

subjectivities become evident during some of the interviews when I was prone to 

lead the discussion towards certain aspects of the journalistic work that were more 

familiar to me. I did my best to make full use of my own reflexivity by following 

the example of George Marcus who argues that this process “is associated with self-

critique and personal quest, playing on the subjective, the experimental, and the idea 

of empathy” (1998, 195). For this research, reflexivity highlighted both the personal 

quest and the idea of empathy, as most of the interviewees became very personal in 

their accounts.  

 Gaining access to journalists proved to be more difficult than expected. 

Media workers in Hong Kong have a fast pace of labour and most of them were 

reluctant to offer 60 minutes of their time for an in interview with a graduate student. 

Most of them finally agreed to meet me after explaining them better the strict 

academic purpose of this research. The unwillingness to be interviewed was similar 

in the case of newsroom observations. After being promised that I will be able to 

join a specific newsroom at a given time, I was told that my presence in the 

workspace of the journalists might make them feel uncomfortable. Therefore, I went 

on stand by and approach the newsroom again after a few months. This time, I was 
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given access inside the newsroom and I did not sense a barrier between myself and 

the journalists as I was offered a desk and introduced to many of those who worked 

there. The withdrawal from the field came at a date that was previously discussed 

and agreed upon with the person who facilitated my access in the first place.  

4.1 Research Design and Data Collection  

Four research questions are leading this study: three of them operate at an empirical 

level while the fourth one operates at a theoretical one. The first set of questions 

concern the ways local journalists negotiate the professional boundaries of the 

journalistic field. A differentiation will be made between the accounts of those 

working for legacy media and those working for non-profit and entrepreneurial 

digital media. The second set of questions concern the impact of technological 

convergence and public participation on the work of journalists. This question aims 

to provide an account on whether or not journalists in Hong Kong face similar 

difficulties as those in other countries, as the literature review points out. The third 

set of questions moves away from the descriptive process of journalism and aims to 

understand why the impact of technological convergence and public participation 

is different in Hong Kong from other parts of the world. The fourth question is 

theoretical and will aim to contribute to the body of literature on theoretical models 

suitable to track the changes in the field of journalism studies.  

 The aim of the questions thus is to understand a) how journalists make use 

of technological convergence in their daily work; and b) what sense journalists 

make of their relationship with the public, how they regard the people who create 

either random acts of journalism or citizen journalism; and c) what are their political 

and economic pressures and the sense they make of them on their daily work, and 

d) to add to the body of theoretical literature by re-aligning field theory and the 
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concept of boundary-work.  This research design follows thus a four-step series of 

analysis within the case study, expanding from individual and field considerations 

towards theoretical ones.  

 Since the main considerations within a case study analysis are given to the 

depth and context, this research relies on in-depth semi-structured sequential 

interviews and observations. To discuss the first one, the case-studies are not 

employed on a sampling logic and its principles of selection are not associated with 

standard survey research, but aim to follow an ideographic methodology able to 

elucidate unique aspects of a particular phenomenon (Seale 1999). Given the 

impossibility of qualitative researchers to provide a representative sample for their 

case studies (Small 2009) this research will aim to make the most of its specificities 

without trying to make generalizable statements beyond the journalistic field in 

Hong Kong. Thus, sequential interviewing will be employed. As explained by Small, 

“the collection of units is, by design, not representative; each unit has its own 

probability of selection; and different units are subject to different questionnaires” 

(2009, 25). Therefore, the in-depth interviews in this study were constantly refined 

and re-evaluated after each session in order to a) see if the previously gathered 

evidence is still applicable b) gather new evidence. Once the gathered evidence 

applied to the new interviewees lead to less and less collected evidence, then the 

data reached its saturation point (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Thus, it worth noting 

that the main goal in the case-study method based on sequential interviews is 

saturation and not representation.  

     Robert Weiss provides a number of reasons to conduct a qualitative in-depth 

interview study: 1) The qualitative interview is able to provide detailed descriptions, 

unlike a survey, or even a focus-group discussion; 2) Multiple perspectives are able 
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to be integrated in the design of qualitative interviews, especially when we 

interview a large number of people; 3) This method is useful in describing processes, 

not only collecting opinions, as is the case of surveys; 4) Holistic perceptions can 

be drawn from in-depth interview, especially when we interview respondents who 

inter-relate; 5) This research method is useful to provide interpretations by the 

participants of our research, going beyond factual perspectives ; 6) The method 

allows for “bridging intersubjectivities” as the respondent’s perception will help the 

reader identify with him or her; 7) It can provide a good preparation for further 

quantitative studies (1995, 10-11). This research touches upon all the first six 

dimensions as it provides thick descriptions from a broad range of perspectives 

while aiming to have a holistic view.  

 For the observations, this study relies on Simon Cottle’s method of “focused 

production-based study” (2009, 265).  In-depth studies of news production and 

producers will “help to reveal the constraints, contingencies and complexities ‘at 

work’” and “provide the means for a more adequate theorisation of the operations 

of the news media…and possibly, by extension, the media more generally” (Cottle 

2007, 2). The sequential in-depth interviews, the newsrooms observations and the 

documents analysed offer “stronger basis on which evidence and finings can be 

triangulated” (Ibid., 6, original emphasis). 

 This study relies on 24 in-depth sequential interviews conducted with 

journalists from six different newsrooms in Hong Kong. Three of them fit within 

the description of “legacy media” – news organisations that have a strong reputation 

in Hong Kong and fit the characteristics of what scholars describe as “quality press” 

(Guo 2011), while three of the studies fit in the description of entrepreneurial 

journalism (Singer, 2015, 2016) and news start-ups (Usher 2017b). The interviews 
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were carried out between April 2015 and May 2017. The rather lengthy period for 

data collection is explained by the reluctance of journalists to discuss about their 

work and by the researcher’s absence from Hong Kong in the first part of 2016. 

With one exception, in which the interview was carried out by phone, all the 

interviews were carried face to face. The interviews were collected with journalists 

from different departments in their news organisations, ranging from interns to news 

directors. In the process, journalists working for political departments and social 

departments constituted the largest number of interviewees. On average, the 

interviews lasted for 78 minutes with the shortest one having 23 minutes and the 

lengthiest one 130 minutes. All the interviews were transcribed and analysed with 

a free qualitative data analysis tool called TAMS Analyser. The software tool is 

able to highlight and code large portions of text. Thus, data was easily grouped on 

themes based on the four main components of this research – the process of 

technological convergence, public participation, political and economic pressures. 

In order to differentiate from personal opinions, organisational perspectives and 

societal standpoints, the coding was further arranged on a hierarchical level, 

differentiating thus between these three levels of perception. This is necessary as it 

allows the researcher to inductively analyse the data and form over-arching themes. 

 The newsroom observations took place in the month of June 2015 at one of 

the most important television stations in Hong Kong. I have joined the newsroom 

for 5 days, from Monday to Friday and I had a chance to watch how the journalists 

carry out their daily activities. Given the language barrier that I have, I was placed 

at a desk next to a designated person who was given permission to facilitate my 

understanding of the newsrooms. All the observations were written in a notebook 

and transcribed every evening in order to re-evaluate how the day went, to look for 
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better understandings the next day and to create charts with the journalistic 

workflow. All the discussions that I have carried out during my observation were 

formal and they were on the record. Given my very limited capacity to speak and 

understand Cantonese, no “off the record” elements that I may have heard in the 

newsroom will be disclosed. A similar approach was undertaken for the 

interviewees who provided “off the record” accounts. The interviewer and the 

interviewees are not native English speakers. After transcribing the interviews, 

minor stylistics corrections were made where necessary. All the transcripts in which 

corrections were made were sent back to the interviewees for verification. All of 

them agreed that what was transcribed and revised was in accordance with their 

initial statements. The professional title and work experience of every journalist 

who was interviewed are provided in Table 2. 

Coded 

name 

Position Years of Working 

Experience 

Legacy 1 Television News Writer 4 

Legacy 2 Television Editor and Anchor  13 

Legacy 3 Television News Writer 5 

Legacy 4 Television Planning and Social Media 

Editor 

31 

Legacy 5 Television Managing Editor 13 

Legacy 6 Television Junior Reporter  2 

Legacy 7 Television Vice-President 39 

Legacy 8 Television Senior Reporter, Journalism 

Instructor 

14 

Legacy 9 Newspaper Senior Editor 30 

Legacy 10 Newspaper Senior Reporter  15 

Legacy 11 Newspaper Senior Correspondent 28 

Legacy 12 Newspaper Senior Editor 20 
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Legacy 13 Newspaper Senior Reporter  4 

Legacy 14 Newspaper Senior Reporter 11 

DoM 1 Non-Profit Digital Media Editor 7 

DoM 2 Non-Profit Digital Media Reporter 4 

DoM 3 Non-Profit Digital Media Reporter 5 

DoM 4 Commercial Digital Media Chief 

Technology Officer 

2 

DoM 5 Commercial Digital Media Reporter 2 

DoM 6   Commercial Digital Media Intern 0 years, 3 Months 

DoM 7 Commercial Digital Media Intern 0 years, 2 Months 

DoM 8 Non-Profit Digital Media Editor 14 

DoM 9 Non-Profit Digital Media Reporter 7 

DoM 10 Non-Profit Digital Media Reporter 3 

Table 2. Type, title and work experience of the interviewed journalists. 

 

4.2 Anonymity and Ethical Considerations 

This research was carried out in accordance with the recommendations of the 

Research Ethics and Safety committee at the Hong Kong Baptist University. The 

respondents were informed about the scope of this research and that at any point 

they could opt-out from the interview. The interviews were carried out “on the 

record”, but since the beginning of the study most of the respondents decided to 

withhold their institutional identity. The interviews took place in the very tense 

context that came after the Occupy Central events in 2014. Most of the journalists 

that I have contacted were stressed and reluctant to accept my invitation to be 

interviewed. When I promised full confidentiality and that not only their name, but 

also the identity of their employer would be withhold, they became more 

approachable and accepted more easily my invitation. This approach follows the 

perspective offered by Saunders, Kitzinger and Kitzinger who argue for a 
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“contextually-contingent approach to anonymizing data” (2015, 3). Thus, no 

institution will be mentioned at all during this research and only the institutional 

title of the interviewers will be provided and their work experience. Although this 

anonymization creates an inconvenient for those who are familiar with the field and 

want to draw parallels between newspaper X and television Y, the sensitive nature 

of the collected data and the ethical principles that guide this research call for a 

blanket anonymization of the respondents and their institutions.   

 This chapter provided the methodological and research design of this study. 

Given the nature of the questions, a case-study method will be used and evidence 

will be collected through in-depth sequential interviews and newsroom observations. 

As case-study take into full consideration historical and contextual facts, the 

following two chapters will provide a historical account of the press development 

in Hong Kong and the characteristics of the current stage of development.  

 

5. Press Development Stages of Hong Kongese Media: A Historical 

Perspective 

The main questions driving this chapter are: What makes Hong Kong an interesting 

and unique case study? What are the historical and contextual aspects that have 

created the current journalistic field? Answering these questions will further allow 

us to better understand how the boundaries between press, colonial, local, and 

mainland Chinese powers have been shifting throughout the past decades.  

 Hence, the ambitions of this chapter are twofold: first, it aims to offer a 

historical account of how media has developed throughout the past decades in Hong 

Kong. Such an account is important given the social and political transitions taking 
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place within the city-state. Second, it aims to contextualise the delicate and intricate 

relations between Hong Kong media, the citizens, the political establishment, and 

the business elite. Although it might be argued that every researcher considers his 

or her case study to have unique circumstances, it is certainly very difficult to argue 

against such claims in the case of Hong Kong. Given the unique local specificities, 

there is an enormous need for readers to understand the case of Hong Kong in its 

historical and contextual boundaries. As this research is methodologically guided 

by the qualitative tradition, the aim is to offer ideographic instances at the expense 

of nomothetic arguments (Seale 1999, 106), in other words it pays specific attention 

to details and to specific situations instead of going towards generalisations.   

 Reflecting on the challenges Hong Kongese media would face after 1997, 

Chin-Chuan Lee referred to the dialectic of political economy, the struggles 

between Hong Kong’s autonomy and the capacity of Beijing to promise not to threat 

its press freedom. The landscape is complicated by Hong Kong’s economic capacity 

to remain viable without a free press, on one hand, and the markets’ abilities to 

withstand political interventions on the other  (C.C. Lee 2000, 290). Thus, the 

intricate situation of Hong Kong’s media system is not recent and a historical 

perspective must be taken in order to account for past events which shaped 

journalistic practices and citizen attitudes. Scholars divide the historical and 

ideological landscape of Hong Kongese media in two, respectively three stages 

(C.C. Lee, 2000; Chan, 1992,  Lee and Chan, 2009). Although the role of ideology 

is not the focus of this research, the underlying political and economic interests 

guiding much of the media development will be highlighted. I will argue there are 

four stages of historical development for Hong Kongese media. The need to split 

the historical period into segments is justified by the ease of dealing with social and 
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historical events that have characterized the media system development. Each 

historical stage is characterised by a shift in the political climate in the city and a 

shift in the professional development of the journalists. As well, each stage 

transition is tied up to a major event that produced significant societal 

transformations. The first stage spans from 1949 to 1984. This first stage is 

characterised by the formation of the colonial press. It starts with the appearance of 

first free publications in the city and it ends when the signing of the handover 

agreement between the British and the Chinese governments. The second stage of 

development is from 1984 to 1997. This stage is characterised by the coming of age 

of the professional journalists in the city, but also by uncertain times as the British 

government makes many societal transitions before the official handover of the 

territory. The third stage of development is from the 1997 handover to Occupy 

Central Movement in 2014. It is a stage characterised by a constant decline in press 

freedom, but also by a relative absence of direct intervention from the Beijing 

government in the internal affairs of Hong Kong. The fourth and current stage of 

development in Hong Kong begins with the end of the street protests in 2014 and 

continues today. It is a stage characterised by a rise in direct and indirect 

interventions from the Beijing government. These interventions range from 

newsroom replacements, media buyouts, capital investments in certain newsrooms 

that have ties with the Beijing government. Another argument for seeing a new stage 

of development starting with 2014 is a surge in the numbers of digital-only 

journalists. As the discussion for this individual stage will illustrate, digital-only 

journalists in Hong Kong gained their relevance while reporting during the Occupy 

Central Movement. This historical segmentation partially follows Chin-Chuan 
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Lee’s division (2000, 292–96), but extends the second and the third stages, and also 

introduces a fourth one for reasons I will discuss in each individual stage.  

5.1 The Formation of Free Press during Colonial Days (1949 to 1984) 

The start of this stage coincides with the beginning of Cold War and with the 

establishment of People’s Republic of China (PRC). In 1951, the British colonial 

regime issued an Ordinance which empowered the government to repress 

newspapers (Lee and Chan 2009, 11). The Ordinance was issued as an emergency 

response to two inter-related developments: first, to the change of government in 

PRC when Mao Zedong came to power and forced the Nationalist government to 

flee for Taiwan; second, to the British colony’s need to maintain an essential free 

market society, instead of becoming a battle ground between Taiwanese propaganda 

and Chinese communist infiltrators (Chan 1988, 163). According to Lee and Chan, 

the Hong Kong government did its best not to provoke the PRC given the latter’s 

superior military power, but also because it aimed to maintain its trading partnership 

(2009, 11). Since local political parties were not allowed in Hong Kong and given 

the government’s pursuit of business growth by cooperating with mainland China 

as a trade partner, “the British allowed different Chinese interests to operate their 

propaganda bases against each other” (C.C. Lee 2000, 292).  Although the British 

colony had “draconian legislation governing the press” from the early 50’s, Hong 

Kong’s administration has rarely enforced these prerogatives and instead balanced 

itself colonial authoritarianism, on one hand, and common law liberalism, on the 

other (Cheung 2002, 195). In the 50’s, the laws were enforced twice: for the first 

time in 1952 in order to counteract the propaganda coming from Beijing, and for 

the second time in 1956 to settle the quarrels between the supporters of China and 

those of Taiwan (Chan 1988, 164–65).  
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 It is thus safe to claim that the development of the press was caught between 

British business interests and draconian laws, on the one hand, and Chinese and 

Taiwanese propaganda on the other, leading the newspapers of the early 50’s to be 

only marginally preoccupied about local affairs (Chan 1992, 110). Under these 

circumstances, the citizens of Hong Kong did not have a sentiment of belonging to 

Hong Kong. Emerging as a refugee society made up of people who migrated from 

mainland China, characterized by political chaos and natural disasters (Lai 2007, 

19; Lee and Chan 2009, 12), the inhabitants of Hong Kong were not represented by 

the press. In the first five years after the WWII, the influx of refugees boosted the 

population from 600,000 to 2,360,000 as the result of refugees coming mainly from 

Guangdong province, but also from other parts of mainland China (Miners 1995, 

34). This population was loosely organized, suffering from cold and hunger (Chan 

1992, 108). Focusing on the internal and sociocultural forces, and distinguishing his 

approach from a typical colonial society model, Lau describes Hong Kong as a 

“minimally integrated social political system” (1982, 20). This system was mainly 

characterized by a weak press orientation towards local affairs and a weak structural 

tie between the political realm and the press. Under these circumstances, the people 

of Hong Kong were directly disenfranchised from the everyday politics happening 

in their city. Instead, while the British government in Hong Kong “passed 

legislation to secure ultimate control over the mass media institutions by means of 

registration, franchise conditions, prohibitions and emergency powers” (Lai 2007, 

12) the media outlets were an ideological battleground between leftist papers 

oriented towards Chinese politics and rightist papers oriented towards Taiwan.  

Thus, the freedom of the press was not to criticize the local government, but to 

freely challenge the mainland and the Taiwanese governments (Lee and Chan 2009, 
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13). The government-owned RTHK radio station served as a mouthpiece, while the 

two private radio stations were popular for their audio dramas, without broadcasting 

news bulletins until late 70’s (Chan, 1992, 109) . 

 The mid and late 60’s are characterized by revolts. In 1966, there is a riot 

against the government’s increase of the Star Ferry price by 25 per cent. A year 

later, partially related to the Chinese Cultural Revolution, the youth took the streets 

demanding the British government to terminate its autocratic regime and share some 

of its power (Lee and Chan 2009). There are two reasons why the British 

government did not entertain such revolts: unfavourable publicity for the colony, 

which may lead to unwanted attention from the House of Commons in the United 

Kingdom and unwanted attention from the Beijing government who would not 

remain silent if Chinese people would be hurt or killed by British policemen (Miners 

1995, 71). Thus, these protests are crucial for the future development of Hong Kong, 

as they highlight the coming of age of those born in Hong Kong and the transition 

from a temporary, refugee society, to a functional Hong Kongese society. In order 

for Hong Kong to make this shift, the process of identity formation plays a crucial 

role. The rise in numbers of those born in Hong Kong8 fosters the formation of a 

local identity. This was not directly facilitated by the British government’s reforms 

and policies. The public remained disengaged with local politics as they were not 

represented by political parties, but only had access to radical press concerning the 

Chinese and the Taiwanese affairs. During the next years, the local identity is 

facilitated by the arrival of two television stations in 1967, and respectively 1973 

(Chan 1992, 113). The locally produced soap operas’ protagonists become reference 

figures for those who were born and raised in Hong Kong. Scholar Eric Ma points 

                                                           
8 See Fan, S.C. (1974) - The Population Projection of Hong Kong for details. 
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out that television in early 70’s helped creating the local identity through its cultural 

representations. Local characters were usually portrayed in a positive light and were 

contrasted by characters depicting refugees from mainland China who were 

stereotyped and stigmatized  (1999, 53–82).  

 Thus, the development of local identity is facilitated by three main factors: 

first, a growth in number of those born in Hong Kong; second, the harsh living 

condition which coagulated the young to take action and rebel against the colonial 

government; and third, the arrival of locally produced television programs. The 

press did not play a direct role, as it was mainly concerned with issues related to 

mainland China and Taiwan. Instead, it was “apathetic and apolitical” (Chu and Lee 

1995, 5) on local matters. These three points will be important later when discussing 

the social boundaries between politics, media, and the public.  

 The revolts in late 60’s made the government aware of the public discontent 

and forced it to develop what Chu and Lee conceptualized as a public relations 

model of the press (Chu and Lee 1995, 8–11). The Government Information Service 

(GIS) was established by the government to control the flow of news from the 

political structures to the media. Chan et al. perceive GIS as a news flow regulatory 

mechanism in itself (1992, 4), while  Chu and Lee go further to highlight the 

financial benefits of this mechanism for media outlets. Given that information was 

distributed from the governmental offices and at no costs, this mechanism was 

regarded by the press as a form of subsidy for their daily operations (1995, 8). 

Unlike a propaganda model, where media outlets only publish positive information, 

the public relations model fostered through GIS stays away from manipulations or 

distorting the facts. As presented by Lee and Chan, instead of asking the press for 

positive coverage, GIS would push its agenda and wait for the best outcome. Even 
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when the journalists would try to balance the news, the government would trump 

other sources (1990, 132). 

 In the mid-70’s, encouraged by the rapid economic development of the city, 

a growing local identity, and a public relations model which secured the stability of 

the local colonial government, “centrist” newspapers gain prominence. Centrist 

papers, unlike their partisan counterparts, are more responsive to the law of the 

markets (Chan, Lee, and Lee 1992, 4). While partisan papers are deeply connected 

with their parties, acting as mouthpieces in the proxy war between mainland China 

and Taiwan, centrist papers have to satisfy the local public in order to sustain 

themselves financially. Chan and Lee point out the press-party parallelism which 

characterizes Hong Kong in this stage, but also in the second one, is not fuelled by 

local politics “but is a residual extension of modern Chinese politics” (1984, 189). 

Nevertheless, in this era the pressure groups were legitimized by media coverage. 

Given the lack of political representation, the press becomes crucial in articulating 

the public opinion throughout its coverage of the pressure groups (Chan 1992, 117). 

Around the same time, the government implemented a nine-year compulsory 

education scheme which provided learning opportunities and fostered the spread of 

Western democracy and human rights ideas (Wong 2015, 47). These reforms are 

important because they could partially explain the crystallization of a strong civic 

society in the following decades. 

 The early 80’s are characterized by the start of the democratization process 

in Hong Kong. The process is triggered both by the rising popular demands and by 

the Sino-British negotiations for the transfer of power (Chan and Lee 2007, 96).  

The early negotiations were tough and driven, on one hand, by the British intention 

to maintain its financial prosperity, and on the other, by the hopes of national 
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reunification coming from mainland China (Chan and Lee 1991, 82–104). During 

these negotiations, the media showed its support for the continuation of the British 

rule as the city’s economy was thriving around that time (Lee 2000, 293). Most of 

this support was evident through the newspapers’ editorial stance, or throughout 

their commentary columns (Chan and Lee 1991, 90). The Sino-British declaration 

is signed in 1984 and gives rise to a “dual power structure in which Britain and 

China counter-balanced each other” (Lee and Chan 2009, 14) until 1st of July 1997 

when Hong Kong is returned to mainland China under the “one country, two 

systems” principle. Concisely, such a system would allow Hong Kong to hold on to 

its capitalist system, its political institutions, and to have its own mini-constitution 

after the handover.  

 The signing of the declaration marks the end of the first stage of media 

development in Hong Kong. For more than three decades, the press was unable to 

establish its professional role. Instead, it was used as a public relations channel by 

the colonial government and as a mouthpiece by both the Chinese Communist Party 

in Beijing and by the Chinese Kuomintang (Nationalist) Party in Taiwan. The shift 

from a transitory refugee society to a society built around a local identity was helped 

by the arrival of television. At the same time, Hong Kong starts to financially 

develop becoming a mass-consumption society. The spill over of the Cultural 

Revolution and the rising awareness of their local identity determined the citizens 

to ask the government for further reforms and for more civil liberties. It is a moment 

when centrist newspapers gain weight and become preoccupied by local affairs.  
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5.2 The Second Stage of Press Development in Hong Kong: The Coming of Age 

of Professional Press during Uncertain Times (1984 to 1997) 

After the signing of the Sino-British Joint Declaration, both the British and the 

Chinese sides had to re-adjust their policies. No longer able to justify its colonial 

aspirations, the British government strategically decided to “retain public trust by 

projecting the image of an active, positive, and ‘accessible’ government” (Lee 2000, 

293). On the other hand, the transfer of sovereignty was met with reticence by the 

locals and thus PRC had to improve its public image and demonstrate its good 

intentions (Lee and Chan 2009, 14). Thus, the signing of the Joint Declaration had 

immediate political consequences for the citizens and for the press. After the signing, 

the press began to pay close attention to governmental and civic issues (P.S.N. Lee 

1993, 137). The main shift was even more visible for centrist and rightist 

newspapers. While the latter publications showed upfront support for the immediate 

application of the declaration and re-assured their readers they should have the 

utmost confidence in the future of the city (Chan and Lee 1991, 89), the centrist 

newspapers played “a reformist role” and together they voiced out their concerns 

on public issues, such as the building of a nuclear plant (Chu and Lee 1995, 105–

14).  

 The two antagonist powers balanced one another and PRC emulated the 

British model of appointing many media owners and star journalists to the Drafting 

Committee and to the Consultative Committee of the Basic Law (Lee 2000, 293). 

The same kind of appointments to the legislators and other symbolic honours were 

offered by the British administration to media owners in the mid-70’s as a way of 

co-opting their favours and services (Lai 2007, 14).  Nevertheless, it is worth 

mentioning the mid-1980’s were characterized by a surge of political activists, but 
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the acceptance and allowance of political parties remained only a desiderate. 

Responding to public pressures, the British government made the first steps towards 

democratizing the political system. Although in 1988 the Beijing government 

successfully compelled the colonial government to abandon the plans for direct 

elections of the Legislative Council (LegCo), three years later 18 members out of 

60 were directly elected by the Hong Kong citizens in their geographical 

constituencies (Lee and Chan 2009, 14). Acting as a balancing power, PRC made 

clear that any step towards democratization put forward by the British government 

would have to secure Beijing’s approval (Lo 2015, 38). After decades of 

authoritarian rule, the British government had to consult with and even seek the 

approval of its Chinese counterpart (Chan 1992, 118).  

 The violent crackdown of the Tiananmen Square protests in the spring and 

summer of 1989 signalled a surge in the local support for democracy (Ortmann 2015, 

40). Over a million protesters took on the streets of Hong Kong in support of the 

Chinese students and to condemn the Beijing authorities (Chan 1992, 119). The 

main reason for such attitudes was that “Hong Kong people figured that if the 

Communist Party could send tanks to suppress the peaceful protests of students, 

they could do the same in Hong Kong.” (So 2011, 107). The events in Beijing had 

an effect not only on the public voices rising their fears against China at a time when 

they had the greatest freedom of speech ever (Chu and Lee 1995, 10), but also on 

the perception of Hong Kong journalists. In a survey carried out in 1990, 31% of 

the local journalists claimed they would side with Hong Kong in case of a conflict 

between the city and mainland China, whereas only 1 percent claimed it would side 

with PRC. 47% of the respondents claimed they would side with the journalistic 

principle of neutrality (Chan, Lee, and Lee 1992).  
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 This decision to defend the local interests is correlated with a larger fear 

regarding the future of Hong Kong and of freedom of speech in the territory. With 

the handover to mainland China in sight, local journalists began doubting and 

questioning their future. Chan and Lee pointed out how the gradual power transfer, 

which started in the mid 80’s, was also accompanied by major shifts in the 

journalistic paradigms (1991, 18–37).  The surveys carried out in the early 90’s 

point out the sharp uncertainties of local journalists regarding China’s commitment 

to respect the Joint Declaration and the one-country, two systems promise (Chan, 

Lee, and Lee 1992).  

 The Sino-British Joint Declaration also coincided with the establishment of 

a professional press and the first studies regarding the existence of self-censorship 

among Hong Kong journalists (Martin, Wilson, and Meng 1997). The strong link 

between the local public and Hong Kong press is highlighted by Joseph Chan who 

argues that during the time of uncertainties of late 80’s “the people's reliance on 

mass media, TV and the press in particular, for political information and 

interpretation have been intensifying” (1992, 196). At the same time, in a place 

highly driven by media competition and market liberalization, the local media 

outlets aimed to gain public trust. As I have pointed out in the description of the 

first stage of press formation, the strong links between the public and the media 

persist in the second stage. If during the first stage media played a very important 

part in enhancing a local identity, in the second stage media acts as the voice for the 

voiceless who not only were not represented by political parties, but also faced the 

grim prospect of becoming part of a restrictive and repressive mainland China. 

Nevertheless, the citizens and the journalists were finding common ground in the 

face of adversity. At an institutional level, many newspapers and television stations 
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were going through managerial changes. The transformations consisted of new 

investors who had close ties with the Beijing government. The most prominent 

changes of the early 90’s were the case of South China Morning Post acquired by 

the Chinese-Malaysian business man Robert Kwok, and of Ming Pao acquired by 

business man Yun Bun-hoi. Anthony Fung and Chin-Chuan Lee were confident that 

all these ownership transactions will not necessarily detract Hong Kong’s liberal 

news order (Fung and Lee 1994, 132). However, the main precondition for this to 

happen, they foresaw, was an enduring market competition. 

 In the second stage of development, the editorial style of the press was 

conservative, reconciliatory and non-critical leading the researchers to argue that 

this style might have impeded social progress and counter-balanced the rapid socio-

economic changes with a more stable society. This is an important point because 

the role of the media should be seen not only in relation to the political 

transformations, but also in how it relates to public and social issues. By adhering 

to stability, the editorial teams were pleasing the newspapers owners, whereas the 

junior reporters were not pleased with the status quo (P.S.N. Lee 1993, 145).  

 The signing of the Sino-British Joint Declaration prompted considerable 

research regarding self-censorship among journalists in Hong Kong and the co-

optation of the press by the Beijing government. Local scholars define self-

censorship as “a set of editorial actions ranging from omission, dilution, distortion, 

and change of emphasis to choice of rhetorical devices by journalists, their  

organizations, and even the entire media community in anticipation of currying 

reward and avoiding punishments from the power structure” (C.C. Lee 2000, 313). 

Unlike self-censorship, co-optation in Hong Kong is “characterized by a 

coexistence of high inducements and low constraints” offered by China to the press 
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in its pursuit of a smooth transition  (Chan and Lee 1991, 292). The surveys carried 

out suggests indeed that local journalists are afraid to have a critical opinion towards 

the Beijing government, while not so many were fearful of being critical towards 

the outgoing British government. However, the self-censorship was also exhibited 

by the journalists in regard to their media owners as the reporters did their best not 

to offend those who were paying for their salaries (C.-C. Lee 1998, 68). Self-

censorship is perceived as a serious threat to media freedom and appeared at a time 

when the “one country, two systems” principle promised for a continuation in civil 

liberties. In a 1990 survey, 1 in 4 journalists admitted feeling fearful when 

criticizing the Beijing government, and when asked to evaluate the statement “most 

journalists are apprehensive about criticizing the Chinese government now”, 1 in 2 

journalists agreed (Chan, Lee, and Lee 1992, 17; Chan and Lee 1991). In a survey 

from 1996, 25% of the surveyed journalists admitted they felt apprehensive 

regarding the political transformations in Hong Kong (So and Chan 2007, 152). 

 A shift was also noticed regarding the co-optation of media. Chan and Lee 

point out that regardless of their ideological spectrum, from right-wing newspapers 

to ultra-leftist ones, all media outlets underwent structural changes that pushed the 

journalists to change their perceptions and attitudes. However, the shift was a 

gradual one through co-optation (1991d, 309). The way co-optation works in Hong 

Kong is referred to by Lai as the “carrot tactic”, implying that the Chinese 

government continued offering rewards to specific business men, a practice 

extremely similar with the British colonial modus operandi before the handover (Lai 

2007, 121). Co-optation was not used only for attracting the press, but also “to 

individuals or firms that are representative of Hong Kong in order to maximise the 

payoff” of such a strategy (Wong 2012, 205). 
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 The self-censorship exhibited by the journalists from 1984 to 1997 and the 

high-levels of co-optation are in stark contrast to their high levels of 

professionalization. Objective reporting was endorsed by 91% of the respondents 

in a 1990 survey, 85% of the respondents emphasized the importance of press to act 

as a watchdog for the government, while 77% argued that media should speak for 

the people and not for the media owners (Chan, Lee, and Lee 1992, 16). Lee sees 

the strong process of professionalization as the result of media organizations 

strategies to defuse political pressures (2000, 321). Moreover, “[m]edia 

professionalism enables journalists and the media to appeal to socially accepted 

principles of fairness, objectivity, and impartiality – often in the names of 

‘consumer interests,’ the public’s ‘right to know’, or whatever” (C.C. Lee 2000, 

317). In other words, journalists explain their daily actions from a professional 

standpoint in order to stand the pressures coming from their owners, or from the 

Beijing government. Apart from this, the high rankings of media professionalism 

are further explained by the comprehensive educational background of Hong Kong 

journalists and by their adoption of a Western journalistic model (P. S. N. Lee and 

Chu 1998, 60; So and Chan 2007, 149). This is also correlated with a stronger 

presence of the main journalistic union – Hong Kong Journalistic Association 

(HKJA). The union shifted its goals from having proper work conditions and decent 

wages upon its establishment in 1968, to advocating for political awareness and 

defending the journalists’ rights in the early 90’s (Lai 2007, 150).   

 What is unique around this time in Hong Kong is the mix of high 

professionalization, on one hand, and strong self-censorship, on the other. The 

continuation and transformation of self-censorship and the process of co-optation 

will be further discussed in the third stage of media development in Hong Kong. 
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 The second stage was pinned by two major events: the signing of the Sino-

British Joint Declaration in 1984 and the handover of Hong Kong to China under 

the “one country, two systems” principle in 1997. Local media went from a being 

docile and apathetic to having a critical stance (P. S. N. Lee 1993). Throughout 

these 13 years there are systemic shifts regarding the media owners who, more than 

ever, have ties with the Beijing government. On the other hand, local journalism is 

crystalized as a profession with reporters paying attention to civic issues and scoring 

high on objectivity. It is also a period dominated by fear and pessimism regarding 

the future of press, of free speech, and of the city as a whole after 1997. As the 

British government was pushing for unprecedented democratic reforms in the 

territory, the Chinese government had to balance this process but at the same time 

had to be careful not to be perceived as a threat after the handover. China showed 

the best intentions for Hong Kong in the early 90’s in order to lure Taiwan towards 

a future reunification (C.C. Lee 2000, 325; Lee 2007, 136; Wong 2012, 189). Just 

as important, the Chinese authorities proceeded with care as they were aware that 

any sudden change in the social and political realms would precipitate the financial 

markets and the investors could move their money elsewhere (Cheng 2014, 207). 

Nevertheless, there was a gap between columnists and media institutions, on one 

hand, who both tend to gravitate towards the Beijing government and the strong 

levels of professionalization of local journalists, on the other hand. As the third 

stage will point out, these two groups will continue to be at odds in the next two 

decades. 
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5.3 The Third Stage of Press Development in Hong Kong: Decline after Handover 

(1997-2014) 

In 1997, Hong Kong underwent a major socio-political transformation as it was 

returned from the British administration to PRC as a Special Administrative Region 

(SAR). Historically, Hong Kong has witnessed a British dominance, then it transited 

to a Sino-British dual power centrality and, finally, to China’s resumption of 

supremacy (C.C. Lee 2000, 291). The public perception for the British government 

was positive in the last five years of colonial rule, with levels of trust ranging from 

57% in 1992 to 63% in 1997. These numbers plummeted after the territory was 

returned to PRC, when the level of distrust reached 41% in 2003 (Lo 2015, 24-25). 

 There are many ways to describe the political and social system of Hong 

Kong during this third stage. Scholar Anthony Fung defines the Hong Kong 

political and social regime as a hybrid one (2007). On one hand, it has liberal 

institutions, and on the other hand, it must always reflect upon the conditions 

imposed by the Beijing government. Sonny Lo describes Hong Kong’s political 

regime as semi-democratic where common markers of democracy such as 

horizontal accountability, civil and political rights, the rule of law and judicial 

independence exist, but from where basic processes such as direct elections through 

universal suffrage are absent (2015, 13).  Others see it as a “liberal autocracy” (Kuan 

and Lau 2002), while Lee and Chan describe it as “liberal but limited democracy 

under an authoritarian sovereign” (2009). In non-academic terms, Hong Kong after 

1997 is an “ongoing political experiment” run by Beijing (Wong 2015, 2). The use 

of many diverse labels to describe the socio-political regime of Hong Kong 

highlights the major uncertainties and the diversity of forces shaping the territory. 

In this context, the media system was at the confluence of major transformations 
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and had to either adapt, or to fight against these forces while maintaining the 

normative role of providing a public service. This brings forward the particularities 

of a system in which the media are capitalist, but the political system is shifting 

towards other models. 

 Contrary to the fears exhibited in the years prior to handover, the studies 

carried out in the first few years after 1997 did not show a negative assessment of 

the press, with Chan describing local media “as freewheeling and rambunctious as 

they were in the years leading to the handover on July 1, 1997” (1999, 84), with 

Clarke pointing out that “newspapers and magazines, as well as certain television 

and radio current affairs programmes, continue to be outspoken and often highly 

critical of the local government” (2002), and with Holbig showing her “tempered 

optimism” as “the wide range of participants and of different views involved, the 

quality and substance of the arguments, and the transparency and scope of the 

controversies have reflected an unabated culture of vibrant public debate carried on 

by the local media up to the present” (2003, 207). These positive assessments and 

optimist accounts are explained by Lee and Chan as a consequence of China’s lack 

of involvement in Hong Kong’s affairs until 2003 and 2004 (2009, 36). Besides the 

relative calm surfacing after the handover, some researchers signalled that on the 

long run news media depends greatly on Beijing and what might be witnessed in 

the first years after the handover is the calm before the storm (Clarke 2002). 

 The first Chief Executive of Hong Kong after the handover was Tung Chee-

hwa who in 1998 changed the rules for LegCo’s direct elections, opting for a system 

of proportional representation. Starting with 1995, the Legislative Council is 

composed of members elected from functional constituencies – composed of a 

variety of professions, economic sectors, and social groups and from geographical 
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constituencies – which are popularly elected. As of 2014, there is a 50-50 parity 

between the seats occupied by functional constituencies and those occupied by 

geographical constituencies. Ultimately, these two ways of electing the LegCo 

members is a struggle between the pro-Beijing politicians who will elect the 

functional constituencies and the democratic-leaning citizens who will elect the 

geographical constituencies (Wong 2015, 54-56). LegCo has modest powers as it is 

not allowed to introduce any bills related to public expenditure, political structure, 

and the way the government operates. Its only powers are limited to authorizing 

public expenditure and budgets, the approving of senior judges, and to impeach the 

Chief Executive (Basic Law of Hong Kong, Article 73, Article 74.) The system of 

proportional representation is favourable to the pro-Beijing forces, with the 

Democratic Alliance for the Betterment of Hong Kong (DAB) in detriment of the 

flagship political representative of pro-democracy forces, namely the Democratic 

Party (DP). Thus, although in 1995 DP obtained 42.3% of the votes and 60% of the 

directly elected seats, when the representation became proportional their 40.2% 

votes counted as only 45% of the elected seats. On the other hand, DAB went from 

25.3% of the votes and 10% of the directly elected seats in 1995 to 23.6% of the 

votes and 25% of the elected seats in 1998 elections, prompting some to argue that 

the entire electoral system had been manipulated for the benefit of the pro-Beijing 

forces and at the expense of the democrats (Lo 2015, 39). Even when manipulation 

is not being openly discussed, local scholars note that the system of proportional 

representation aggravates the ideological differences between democrat forces, as it 

was the case in 2008 when DP won 57 percent of the popular vote, but the vote 

among the constituent parties and independent forces was close enough to cause a 

legitimacy crisis (Ma N. 2011, 61).  
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 New changes were also introduced at the judiciary level. From a legal 

standpoint, the modification in sovereignty has affected media practice as all the 

legal amendments made after July 1997 were more restrictive than before the 

handover (Leung 1999, 134). At odds with these amendments is the legal provision 

of Article 27 from the Basic Law which states that “Hong Kong residents shall have 

freedom of speech, of the press and of publication; freedom of association, of 

assembly, of procession and of demonstration” (Basic Law of Hong Kong, Article 

27, 11). However, as Cheung points out, one should not expect consistency between 

the basic law and of the overall inconsistent legislative framework because in the 

end “legal protection will be highly dependent on judicial attitude” (Cheung 2002). 

It is also important to highlight the intrinsic relation between Hong Kong’s 

constitution and Beijing politics. Local scholar Ngok Ma notes that “[t]he Basic 

Law is nothing more than a delegation of power to Hong Kong by the central party-

state–a delegation that exists and continues by the central authorities’ 

permission.”(2011, 59–60). Anne Cheung goes even further to describe the overall 

legislative achievements from 1991 to 1997 as “one step forward, but two steps 

back” (Cheung 2002). A major reason for this rests not only in the handover and a 

new basic constitution, but in the legacy of the British common law which had 

“failed to recognize and affirm the primacy of freedom of expression” (Cheung 

2002). After the handover, this legacy continued to affect the judiciary system.  

 Hong Kong after 1997 was also affected by the Asian Financial Crisis and 

the new Chief Executive was unable to rescue the stumbling economy. However, 

he was able to secure a second term in 2002 “under Beijing auspices” (Wong 2015, 

63). This was soon followed by a public uproar when in July 2003 the Chief 

Executive proposed new legislation for Article 23 of the Basic Law. This article 
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was concerned with protecting national security, but the public saw it as a tool to 

further limit the civil liberties of Hongkongers as their memory of Tiananmen 

massacre was still vivid in the public conscience (N. Ma 2005, 467). This event was 

important for two reasons: first, it mobilized the civil society – from journalists to 

academics – into a single coherent voice which identified a common goal worth 

fighting for; second, it prompted a street demonstration on July 1 – a symbolic day 

as it marked the commemoration of Hong Kong returning to China – attended by 

half a million people (Chan and Lee 2005, 1). It was the largest street protest in 

Hong Kong since the one prompted by the 1989 events in Tiananmen Square. In 

less than a week, the government backed off and postponed the proposed national 

security legislation for Article 23 (Wong, H.W.S. 2015, 67). Hongkongers 

themselves were surprised by the devastating results of their protests and 

understood the importance of acting united towards a single goal.  

 This is a watershed moment in the history of the post-handover local politics 

as “continual development in the city’s political culture has generated a citizenry 

with significant levels of participatory potential” (Chan and Lee 2007, 114). 

Although the demands voiced out on July 1 2003 were heard by the government, 

the citizens continued to put forward their concerns, thus half a year later, on 

January 1 2004, 100,000 people took on the streets to ask for democratization in 

Hong Kong and on July 1 2004 200,000 citizens voiced out their concerns again 

regarding the suppression of democratic reforms. Analysing the process of 

formation, the traits of these participants, and the effects of these three street 

movements, Chan and Lee concluded that the main drive for their actions were the 

negative opinions of the local government and of the political system; the calls from 

mass media to join the protests were rated as more important than the calls coming 
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from public figures and political groups (Chan and Lee 2005, 28). The role of the 

media as a facilitator for collective actions (Chan and Lee 2007a, 218) also 

highlights a resurgence in trust by the citizens in the press, a trust which started to 

decline in the mid-90’s as a result of unethical news practices and the rise of 

sensational journalism (C.C. Lee 2000, 214; Lau and To 2002, 337-338).  

 According to Martin et al., Hong Kong citizens would recognize the 

importance of press freedom  when it is defined in abstract terms, but they also have 

strong opinions against what media should be allowed to report on when they found 

the content to be offensive (1997, 119). From its role of facilitator for mass 

demonstrations in Hong Kong, “media set the public agenda, amplified the social 

leaders’ messages, provided action-facilitating information, and occasionally 

directly persuaded citizens to join the collective action” (Chan and Lee 2007a, 225). 

Media’s position is of crucial importance as it performs “a surrogate democracy 

function” given the lack of a more sophisticated political representation (Lee and 

Chan 2009, 34). These scholarly perspectives only strengthen the take on Hong 

Kong media as a social facilitator with a strong voice. In this third stage mass media 

in Hong Kong continues to be influential in the social affairs, it seeks to empower 

a voiceless public and steers away from its normative objectivity by having an 

intrepid voice on what the public ought to do in relation with the political sphere.  

 For journalists, self-censorship continued to be an issue after the handover. 

According to So and Chan, in a 2001 survey, 14% of respondents agreed that self-

censorship exists and it is very serious, whereas in a survey from 2006 the number 

rose to 29.2% (2007, 153). In 2007, 58,5% of the journalists interviewed regarded 

self-censorship as a more serious problem than it was a decade before (Lee and 

Chan 2008, 112). It is quite striking to see that in less than a decade the number of 
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those who admit the existence of and who worry about self-censorship rose from 

14% to almost 60%.  

 Another interesting particularity of Hong Kongese journalists is their bias 

towards their home territory. Arguing they should speak for “the people’s interest”, 

the journalists argued the press should have a “pro-Hong Kong” stance (So and 

Chan 2007, 153). The results are intriguing as the same study carried out by So and 

Chan highlights that 10 years after the handover, although self-censorship is on the 

rise, media professionalism seemed to remain intact, at a very high level. There are 

multiple factors explaining this very particular situation. So and Chan point out to 

the strong educational background of journalists, to the fact that professionalism is 

the hallmark used by journalists themselves to distinguish Hong Kong from 

mainland China, to the political culture that favours a media system undertaking the 

role of a watchdog, and to the fact that media professionalism “remains the resource 

that journalists can resort to in defending their attempts to report on issues sensitive 

to the power holders” (So and Chan 2007, 156). Lee argues that self-censorship 

among local journalists symbolizes an act of compliance with external demands 

given that journalists perceive they have no better choices. This self-censorship, in 

this stage, does not trigger a change in their belief system, but rather helps them to 

attain instrumental goals (C.C. Lee 2000, 314). Such an instrumental attitude can 

ultimately explain the duality of high media professionalism and the journalists 

‘self-censorship. The latter is mostly used in order to get by, and is not fully 

internalised in their belief system. 

 In Hong Kong, self-censorship was mostly analysed at an individual level, 

through surveys. Accounts regarding the mezzo and macro-level transformations 

were provided by Lee who analysed the strategic interaction between media outlets 
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and the local power holders, the interactions between the Hong Kong media and the 

Beijing government, and the re-emergence of national-local conflicts (Lee 2007). 

In this study, Apple Daily publication is described as a “boundary tester” and as a 

palpable example of publications critical of the power holders (Lee 2007, 138, 

original emphasis). With its anti-establishment approach, Apple Daily distinguishes 

itself as a leading critical, anti-paper that holds the political establishment 

accountable. It is difficult to assess if a single newspaper can be described as a 

boundary tester as it evolves in a league of its own. Although the newspaper 

continues to have a critical tone against the Beijing government, the price for this 

stance is a hefty one as reporters from Apple Daily are not allowed to work in 

mainland (Clarke 2002) and the business adventures Jimmy Lai, the owner of Apple 

Daily, has in his portfolio do not receive advertising business from mainland China 

(Lai 2007, 91). It is difficult to believe other media owners could follow in Jimmy 

Lai’s footsteps as “an anti-government stand could mean commercial misfortune” 

(N. Ma 2007). Nevertheless, Lee argues that the presence of publications such as 

Apple Daily represent an “apparent robustness” of press freedom at a time when 

China was using political pressure as an indirect measure against the Hong Kongese 

press (Lee 2007, 138–39). The process of self-censorship is re-discussed by Lee 

who points out how difficult it is to pin down this phenomenon and that this process, 

in time, is rationalized and naturalized. Such a perspective is at odds with the high 

level of professionalism in Hong Kong. Thus, for a better understanding of how 

self-censorship develops in time, Lee advocates for the use of cultural co-orientation 

which is defined as “the acquisition of better information and achievement of 

increased understanding between two individuals or groups through interactions, 

which may lead to convergence in attitudes towards external objects and mutual 
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agreement on issues” (Lee 2007, 140). The argument put forward by Lee for the use 

of cultural co-orientation involves changes in journalists’ independent judgments 

and a growth in Hongkongers’ identification with China. However, cultural co-

orientation suspends the internalised process of professionalization which has 

characterized Hong Kong media since the second stage of media development. It is 

difficult to explain how the process of cultural co-orientation can take place without 

involving important transformations at the level of journalistic professionalization. 

Lee was right though in highlighting the importance of national-local conflicts 

between Hong Kong and mainland China. By discussing the editorial stance of 

some local newspapers and a talk-show radio which became notorious for the callers’ 

critical view on Beijing in early 00’s, Lee concludes that “national-local conflicts 

will interact with the ongoing processes of strategic interaction and cultural co-

orientation to shape the future of press freedom in Hong Kong” (Lee 2007, 146). A 

lack of systematically empirical inquiry is lacking in fully making sense if what is 

happening in Hong Kong is indeed the result of a cultural co-orientation. The main 

argument against such as a perspective is the lack of explanations given regarding 

the professionalism of journalists, how this is influenced, and why it is not able to 

balance the process of co-orientation. On the other hand, the concept of co-

orientation is very useful in explaining the local-national conflict between Hong 

Kong and mainland China. As the fourth stage of media development will show, 

this local-national conflict will become a decisive factor in the development not 

only of the press, but of Hong Kong socio-political realm. 

 Although the concept of cultural co-orientation could be debated, visible at 

mezzo and macro levels was the large number of media owners who had direct 

business interests in mainland China (N. Ma 2007). The main limitation of these 
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mezzo and macro perspectives is that they shed very little light over the newsroom 

struggles of the journalists who have a high level of Western education and a strong 

professional sense. It would be too facile to assume that a journalist who works for 

an owner with vested interests in mainland China would simply let go his or 

professional background very easily. Co-optation at the level of media owners and 

media concentration (Fung 2007) was indeed very strong, but cultural co-

orientation did not extend to media professionals, nor to the Hong Kong citizens. 

 The gap between media concentration and self-censorship was investigated 

by Lee and Chan who aimed to understand how these two phenomena coexist at an 

organisational level through newsroom social control (Lee and Chan 2008). Their 

study points out that by selecting people who have a conservative view on 

management positions, the media institutions are able to achieve control 

mechanisms over what can be published and not. By appealing to the journalists’ 

sense of objectivity, by asking them “to be smart” or “to be cautious”, newsroom 

leaders are able to avoid sensitive topics, pushing the journalists towards self-

censorship only by voicing ambiguous commands (Lee and Chan 2008, 125). The 

supervisors’ strategy to completely confuse the journalists is usually met with 

resistance, especially when the frontline journalists have seniority and rationales to 

defend their decisions. Nevertheless, many of the interviewed journalists admit they 

sometimes grow tired to have arguments with their colleagues and instead resort to 

self-censorship practices (Lee and Chan 2008, 126–27). These intricate newsroom 

dynamics and mechanism controls ultimately point out to a weak cultural co-

orientation of frontline journalists and to a gap between reporters’ attitudes and the 

co-orientation of media owners.  
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 Media workers’ professional beliefs, informed by their liberal political 

views, are at odds with the power centre in the region (Chan and Lee 2007b). More 

than a decade after the handover, the politics of press freedom are strongly driven 

by the primacy of local interests, as understood by the journalists. A large number 

of journalists believe they should drop the norms of neutrality when reporting and 

stand by their local interests in the national-local conflicts (Chan and Lee 2011). 

When asked by which side should the local media stand when the interests of Hong 

Kong and of Beijing are in conflict, 38,8% of the respondents chose ‘Hong Kong’, 

58% embraced a ‘neutral’ position, and only 3,2% opted for ‘China’ (Chan and Lee 

2011, 97–98). These attitudes highlight the conflictual social situation between the 

Hongkongers and mainland China, both at a political and at a social level, a conflict 

which has characterized the territory since the late 00’s. Further studies have 

pointed out that the Hong Kong – mainland China dichotomy is differently 

constructed in discursive practices depending on the publication’s ownership, the 

presence or absence of commercial imperatives and the type of publication (Zhang 

and Mihelj 2012, 523). Standing by local public opinions and interests, Hong Kong 

journalists continue thus the strong bond they had with their public. Their attitudes 

in local-national conflicts go beyond their professional norm of objectivity. On the 

one hand, they embrace the public attitudes toward mainland China, and on the 

other, they use the public as a counteracting force to the trend of alignment to the 

Chinese government. Lee and Chan conclude that, at an individual level, resistance 

is achieved when professional beliefs, liberal political views, and an orientation 

toward local interest form a strong cluster (Chan and Lee 2011, 102). This cluster 

is even more visible when it receives public support. This support comes in many 

different forms as it can be accounted for in ratings, online comments, or public 
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demonstrations, or even the classic letters to the editors. The first decade of the new 

millennium was characterized not only by the presence of this cluster, but also by 

the presence of strong public support for press freedom.  

 The journalists’ decision to protect the local interests coincided with the 

growing prominence of local protests. In late 00’s, these were facilitated by the 

internet and by the new media technologies (Lee and Chan 2012). Hong Kong tops 

the rankings of mobile phones (241%), household broadband internet (83%), and 

tablet (57%) penetration rates in the world (Nielsen, 2013; Office of 

Communication Authority [OFCA], 2014). Perhaps surprisingly, this heavy use of 

technological gadgets and online presence does not take away from the revenues of 

legacy media because Hongkongers use mobile news media in a complementary, 

not in a disruptive manner (Chan, 2015). As for journalists, they have embraced 

user-generated content and lend legitimacy to such practices (Yeo 2016). Internet 

users who have structurally heterogeneous Facebook networks and who are exposed 

to political information through the social media platform are more likely to 

participate in political activities (Tang and Lee 2013, 770). Starting with 2010, local 

scholars noticed a growth in the presence of “alternative media” (Leung and Lee 

2014). These new outlets are explicitly defined as alternative to the bulk of local 

media publications and considered to be different from legacy media outlets for 

many reasons, including their ownership structures, operational models, revenue 

streams, content, and their forms of distribution (Leung and Lee 2014, 341). 

Although supplementary research is necessary before stating to what extent there is 

a difference in content between legacy and alternative media outlets, they obviously 

differ when it comes to operational models, revenue streams, and forms of 

distribution. In other aspects, legacy and alternative media are “in a complementary 
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relationship and they should stand together to fight for press freedom and freedom 

of expression” (Hong Kong Journalists Association 2014). Given the high 

penetration rates of smartphones and the high state of internet connectivity in the 

city, there seems to be a strong correlation between the effectiveness of new media 

platforms and the public’s potential for participation. In this sense, alternative media 

facilitates the move of offline media readers to the online realm, a realm shared by 

both legacy and alternative media outlets.  

 After years of being off-radar for physical attacks on journalists, freedom of 

the press came into scrutiny in 2013 when six attacks were carried out against Hong 

Kong journalists. The most brutal was the violence against the former chief editor 

of Ming Pao, Kevin Lau, who was stabbed six times in broad daylight in February 

2014 (Hong Kong Journalists Association 2014). Growing concerns regarding 

media diversity were spurred in October 2013 when the government denied a 

license for a free-to–air TV license to one of the three applicants – Hong Kong 

Television Network, owned by businessperson Jimmy Lai. The free-to-air TV 

market deserves particular attention as it traditionally had two players – TVB and 

ATV. Since the latter’s license was not renewed and eventually ATV had to close 

in April 2016, Hong Kong is currently being served by a single free-to-air TV 

channel, namely TVB.  

 During the third stage of press development in Hong Kong, local journalists 

found themselves caught between political pressures coming from Beijing and the 

Hong Kong governments, financial pressures coming from business owners, 

professional pressures in the form of self-censorship, and the pressures coming from 

the public who perceived the media as opinion leaders and catalysts of their 

demands. The pressures on journalists did not surface immediately after the 
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handover. Instead, given the judiciary system and media owners’ interests, the 

pressures were systematic and the journalists relied on their high levels of 

professionalization to deflect them. While media owners were co-opted by the 

Beijing and Hong Kong government, the journalists had to find new strategies to 

maintain their objectivity and impartiality, as these two elements strongly 

characterised their sense of professionalization. At the same time, local journalists 

identify more with Hong Kong than with mainland China and are prone to take their 

national side in case of a conflict between the two territories. The emergence of 

what the local scholars dubbed as “alternative” media does not have immediate 

effects over the work of legacy journalists, as the new platforms are not immediately 

disrupting the traditional media consumption. Instead of being regarded as mere 

competitors, it should be highlighted that legacy and alternative media in Hong 

Kong have common goals when it comes to fighting for freedom of speech and 

press freedom. The boundaries between the legacy and alternative media are still 

negotiated as the territory’s media market is in flux. 

 This chapter provided a historical account of the press development in the 

territory, from the early days until the mass civil disobedience in 2014. It highlights 

that journalists never enjoyed total political freedom, and that under both British 

and Chinese rule the journalists were closely tied to political and economic 

developments. At the same time, there is a high degree of professionalization of the 

journalists working in the territory, a process that will further highlight the 

newsroom conflicts, especially between young journalists and the seasoned 

journalists who were socialised in a (self)-censored atmosphere for a long time. This 

historical perspective is crucial in understanding the current context of the Hong 

Kongese journalistic field. In the following chapter, I will present the characteristics 
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of the current stage of development, one that is highlighted by the Occupy Central 

Movement events in 2014. 

 

6. The Fourth Stage of Media Development: Survival of the Fittest after 

Occupy Central Movement (2014-present) 

This chapter will discuss the current state of the journalistic field in Hong Kong. 

Recognised and addressed as the 4th stage of media development in Hong Kong, it 

will present the current state of media system, with a focus on the freedom of the 

press, the state of media convergence, the relationship between journalists and their 

audience, political and economic pressures, and issues regarding media 

professionalism. In addition, it will present data regarding the level of media 

consumption and technological convergence in the city. These characteristics are 

offered in order to highlight the complex factors that are shaping the media system 

in Hong Kong.  

As the previous chapter has shown, Hong Kong still maintains a large degree 

of autonomy, although it was returned to mainland China under the constitutional 

principle of “one country, two systems”. Prior to 1997 it had witnessed other 

paradigm shifts, moving from one stage of development to another (Chan and Lee 

1991b). Previously, these paradigm shifts were triggered by institutional processes, 

such as an accommodation of the power centre and self-censorship, or by political 

events, such as the 1997 handover. A new stage of media development in Hong 

Kong can be identified starting with late 2014 and this stage is underpinned by 

political events, namely by the Occupy Central Movement (OCM). 
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6.1 Occupy Central Movement and its Impact 

A watershed moment for the development of press in Hong Kong was the Occupy 

Central Movement (OCM), which is perhaps the most important street protests ever 

witnessed by Hong Kong. The street protests lasted for 79 days between September 

and December 2014 and attracted in the protests sites 1,2 million people, or 20% of 

Hong Kong’s population throughout the demonstrations (Lee and Chan 2016, 4). In 

the following paragraphs, I aim to describe the event and highlight the repercussions 

it had on the local journalistic field.  

Known also as the Umbrella Revolution, these protests were ignited by the 

August 2014 release of the National People’s Congress’ electoral framework for the 

2017 Chief Executive elections in the territory. Although serious considerations for 

popular elections were promised long before the publication of the electoral 

framework9, the 2014 document stipulates that all the eligible candidates would first 

need to secure support from the majority members of the nomination committee. 

Given that mainland China has a tight control on who is part of this committee, 

Hong Kong citizens feared that popular election will ultimately be a charade for 

Beijing to install its desirable politician (Cheng 2014, 221).  

The plan for OCM was scripted by Benny Tai, Chan Kin-man and the 

Reverend Chu Yiu-ming and was supposed to start on the 1st of October – a national 

holiday, as it is also the day when the Chinese National Day is celebrated - near 

Charter Garden in the Central business district of Hong Kong. Intended as a 

                                                           
9 “The election of the fifth chief executive of the HKSAR in the year 2017 may be implemented by 

the method of universal suffrage; that after the chief executive is selected by universal suffrage, the 

election of the Legislative Council of the HKSAR may be implemented by the method of electing 

all the members by universal suffrage.” HKSAR Government, Consultation Document: Methods 

for Selecting the Chief Executive and for Forming the Legislative Council in 2012 (November 

2009, 42) 
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peaceful form of collective action, it did not aim to become a violent movement. 

The organizers aimed to disrupt the business district by blocking the traffic and even 

launched their movement, also dubbed “Let Love and Peace Occupy Central”, in a 

church (But 2013) However, a week before the intended day for the protest to start, 

their plan had to be realigned. A student class boycott co-led by student group 

Scholarism and the Hong Kong Federation of Students ended with a rally outside 

the government headquarters. Some students stormed into a part of the complex and 

staged a sit-in. Given the clashes that erupted between the sit-in students and the 

police forces, the three organizers declared OCM has officially began earlier than 

planned, in the early hours of the 28th of September. Throughout the next 78 days 

of protests, many sections of roads throughout Hong Kong Island and Kowloon 

Peninsula were blocked and sporadic clashes between the protesters and the police 

erupted. The protests symbolically ended on the 11th of December 2014 when the 

police cleared the main protest site in Admiralty district.   

6.2 Legacy Media and Digital Outlets in a Divided and Protest Society 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Hongkongers have a tendency to take over the 

streets when they feel their rights are in jeopardy, leading local scholars to describe 

it as a “protest society” (Lee 2014). Unlike other places in the world, the protests in 

Hong Kong tend to be non-violent and according to Chan and Lee those who take 

on the streets are aware that “a civil protest would not tear apart the social fabric 

but would effectively make their feelings known and contribute toward problem 

solving" (1984, 184). Based on their journalistic paradigms, determined by various 

political ideologies, the newspapers in Hong Kong will “attribute different cause-

and-effect relationships to civil protests and assign varying degrees of support to 

protesters” (Chan and Lee 1984, 188). Decades later since this description, the 
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situation remains similar, as different media outlets will occupy different position 

within the reporting spectrum.  

The main rupture between what is happening nowadays and the scholarly 

account from above - written three decades ago - is obviously the presence of digital 

news outlets in the Hong Kongese media system. Today, Hong Kong legacy media 

outlets must share the space with what the local scholars describe as alternative 

media outlets (Leung and Lee 2014; Leung 2015b). As shown in the previous 

chapter, the 1st of July protest was a seminal moment for defining Hong Kong as a 

protest society. During that protest, legacy media was very relevant as it triggered 

the public’s participation. In the case of OCM, legacy outlets had to share the space 

with alternative media outlets. These outlets take different roles, from spreading 

information that usually is not tackled by legacy media to serving as platforms for 

activists to mobilizing vehicles for civil society activism (Yung and Leung 2014b, 

99).  These alternative media outlets together with social network sites constitute 

an important platform for the public’s mobilization (P. S. N. Lee, So, and Leung 

2015) and lead to a “polarizing context”, as was the case during OCM (Lee 2016, 

57).  

Given the relativity of what is and what is not alternative, this research will 

not address the presence and the roles of alternative media outlets by employing 

this term. As pointed by local researchers who previously discussed their roles, this 

term is problematic because it describes objects that are constantly in flux, and what 

is alternative at one point in time might become part of the mainstream later (Yung 

and Leung 2014b; Yung and Leung 2014a). Besides, these more recently 

constituted media outlets are not only important because they challenge the 

symbolic power of legacy media (Curran and Couldry 2003). Apart from their 
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different ideology, they are dependent on a digital and networked platform, which 

allows them to escape the economic and political pressures legacy media constantly 

deal with. Thus, instead of referring to platforms such as Inmedia, Hong Kong Free 

Press, House News, or Passion Times as alternative media, this paper will discuss 

them as digital-only media (DoM). While their economic models and distribution 

processes are different, these platforms’ alternative content is still up for debate. Up 

to this point, with the exception of a study carried out by Leung and Lee (2014) on 

Inmedia, there are no studies concerned with the content these platforms distribute. 

Thus, it would be risky to label them as being alternative as long as comparative 

studies on the content offered by legacy media and these new media players are 

non-existent. 

In this light, it is difficult to claim they are alternative to the messages spread 

by legacy media. Especially when, as shown in the previous chapter, media in Hong 

Kong covers the entire political spectrum and different outlets will have the interest 

to carry out different messages. Instead, by highlighting the fact that most of these 

media organizations are structured as independent, non-profit, digital-only outlets, 

this study highlights not their content, but their structures and modus operandi. On 

a financial level, the Hong Kongese DoMs that discussed in this dissertation are 

either for profit or non-profit, relying on donations coming from their public. This 

diversified way of assuring their resources is signalling differences in the financial 

pressures faced by legacy media outlets. As the subsequent chapters will show, a 

donation-based funding system does not liberate the journalists from the burden of 

financial pressures. However, in this financial model, the journalists aim to follow 

the demands of their readers and not the demands of certain investors and/or owners.  
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6.3 Contextualizing Media Power in the 4th Stage of Media Development  

The question of power is also important when referring to media development in 

Hong Kong during and after OCM. Although, as shown in the previous chapter, 

local takes the role of a mediator between the political structures and the public – 

especially since the latter category cannot directly elect their politicians – the type 

of mediation available to traditional media nowadays should also come under 

scrutiny.  

 Hong Kong legacy media came under pressure in the past decade. The 

proliferation of social network sites (SNS) and DoM in Hong Kong, strengthened 

by the high rate of digital penetration in the territory, gave both the public and the 

politicians the tools to carry out dialogues among themselves without needing 

legacy media. The very mediation that legitimized and strengthened the local press 

in the past decades becomes questionable when the public can get its information 

from more sources than ever. In the same manner, the politicians are empowered to 

make use of SNS in order to deliver their messages straight to the public, without 

tough questions coming from journalists.  

As argued by Bourdieu, a new actor within a field will raise questions of 

power struggles (1996, 6). The SNS and DoM are new actors in the journalistic field. 

They compete with legacy media for the public’s attention and thus exacerbate the 

power struggles within the field. Charles Cheung argues that media power in Hong 

Kong is both negotiated and contextual (2016, 2). At the negotiated level, events 

such as OCM point out that media is the field of contradictory forces in society, 

aiming for continual negotiation, and not for a pre-determined top-down 

development. At the contextual level, OCM was in itself a unique event, triggered 
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by special circumstances that must be grounded in social and political tensions. 

These tensions and political struggles further lingered after the end of OCM. 

A situation exemplifying the struggle between legacy media and the new 

actors in the journalistic field is the long-standing governmental policy to bar 

“digital-only” media outlets from governmental events and even press conferences. 

The tipping point of this exclusion occurred in March 2017, just before the elections 

for the 5th term of the Chief Executive of Hong Kong. Once again, digital media 

outlets received no accreditation to cover the events although the Ombudsman 

Office issued a statement in December 2016 urging the government to cease the ban 

as it is unreasonable given the press freedom promised in the Basic Law (Grundy, 

2016). Hong Kong Free Press (HKFP), one of the DoM banned by the government, 

has been struggling since its establishment in 2015 to be granted access to 

governmental events and press conferences. HKFP is registered as a non-profit 

company and has a physical office, its reporters carry press badges issued both by 

HKFP and the Hong Kong Journalists Association. Regardless, the government 

cannot classify the outlet as a media organisation because it does not exist in print, 

like its legacy competitors do. Frustrated by the situation, HKFP published the letter 

received from a governmental official explaining why they are not regarded as 

‘proper’ journalists: 

“In the absence of a legally binding registration or licensing regime 

as in the case of the mainstream media listed above, we are not in a 

position to distinguish among a wide range of “online media” 

organisations, nor is it possible for us to grant access to all those that 

claim to be “online media” for on-the-spot reporting, given the 

practical arrangements required.” (HKFP, November 2015). 
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In 2017, the Secretary of Home Affairs, Mr. Lau Kong-Wah provided a similar 

answer when he was interrogated by LegCo member Claudia Lo about the utility 

and legality of the ban on digital-only media outlets: 

“In view of the vast number and diverse nature of online media 

platforms, we believe that the classification of these online platforms 

as ‘mass news media organisations’ or otherwise would have to be 

considered on a case-by-case basis.  There is also not a uniform or 

clear definition of online media in the society and in the industry.  In 

view of the above factors and limitations such as venue constraints, 

ISD currently does not arrange for admission of online media for 

reporting.” (Hong Kong Government, 2017) 

It is not clear from this statement who should provide a definition of online media 

nor how many case-by-case considerations have been made in the past by the 

government. As well, it is not clear what is the criteria that would allow a digital-

only outlet to be regarded as online media, while others could be denied this 

opportunity. The decision to allow only traditional media outlets at press 

conferences and other governmental events spurred the protests of journalistic 

associations such as Hong Kong Journalists Associations and the Foreign 

Correspondents Club, as well as other digital media outlets such as Initium Media 

and CitizenNews. They all issued an open letter to three the Chief Executive 

candidates, urging to allow them to cover the elections (HKJA, 2017).  

 This episode illustrates a clear division between the opportunities enjoyed 

by established media outlets and emerging, online media outlets. It also highlights 

a power struggle inside the journalistic field and at its boundaries. The struggle 
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inside also takes place between media outlets. Although legacy media cannot be 

made responsible for the difficulties digital outlets must face, they do benefit 

indirectly from this struggle. As long as DoM are not perceived by the government 

to have an equal voice with legacy media, the latter will maintain societal 

advantages. Legacy media outlets will be able to report better – based on their access, 

but they will also have a symbolic superior position given that it is perceived as a 

journalistic authority. The struggle at the margins of the field takes place as long as 

the political field decides to perceive the DoM journalists as outsiders, as “online 

media”, without any identifiable characteristics, with an always-uncertain status.  

Thus, the media in Hong Kong in this 4th stage of development becomes 

polarised. On one side, we have the legacy media, characterised by clear ownership 

and palpable content, either in the form of print or broadcasting. On the opposite 

side, we have DoM media, characterised by irregular patterns of economic support, 

digital only content and lack of recognition by the political field. In the middle, 

there are media outlets that have a digital approach, but their ownership has political 

ties and the journalistic operation are seen as investments. Initium and HK01 are 

good examples in this sense. In the context I just described, polarization does not 

refer to the different content published and posted by these different media outlets. 

Instead, it hints to their very different configurations of financial revenues, symbolic 

power, and patterns of distribution. 

 In the next section, I will discuss how the public’s political polarisation 

furthers the gap between these two types of media outlets.   
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6.4 Polarized Media, Polarized Public 

OCM was triggered by contextual circumstances and, it its own turn, offered 

contextual circumstances for further rafts within the Hong Kongese society. It has 

offered a context for polarization during its 79 days and afterwards. As argued by 

Lee, OCM was a “context of heightened political conflicts…people were 

particularly motivated to exercise selective exposure and process information in a 

biased manner” (2016, 67). Thus, OCM was a contextual political and social 

situation in which political communication via social media and mainstream news 

exposure (Ibid., 68) led to polarization within society.   

This perspective is useful as long as it helps us paint the nuances of the 

protests, the impact it had on mainstream media, the complexities needed to 

understand the effects that the protests had on Hong Kongese media.  

First, I argue the polarization has social grounds. Graduates in Hong Kong 

see a bleak future as the city holds the records – for many consecutive years - as the 

world’s least affordable housing market (Harris, 2016). Between 2003 and 2016, 

the property prices soared 370 per cent and young people find it very hard to afford 

housing. Without being able to foresee a future where they could afford their own 

housing, the youth has to live with their parents long after their adolescence years. 

Secondly, the polarization has political grounds. The attitudes of youth 

towards political reform was a negative in recent years (Chiu, 2010). Thus, OCM 

offered the grounds for performative radical actions, giving the opportunity to 

young people to show their discontent both towards social and political reforms in 

the city. As argued by Lee, “polarization effects arise mainly and particularly 

conspicuously when the society as a whole is already moving toward polarization 
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within a context of heightened political conflicts” (2016, 57). OCM provided the 

fertile grounds for polarization in society and the use of SNS was an important tool 

for mobilization (Lee and Chan 2016). It is more difficult to point out towards a 

correlation between the uses of DoM on polarising attitudes. This is because most 

studies discussed the use of SNS during OCM but did not focus on specific content. 

In this light, it is difficult to say if they young people who took the streets of Hong 

Kong in 2014 were exclusively influenced by what their friends were sharing, or 

also by what digital platforms were publishing around that time.  

The political polarization was highlighted during the New-Territories by-

elections and legislative elections in 2016. Capitalizing on the attention received 

during and after the OCM, political activists formed new groups and made an 

immediate impact on the political scene. As argued in the previous chapter, pro-

democracy and pro-Beijing groups dominated Hong Kongese politics since the 

early 90’s. In 2016, six groups that were formed after OCM joined forces and 

formed an electoral alliance titled AllinHK. What these political groups have in 

common is the concept of self-determination as the approach to solving Hong 

Kong’s problems.  This approach is completely at odds with the direction embraced 

by the parties perceived as being pro-Beijing and much more radical than what the 

pro-democracy groups stand for. Thus, the political spectrum became divided 

between political groups arguing that Hong Kong should embrace its Chinese past, 

present and future and political groups claiming that the only way forward is 

through local self-determination.  

The public was also polarized in the way it used digital technologies to 

access the news during OCM. Almost half of younger people who protested 

obtained their news from the various websites via their mobile phones whereas only 
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1 in 5 of those aged over 60 did so (P. S. N. Lee, So, and Leung 2015, 358). As well, 

another study suggests that Facebook users in Hong Kong are more likely to engage 

in politics and protests compared to those who are not users of the SNS (M. Chan 

2016b).  

In the previous sections of this chapter I have argued that media in the 4th 

stage of development is characterised by a split between legacy outlets and digital-

only, non-for-profit publications. As well, I argued that the polarisation of the 

journalistic field follows a trend of social polarisation in Hong Kong: the youth are 

disillusioned with their future and are prone to protest and voice out their anger 

towards the local and the Beijing governments. In the following sections, I will 

present a very important pressure point for journalists – physical violence, followed 

by the characteristics of the Hong Kongese journalistic field, such as digital 

penetration and freedom press rankings. These characteristics are extremely helpful 

for a better overview of the main threats and possible opportunities for the 

journalists.  

6.5 Psychological and Physical Violence against Journalists 

During the protests, about 30 journalists were attacked on the streets of Hong Kong 

(Sham Yee Lan, March 14 2015 Public Lecture at HKBU). Some of these were 

camera operators caught between the protesters and the police, while others were 

victims of the tear gas bombs that were fired by security forces on the 28th of 

September 2014. This is for the first time when local journalists are suffering 

physical risks at such a large scale while performing their work routines. It moves 

the previous psychological threat of self-censorship into the physical realm where 

journalists’ integrity is put at risk. These incidents came after Ming Pao’s former 

chief editor, Kevin Lau - whose contract the same newspaper was terminated a 
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month before – was stabbed three times on the 26th of February 2014. While 

physical attacks on journalists in Hong Kong are not new10, 2014 was different 

given the violence of the attacks and the high number of victims.   

Violence was not only directed towards the journalists. During the protests, 

a TVB television crew captured on camera how a protester was kicked multiple 

times by what appeared to be officers of the law. The broadcasted segment 

described the event as police officers “punching and kicking” a protester. However, 

in the subsequent broadcasts, the management team decided to remove this voice-

over description of the events. This decision made the TVB journalists launch a 

signature campaign asking for the protection of editorial freedom and independence. 

The campaign did not end in their favour as those who initiated it were removed 

from their posts and have since resigned (Sham Yee Lan, March 14 2015 Public 

Lecture at HKBU). It is worth mentioning this incident because it portrays the 

pressures journalists had to face during the protests. Not only was their corporal 

identity at jeopardy during the events, but they also had to suffer organizational 

censorship and self-censorship to new levels. As many accounts will reveal in the 

next chapters, journalists felt constant pressuring during and after the protests. What 

they previously considered to be objective reporting was now considered to be 

biased. If the narrative did not fit in with the expectations set up by their media 

company, or by the newsroom editors, then the journalists would have two choices: 

either to report it with the fear of facing criticism from editors, or change the 

narrative in order to fit the expectations. These instances fit well with how Lee 

                                                           

10 In 1996, journalist Leung Tin-wai was stabbed in the back. In 1998, prominent radio talk show 

host Albert Chang was also stabbed. Both cases remain unsolved up to this day. (Kaiman, 2014) 
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describes the process of self-censorship: “compliance with external demands based 

on the perception of limited or no better choices, rather than volition" (1998, 58). 

As the next chapters will show, the physical and psychological threats are not to be 

ignored in the current stage of press development in Hong Kong. While this research 

does not tackle these threats in an exhaustive manner, they are issues that journalists 

keep in mind and might influence some editorial decisions.  

6.6 Digital Penetration, Media Use and other Characteristics of the Journalistic 

Field 

In the following section I will describe some of the characteristics of the journalistic 

field in Hong Kong. Issues such as digital penetration and the state of press freedom 

will be presented. The purpose is to provide an informative starting point for the 

following chapters.  

The Economist Intelligence Unit’s 2016 Index of Democracy considers 

Hong Kong to be a flawed democracy, ranking number 68, with an overall score of 

6.42, at almost equal distance between the score obtained by China (3.14, ranked 

136) and the score obtained by Norway, the highest-ranking country (9.93) (The 

Economist, 2016). This is an important aspect as the local journalists tend to 

compare Hong Kong with both their Western counterparts and with mainland China. 

While the developments from the former are seen as desirable and worth following, 

the latter is seen as having poor professional standards and undesirable. Hong Kong 

is considered to be the territory with the freest economy in the world in the Index 

of Economic Freedom (Heritage, 2017). In this report, Hong Kong is described as 

having a “high-quality legal framework, which provides effective protection of 

property rights and strong support for the rule of law” (Ibid.). Thus, Hong Kong is 

expecting to witness huge pressures in terms of market competition and ownership 
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pressures. This point is important as this research discusses the economic pressures 

felt by journalists.  As argued by Lee and Chu, Hong Kong press has a “power-

dependent nature”, meaning that in a capitalistic setting it will criticise the power 

holders so it could legitimise itself for commercial and professional reasons (1998, 

75).  

  Hong Kong has a highly-advanced telecommunication infrastructure (Chan 

2016a) and it aims to be “the telecommunications, broadcasting and Internet hub in 

the Asia-Pacific region” (OFTA 2011, 2). Today, Hong Kong has a household 

internet broadband penetration rate of 93.1% and a staggering 241.7% penetration 

rate for mobile subscribers. This is explained by the fact that many Hongkongers 

have a subscription for both their mobile phones and their tablets, and by the fact 

that some of the frequent visitors from mainland China have mobile subscription 

plans from in Hong Kong. According to the research group We Are Social 79% of 

Hongkongers own a smartphone, 58% own a desktop or a computer, while 37% of 

them own a tablet device (2016). The same report highlights that 4.8 million 

Hongkongers are active social media users, spending an average of 90 minutes 

every day using social media on any of the devices they own. It is worth noting that 

the average daily time for watching television is 97 minutes, showing how much 

social media was able to catch up with television, a medium that has been around 

for decades.  

 The numbers provided above hint that the public has the technological 

affordances to select its online content, but also to distribute it further. As well, the 

high penetration rate of the internet points out to the fact that the public is able to 

move away from the sphere of influence that legacy media has. While this study is 
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not directly concerned with the type of content consumed and distributed by the 

public, this aspect is relevant for the DoM.  

  Many of the DoM have a strong presence on Facebook, the most used social 

media platform (We Are Social, 2016). Inmedia has more than 487,000 likes on 

Facebook while the legacy newspaper Ming Pao has a little over 310,000 likes. On 

the other hand, South China Morning Post has 439,000 likes – also explainable by 

its long presence in the market and by the fact that it is perceived as the main English 

media newspaper in Hong Kong (Lau, forthcoming) - while Hong Kong Free Press 

has 66,000 likes on Facebook.  

 As highlighted in the previous chapter, freedom of the press and self-

censorship are issues that are taken very seriously in Hong Kong. Thus, it would be 

important to highlight some of the rankings that shine light on where the media in 

Hong Kong situates itself in comparison to other countries but also how its freedom 

and credibility evolved throughout the years. A drastic evolution can be noticed in 

the ranking offered by Reporters without Borders. In the global press freedom 

ranking, Hong Kong plummeted from the 18th position in 2002 to the 73rd place 15 

years later, as shown in Table 3.  
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Table 3. Freedom of the Press in Hong Kong. Source: Reporters without Borders’ website 

 

The non-governmental organisation warns that “the erosion of Hong Kong’s 

media independence vis-à-vis Beijing is now underway. The media are finding it 

more and more difficult to cover sensitive stories about the Hong Kong government 

and mainland China, and the need to protect their editorial positions from Beijing’s 

influence is increasingly noticeable.” (Reporters without Borders, 2017). Thus, the 

freedom of the press is described as being directly affected by the political pressures 

incoming from Beijing.  

 Another organisation compiling charts on the freedom of the press around 

the world is Freedom House. In their rankings, there is a noticeable trend of press 

freedom deterioration starting with 2009. Then, the territory went from having a 

free press to having a partly-free press. Since the OCM in 2004, Hong Kong is not 

ranked in the first 40 countries. In its most recent report, Freedom House highlights 

that Hong Kongese journalists “have faced a growing risk of violence in the course 

of their work, and media independence is increasingly undermined by local 
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authorities, pressure from Beijing, and the role of wealthy owners with political and 

business interests in mainland China.” (Freedom House, 2017).  

 

Table 4. Freedom of the Press in Hong Kong. Source: Freedom House’s website 

Local scholars have also tried to measure the credibility of media in Hong Kong. 

The results show that throughout the years the public’s perception on media 

credibility stayed at a constant level. However, it is noticeable that after OCM the 

average ratings for press credibility went lower than they were before.  

 

Table 5. Credibility Ratings of News Media. Source: HKU polling 

https://www.hkupop.hku.hk/english/popexpress/press/nm_credibility/year/MC_year_chart.html. 

 

In recent years, the Hong Kong Journalists Association (HKJA) carried its 

own surveys and tried to understand both the public’s and the journalists’ opinions 
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on press freedom and on self-censorship. While the numbers are relatively constant 

throughout the years, it is worth noting that journalists have a lower perception of 

press freedom than the public does and journalists also have a stronger sense on 

how pervasive self-censorship is.      

The Hong Kong Press Freedom Index  

Year General 

public’s 

opinion on 

press 

freedom 

(1=lowest, 

100= highest) 

Journalists’ 

opinion on 

press 

freedom 

(1=lowest, 

100= 

highest) 

Journalists’ 

perception of 

how common 

self-censorship is  

(0=very common, 

10=not common 

at all)  

Public’s 

perception of 

how common 

self-censorship is  

(0=very common, 

10=not common 

at all) 

2013 49.4 42.0 3.1 4.6 

2014 48.8 38.9 3.0 N/A 

2015 47.4 38.2 2.9 4.2 

2016 48 39.4 3.1 4.5 

Table 6. Freedom of the Press Index. Source: Hong Kong Journalists’ Association Annual Reports 

This chapter aimed to provide a picture of a very rapidly moving Hong 

Kongese journalistic field. I call the period from the Occupy Central Movement 

until present “the 4th stage” of media development in Hong Kong. Its rupture with 

the previous stage was provoked by the Occupy Central Movement, street protests 

that highlighted the severe social inequalities in Hong Kong. It also sheds light on 

the main worries that journalists have regarding their future freedoms. As this 

chapter ends, I hope the readers of this dissertation have the necessary background 

to better understand the problems and the solutions that local journalists have in 

patrolling their professional boundaries.  
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7. The Impact of Technological Convergence and Actants on the Journalistic 

Field 

This chapter will present and discuss the implications of the process of 

technological convergence and of technological actants on journalistic practices in 

both the legacy and the digital-only newsrooms. The discussion draws from both 

in-depth interview with the journalists and from newsroom observations. It will 

provide partial answers for the RQ1 and RQ3 of this research.  

7.1 Immediacy and Liveness Are out of Control: “I am Puppet of Technology” 

Most journalists agree that technological convergence has dramatically changed the 

pace of media production. From computer software to mobile phone apps and 

broadcasting technologies, these actants are all adding up to a faster, 24-7 style of 

media production. Perhaps surprisingly, the ones who cope best with this pace and 

the growing presence of actants in newsrooms are not the ones who work for digital-

only media platforms. Instead, it is the television journalists who show the highest 

adaptability to the process of technological convergence and to the use of actants. 

As previously highlighted by Lewis and Cushion, breaking news stories are part of 

the daily routine nowadays although they were initially well kept for highly 

dramatic events (2009, 306). When the print editions were forced to shift their focus 

to constant online updates, newspaper journalists followed the steps of those who 

were working for 24-hour news television (Saltzis 2012). One factor that cannot be 

understated when asking what made television journalists better at using digital and 

networked technologies was their longer tradition in dealing with such actants. 

Although they provide a great deal of criticism for journalists who are feeding the 

24-hour breaking news cycle, Rosenberg and Feldman point out how the 

development of technologies transformed television journalism. They note that 
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“[n]ews on TV is driven largely by technology…. events are covered live not 

because it makes journalistic sense, but because you have all the toys, all the 

technological goodies at your command” (2008, 15). Therefore, news stations that 

have been around for at least two decades had a long time to master the technologies 

as they transitioned from an analogue to a digital environment (Emery et al. 1997).  

Nowadays, television journalists are able to go live from any corner of the 

world at a very low cost. This was the case of one of my interviewees, who was on 

a sabbatical in Scotland during the 2013 referendum for independence. Her 

colleagues asked her to help with some broadcasts. “I had a camera, a tripod and a 

computer, enough to be a one-man band” (Legacy 2), she recalls. She filmed, did 

the vox-pops11, a stand-up, and sent the video feed to the newsroom via internet. 

However, on the day of the referendum, her colleagues asked her for a live 

transmission via telephone. “Don’t you want me live on camera?!” (Legacy 2), she 

replied. “But you have no camera man”, her surprised colleagues told her.  

“‘Actually, we can use Skype, I used it once before and it went 

well…’ So we try and test and the quality is super clear. And it was 

so funny! Other journalists are looking at me: ‘You do this by 

yourself?’. I said ‘Yes, because my company is so cheap!...’ I was 

kidding. I used a selfie stick and my phone, with headphones. They 

could see me and I could talk. So, I went live and the quality was 

unbelievably good! You can also use your iPhone to do something 

like this.” (Legacy 2).  

                                                           
11 Vox-pop comes from the Latin “vox-populi” and means “voice of the people”. It is widely used 

in television and radio programs to convey the public opinion on certain matters.  
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A “one-man band” reporter, as the journalist described herself was able to do what 

a crew consisting of a camera man, a reporter, a sound man and a lights man was 

normally doing a couple of decades ago. This is a prime example of how television 

journalists have an edge in making good use of the technological convergence 

processes, but also on how the actants are compatible with one another and facilitate 

broadcasting from anywhere in the world with. Another television journalist 

highlights how different a newsroom looks today in comparison with how it used 

to look a few decades earlier:  

“I got my first job in the 80’s and back then we were still using pen 

and paper to write the scripts. We had many tapes and I was always 

afraid that we did not carry too many of them with us. Since the early 

90’s everything is computerised and we are able to work much faster 

than we used to.” (Legacy 4).  

“There’s not a team to help you anymore, a driver, a sound person, 

a lights person and a cameraman. Nowadays, you only have the 

camera operator, at most. What I shoot is not as good as he can shoot. 

And I can focus on reporting and he can focus on filming. Two is 

always better than one.” (Legacy 14). 

The television journalists’ habitus was constantly rearticulated to make way for the 

integration of technological actants and the process of convergence. From a 

boundary-work perspective, these journalists expanded the boundaries of their 

domain, being able to accommodate new actants (i.e. satellite broadcasting) and 

together with them the process of technological convergence. Nevertheless, there 

are complaints about the overuse of technology and about the tendency to go live 
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for any kind of event. An actant regarded as a game changer by television journalists 

is the mobile link technology12, which allows for wireless transmission from a 

camera to a microwave collecting point (usually found inside the newsroom). It is 

a prime example of how the process of technological convergence and the actants 

are intertwining in the journalistic work. The camera operator films with a digital 

camera and wears a backpack with a transmission kit that broadcasts with the help 

mobile phone sim cards. The generic name for this equipment is TVUPack and it is 

much more mobile than broadcasting via satellite. This is because no cables are 

necessary and the filming crew is not static. As well, it is much cheaper than sending 

a video feed via satellite because the only costs are those of buying mobile phone 

sim cards and not a satellite link. If in the past, after filming the material, the 

reporters would return to the newsroom with the footage, now they live-stream the 

footage simultaneously. One senior reporter praises this technology: 

“One device changed the whole process of news recording: TVU 

Packs. In the past, when we were in the basement of the town doing 

a live presser, we can do nothing but run a lot of cable and set up a 

transmitter. However, since we are using the TVU we can just go in 

using the public communication network and go live.” (Legacy 4). 

“When we started using TVUPacks it was amazing! We could send 

our footage from anywhere we wanted and the quality is quite good. 

Not as good as the satellite, but much more flexible in terms of space 

and time. Quite heavy, but very cheap.” (Legacy 1) 

                                                           
12 This mobile broadcasting device can transmit live HDTV signal over 3G, 4G or other WiFi 

networks. 
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 In the newsroom, a senior reporter would monitor the video feed and stay in contact 

with the reporter. One of the interviewees for this study described himself as a 

“puppet of the TVUPacks” who “lost the autonomy to decide what is important to 

film and what is not” (Legacy 6).  

“This is because they [senior reporters] can watch everything you 

have done on the spot. ‘Hey, your camera is not on a good position! 

Try to move it forward!’; ‘Hey, don't do a vox-pop at this time, you 

should interview someone else!’; ‘Hey, you are not in a very good 

position, other TV stations have better [filming] angles, try to get 

closer!’ So, I think because of these technologies I have lost the 

autonomy as a reporter. As a reporter, you should be the one who 

knows more and better than your colleagues in the newsroom know. 

All you can see in the newsroom is from this camera, what happens 

around the camera you cannot see. When you want to do something 

valuable in terms of news, but your assignment editor calls and says 

‘No, do not go into that direction, go back to where you were earlier!’ 

You have to obey this order because it's coming from a supervisor.” 

(Legacy 6) 

This account portrays the stress and the immediacy brought over by convergent 

technology. At the same time, it pinpoints to a conflict within the newsroom 

between junior reporters and more senior staff, whether these are assignment editors, 

senior reporters, editors or producers. At the centre of this conflict is the accusation 

of senior reporters that those from the younger generation are skilled in using the 

technology, but lack core aspects of professional journalism training. This is a way 

for senior journalists to demarcate their professional boundaries and to exclude 
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anyone who does not meet the professional standards. Given their long-standing 

editorial capital and given they are the dominant group of journalists in Hong Kong, 

senior journalists get to have the saying in who is and who is not a professional 

journalist. Junior reporters in Hong Kong are accused of lacking professional 

standards and norms, only being skilled in working with actants and dealing well 

with the process of technological convergence. An executive leader of a local 

television station provides the following details: 

“The more experienced editors and journalists they are very well 

trained in news coverage, but they are not very good at using the 

new media and all the technical skills that are necessary nowadays. 

This has become a hurdle for the more experienced journalists. 

However, for the younger journalists, who are in their 20's, most of 

them are very familiar with social media, they have good skills of 

using desktop editing, or transmitting audio-visual content, they are 

very much skilled in handling all these new devices.  The problem 

is that they are not experienced; they are not good at handling 

editorial content. There is a gap inside the newsroom that requires 

the older generation and the younger generation to work closer 

together. In some cases, there are some conflicts.” (Legacy 6).  

Another senior reporter complains about the attitude of the younger generation of 

journalists: “The journalists have technical skills, flexibility and a sense of news. 

They have challenges in being good team leaders because they do not care enough 

about their crew. They have speed and they can use the technology, but they do not 

have the necessary depth.” (Legacy 8). Although the generational conflict does not 

have technology at the centre of its dispute, most of the senior reporters mention 
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the use of technology as one of the very few positive attributes of the young 

generation. While the senior staff takes pride in upholding the professional 

standards, they appreciate young reporters for their fast and efficient use of 

technology. On the other hand, younger journalists defend themselves by pointing 

to their senior colleagues who do not have the necessary patience and who push 

them to work harder than they are capable of. According to the junior reporters, this 

is happening exactly because the senior reporters are working in the newsroom 

while the junior reporters are on the field covering many events with the help of 

TVUPacks.  

“The cons of TVU Packs is that it really exhausts us. As a reporter, 

you do not have to take care of the camera or the tripods in the past 

because they were specially designed for camera operators. But now, 

you have two people. One - reporter and one camera operator. The 

camera operator is bearing this [TVU]Pack, which is around 20 

pounds, his camera weights the same. Imagine how hard it is filming 

with 40 pounds of weight outside in the sun. Of course, I must help 

him to do his job… The autonomy was affected. The professional 

skills of the camera operator are also affected. Those who make 

decisions should be the camera people, not those who are watching 

the live-feed in the newsroom. It really affects people's motivation 

to do their work. ‘I do not have to decide or even to think what I am 

going to shoot. I will just follow the indications coming from the 

newsroom.’ This is another reason why crewmembers or journalists 

have negative impressions on the advanced technologies. They 

really don't have a good feeling about this TVU Pack.” (Legacy 6).  
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The feeling of losing his autonomy to technology and to senior colleagues left the 

journalist disconcerted. He felt that the TVUPack “is like a CCTV, the people in 

the newsroom can constantly monitor what we are doing. Anytime.” (Legacy 6). 

Another downside to the constant use of this digital and networked technology is 

that it allows the journalists no downtime. A journalist explains:  

“Because it is so convenient, every single moment you need to work! 

You have no more excuses, the satellite was expensive, broadcasting 

from some places was impossible. But nowadays there are no more 

excuses. You must work; you can broadcast your feed and go live 

anytime. You cannot rest. Even if something big happens during the 

night, you can do it.  They [the editors] can reach you and you can 

reach them at any time. Actually, it is good, but on the personal side 

you are more tired and people ask you to do so many more things 

than before.” (Legacy 2).  

However, the journalist also saw the silver line in using the TVU Packs in 

appraising their capacity to film and to broadcast much faster than before: “It is 

very convenient to do the breaking news, because you do not want to search for a 

place to insert your link. You just want to live-feed to your newsroom. It is very 

convenient for us to get the videos back into the station.” (Legacy 2). A senior 

colleague who praises the new possibilities offered by technological convergence 

shares this opinion: “The thinking has also changed. You go there, set up, take a 

shot, pan, and zoom in when the speaker comes in” (Legacy 4).  

 These perspectives show that the advancement of technological 

convergence is having an impact on the professional standards of journalists. The 
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jurisdiction is challenged because the journalists have to cover more news than 

before and sometimes the covered events are not selected based on newsworthiness, 

but based on their immediacy. What matters is to go live not because it is worth it, 

but because the technology allows them to do this at a low cost. This is an evident 

challenge to the element of doxa in the field theory. The tacit rules taken for granted 

by the journalists are undergoing severe disruptions. This is because in the 

continuous 24-7 cycle of news production, little time remains to focus on what is 

newsworthy and what is not. The journalists have less time to judge the implications 

of their news, and even to form objective and balance views because they have less 

time to contact all the involved parties. By focusing only on feeding the 24-7 beast, 

journalists managed to reshuffle their taken-for granted rules and very few of them 

are able to explain and to agree upon what journalism should be like.   

  There are also normative transformations as the pace of editing, filming, 

sourcing, and checking is much different given the large amount of news. A senior 

journalist remembers that a couple of decades ago he used to cover one event per 

day. Nowadays, junior reporters cover on average about three events in the ten 

hours of daily work. From this perspective, the advancement of actants for 

television reporters redrew the boundaries of journalistic profession. Technology 

opened up the field to new typologies of news and to a different workflow. 

Journalistic practices are expanding their boundaries as journalists consider new 

practices to be acceptable. Just as the above examples point out, as those journalists 

who do fieldwork have more to work and have more and more equipment to carry 

with them, those who are working from within the newsroom have less complicated 

tasks to do as they can always watch the live feed in real time. Technological 

convergence in itself does not construct a boundary between senior and junior 
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journalists, but it is regarded as a token of exchange by both groups to draw lines 

between what separates them. Thus, technological convergence and the actants are 

shifting the focus from traditional ways of professional demarcation (e.g. 

journalistic standards, social capital) to how one group or another deal with 

technological convergence and actants.  

In their discourse, journalists still point to professional norms such as 

objectivity as their main priority. However, a closer look at their workflow raises 

questions on how much time they have available for balancing the news. They have 

to be live for long periods and cannot take breaks to carry out their interviews or 

vox-pops. The journalists I have interviewed were excited to discuss about the 

advantages of TVUPacks, as they use them in their daily routine and it provides 

them with more possibilities to broadcast and to go live than in the past. However, 

after spending more time discussing the normative use of actants corroborated with 

their professional standards, journalists started to give more and more examples of 

the negative elements brought up to their work by technological convergence. 

Nevertheless, journalists have found solutions to ride the wave of technological 

development and use it to their professional interest. The following section will 

discuss the ways in which journalists use actants such as mobile and desktop apps 

in order to keep under control of the high tide of immediacy.  

7.2 Creating a Pool of Knowledge to Navigate the Technological Wave 

The media competition in Hong Kong is a fierce one (So and Chan 2007) and at 

times the journalists are “trapped between heightened political pressure from China 

and potentially powerful local public opinions” (Lee 2007, 145). This context 

should make the journalists fight for exclusive news and be the first ones to report 

on different events. However, throughout the interviews many journalists admitted 
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to be part of WhatsApp groups where they share information about the events taking 

place in Hong Kong with other colleagues. The main purpose is to create a pool of 

knowledge so that journalists, especially the junior ones, do not miss important 

events and thus do no attract the criticism of their senior colleagues. Three 

journalists mentioned they are part of the WhatsApp group. Initiated in 2014, this 

group had the main purpose to create a dialogue between the journalists who were 

covering OCM. A reporter describes it:  

“We are a group of about 60 reporters from all the stations and we 

exchange information. It was a source during the days of OCM. We 

learned about many things that were happening in Mong Kok from 

that group. It was very difficult for all of us because there was not 

enough manpower to cover everything.” (Legacy 6).  

Asked whether the senior reporters and editors are aware of these WhatsApp groups, 

one of the reporters provided a surprising answer:  

“Our management will not be upset about this kind of cooperation. 

From the perspective of our management, they somehow rely on this 

sort of cooperation. ‘Please, ask your friends what is going on there 

to decide whether we should send another crew in your area’. Those 

editors have their own way of communicating as well, similar to our 

WhatsApp group. It will not be a taboo in our daily operations.” 

(DoM 2) 

Given that journalists are very busy throughout the day and the summary meetings 

for the following day finish late in the evening, the journalists collaborate in order 

to make sure they have all the right events on the agenda. This highlights once again 
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the habitus of journalists who still rely on traditional ways of constructing the public 

agenda, a way that does not fully follows the technological developments in the 

field. Most of the ways journalists prepare for the following day are anchored in the 

past, and the routines were not pressured by the 24-7 production cycles. A reporter 

explains:  

“It is too late to call the sources directly, but we still need to double 

check the information we have with what others have. For example, 

at times, I call certain radio station or other TV station and I ask if 

they have the same topics on the agenda. - Isn’t it weird to share 

information with your competitors? We do it every night; we 

exchange information or assignments with other media institutions 

to make sure we are not left alone. I call the institution and I find the 

night shift editor. Sometimes it is about court cases ‘Yes, we do have 

this case in Kowloon Court District, I confirm.’ It is a win-win 

situation for both of us because we crosscheck our information.” 

(Legacy 14) 

Whether they obtain this information through WhatsApp chat groups or via mobile 

phones, the need to share information with each other comes from the fact that 

journalists find their working hours very long and they do not have enough time to 

take care of the details for the next day’s agenda during regular working hours. As 

the market competition grows in Hong Kong, the journalistic competition appears 

to fade. This process fits within the “informal networking” process that Barbie 

Zelizer (1993, 221) suggests might be responsible for building journalistic 

communities. With the help of chat groups such as WhatsApp the journalists can 

coordinate in real time, both in the field and with those in the newsroom. The 
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newsroom observation for this study highlighted that television journalists barely 

have deadlines, except for those who work for dedicated talk shows or news 

programs. The disappearance of deadlines created new ways for both producing and 

consuming the news, as one journalist exemplifies:  

“My newspaper’s print deadline was at midnight. In the past, if the 

story broke at 6PM, you would still have 6 hours to get to the 

deadline. In addition, people were used to get the news in the 

morning after. Everyone from journalists to the public had the same 

patterns of working and consuming the news - deadlines in the 

evening and reading the papers in the morning. With TV news, the 

story is a bit different, but even TV news, unlike online [newspapers], 

had a set time - like 6PM. Today, there are no more deadlines. It 

adds to the pressure because you have to produce more, faster, 

naturally if you work faster, you will be prone to do more mistakes.” 

(Legacy 12) 

The reporters, the editors and the producers are working on a very fast-paced tempo 

and do their best to broadcast the information they have as soon as possible. This is 

only possible with the use of actants. While digital-only journalists and those who 

work for legacy newspapers rely mainly on text and photos to update their news, 

television journalists do their best to incorporate videos and graphic elements as 

much as possible.  A senior journalist explains:  

“A few years ago, WhatsApp was not so popular. Now we send 3 

crews to the scene of the news. One going live, one taking footage 

from the rooftop, one interviewing people. They will send their shots 
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back to the newsroom. The duty editor is inputting all these materials 

and he or she would instruct a junior reporter or duty reporter to 

write the script. Then, they will just put it to the WhatsApp and send 

it to the group. The person who is going live would use this as a 

source or as a Q&A material.” (Legacy 14) 

Instead of calling each other on mobile phones, the journalists communicate mainly 

via WhatsApp. Throughout my observation in the newsroom, most of the times the 

journalists were calling on their mobile phones only when they had to discuss with 

people from outside the newsroom. Landline telephones are usually absenting from 

their desks as few of them still use them. With their colleagues, the communication 

channel of choice was either WhatsApp or Facebook Messenger. The journalists 

find it extremely convenient to communicate with their colleagues via instant 

messenger groups than by phone calls. A legacy media journalist explains why:  

“Four years ago, after our interview or our assignment we would call 

our senior and briefly tell them about my work so they could 

measure my article and save space in the paper. Right now, we still 

call them, but afterwards we will have to write the instant news for 

our social media. Instead of going to the newsroom, I use my 

smartphone to type my text and everyone will be able to see it and 

paste it in the paper.” (Legacy 13).  

By using the actants in this way, the journalists – especially the legacy ones - show 

that they do their best to keep up with the fast pace of 24-7 news cycles. In the 

following section, I will discuss some of the difficulties faced by the journalists 

working for digital-only media.  
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7.3 Digital-Natives, Professional-Freshmen  

The main challenges identified by those who work in digital-only media is the lack 

of proper training in dealing with actants. As previously shown by Deuze (2007) 

and by Robinson (2011) print journalists had major difficulties to adapt to the 

workflow of an online newsroom. This is not exactly the case of journalists based 

in Hong Kong because the high penetration rate in the territory led the journalists 

to be early adopters and to incorporate technological convergence and actants in 

their daily practices. It is true that many journalists – junior or senior ones – are still 

debating the effects of relying on a large amount of technological convergence. 

However, the main difficulties do not come from their normative use of actants but 

from the implications the technological convergence process have on their 

professional standards. An area where journalists – especially junior ones – have 

problems in dealing with actants, both on a normative and on a professional level, 

is that of digital-only media outlets. This might come as a surprise, given that the 

journalists’ age is, on average, much younger than of those who work in legacy 

media newsrooms. These are digital native reporters who were around 10 years old 

when social media platforms such as YouTube or Facebook emerged and who fully 

believe in the positive aspects of actants. Nevertheless, they are also the ones who 

face the biggest challenges, as they are the first generation of data journalists to 

enter the profession in Hong Kong. One journalist describes his situation:  

“We have a lot of workshops, of training in the newsroom in order 

to create infographics, to gather data and to use the necessary 

software to process it. We are learning things; some colleagues 

would teach us and share their knowledge with us. However, even 

though these workshops are free, they put some burden on us. I feel 
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it is too much, and it is difficult to digest everything. We also have 

to practice after each workshop and once a session is finished, I have 

to prepare quite a lot for the second session. Most often, I have no 

spare time to do this.” (DoM 10) 

This account highlights that time is one of the main resources that journalists, 

especially the young ones, are not able to handle in the current environment. 

Although they have the basic technological skills when they enter the newsroom, 

they find it very difficult to keep up with the latest developments, especially when 

it comes to learning how to use new software and how to use big data. Another 

journalist working for DoM further explains:  

“We use a lot of software to communicate, create databases and 

manage the projects with my colleagues. Technology helped me to 

collect information, but some software programmes are difficult to 

handle. Because we are a small newsroom with very limited 

resources, we have to use a translation software, a data scrapping 

software, and a data processing one. It is difficult and sometimes I 

feel like I am not a journalist, but a software engineer.” (DoM 7) 

The high requirements of technological knowledge are confusing the reporters who, 

at times, doubt their professional role. They differ from many other legacy 

journalists because they rarely leave the newsroom to do fieldwork. The bulk of 

their stories go online after other media outlets collected, verified and published the 

information. Most of those who work in the Data Departments of DoM newsrooms 

are still trained in the mass-media paradigm, meaning that they learn the principles 

and norms of journalism, but they receive little training in handling the technologies. 
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A former Chief of Technology (CTO) who worked in a DoM newsroom provides 

details:  

“I think we witnessed the first generation of data journalists coming 

from the university into the newsroom. There are two types: people 

know journalism, but they have little skills when it comes to data; or 

there are people like me who know technology, but don't have a 

background in journalism. I don't think anyone has really proper 

training.” (DoM 4). 

A former legacy journalist who recently joined academia also shares this 

perspective. In his opinion, Hong Kong is not ready to embrace fully the digital turn 

because the problems of its media system are not related to the technological turn, 

but rather the burdening political and economic realities.  

“Our [previous] generation had a commitment, we felt it was our 

mission to be good journalists; we were preparing for a career, for a 

mission, not a job. We were not trained to report, but we were train 

to dig. Today journalists are merely microphone carriers with little 

instinct. Today, all the journalists we train will get a job so they have 

little incentive to be innovative, to be creative, and to think outside 

of box. Before I push them to master the use of technology I must 

make sure they learn the basics of journalism. Even that is very 

difficult to do.” (Legacy 8) 

This perspective shines light on how journalists differentiate themselves not only 

based on the media outlet they work for (i.e. television, radio, newspapers), but also 

on the generational and technological grounds. Most senior journalists argue that 
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mastering the actants will not make one a journalist. Instead, the necessary qualities 

are the good use of journalistic practices, such as asking the right questions, 

verifying and balancing the news and maintaining objectivity in turbulent times. 

Nevertheless, many of those who work for DoM publications do not see the 

journalistic norms as important as their senior colleagues. Instead, they point to 

themselves as examples to illustrate that even without a lot of journalistic 

background, but with a good mastering of technology, one can create meaningful 

and lasting news stories. These journalists who recently entered the field push thus 

for a change of habitus, a redefinition of what it means to be a journalist in an era 

when the reliance on technological convergence and actants is higher than ever 

before. The CTO explains: 

“I do not have a background in journalism; I had my first contact 

with journalism and media industry in this newsroom. Previously I 

was in software engineering. –Would you describe yourself as a 

journalist? I hold several titles, including this one. I do interviews, 

but I wouldn't describe myself as a journalist. I would primarily 

describe myself as a news engineer. We produce news and during 

this time we deliver all sorts of technology. But the most important 

part for me it's what goes beyond the technology. I was able to write 

some stories just because I had the technological background, not 

because I was trained in journalism.” (DoM 4) 

This perspective is at the core boundary division between legacy journalists and 

digital-only journalists. While the former category emphasizes the journalistic 

principles, the latter do not consider these principles to be the most important ones 

in a newsroom. For them, it is much more important to deliver the message than to 
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waste their time with what they consider philosophical issues such as journalistic 

principles. As new actors enter the field, they differentiate themselves based on the 

position they take in the field (Benson 2006). Given that Hong Kongese journalists 

do not require a license of practice in order to enter the field, as it is the case in 

other countries such as Italy, Portugal, Brazil, and partially in France, where the 

license is not compulsory, but one needs the Carte de Press (Press Card) in order 

to report from governmental institutions or crime scenes. However, these different 

groups of journalists in Hong Kong redraw their own professional boundaries and 

argue that one should be kept outside or at the margin of the filed if she or he does 

not adhere to the journalistic principles.  

 This section provided accounts of the difficulties of fresh graduates who 

join the DoM newsrooms. They are more technically skilled than most of those who 

work in legacy newsrooms, but this is not enough to guarantee them a smooth 

professional path in the journalistic profession. The following section will discuss 

the use of social networks in collecting, publishing and distributing news content 

for both legacy and DoM newsrooms.  

7.4 The Use of Social Networks 

Most of the interviewed journalists admit to rely on social media to either stay up 

to date with what their competitors are publishing, what the audience engages with, 

or simply to collect data for their stories. The latter operation will be discussed in 

the next chapter, which deals with user-generated content and public participation. 

When it comes to publishing and distributing news content on social networks, the 

DoM newsrooms have a better use of social media than their legacy colleagues do. 

This is perhaps unsurprising, as they perceive social networks to be natural 

extensions of their websites utilised to attract more viewers on their news stories. 
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In one legacy newsroom, the person in charge of the Facebook page is the same 

person who also works as planning editor. The newsroom does not have a dedicated 

team for social media operations. A dedicated social media team should be created, 

he argues, and he does not understand why the management of his media company 

does not invest more in these operations. The social media editor has to wait for his 

television to broadcast the news first and only afterwards is he able to shovel them 

on Facebook. He considers this sequence of events to be wrong, as the video 

materials are usually ready in advance and could be uploaded on Facebook before 

they are broadcasted on television:  

“We have a different audience on Facebook, but our old production 

patterns are still in place. The publishing for me would start only late 

afternoon. Then I would go straight to publish the local news first. 

After that, I would upload the program dealing with Chinese affairs 

and then work on some other videos because I do have them in 

advance but I cannot upload them until the show is finished.” 

(Legacy 4) 

The frustration of this journalist could be juxtaposed with that of his colleagues who 

complain that technology’s pace is too fast and they are losing their autonomy. 

Contrary, this account highlights how some journalists wish they could move faster 

and reach their public immediately, without having to wait for the media logic of 

broadcasting to go first, while the online content goes second. On the other hand, it 

also shows how television journalists have the tendency to “normalize” (Singer 

2005) the internet by placing it on the second place, after their broadcasting 

operations. Most of the people I have interviewed agree that this should change, as 

television would have to re-invent itself in order to compete with the online realm. 
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However, this does not happen as the journalists in the territory still enjoy a high 

degree of social capital and a revamping of their habitus and doxa would push them 

from the position of dominant actors in the field to that of dominated agents:  

“Television will have less audience in the future. Thus, it will have 

to move online in an environment it is not used to control. Shovelling 

the content will not be enough. So far, the television’s only 

advantage is that conventional wisdom sees it as more relevant than 

the online medium.” (Legacy 14) 

In order to keep their audience engaged on social media, the editors of these 

platforms do follow the conversations that occur in the “Comments” field. When 

they do this, their role as journalists ends and they try to manage the community 

built around the posts:  

“The feedback we get on TV is very different from the feedback we 

get on the social networks. For TV, you go on air and people see [the 

story] and move on… Whereas, when you post online the content is 

there to stay, it is public and people will follow and criticize you. I 

feel that you cannot have any kind of reasonable, sensible discussion 

on this platform [Facebook]. If they think that it's good, they don't 

say anything. If they think that it's bad, they will attack you hard.” 

(Legacy 3)  

“We also have users who are paid to leave comments. We believe 

people who have close relations with the Beijing government pay 

them. On one side, you have the localists and on the other side you 

have the pro-Beijing supporters. They will argue among themselves 
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online. I made a promise not to post any kind of reaction or feedback 

on their disagreement. No point because it is wasting my time and if 

I think it is too controversial I will read the comments - with a smile 

on my face - but provide no reaction.” (Legacy 4)  

The planning editor turned Facebook editor never imagined he would have to be a 

referee between two political groups that quarrel online. However, he had to expand 

his professional expertise in order to ensure that people will still regard his TV 

channel as being an objective one and as non-partisan as possible. Many of the 

interviewees make a clear distinction between what is broadcasted or published and 

what is posted on their institutions’ Facebook pages. They agree that posting on 

Facebook is different from publishing because the style can be less formal. Catchy 

titles, attractive captions, and an intro that would raise more questions than the 

article can answer: 

“Journalists are responsible for what they publish on their main 

channel. I am not responsible for what our social media editor does 

with our story. I am responsible to do research, to report what 

happened and how it happened. If it is true or not. I cannot skip the 

basic 5W questions in journalism. On Facebook, everyone can take 

five minutes and comment, but instead of being informed by the 

story, they only use it to voice out their own opinions. Journalism is 

what we publish, there’s no journalism on Facebook.” (Legacy 5) 

This is a prime example of boundary-work in which the journalist excludes 

peripheral channels that recirculate his or her story, such as social media. Journalists 

hold in high regard the work edited and published by their senior colleagues, but 
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they do not perceive social media editors as their equals. In their opinion, what 

happens with the story once a senior editor approves it is not in their control 

anymore. Sometimes, what is published on Facebook should not even be considered 

journalistic work, in their opinion. This is because social media editors focus on 

getting more engagement, more “Likes” or “Comments” and tend to disregard the 

main questions journalists try to answer in their work. The social media editor 

defends himself and explains that he is trying to expand the story into the social 

media realm, not to change its initial focus.  

“I am no competition, in terms of breaking news and timeliness. 

However, I apply another tactic: I give the audience an angle. I try 

to re-write and better explain - because I have no space constraints - 

how the news is helping the public. I have no TV show; I only get 

to post on Facebook once. If a politician says something, I can 

publish it on our Facebook page once. If there is an update, the return 

would be very disappointing because the numbers are very low for 

updates. But they can update their stories on TV as many times as 

they like.” (Legacy 4) 

The social media editor understands the limitations of his work very well. For 

legacy media, Facebook in Hong Kong does not attract as many viewers as TV 

channels or newspapers do. This means embarking on the digital pathway would 

lead to less revenue and a decline in their social capital. On the other hand, digital-

only journalists rely on Facebook to reach out to as many people as possible: 

“Our audience does not access our website. We need to hook them 

with our Facebook posts. that is pretty much the only way they will 
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click our stories. We have a stable and dedicated audience, but if we 

don’t post the article on Facebook they will not come to read it. We 

try to engage with our readers on our Facebook posts, answer their 

demands when necessary and simply encourage the dialogue.” 

(DoM 1).  

This perspective is very different from the one offered by the legacy social media 

editor. Instead of closing their eyes to heated debate, the DoM journalists engage 

with their Facebook audience and treat social media as a trampoline for their stories 

to reach as many people as possible. Legacy journalists are struggling to accept 

social media as part of their everyday working environment. On the other hand, 

DoM journalists do whatever they can to take full advantage of the functions offered 

by social media.  

“Recently, we started doing live videos on Facebook. We do it like 

any television would, although we have no proper training for this. 

It was not difficult to do it, it’s quite rudimentary, we will not win 

awards for filming or broadcasting, but we noticed that people like 

to watch these live videos. It’s like watching television, but on your 

mobile phone or on your desktop. You don’t need a remote control 

to see us live…. I would never say I am a video journalist just 

because I go live on Facebook, I am just doing my job, that’s it.” 

(DoM 3) 

DoM journalists expand their professional boundaries to incorporate territories that 

were previously uncharted by legacy media journalists. Although most of those 

working in the newsrooms are trained as print journalists without a solid 
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background in digital tools or television journalism, they are not shy to tap into 

these resources in order to secure their relevance. At the same time, legacy 

journalists feel reluctant to expand their boundaries on other platforms because they 

feel their journalistic values and standards will have to suffer. While the DoM 

journalists feel like they have nothing to lose, but to expand and get more followers, 

legacy journalists are still nostalgic about the past when the audience would come 

to their medium – whether TV, radio, or print – because they had little other choices.  

 7.5 The Impact of Technology on Professional Boundaries  

This chapter provided first-hand examples on the use of actant, the process of 

technological convergence and their impact on both legacy and digital-only 

journalists. The main transformation brought by the high penetration of 

technological convergence is the immediacy and liveness of the journalistic work. 

These two processes might not seem to be new, as any previous development of 

technology led to newsrooms adaptations to a revamped habitus and doxa. What is 

striking in the current transformation is the little time journalists have left to perform 

their normative roles and adhere to professional standards in the 24-7 cycles of news 

production. Most of the journalists agree that being able to instantly report or go 

live is an improvement to their journalistic work. However, they also see a negative 

side in not being able to tell what is important, what is not, what is newsworthy, and 

what is an irrelevant live broadcasting that is only triggered by the affordances of 

actants. Television journalists are the ones who adapted the easiest by incorporating 

the actants and the technological convergence process in their daily work. The 

reasons can be found in their historical path to professionalization, in the long-term 

use of digital technologies (i.e. satellite transmissions, digital filming and non-linear 

video montage). Newspaper journalists also rely on technology, but as the 
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respondents highlighted they still see the impact of actants to be at odds with their 

professional standards, even more than television journalists do. For them, adapting 

to the fast pace of news production is hurting journalistic norms, such as sourcing, 

verification, and objectivity. It is safe to say that objectivity is a normative standard 

with an end in itself. Legacy print journalists would rather be objective than merely 

the first ones to push a story on their website. Legacy journalists want to maintain 

their professional jurisdiction and sometimes contradict themselves when arguing 

that it is better to be second to write a story than to have it wrong. Because their 

editors care about speed and they work in a very competitive market, seniors feel 

that, before anything else, being first is what will secure their relevance.  

 The use of technology also highlights conflicts in the newsrooms. Those 

who do not have a lot of experience are seen as “unprofessional” because they are 

able to use the actants, but do not hold tight to journalistic norms and standards. 

They defend themselves by highlighting the little choice they have when asked to 

be live all the time and to report seconds later an event takes place. They would 

rather save face and comply with the directives coming from senior reporters or 

editors than to push back and explain what their difficulties are. One way of fighting 

back is to create what I have called “pools of knowledge” – groups on instant 

messenger apps such as WhatsApp or Facebook Messenger. A technique which 

leads to pack journalism, but which secures their jobs at the end of the day. By 

joining forces, young reporters make sure none of them omits any important event.  

 Most of those who work in DoM are young journalists with less professional 

experience than those who work for legacy media. Perhaps surprisingly, they have 

many difficulties in using technological convergence, especially when it comes to 

using software programmes that provide data collection or data processing. One of 
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the main reasons for this is that, as the first generation of journalists to deal with 

advanced computing software, they do not receive enough training in journalism 

schools. Instead, they highlight their desire to uphold professional standards, while 

at the same time feel like they do not have enough time or trained colleagues to 

accommodate them in the newsroom.  

Legacy journalists draw a clear line when it comes to distributing their 

media content on social media platforms. They feel that the social media debates 

taking place in the “Comment” section of platforms such as Facebook lower their 

professional standards. They are unhappy to be accused of lacking balance or 

objectivity. They regard the social media editor not as a journalist, but as a person 

who is in charge of disseminating their stories. On the other hand, DoM journalists 

make use of all the resources available to attract more public on their websites. They 

do not see going live on Facebook or sharing their stories on this social media 

platform as a decline in their journalistic standards.  

 Based upon these accounts, I argue that the Hong Kongese journalistic field 

is not unravelling, as previously argued (Ryfe, 2012). Instead, the field is expanding 

its boundaries in order to accommodate more journalistic practices brought by the 

expansion of technological convergence and the use of actants. Most of the times, 

the process of convergence is not at odds with professional boundaries, but the 

journalists need more time either to train themselves or to figure it out how to better 

incorporate technology in their daily use and to uphold their work standards. 

 After discussing the impact of technological convergence and actants on 

journalistic work, the next chapter will analyse the effect of public participation on 

newsroom practices.  
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8. The Impact of Public Participation on the Journalistic Field  

This chapter will present and discuss the implications of public participation on the 

journalistic practices of legacy and digital-only newsrooms. The data used for this 

chapter comes from in-depth interviews and newsroom observations and will 

provide partial answers for RQ2 and RQ3 of this research. As presented in the 

literature review chapter, public participation is regarded in other parts of the world 

to have a powerful impact on the journalistic work. This study will highlight the 

current situation in Hong Kong when it comes to the growing presence of 

participation practices for media professionals.  

8.1 What Do Journalists Make of User-Generated Content 

User-Generated Content (UGC) is widely present in the journalistic content of Hong 

Kongese media. Due to the high penetration rate of actants such as smartphones, 

tablets, and any other gadgets used for producing and disseminating media content, 

it is not difficult for the public to perform random acts of journalism and to 

distribute the content on social networks. The journalists struggle to differentiate 

newsworthy UGC from trivial content, even though the latter might grab more 

attention than the former. One of the reasons why journalists are highly interested 

in UGC, apart from their newsworthiness, is its access to immediacy, a highly 

sought-after characteristic in Hong Kongese journalism, as highlighted in the 

previous chapter. The arrival of new agents in the field is expected to realign the 

practices of current actors (i.e. legacy media). As well, it is expected that field 

components such as habitus and doxa to undergo alterations in this process. Most 

of the journalists see both positive and negative outcomes from the abundance of 

UGC on local social networks. At times, those who film and share videos are held 
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in high regards because their first-hand footage makes the final journalistic product 

more appealing:  

“You don't have to send a crew to the field, so you can save resources. 

When your crew has arrived [at the scene of an accident], maybe the 

road is already cleared. In the story we packed last night, for 

example, the first shot is from the public. It shows the scene of the 

accident and a police officer arguing and pushing the person who is 

filming. This footage was more powerful than what we are able to 

capture when we have arrived at the scene. The value we place on 

these films is very high because we take it as a first shot, the main 

focus of our story.” (Legacy 6) 

Journalists mainly rely on UGC from unforeseen events such as accidents, 

explosions, fires, fights, or political quarrels. The two main characteristics 

journalists look for in UGC are the immediacy with the starting point of the event 

and the video/photo quality. 

 “Maybe in the past the reporter was the one going to do the first 

reporting and do the interviews. For example, there's an explosion 

in the MTR. Of course, some people will take the footage. And when 

you go there of course there's no more explosion. So, you rely on the 

images taken by the public.”  (Legacy 2) 

There are certain professional limits journalists claim to have when using UGC. For 

them, the most important aspect is the verification of the footage, trying to find 

whether this is accurate or not or if it comes, indeed, from the scene of an accident, 

as the person who filmed it claims to be. This highlights a professional orientation 
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to maintain the habitus and act accordingly to the doxa of the journalistic field. This 

is where things get complicated for journalists, because more often than not they 

encounter old or mislabelled footage.  

“Sometimes it's very difficult for us to get in touch with that person 

and check to see how credible the video is or not, if it's true, if it's not 

artificial, if it's new. There are many things we have to do in order to 

check the accuracy of that source. It's kind of time wasting, I would 

say. When people send things to us via email, or phone, we directly 

ask them for evidence. However, when we find their videos online, 

it's more difficult to make them provide this kind of evidence. And 

people are sharing, and sharing, and sharing their content and it's 

difficult to know what the original source is. We have to trace and to 

find the original source. And there's also pressure from our seniors 

because if other newspapers would post that content online, then they 

will be upset.” (Legacy 13) 

Legacy media journalists tend to be more rigorous in verifying the source of UGC. 

Their DoM peers have a more laissez-faire attitude given the medium of their work. 

They feel that even if they are wrong in their reporting, they could always update 

the story and correct any inadvertency. The rule of thumb for legacy journalists is 

to start their reports from UGC if the footage is relevant and if it was captured 

before the journalists arrived at the scene. This is consistent with the journalistic 

habitus in Hong Kong as they enjoy a long period of being the authoritative figures 

of who says what in the public space.  Nevertheless, legacy journalists are interested 

in UGC if it provides a starting point for a story. If there is nothing they can add to 
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it, then the journalists will not be interested in it and will forward it to their 

colleagues who work for the website. 

“It doesn't mean that the value of the journalism is lower. We still 

use the [UGC] footage, but we can still cover the story about the 

aftermath, we can do some interviews at the hospital. People who 

catch that moment they don't catch anything else. As journalists, we 

have the capacity to contextualize. I think there are many ways to do 

the story better…. Unlike newspapers, TV is using little footage 

from the internet because the video quality is bad.” (Legacy 2) 

Habitus is a way of differentiating in the journalistic profession. The editorial 

capital TV journalists have, based on extended years of professionalization and 

orthodox news values, as described by Bourdieu (2005), led them to hold tight to 

their journalistic doxa, which are the tacit rules of the game. For them, the random 

acts of journalism are valuable as starting points for news stories and will be 

employed only to enhance their position in the field. Nevertheless, there is evidence 

that UGC has an impact on the daily lives of legacy journalists:  

“If everyone can be a journalist then we do have more pressure than 

before. In the good old days, you will only have three cameras at the 

scene of an event. The journalists can decide what to film and what 

to ask. However, if there are more cameras around, this content will 

be seen and witness by much more people. Facebook users will 

comment that reporter A is filming something, while reporter B is 

filming something else. From there, they will speculate on this issue. 

These comments will be reflected on us as well because people find 
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me very easily on Facebook nowadays. It is one of our pressures. 

When people are discussing your job in their own way, they will try 

to question your position ‘Why are you interviewing the guy who is 

supporting OCM but not the one who is against it? Your TV station 

is not balanced.’ Thus, I find new ways of behaving in front of all 

these numerous cameras. There are so many cameras around and 

anything that you do will be witnessed by others sooner or later.” 

(Legacy 6) 

Nowadays, journalists are aware they share the stage with various new agents in the 

field: people who film and who will challenge their professional norms – such as 

objectivity. The cameras that are able to capture random acts of journalism are also 

able to catch the journalists off-guard, as there is more and more content captured 

by the public spaces. In the past, the journalists were able to decide what content is 

important and how to package it on TV or how to report on it in their newspapers. 

Nowadays, the public is also witnessing the events. The citizens use their own 

footage as a reference point, thus judging the journalistic decisions. Although 

frustrating for journalists, this situation only comes to reinforce their professional 

boundaries, by choosing to differentiate their journalistic product from the original 

UGC. Both legacy and DoM journalists in Hong Kong share this opinion.  

“In my opinion, information can be called news if it goes through 

professional filters. User-generated content, without journalistic 

fact-check and context is not news.” (DoM 7) 

“I think user-generated content is a good supplement for the work 

of journalists, but I think this kind of content should not be widely 
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used by news professionals. They can offer some news clues to us, 

but only after being thoroughly checked by news organisations. 

There should be a combination of user-generated content and 

journalistic check. Of course, I want to shorten my work time and 

leave the office on time, but sometimes we have to deal with this 

user-generated content as it will add value to our news stories.” 

(DoM 8) 

Choosing not to rely excessively on UGC, journalists, especially the legacy ones, 

push the random acts of journalism at the margins of the field. They do this in order 

to secure their relevance and, as a side effect, to avoid changing the traditional 

patterns of newsgathering. Especially for senior reporters, avoiding the public and 

its content means they can continue to use the newsgathering techniques they grew 

up with, thus strengthening their professional habitus.  

“On the research basis, if you rely too much on social networks you 

will not get to the right people that you need. You find more things 

after talking to people and it's dangerous because sometimes you 

don't get the sense if this is the right person or not. It is just chatting 

and chatting. I still prefer calling someone.” (Legacy 10) 

Not all the journalists in Hong Kong can avoid UGC. Those who work in China 

News Desks and in International News Desks engage daily with UGC posted on 

social networks. The following section will present the difficulties and the strategies 

of handling public participation from remote areas.  
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8.2 Searching for User-Generated Content in Mainland China  

Hong Kong and mainland China are tied by political treaties, but also by the events 

that capture the attention in their newsrooms. Events that take place in mainland 

China are treated with great consideration in Hong Kongese newsrooms, with some 

of them receiving the same attention as the events that take place in Hong Kong. 

The events that take place in mainland China are also given more importance than 

those labelled as “international news”.  All the legacy newsrooms that are part of 

this study have bureaus in mainland China. This is the physical connection and thus 

the reporting in these two territories has a natural boundary. On the other hand, 

digital-only newsrooms, with one exception, do not have bureaus in mainland China. 

Thus, their reporting of events that take place in China rely either on UGC or on 

reports published by other media outlets. Although physically located in Hong Kong, 

those who work for legacy media China News Desks feel as if they are working 

inside mainland China. This is because they operate under the same restrictions that 

are in place across the border. This highlights a limitation of the journalistic field to 

expand their authorities outside the natural borders of Hong Kong. Although the 

process of technological convergence and the actants allow them to operate outside 

of Hong Kong, the political restrictions limit the actions they can undertake. 

“I think Weibo and WeChat are very useful tools to get the news. 

Sometimes, many news pages will not report the news about protests 

or sensitive stories, but nowadays everyone has Weibo in China so 

they tend to upload many pictures and videos on their own account 

and it spreads very quickly…. So, the first thing we do is to search 

Weibo for keywords.” (Legacy 2) 
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Journalists are aware that most of the time they deal with sensitive information. The 

Chinese government has a censorship system – dubbed as “The Great Firewall of 

China”, which filters certain words or phrases and blocks many Internet 

connections (MacKinnon 2011; King, Pan, and Roberts 2017). Thus, the journalists 

who search for keywords on these social networks have to come up with similar 

terms that might lead them to newsworthy information. 

 “It's very funny, you need to think about what the keyword could 

be. You can't just type 'protest' because it is blocked, so we would 

type some words like 'walking around'. You need to think about 

what you could search.” (Legacy 2) 

Finding the photo might take seconds or minutes. For fast-paced journalists, every 

minute that does not return the result they were hoping for means accumulated 

frustrations and a feeling that time is wasted. So was the case of a journalist who 

was searching for footage of protest in mainland China.  

“[The photo] looks like, but you don't know if it's a real one. So, you 

try to contact the person by Weibo. ‘Can you give me your number? 

I want to call you. I am a reporter and I want to cover this.’ And you 

can ask for details, you can do a phone interview and then you go 

from one person to another person who engaged with the post in the 

first place.” (Legacy 2) 

This is how journalists based in legacy newsrooms in Hong Kong collect 

information and footage from events that take place in mainland China. They do not 

send journalists based in local bureaus out on the field unless they are sure there is 
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a strong chance for the events to have really taken place. More often than not, 

journalists encounter a large amount of falsified footage posted on social networks.  

“Some people will add some fake things online, but for social things, 

such as protest, people will not risk to upload something that is fake. 

But people will still use older photos, or add more people in their 

photos to pretend the situation is different. You always have to 

crosscheck all these pictures. Can the photos or the videos match? If 

we have some problems with the source we will get our colleagues 

altogether, sit down, and look at these pictures. Because our 

colleagues have 20 or 30 years in the news industry, people will have 

their insights. They usually know how things look when they are 

added up and how Photoshop works.” (Legacy 1) 

Journalists who deal with UGC from mainland China make full use of their editorial 

capital. They rely on this extensive expertise to spot any additions to the original 

content, be it photos or videos. They withhold the impulse to publish without 

verifying, even though some of their colleagues do not take all the steps to 

thoroughly verify the information and publish the story anyway.  

 “We need to say sorry if we used the wrong picture, so it's not worth 

it. It might lose a lot of time, but if you are not there, you can't cover 

the story by yourself. This is quite useful not only for HK journalists, 

but also for foreign correspondents. I do think they use a lot from 

Weibo.” (Legacy 1) 

Overall, legacy journalists see the arrival of actants such as social networks in 

mainland China and their constant growth as a positive development. They are able 
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to report from a highly censored space and to access information that otherwise 

would not be available. The long time spent to verify and to search for materials 

outweighs the often occasions when they chase false leads.  

Public participation corroborated with the process of technological 

convergence offer journalists the chance to remotely report on events that otherwise 

would be out of reach. The journalists are able to search for news and the public is 

able to share, thus building a bridge that otherwise would not exist. The journalists 

feel that most of those who share newsworthy events on social networks are people 

of good faith who put themselves at risk for the sake of their community. One of 

the reporters discusses the impact of participation on his profession: 

“The changes were mostly in China. Because you do not get a lot of 

information from the government. More people use WeChat and 

they tend to be critical with what is happening in their daily lives. 

You can look into WeChat to find people for your stories. That's 

becoming quite standard for the work in China. I feel Chinese people 

acknowledge their privacy in a different way compared to those in 

Hong Kong. They put their phone numbers and emails everywhere 

so for journalists it is easy to trace them, when necessary.” (Legacy 

10) 

Legacy journalists who work at desks that cover mainland China do welcome public 

participation in the journalistic field. They fully employ the journalistic standards, 

values and norms in order to select, verify, and add context to UGC. By doing these, 

they feel UGC is a starting point for their work. From a boundary-work perspective, 

it is not the public, but its content that is allowed to enter the profession. 
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Nevertheless, the content is kept at the margins of the field. Public effort is 

acknowledged, given that journalists mention the primary sources of UGC. 

However, rarely do any of the random acts of journalism receive material rewards. 

For journalists, such a behaviour would breach their professional norms. Not a 

single journalist from those who participated in this research admitted to have 

offered financial compensation to the public who filmed and distributed UGC on 

local social networks. This attitude raises the following question: what is the 

perception of journalists, both legacy and digital-only, towards the participatory 

public?  

8.3 How Do Legacy and DoM Journalists Perceive the Public? 

This section aims to differentiate between the following processes: 1) the use of 

UGC by journalists, referring to content coming from both Hong Kong and 

mainland China and 2) the journalists’ perception of the public who creates and 

disseminates this content. The previous section showed that journalists rely on UGC, 

but keep it at the margin of their journalistic field by applying journalistic norms 

and values. Although present in the news, the role of UGC is to complement the 

journalistic product, rather than replacing it. Thus, journalists are glad to use UGC 

in their programs, but see it as a tool, not as a final product ready to be re-distributed.   

When it comes to perceptions on the participatory public, the journalists 

grant the citizens a greater role than in their everyday professional use of UGC. 

Most of them see the public to have a major impact on what journalism is. They 

project these perceptions in the future of journalism, as they see the public becoming 

more and more important for the field.  
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 “These citizen journalists severely challenge our professional 

standards and our professional skills. I am not saying it is a bad thing 

because everything can be challenged. Our professional skills may 

be outdated, may be wrong, we may have misconducts as well, that's 

why we also need supervision for the public. But it really makes us 

to think more and behave better in the public domain because 

everything you say will be recorded.” (Legacy 6) 

This kind of perspectives raise questions on the use of UGC. The journalists have it 

under control for now. However, most of them feel this is happening because of the 

social capital they accumulated throughout the past decades. This capital still grants 

them the status to convey messages to a large audience. While they keep UGC at 

the margins, journalists ask themselves if they do this based on professional 

standards or because they are afraid to share the stage with new actors who try to 

enter the field: 

“The professional skills of a reporter are greatly challenged by those 

citizen journalists. For example, there was an explosion in Taiwan - 

some of Hongkongers were badly injured13. A famous person who 

was injured 20 years ago arrived in Taipei to assist those injured. 

People online try to dig up the facts about what happened two 

decades ago and arrive to the conclusion that he was the one who set 

himself on fire, in the first place. He was in Taiwan and our crew 

was also there. Some journalists had their own reflections on 

                                                           
13 The reporter refers to an incident that took place on June 27, 2015, in which five Hongkongers 

were among the 400 hurt when an explosion took place in a waterpark in Taiwan. For details, see 

http://www.scmp.com/news/china/society/article/1828989/hundreds-critical-hospital-taiwan-bans-

powder-sparked-fireballs.  

http://www.scmp.com/news/china/society/article/1828989/hundreds-critical-hospital-taiwan-bans-powder-sparked-fireballs
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/society/article/1828989/hundreds-critical-hospital-taiwan-bans-powder-sparked-fireballs
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Facebook: Mr. Cheung is really helpful, he's doing his best to 

provide assistance to the families and to the injured people. Then, 

these journalists were criticised by the public: ‘Journalists, don't tell 

me what the truth is, I can see it by myself, I can also be a journalist. 

I go to the library, I analyse it, I post it in a very logic way.’ (Legacy 

6) 

Some journalists are afraid the growing participation will irreversibly transform 

their professional norms and production practices. Being aware that every step they 

make can be further verified and that the public is able to denounce their actions on 

social media makes them anxious when thinking about the future. There is a high 

concern that the public will hold everything they say against them. This could mean 

that concepts such as citizen witnessing can grow to include not only random acts 

of journalism, but a plethora of other processes – such as fact checking – that were 

historically employed in the public arena only by journalists until the participation 

turn. These accounts are in line with the rise of post-truth politics, which are 

growing traction after the Brexit referendum in the United Kingdom and election of 

Donald Trump in the United States of America. With the help of social networks, 

these politics allow the radical public to question everything that is being said 

although little factual evidence is brought up to support the claims. The journalists 

become aware of a worrying trend – that of a news article to meets the standards 

only when the participatory public does not flag it on social media as being 

unprofessional or biased. This is a shift from the mass-communication model, when 

a senior editor held the power to give it green light for publication:  

“When you are not doing your reporting according to professional 

standards....people will judge you on social media.” (Legacy 6) 
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However, some journalists already debate the utility of professional standards in an 

age when their honest intentions are constantly scrutinised and criticised. Journalists 

believe that the lack of media literacy is pushing the public to act inadvertently: 

“Readers have to be educated. People are not very good about 

sourcing. The problem is not that some guy can upload a photo. The 

problem is the viewers who are not able to distinguish between CNN 

and something posted on Facebook. There are a lot of fake reports 

and fake news that are called out. But in a way, it's the media's 

responsibility to use the common sense and say ‘anonymous’ 

sources on Facebook are not as trustworthy as BBC.” (Legacy 12) 

Other colleagues echo such views:  

“Do you see journalism as a profession under pressure? Yes and no. 

In recent years, we have encountered a lot of people claiming they 

are citizen journalists, although they have no proper training and 

they don't have any journalistic background, bit they claim to be 

reporters and they inseminate news content via social media and 

online websites. That is very much leaving the formal trained 

journalists in a situation where they have to compete with non-

professional journalists or citizen journalists. In terms of speed, yes, 

traditional media may not always be the winner between content 

transmitted by social media travels, most of the times, faster than 

traditional media. That's a fact.” (Legacy 7) 
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There are also ambivalent accounts, with the journalists unsure of how to perceive 

public participation. Once again, the journalists put emphasis on what could happen 

in the future:  

“Those who produce user-generated content are half-evil, half-

angels. For the positive side, we have to source our news and 

Facebook is a great indicator on what is hot and what people are 

doing online. For the negative part, you just don’t know what will 

happen in the future when they will decide for themselves what to 

film and what to watch.” (Legacy 13) 

“It's not a good or bad thing. The internet is just a tool, it's like a 

television, it's a platform. With good things and bad things in it. On 

one hand, there are places - like in the Middle East - where the public 

is able to see more things than the journalists are able to. You cannot 

have journalists everywhere. And in some places, the journalists 

could never have access. In this regard, citizen reports are very 

important.” (Legacy 12) 

On the other hand, some journalists still keep their faith regarding the future 

relationship between themselves and the participatory public. Their argument is that, 

as long as they fully respect their journalistic principles, the public will always come 

back for more accurate information:  

“From the experience that we had during OCM we feel that there is 

so much information transmitted by non-journalists, when it comes 

to accuracy, the public turns back to traditional news channels. This 

gives us the encouragement that in the end the credibility is more 
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important than the speed. Although the tendency is for people to log 

into the content they agree with and they tend to turn away from the 

opposite content, when it comes whether they need to believe certain 

news events, our experience is that yes, they all go back to traditional 

media - television, radio, or newspapers. So yes, we are facing 

tremendous pressures and challenges from the participatory public, 

but our only defence is credibility.” (Legacy 7) 

“The power of the news should not stay with the media institution, 

but it should be shared with everyone. Everyone can be a journalist 

if they present facts, if they have good stories based on people's 

experiences.” (Legacy 4) 

Most of the digital-only journalists adopt a similar attitude. Although they encounter 

setbacks in the relationship with the participatory public every now and then, the 

vast majority agrees that maintaining high professional standards is the key in 

securing the relevance of their profession in the long run:  

“We think the content we offer to the public can benefit them on the 

long run. We regard them as someone who is concerned about social 

issues, not just our own interests, so we want to offer some reports 

of high quality, not just some eye-catching news. We hold them in 

high regard. We have a highly educated audience with a sense of 

beauty, so we pay a lot of attention to the web design, the charts and 

the photos that go into our stories.” (DoM 5) 

One of the journalists, who started working in a digital-only newsroom but who 

later moved to a legacy institution, strengthens the perspective of his former DoM 
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colleagues, but also sheds light on the vast differences that exist in the two types of 

newsrooms examined in this study. Asked about the main difference between legacy 

and DoM when it comes to the participatory public, he pointed towards financial 

gains:  

“In [my DoM newsroom] I would work better to attract my audience 

because we needed them to pay for the content. Now, I work for a 

major newsroom and most of our revenue don't come from the 

online edition, but from the print. So I tend not to care so much about 

the feedback.” (DoM 6) 

This account shows that journalists can change their attitudes depending on where 

they work. Being in touch with the audience appears to be very important for many 

journalists in Hong Kong, especially for digital-only journalists. However, there are 

cases of journalists who transition from digital-only outlets to legacy newsrooms 

and pay less attention to their audience, in general, and to the participatory public 

in special. While both types of newsroom need the audience, those legacy 

newsrooms who do not receive most of their financial support directly from the 

public will pay less attention to it. 

8.4 How Do Legacy Journalists See DoM Journalists?  

The question of the legacy journalists’ perception of DoM journalists is an 

important one when examining how the field is transforming and what the 

boundaries between these two types of journalists are. Although they share the same 

journalistic field, they take very different positions in it. As discussed in the 

literature review chapter, DoM journalists are perceived as new entrants in the 
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journalistic field by the legacy media. How are these new actors transforming the 

field and what is the impact of their work on legacy journalists?  

 Some legacy journalists feel there is a tug-of-war between them and the 

DoM journalists. All of those interviewed for this research and who are working for 

DoM have higher education training in journalism, either at bachelor or masters 

level. In theory, they could be able to join any legacy newsroom upon graduation 

and work their way up. Nevertheless, some legacy journalists perceive them as 

outsiders and would even go as far as to repudiate them from the journalistic field 

by saying that what they are doing is not journalism. Most of the problems indicated 

by legacy journalists are with the way DoM journalists collect and publish their 

information. Few legacy journalists feel that DoM circumvent journalistic standards 

in search of being the first ones to publish. As well, some legacy journalists feel that 

the training of those working for DoM is lower than the training of legacy journalists. 

Here is how a legacy journalist describes her interaction with DoM journalists when 

covering events: 

“There are more and more journalists going to cover an event and 

they ask more and more questions. But they are not coming from 

newspaper or media, they come from the online media. Sometimes 

we are quite frustrated, they are annoying, because they ask silly 

questions, questions that are not related to public. They do not have 

a good background so they waste our time and they waste the chance 

for us to ask questions. This is not journalism, we feel annoyed 

because of that.” (Legacy 13) 
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This criticism might have solid grounds or it might draw from the legacy 

journalist’s frustration that she must share the stage with journalists who publish 

around the clock and will hurry up to publish the information on their Facebook 

page without going through an extensive editorial process. Legacy journalists admit 

DoM journalists are faster, though not necessary more accurate. Regardless, legacy 

reporters will feel pressure from their editors when a DoM will publish information 

before them.  Another source of concern is that DoM have to be less careful not to 

disturb the establishment. Most legacy journalists interviewed for this research 

must make sure they stay balanced and do not receive criticism from either the pro-

Beijing camp, or the pro-democracy camp in Hong Kong. On the other hand, DoM 

journalists interviewed for this research position themselves towards the pro-

democracy camp because they cater to a public that is frustrated with the legacy 

media’s close ties with the pro-establishment forces. Thus, legacy journalists claim 

the DoM journalists are biased in their reporting, a problem that leads to a constant 

scrutiny and comparison made by the public between the two types of publications:   

“For new media, the scenario is different. For the topics of new 

media in Hong Kong are phrasing, people will challenge you: ‘Why 

are you so late, why didn't you use that angle, why you put the 

interviewee in this light?’ We have another challenge coming from 

the independent new media operators, like SocREC. People would 

use what SocREC has published and ask our television ‘Hey, why 

don't you publish this before SocREC?’ or ‘Why did you focus on 

this point rather than this one tackled by SocREC?’ or ‘Why did you 

use the wording that mainland China is using? Are you a Hong Kong 

media or are you one of them [Chinese media]?’, ‘In Hong Kong we 
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use this, that is the Mainland!’. We are challenged on the Facebook 

page when we use one word instead of the other. ‘Why don't you use 

the Hong Kong wording? ‘Are you a Mainland news 

operation?’” (Legacy 4) 

Legacy journalists are aware that most of the DoM journalists receive a free pass 

from the public when it comes to objectivity. While most legacy journalists struggle 

to uphold their professional standards, they see how DoM journalists can get away 

without adhering to the same principles. They use various words to describe DoM 

publications: start-up media, new media, online media, digital media, independent 

media, or even citizen news. For legacy journalists, they all have the same meaning: 

they operate outside the scope of powerful ownership and they only publish online, 

through their websites or social media channels. Although legacy journalists 

complain about the lower professional standards of DoM journalists, they see the 

business models employed by these digital companies as courageous. In their 

opinion, these models secure an independence from media ownership and political 

control. One legacy journalist explains: 

“The world is flat now because of the internet. We see tighter and 

tighter control on the legacy media, but there are more and more 

companies growing up from crowdfunding. Some citizen journalists 

just set up their Facebook page and that's it, they are entitled to 

publish. I can see that China will not be able to make everybody 

quiet unless there will be more control on the internet. Otherwise, 

there is still room for free speech. But the lives of journalists will 

become more difficult as well. If you want to speak freely, you need 

to maybe give up your steady stable income. So, the life will be 
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harder. But I don't think they will be able to shut everybody up.” 

(Legacy 11) 

When it comes to the type of publishing platforms, legacy journalists do not care if 

digital-only journalists do not publish on print, TV, or radio, which are the 

traditional publishing platforms. Although the Hong Kongese government restricts 

the DoM access to events such as press conferences based on the fact that the digital 

publishing industry lacks a clear status, legacy journalists are not bitter about their 

digital peers using these platforms. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the strong 

adherence of legacy journalists to strong professional principles, the content and the 

standards trump the form. This is what legacy journalists replied when asked about 

journalists who work for digital platforms: 

“I think examples like Hong Kong Free Press, Inmedia, they are 

quite established online media, they start to have a history and they 

are reliable. I think they should be allowed to cover government 

press conferences and other events. They are journalists. You can 

see their professional work, they are not just bloggers saying 

something. It’s easy to differentiate journalists from non-journalists. 

They have a history and they have original work. For some weird 

online media, they just copy from legacy media, put it together and 

claim this is their own work. They are copycats.” (Legacy 13) 

“Start-up journalism is important, these people do a good job 

sometimes….We [legacy journalists] don't have a lot of time to go 

in-depth with topics we don't cover on a certain day: documents, in-

depth information. But some citizen journalists, on platforms such 
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as Inmedia, for example, can get in-depth interviews with key 

persons and they pay a lot of attention to the documents they use. 

They have a very good relationship with activists because they tend 

to have advocacy roles themselves. They sometimes have exclusive 

news, we need to follow them in order to know some developments.” 

(Legacy 13) 

These accounts highlight there is no rupture between legacy journalists and DoM 

journalists. The latter ones are welcomed to the field and there are no boundaries on 

the behalf of legacy journalists to keep the digital reporters at the margins of the 

profession. Throughout the interviews, there were instances when legacy media 

journalists expressed their restrained envy that other professionals are able to work 

as journalists without being under the control of media tycoons. A vital element in 

this equation is the public who not only reads these digital platforms, but also pay 

for this content through crowd-funding. When asked about the development of DoM 

journalists in the light of growing financial and political pressures for legacy media, 

a journalist from the latter category explains:  

“There will still be journalists, even balanced ones. This is why we 

have people who successfully receive money through crowdfunding. 

They start up their own news agency. They have a lot of support 

from the public. It also has to do with the Hong Kong people. We 

are very pragmatic. [The public] don't want Hong Kong to become 

messy. Many Hong Kong people do want to live in a free 

environment. Many of them treasure an independent news media. If 

the legacy media cannot fulfil this role, they will find ways.” 

(Legacy 11) 
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“We don't know for how long they will be able to sustain themselves. 

We do see there are many people who donate money in order to be 

informed from reasonable and trustable sources. Don't forget, every-

time there is a major disaster around the world, Hong Kong people 

are so generous, and they donate everywhere. I am confident they 

will donate to whatever they treasure. Like news freedom.” (Legacy 

9) 

Only one of the legacy journalists expressed concern regarding the future of DoM. 

The journalist feels that in a future when more and more people will decide to go 

for content outside the scope of established media companies, fewer powerful 

voices will be left.   

“There's so much stuff out there that honestly, if you open your own 

little blog, it will never get the same amount of eyeballs like a 

newspaper site. Never, not even close. This kind of independent 

media is still quite limited. Some of them are exceptional, but the 

great majority are absolutely useless. There's so much stuff on the 

internet that pretty much nobody reads.” (Legacy 12) 

Praising the public’s involvement in the funding process is a reoccurring theme in 

the accounts provided by the journalists. They share the view that a public who 

donates to a media organisation has a positive impact on the journalistic field. Not 

only because of the financial gains, but also because of an involvement that would 

make the public understand the direct pressures journalists are facing:  
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“I think technology and the public are challenges to ourselves, but 

overall it's a good pressure for the industry. Because people will 

know more about what is happening here.” (Legacy 6) 

This chapter analysed the impact of public participation and UGC on 

journalistic practices in Hong Kong. For both analysed categories – legacy and 

DoM journalists – professional standards prevail when deciding to use UGC in their 

news reports. There are differences between how these professional standards are 

perceived by journalists given that legacy publications would rather publish the 

news later, after thoroughly verifying the source material and being very sure that 

they are not dealing with doctored footage or unreliable information. On the other 

hand, DoM journalists, although claiming to use the same professional standards, 

admit that it is easier for them to retract information online and to update the news 

reports at a later stage. For them, immediacy plays a key role in being recognised 

as a journalistic source in the territory.  

 For legacy journalists, UGC coming from mainland China proves to be a 

vital asset from a territory where information is censored and the limited resources 

do not allow them to collect their information through standard practices, such as 

face to face conversations with their primary sources. This is a limitation especially 

for television journalists who need to have footage from the event. Although the 

process of verifying UGC from mainland China is long and sometimes leads to 

dead-ends, legacy journalists based in Hong Kong see UGC more as a blessing than 

as a curse. This perspective is also influenced by the historical context of the region. 

Before the penetration of social networks in mainland China and the rise of UGC, 

remote citizen witnessing was non-existing and the reporters only had to cover the 

events where they could be present. Nowadays, footage published on Chinese social 
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networks are used as starting points for news reports and the price of remotely 

verifying the information is a small one to pay compared to its complete absence.  

 The participatory public is seen as having a positive impact on the 

journalistic field in Hong Kong by both legacy and DoM journalists. This attitude 

is influenced by past decades of reliance between media and public in Hong Kong, 

as presented in Chapter VI of this research. The journalists are aware of co-

dependency relations. Without public pressure, the journalists would have to orbit 

more in the political and economic influence of the local and Beijing authorities. 

Journalists see public participation as a game changer, but for the time being they 

tend to normalise random acts of journalism and to include them in their news 

reports only when they add value. Otherwise, the participatory public is kept at the 

margins of the journalistic field. The journalists tend to agree there is very likely to 

be a shift in the near future as the participatory public acquires better training to 

gather, publish and distribute its content. The growing political and economic 

pressures on the journalistic profession are also adding to a re-orientation of the 

journalists towards the public, in general, and towards the participatory public in 

special. This latter category is seen as being more knowledgeable, educated and 

proactive in sanctioning the political sideslips that might affect the local journalists.  

 As highlighted by field theory, the new entrants in the field would aim to 

either transform or preserve the field. In Hong Kong, the new entrants only have a 

marginal capacity to transform the field, as the local journalists will use their 

editorial capital, habitus, doxa and professional boundaries to reinforce their 

positions in the field. The new actors are accepted as long as they can positively 

contribute to the field. Nevertheless, they will face rejection by the journalists 
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whenever their work does not match the professional standards that local journalists 

adhere to. 

 Finally, this chapter aimed to understand how legacy journalists perceive 

their DoM counterparts. The latter category is largely accepted within the 

boundaries of the professional field. Only a few legacy journalists have a negative 

perception of those working for DoM. When they do this, it is because they are 

described as not upholding high journalism standards and thus unprepared for 

tackling officials during press conferences, by asking “silly questions” and 

frustrating the legacy journalists who do not get to ask their own questions. On the 

other hand, most of the legacy journalists hold in high regards the courage of DoM 

journalists who were able to receive funding from unconventional sources such as 

crowdfunding. These accounts also highlight how the public is seen as an 

irreplaceable asset of the journalistic field in Hong Kong, especially at times of 

social polarization. Table 7 illustrates the main processes that take place at a mezzo-

level in the journalistic field of Hong Kong. They show how the public is involved 

not only in the consumption of the media content, but also in its production and 

distribution. As well, it highlights the role technology has in this process. 
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Table 7. Production Processes within the Journalistic Field. 

 The next chapter will examine the impact of politics and economy on the 

Hong Kongese journalistic field. These characteristics will help complete the 

picture of the current state of the journalistic field in Hong Kong, and highlight the 

stress of boundary negotiations for journalists in the territory.  

 



161 

 

9. The Impact of Political and Economic Pressures on the Journalistic Field  

This chapter aims to provide answers to RQ1 and RQ2 of this research. Hong Kong 

is a territory with a largely free media system that operates under the supervision of 

an authoritarian regime (Lee, 2015). Thus, in order to further understand the 

positions assumed by journalists in their professional field, one must also examine 

the impact of political and economic pressures that exist in the territory.  

According to the Hong Kong Journalists Association (2017), nine out of the 

35 mainstream media outlets that operate in the territory have Chinese government 

or corporate involvement. This involvement is materialised through either total 

control or minor shares holding in media outlets. All the legacy journalists 

examined in this research work for commercial entities. The three newsrooms they 

work for have ownership structures that have intricate relationship with the Beijing 

government (Hong Kong Journalists Association, 2017). This affirmation is 

supported by annual reports of the media institutions that must disclose the 

ownership or the stakeholders, as their parent companies are listed on the Hong 

Kong Stock Exchange.  Thus, there is no doubt there is capital injected from 

mainland China into the Hong Kongese news market. DoM outlets are not sheltered 

from capital infusion coming from Beijing. One of the three digital-only newsrooms 

examined in this research is constantly challenged for its presumed ties with 

mainland China. However, at the time of writing this research, there was no clear 

evidence the newsroom operates under the direct influence of Beijing stakeholders. 

The other two newsrooms have a different financial modus operandi. The 

newsrooms rely on crowdfunding campaigns and thus receive financial support 

directly from their readers. In addition, they supplement their incomes by hosting 

commercial banners on their websites. One of the DoM newsrooms that make the 
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object of this study claims it has gathered more than 500,000HKD in less than two 

months through crowdfunding and direct bank transfers. Apart from financial 

revenues, they claim to have also received computers, and even newsroom furniture 

from the public.  

This chapter draws from in-depth interviews with legacy and DoM 

journalists, but also from the internal documents – such as annual reports – of the 

institutions that the interviewed journalists work for. Although the main themes 

targeted for this chapter were the political and economic pressures, four other 

adjacent themes derived from the conversations with the journalists. The themes are 

presented in separate sections although they are inter-related and could certainly be 

regrouped. 

9.1. Political Pressures on the Journalistic Field  

The main pressures identified by journalists are the political ones. Some of the 

journalists recognised them as pressures coming from the Hong Kongese or the 

Chinese governments. Others discussed about them in more general terms. Even 

though the interviewees were aware the data for this research would be fully 

anonymised, many of them were careful when choosing their words, so they did not 

pinpoint to specific persons or groups that convey the pressures. For many of the 

interviewees, the turning point for political pressures was OCM in 2014. They 

started to feel more political stress during the protests, and these continued to grow 

afterwards. One of the interviewees explains: 

“You can feel that [the press environment] has changed a lot in 

recent years. In the past, the Mainland government stayed away, but 
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after OCM you can see they want Hong Kong to be another Chinese 

city.” (Legacy 2) 

Some of the interviewees were reluctant to provide more details and to explain how 

these pressures were present inside the newsrooms. They are certain they exist, but 

explaining the mechanisms through which these pressures find their way to 

journalists was slightly avoided. The ones who were open to discuss more on the 

issue were those who held mid-range positions – such as senior reporters or editors.  

“Political pressures are very important….Our newspaper criticizes 

the government and the Chief Executive a lot. Other newspapers 

have exclusivities with governmental officials whereas they don't 

even answer our calls. It is obvious that something is wrong and that 

politicians go and run their ideas in their newspapers because they 

will get no criticism. We still provide space for the entire political 

spectrum, but we do this by challenging each of the parties, by trying 

to be objective. But in exchange we get nothing back.” (Legacy 13) 

Legacy journalists explain that, in the past, politicians were more transparent in 

their relationship with the press. Policymakers used to schedule press conferences 

and those responsible for the new policies were present and answer the questions 

coming from journalists. Legacy journalists complain that nowadays most of the 

news policies are presented during press briefings where journalists do not get to 

ask many questions. Another complaint is that messages with an important social 

or economic impact are communicated to the media as press releases in the late 

hours of the day. The journalists’ explanation is that no reporter will be able to 

report on them immediately and the government hopes that next day the topics will 
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fall behind other unplanned events that appear on the agenda. In the journalists’ 

words, the government would bury the news by releasing it at a late hour. 

 Another source of pressure comes from the governmental bodies that 

journalists have to deal with. Those assigned with a beat that has strong reliance on 

the governmental actions are the ones whom this situation affects the most. Given 

the relatively high number of protests that Hong Kong witnesses, journalists 

complain that some institutions - such as the police - are more violent nowadays 

towards journalists. Media workers perceive this attitude as an assault to their 

integrity and a form of intimidation:  

“We do have freedom of press, but what the government is doing is 

not acceptable. In the past, the police was not trying to stop you and 

push your camera, but today this is happening more and more. Ten 

years ago, this was not acceptable, we were all respecting each other. 

Pushing the camera is very offensive, somehow nowadays they don't 

care. In the past, none of them would push us.” (Legacy 2) 

Journalists also point their fingers towards the Chinese government for exercising 

pressure on the editorial choices of their newsrooms. The television stations were 

highly affected after OCM. Many of those who work for television news channels 

feel that Beijing perceived the images broadcasted during OCM in 2014 as 

humiliating. Nowadays, sensitive topics receive scrutiny from televisions’ senior 

editors. Mid-career journalists argue that the Beijing government coordinates such 

actions.  

“For the news industry, you can tell and other TV stations have 

more capital from Mainland and you don't know what will happen. 
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Maybe the angle will change and they will not allow this story to be 

broadcasted. For example, we still do a story about Tiananmen, quite 

sensitive. But other stations don't want to do it. According to my 

friends who work there, they will not tell you ‘no, I don't want you 

to do that!’ But they will tell you ‘no, we don't have a budget.’ So 

you can not accuse them that you are censored. They didn't say that. 

They just said they don't have the budget. So you can't challenge 

them directly. It's a commercial decision.” (Legacy 2) 

Another worrying trend as seen by the journalists is that some of those who are 

hired in the newsrooms are people who have proven ties with the Chinese 

government. The journalists feel intimidated by the presence of these people and 

see their existence as a sign of soft power coming from the Beijing government. A 

gentle reminder that its power can extend to the heart of the newsrooms. One legacy 

journalist explains:  

“We have people coming in and sitting at the desk and they used to 

work for propaganda newspapers. You also have administrative 

procedures to limit your freedom of speech. Those big names will 

place fewer and fewer advertisements. And you will have no chance 

of operating a free TV with the terrestrial transmission method. 

That's why you need to go through the cable and you will be 

monitored, you will be taped. These issues are much bigger than 

technology.” (Legacy 4) 

Legacy journalists feel that, compared to political pressures and intimidations, 

technological convergence or public participation are liminal topics. In many 
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accounts, political pressures and self-censorship are mixed processes. Those who 

have more experience will deliver the most alarming accounts. It also because they 

are more exposed to pressures, as junior reporters are preoccupied to do their work 

as good as possible without upsetting their editors. One of the senior journalists 

explains how the pressures are transmitted on the hierarchical chain from top-down 

within a newsroom: 

“Many of today’s pressure did not exist some years ago, or if they 

existed, they did not have the same intensity. These pressures are not 

direct interventions. The editors are facing situations where they 

have to ditch their expertise. The editors are having frequent 

conversations with them [media owners] and they share their point 

of view. They try to shift the focus from Hong Kong’s point of view 

to the larger, very difficult to define, national point of view. As well, 

the senior managers are asked to focus on money, on how Hong 

Kong can financially thrive instead of spending so much time on the 

political perspectives. The mid-level workers are asked to not be so 

‘pro-yellow14’, to find a more balanced tone, to always supplement 

the voice of Hong Kong with the voice of China, forgetting thus that 

Hong Kong has its own voice. The aim is not to satisfy the media 

owner, but to satisfy the Chinese national interest.” (Legacy 8) 

Some of the interviewees were reluctant to discuss about their media organisation, 

but used other media outlets in the territory as examples of Beijing influence on the 

                                                           
14 Pro-yellow is used to describe a pro-democratic approach. Yellow was the color embraced by 

the protesters who took part in the Occupy Central Movement in 2014.  
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journalistic field. Legacy journalists often offered South China Morning Post15 as 

an example. They see it as one of the media outlets that has changed its editorial 

orientation when the Alibaba Group acquired it.  

“The industry is not as free as before, it has a lot of interference 

from all walks of life. We can see the Chinese influence is growing 

bigger and bigger. Chinese businessmen and also businessmen with 

a Chinese background are in charge with most of the media. Take 

South China Morning Post for example. I am not saying they are 

spies of mainland China, but of course they are ethnically Chinese 

and their mind-set and lives are in China. For sure, when there is 

something confrontational they will side with China, that is very 

obvious. This kind of things will put a tighter control on the 

territory's news industry. (Legacy 11) 

Other legacy journalists in Hong Kong argue that, once the media owner builds ties 

with the Beijing government, or even has large business interests in mainland China, 

the media outlet he or she owns will have very little chances to uphold its editorial 

independence. The reasons are mainly financial. Journalists argue that the main 

reason to invest in media is to secure the image of other business enterprises. No 

media owner, journalists claim, will jeopardise the rest of his or her business in 

order to uphold the editorial independence of a media outlet that, most likely, brings 

no profit to their larger financial operations. One journalist explains:  

                                                           
15 South China Morning Post is the flagship English-language newspaper of Hong Kong. Founded 

in 1903, it was acquired by Alibaba Group in December 2015, raising concerns that it will have a 

pro-Beijing editorial approach.  
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“The media is owned by tycoons. They are not going to give bad 

press to their friends. For South China Morning Post in the past 10-

12 years, the average life expectancy for the editor in chief has been 

of one year and a half. Roughly. This last guy lasted 4 years, which 

is quite a record. But why the previous one lasted longer is because 

he was a communist, he was a member of the congress. The first 

thing he said when he was named editor, he said they should change 

the name of the newspaper to China Morning Post or Pro-China 

Morning Post. They kowtow to Beijing! All the media here, except 

for the foreign one, all the local media is owned by tycoons who 

have huge investments in the mainland. The media would not do 

anything to offend China.” (Legacy 9) 

Some journalists mention an alteration of the journalistic norms under political 

pressures. There is plenty of resistance to be found in the newsrooms, exhibited 

especially by those who are in the early stages of their careers. As previously 

pointed out by Chan and Lee (2011), Hong Kongese media stand by the opinions 

and interests of the local public. Journalists feel compelled to take sides and to 

defend the national interest of Hong Kong. One journalist explains:      

“In recent years, we are witnessing the interference of the Chinese 

government. I started thinking ‘what's the meaning of objectivity 

and what's the meaning of doing journalism?’. If you say doing 

journalism is only to keep being objective, I think that's a really 

narrow standard. What we need to do, what is good journalism, is to 

protect something, the core values of Hong Kong: local views, the 

freedom of assembly, the freedom of speech, the freedom to run in 
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the elections. These are basic human rights. I want to do journalism 

because I want to change something. I want to improve my city, I 

am a frontline journalist and I want to improve the city throughout 

my contributions.” (Legacy 13) 

The political pressures are high in the journalistic field and journalists feel it as an 

intrusion in their professional boundaries.  

9.2. Concerns over Self-censorship  

The practice of self-censorship in local newsrooms is closely related to the growing 

political pressures. Lee and Chan define self-censorship as “nonexternally 

compelled acts committed by media organizations aiming to avoid offending power 

holders such as the government, advertisers, and major business corporations.” 

(2008, 112). Most of the interviewees brought up self-censorship when asked about 

the main threats for the journalistic profession in Hong Kong. Some of them placed 

self-censorship at the top of the list, while others presented it as an immediate effect 

of political pressures. One journalist explains how the process of self-censorship is 

linked with political actions:  

“I don't think we can discuss self-censorship issues in Hong Kong 

without discussing China too. They're interrelated. Even in a very 

protected newsroom, like mine, one of our researchers in mainland 

China was jailed. There's very clearly a message that if you're a local 

or an ethnic Chinese person, the Beijing government will treat you 

more harshly than if you are a white person. There have been 

problems in China with foreign correspondents who hired local 

stringers. Almost always young, inexperienced and these are the 
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kids who are in trouble. If we have local Chinese translators in 

Beijing we have to be very careful so we do not include them on the 

by-line. We are extra careful because the Chinese government is ok 

with ‘researched and translated by’ but they will be more severe if 

someone's name is in the by-line. If the article criticizes the central 

government, they will be very harsh.” (Legacy 12) 

Self-censorship is a process that affects those in Hong Kongese newsrooms, and the 

pressures transgress to the employees who work in mainland Chinese bureaus. In 

an effort to keep them safe, legacy journalists in Hong Kong will do their best to 

limit their colleagues’ exposure to very sensitive topics.  

“I don't even report on politics, but if I go to mainland China to 

report then I will have to enter with a journalistic visa. In the past I 

would go on a tourist visa because I do more soft materials on 

tourism and culture. But I was warned that they are very strict 

nowadays and it makes you uncomfortable to double thinking. 

‘Maybe they will follow me, maybe I will be on a database’ if I am 

on a journalistic visa. If we, in Hong Kong, who don't even report 

on politics feel this stress, imagine how it is for those who cover 

politics in Beijing or Shanghai.” (Legacy 3) 

As for self-censorship experienced within the Hong Kongese newsrooms, 

journalists argue that this process affects all ranks, from junior reporters to senior 

management. Asked what the major threats for journalism in Hong Kong are, one 

interviewee responds: 
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“Self-censorship, both at the reporters' level and at the editors' and 

managers' level... The managers come to run the media industry with 

good intentions. I really think they expect the media to be free. 

However, at the same time, they don't want to anger China. That is 

the self-censorship. People are aware of their business connections 

and their interests. Media owners do not want to cause troubles for 

themselves, right? So, they want to get into the business and then 

also cooperate with each other.” 

A junior reporter explained that he does not feel the pressures directly, but strives 

not to place the Beijing government in a negative light: 

“Many people are discussing about the political influences. As a 

front-line reporter, I cannot feel or recognize those pressures 

because they are immediately directed towards senior editors. 

However, I think they really exist. Sometimes when we are dealing 

with news about figures, maybe we do not have a long context for 

them to present them. The stand would be more towards the 

establishment because the journalists are encouraged not to offer so 

many numbers that would make Beijing look bad.” (Legacy 6) 

Rhetorically, journalists themselves try to find out what has changed 

recently and what triggers these levels of self-censorship that has never been 

witnessed before: 

“But why these pressures now and not 5-10 years ago? What is 

different now? It's a lot of self-censorship. It's like in Singapore. 

When Lee Kuan Yew was still alive, if you were interviewing some 
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tycoon who was saying something bad about LKY, the journalists 

would still self-censored. So they are scared, but they don't even try?” 

(Legacy 9) 

Had it not been for the high professional standards in the Hong Kongese journalistic 

field, there would be less struggles in the newsrooms. These point to the fact that 

journalists always try to fight back when these pressures occur. One reporter 

explains that the process of self-censorship does not replace the professional 

standards. Instead, their standards are re-aligned to fit into the current socio-

political narratives. In words similar to those used by George Orwell in 1984, 

journalists argue that self-censorship does not occur in an aggressive form across 

newsrooms. It does not aim to build new journalistic principles, but to alter the 

existent ones to the point where they fit the demands of media owners and political 

powers:  

“Self-censorship works like ‘rethinking’. Many people believe 

China should be a strong country, that China should have a strong 

word to say in international relations. Also, having a strong and 

reliable economy is part of their view. So in order to achieve all these 

goals, journalists ‘rethink’ what is objectivity, what impartiality is 

and how they should write on topics that tackle the national interest.” 

(DoM 7) 

 Self-censorship is not the result of political or economic coercion. The journalists 

are asked to ‘rethink’ their standards so that they could fit into a new narrative. One 

in which themselves and the territory would have more benefits if they played it 

safe and enjoyed mainland China’s development potential. The ‘rethinking’ of the 
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national interest is at stake. When asked what their national interest is, the 

journalists would refer to that of Hong Kong S.A.R... However, in this new narrative, 

the journalists are pushed to emphasize the national interest of their country with 

them being reminded of the “one country, two systems” policy. Media 

professionalism is used as an excuse to make the journalists reassess their position 

and their role into the political affairs of Hong Kong and China. One journalist 

further explains: 

“Obviously, the politicians are trying to overshadow what people are 

thinking. If there's a spectrum, the communists will try to make us 

go backwards. That is the challenge that we are facing.” (Legacy 4) 

The process of self-censorship, employed not to hurt the media owners or the 

political establishment, is supplemented by a fear of being taken to court. Journalists 

with decades of work experience complain that in the past have been backed up by 

their newsroom when publishing articles that could inflict a libel lawsuit upon the 

newsroom. Nowadays, the journalists avoid controversial topics, because they feel 

the newsroom will not offer them support in case a lawsuit file is open under their 

name.   

“In my younger days, if some news-maker got bad press, unless you 

apologize and retract we can sue you for libel. Nowadays, no one 

will get you to court anymore, so people play it safe. That's how self-

censorship happens in Hong Kong.” (Legacy 9) 

Is self-censorship in Hong Kong an irreversible process? Most of the journalists 

had a positive answer to this question. However, some of them are confident that 

with help from the public, the undesirable effects of self-censorship could be 
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confined. Even though that could lead to a total overhaul of the journalistic field, 

including job-losses for those who advocate such a move.  

“Hong Kong people are aware there is censorship and there are many 

conflicts going on….The protests for free speech were joined by a 

lot of people who are not journalists, after Kevin Lau was attacked. 

Whether that translates into better journalism, I don't know. If our 

newspaper becomes highly censored, there might not be much for 

the public to do. But this public might be forced to go and seek other 

news magazines that are not so censored. And that's the best chance 

start-up companies can ask for.” (Legacy 11) 

Two of the interviewees declared they do not directly experience self-censorship. 

Both of them hold starting positions in the media industry and explain that their best 

defence against self-censorship is exactly their strong uphold of professional 

standards. 

“We don't have it [self-censorship], my senior allows me to do 

whatever I want. For my own experience, I do believe there are more 

and more orders coming from top down. Talking to my team leader, 

especially during OCM, he will remind us that we have to be 

balanced. In order to prevent complaints from the top, if we want to 

find a localist for an exclusive interview, we will give 800 words for 

that article and leave 400 words for those who are against him.” 

(Legacy 13) 

This account illustrates how some journalists are still able to resort to their 

professional standards to counter the process of self-censorship. Objectivity and 
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balance are the two norms that are employed by journalists in order to escape self-

censorship and political pressures. At the same time, the number of those who 

declare that they are able to do this is very low compared to those who argue they 

cannot escape self-censorship. 

 After discussing the political pressures and the process of self-censorship, 

the next section will present the economic pressures experienced by legacy and 

DoM journalists across Hong Kong.  

9.3. Growing Economic Pressures 

The journalists experience economic pressures in two ways: first, they describe the 

institutional pressures, the ones that affect their newsrooms, consisting of matters 

such as advertising and investments. Second, personal pressures, the ones that 

directly affect journalists, including their salaries and other personal resources they 

may receive from the media company they work for, such as smartphones.  

 When asked about the reasons why media owners invest in journalistic 

operations, even though these investments are very likely to never return a profit, 

journalists believe the economic advantages are liminal, but media owners look for 

ways to expand their business operations. One of the DoM newsrooms that make 

the focus of this research has recently laid off a large number of its employees. The 

explanation given to the employees was that its operations are no longer profitable. 

The interviewed journalists beg to differ that this is not the case, and that the owners 

knew from the very beginning that their investments will not return a profit, at least 

not in the first years of operations.  

“People invest in media to diversify their portfolio. They have other 

companies and they have to promote each other. So media is for 
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them a way to diversify their portfolio, cause media will not bring 

much profit. They’re happy as long as media operations will not cost 

them money. When they stop financing a media company is when 

they hit a red light. They make the mothership nervous.” (DoM 4)  

Once again, this account hints to the impossibility of operating in the media industry 

without interfering with the Beijing government. Although the journalists who work 

for this digital-only media outlet did not highlight self-censorship as an important 

pressure in their work, they all agreed that the recent lay-offs have more to do with 

the growing influence of their media outlet and less with a decline in revenues. The 

journalists claim they were aware of the repercussions, if their online publication 

was to target the wrong people. By pre self-censorship and further economic 

repercussions against the newsrooms, the journalists reveal how they tried to 

distance themselves from sensitive topics:  

“If you are too aggressive, your investor will pressure you. For us, 

we don't see that. We reported all the sensitive stories, but we don't 

push them too much. Because we realize we are a commercial media 

and our actions might hurt the financial side of our investor's 

business. In the newsroom, we want to survive. The system is 

designed in such a way that is very difficult to change.” (DoM 5) 

Most of the DoM journalists highlight the economic pressures when asked about 

the threats to their professions. This is different to what the legacy media journalists 

answered, as they highlighted political pressures and self-censorship. Nevertheless, 

the two groups find a common ground when discussing about self-censorship. For 

legacy journalists, this process is closely related to political pressures.  
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“You will also have the challenge from new media and the number 

of subscribers is shrinking. Our income is diminishing. Then how 

can we support a team of hundreds of journalists? That's a terrific 

challenge. Also, you will have more powerful challenges incoming: 

Phoenix TV, Shenzhen TV and others.” (Legacy 4) 

For DoM journalists, at least those who work for a commercial outlet, the process 

of self-censorship is deeply tied to economic pressures.  

“As our company became more and more influential, the investors 

got scarred. The investors want to have a good relationship with 

mainland China because that's their primary market. Many of my 

friends in mainland China use VPN services and connect to my 

company in Hong Kong and read the news. Of course, the Beijing 

government is aware this media outlet is becoming more and more 

influential and the investors are afraid they will hurt their business 

in mainland China. My colleagues have the same feeling. Once the 

media company is blocked in mainland China, this is a sign that it's 

both powerful and that it bothers people. Journalism is journalism 

and business is business. The latter is more important!” (DoM 9) 

With the journalists aware that economic matters will trump their professional 

standpoint, they will continue to stay away from topics that would economically 

jeopardise the business of their institutions. However, the institutional economic 

pressures are not the only ones they are facing. Both legacy and DoM journalists 

complain about the low salaries they receive and about the bleak prospects of a 
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saturated market that is still struggling to find a better business model and to attract 

a larger audience.  

“We have low salaries, that's a big problem. We don't have a lot of 

advertising, unfortunately. We don't have many companies from 

mainland China advertising in our newspaper. This year [2016] we 

had no salary increase, we usually have 3-4% income increase, but 

this year the salaries were frozen.” (Legacy 13) 

“My salary was around 8,000HKD16 per month, it felt like I was 

doing free labour. You don't even need to learn about the economic 

problems of the newspaper because you have your own economic 

problems.” (DoM 7) 

Given the austere situation on the media market, some journalists decide to join 

other fields. The following section will discuss the challenges faced by the 

journalists when their colleagues decide to leave the newsroom.  

9.4 A Field Facing the Professional Exodus 

Journalists who quit the profession would join adjacent fields such as P.R. and 

advertising, while others would opt to become journalism instructors at local 

universities. Two of those whom I have interviewed for this research also teach in 

local campuses. One of the DoM journalists was laid out and joined a legacy 

newsroom.   

“Many of the journalists will change jobs because after 5 years of 

experience they can join a PR firm, work in advertising, for a 

                                                           
16 At the time of writing this study, this amount is the equivalent of ~1,000USD or ~900EUR.  
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political party or for the government and get a better salary. We have 

certain years of experience, but the government can provide twice 

or three times of the salary with less working hours. I'm 25 years old 

now, I still have some years during which I could do journalism as I 

want to, but for those in their 30's or more the financial security is 

much more important and it acts as a pressure. Right now, the 

journalists with more than five years of experience are all gone.” 

(Legacy 13) 

Those who stay in the field decry the exodus of professionals with a high editorial 

capital and wonder who will replace these people. Most of the available positions 

are for newcomers in the field. Legacy journalists feel that whenever they lose a 

journalist who has more than 20 years of experience, the professional standards 

decline.    

“Once some people left, things have changed. People became more 

careless. ‘Let's broadcast later, we can wait.’ You have no people 

pushing the young journalists anymore. The direction of our 

mainland reporting has also changed. We have lost very experienced 

people from China Desk. The juniors, the new recruits, they cannot 

handle a daily China news reporting. Or at least not yet. And their 

insights, their perspective is not sufficient. They don't have the 

training or the perspective of what China is. Our chain of command 

and our chain of gate-keeping tend to be loosened. I can tell you the 

China [Desk] team used to be the best in Hong Kong. But somehow, 

they started to work on other departments.” (Legacy 4) 
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Those who leave the field and have a vast editorial capital will have an immediate 

impact on the professional standards of the newsroom. While the senior managers 

appreciate that young journalists are more skilled in dealing with technological 

convergence, their lack of experience in dealing with sensitive topics will be 

immediately highlighted:  

“The main challenge is that we do not have enough senior reporters. 

Recently, some of my senior colleagues are leaving the company for 

other jobs. Those who are left only have 3-4 years of experience in 

company. I think it's a great difference with what is happening in 

other countries because we have very unexperienced, with less than 

10 years of experience, working in key departments. The main 

challenge is more internal and less external. We leave the company 

not because of political pressures, but because we cannot buy a 

house, a flat, we cannot get married because we always receive low 

salaries.” (Legacy 6) 

Senior journalists will not point their fingers directly towards junior journalists. 

They understand that their younger colleagues cannot fill the gap created by those 

who left the field. Instead, they point to senior management for not being able to 

keep those senior journalists who decided to quit.  

“Here’s why media stations cannot produce good stories: the green 

journalists are not experienced enough. We can do some stories, but 

they are quite superficial and we cannot have better sources. How 

can you have sources after 1-2 years as a reporter? That's the main 
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problem. If we have senior reporters leaving, we will not be able to 

replace them immediately.” (Legacy 11) 

Facing political and economic pressures, self-censorship, and an exodus of 

experienced journalists, local reporters feel their professional boundaries are under 

constant external pressures. The next theme analysed in this chapter is the 

radicalisation in the territory.   

9.5. The Rise and Rise of Radicalisation  

The topic of public radicalisation came out when the journalists were asked what 

the main threats of their professional work are. Only those who work for legacy 

outlets mentioned radicalisation as a threat. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

DoM journalists consider that most of their audience has a pro-democratic outlook. 

Although upsetting, they do not find it surprising when the governmental sources 

decline to comment on certain topics. However, legacy journalists who find it 

utterly important to maintain their objectivity and impartiality, argue it is more and 

more complicated to maintain a balanced position as it will attract the criticism of 

both pro-democracy camp and pro-Beijing camp.  

“In Hong Kong right now it's not only a political problem. It's also 

a problem with the Hong Kong people. They are quite separate, both 

sides have radical people that hate each other. It's not helpful 

because they do not reach any consensus. Even one news report, a 

very balanced one, will only gather hate from both groups because 

they both feel they are deceived and the news is biased.” (Legacy 2) 
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The journalists struggle to balance their reporting, although they are aware this is 

not siding them away from criticism. Regardless of how they are positioned in the 

field, they perceive the criticism as a major blow to their reporting. 

“The society is very polarized and this is making our lives miserable 

because we are trying to be objective and to be in the middle. But 

being in the middle when the two sides are at different poles means 

that you are far away from both of them.” (Legacy 13) 

They have no means to move the public away from their polarised positions, as they 

feel their attitudes are caused by the political ruptures within the society, rather than 

the way media reports. Even when they are not in the newsroom, they are reminded 

of the challenging task of reconciling two split poles.   

 “I think polarization of the public is the biggest problem we 

currently have in HK and it affects every part of society, from online, 

Facebook to friends. They have a really strong sense of political 

stance. They don't want to talk to people who have opposite opinions. 

For them, friendships are made depending on who you vote for. I 

think Facebook had a very negative effect on people.” (Legacy 13) 

There is consensus in the field that journalists will do their best to uphold their 

professional standards, regardless of how radicalised and divided the territory will 

continue to be. As previously discussed, the journalists might be inclined to defend 

the national interest of Hong Kong. However, they might face difficulties in doing 

so, as the narratives coming from the political and economic poles aim to redefine 

what is national in the context of “one country, two systems” policy. The final theme 
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of this chapter deals with the future of journalism in the territory, as seen by legacy 

and DoM journalists.  

9.6. Dark Clouds Ahead 

The higher the newsroom position of those interviewed, the gloomier the tone is 

regarding what the future holds in stock for them. The journalists are afraid that 

political and economic pressure will continue to grow, the process of self-

censorship is irreversible, more experienced journalists will opt out of the field and 

the territory will become even more polarised and radicalised in the future. The tone 

of the journalists implies that a further decline in press freedom is only a matter of 

time. 

“In the future, both the political and the economic environments will 

become more severe. I think the Central government will not do 

many things to strangle the freedom of speech in Hong Kong. But 

the economic pressure will become unbearable. The environment is 

already very bad. The market is very small and the focus will shift 

towards the Chinese market because it's larger.” (DoM 7) 

The emphasis varies between political and economic pressures for the city. 

Journalists feel helpless because they feel it is not up to them to improve the media 

environment. Senior journalists provide nostalgic accounts about “the good old days” 

that will never return and pity the younger generations. They have the professional 

training from their universities, they will never get to work in an environment that 

allows a free press.  

“-For the future, do you see journalism getting better? No, no, it will 

only get worse. We are dinosaurs; we were journalists when this 
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profession was fun. I started working in the newspaper business 

back when the person in charge was a newspaperman. Nowadays, 

business people run the newsroom. They look for profit, but they 

know very little about what a media company stands for.  They want 

to make money for the shareholders. They don't want any hard-

heavy news; they want fast release news, not to hurt the advertisers.” 

(Legacy 9) 

Some journalists point out to fresh graduates who might be able to shake up the 

field. As previously discussed, these new entrants in the field might not have the 

professional skills to improve the journalistic field, but would have the desire to 

question the way many of the political and economic decisions are affecting the 

newsrooms. 

“I wish I had some clear vision, but it's very blurry, it's difficult to 

say what will happen in the future. The salaries are getting down; it's 

more and more difficult to be hopeful for the future. But at the same 

time, there are more and more people who study journalism and they 

want to be the leaders of tomorrow's professional journalism. What 

will happen to them?” (Legacy 12) 

The shift to a crowdfunding model remains a viable option for many of the 

journalists, but they are afraid it would be difficult to receive large public support 

or recognition from the government, as professional journalists do. It is the business 

model of their current media outlets that stands out as the reason to be reluctant 

about their future.  
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“I would not use the word fear, but we have a lot of difficulties ahead. 

Economically, if you write something that is against the government, 

that is a problem. For example, some big group don't put 

advertisements on your show or TV station or newspaper because 

you pressure the government.” (Legacy 2) 

This chapter aimed to provide an account of the political and economic pressures 

that the journalistic profession in Hong Kong is facing. Technological convergence 

and public participation are not seen as problematic as the political and economic 

pressures are.  

“I do think Hong Kongese people, the public, will become much 

more aware of the problems surrounding media. I don't think the 

biggest threat is technology, which is more neutral, I think the 

biggest pressure is the economic and political one. It will become 

almost impossible for legacy media companies to operate outside the 

influence sphere of media tycoons.” (Legacy 12) 

This is perhaps the main reason why the journalists do not face difficulties when 

adapting to new technologies or connecting with the participatory public. Most of 

those who still see themselves working in the journalistic field in the future hope 

that a possible salvation will arise from new business models. In their views, digital 

publishing and crowdfunding could liberate them from commercial and political 

pressures. As well, the process of self-censorship could diminish if they could build 

a stronger relationship with their audiences with the help of technological 

convergence. Table 8 provides a matrix of the main processes that take place in the 

journalistic field between the two groups of journalists. 
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Type 

 

Process 

Legacy journalists Digital-only journalists 

Boundary Work - Protection of autonomy: 

- high, as the journalists 

feel the field is under 

severe pressures from the 

economic and the political 

fields 

- Expanding: - envious on 

the DoM business model, 

aiming to expand on 

digital platforms in the 

future 

- Expulsion: - not aiming 

to exclude the DoM 

journalists because they 

are regarded as 

strengthening the field. 

Aiming to exclude those 

who do not have high 

journalistic standards. 

- Protection of autonomy: - 

weak, as they subsume to the 

dominant agents in the field 

- Expanding: good use of 

digital and networked 

platforms, aiming to 

disseminate content in various 

formats (e.g. video, big data) 

- Expulsion: N/A 

Habitus - Hallmark of 

differentiation against the 

journalists from mainland 

China 

- Western-style oriented 

- Platform-based, digital 

distribution is secondary 

- At times, aiming to 

differentiate from their legacy 

peers as they are perceived to 

have weak connections with 

the political field 

- Digital oriented 

 

Doxa - High professional 

standards  

- Norms should be 

followed without 

hesitation 

-Heterodox values - pools 

of knowledge on 

WhatsApp groups 

- Intermediate professional 

standards, aiming to publish 

first, lower attention to details 

- Norms should be followed 

when they make sense  

Heterodox values - pools of 

knowledge on WhatsApp 

groups 
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Capital - High editorial capital 

developed across the 

decades 

- High social capital 

- Economic capital in 

decline 

- Low editorial capital as most 

of the journalists do not have 

a rich experience 

- Economic capital nurtured 

by crowdfunding and 

donations 

Field - Dominant agents in the 

field 

- Dominated agents in the 

field, fighting for acceptation 

- Digital field 

Table 8. The Matrix of Boundary-work in the Journalistic Field. 

 

 A problem that no one has a solution for will remain the exodus of 

professional journalists. Hong Kong has a few digital-only outlets that are set up by 

professional journalists who quit their legacy newsrooms and established new 

business models that rely on crowdfunding17. However, many of those who were 

interviewed for this research are reluctant to move into uncharted territories. The 

fear of not being recognised by the government as a media professional and the 

financial uncertainties of working for a crowdfunded institution are the main 

reasons why journalists appreciate these emerging business models from a distance, 

but are reluctant to quit their current newsrooms and join them. 

 

                                                           
17 Two relevant examples in this sense are FactWire and CitizenNews. According to its website, 

FactWire started its crowdfunding campaign on FringeBacker in July 2015, and 8 months later, its 

newsroom became operational. More than 3,300 people have contributed with money and 4.7 

million HKD were raised for in the start-up fund, with 50% more than original goal. Apart from its 

website, FactWire is present on Facebook, on Twitter, on Weibo, and has a YouTube channel as 

well. Another example is CitizenNews, a website started by a group of veteran journalists in 2007. 

According to its Facebook page, CitizenNews aims to uphold its editorial independence and the 

freedom of the press in the territory.  
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10. Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research 

This research aimed to provide an empirical account of the transformations taking 

place in the Hong Kongese journalistic field. This was achieved by employing a 

case study method in the theoretical framework of field theory, realigned with the 

help of boundary-work concept. Hong Kong has unique social and political 

characteristics, given its colonial past and its further transformations since 1997, 

since its return to mainland China. Comprehensive attempts to understand the 

territory’s journalistic transformations should draw from its historical developments 

and present contextual factors. The case study method is useful in providing 

answers to research questions that aim to describe and understand the experiences 

of those who are in the journalistic field.  Relying on in-depth interviews, newsroom 

observations and annual reports, this research placed the journalistic field in its 

everyday socio-political context. This research contributes to the current literature 

on journalistic transformations by providing an inclusive perspective on the 

practices, challenges, and strategies of media workers in Hong Kong. Because of 

its unique traits – “liberal autocracy” (Kuan and Lau 2002), the world’s freest 

economy, one of the highest penetration rate of digital and networked media in the 

world, the lack of direct elections through universal suffrage – it is difficult to 

extend the results of this research to other parts of the globe. Regardless, the 

strategies employed by Hong Kongese journalists in dealing with technological 

convergence and public participation could serve as reference points to other media 

workers. This research points out that technological convergence is not as disruptive 

as it is in other parts of the world (Singer et al. 2011). As well, the process of public 

participation has a different dynamic given the lack of universal suffrage and the 

historical role played by the media in building the national identity of Hong Kong. 
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 This research contributes to the literature on the state of journalism in Hong 

Kong by comparing the two dominant groups of journalists – reformed legacy and 

digital-only journalists. Case study methods are not often employed by researchers 

who analyse the journalistic transformations in Hong Kong. Unlike the 

questionnaires, the in-depth interviews allow the journalists to provide their 

personal opinions and allow the researcher to steer the conversation towards the 

most relevant and personal dimensions of the journalists’ work. This research is 

significant because it employs a qualitative research methodology to journalistic 

challenges that are usually interpreted through quantitative methodologies. Given 

that is difficult to negotiate access in the local newsrooms or even to convince the 

journalists to share their experiences, this is one of the rare studies that provide the 

journalists’ own understandings of their everyday challenges.     

Developments such as technological convergence, public participation, 

political and economic pressures have a major impact on the demarcation of 

professional boundaries within the journalistic field. The territory is navigating 

turbulent waters as it tries to find its own place to fit into the “one country, two 

systems” policy. The journalistic profession is characterised by high professional 

standards, as these are the long-lasting effects of decades of Western journalistic 

education in the territory (P. S. N. Lee and Chu 1998, 60; So and Chan 2007, 149). 

Nevertheless, the same journalistic standards, once employed as hallmarks to 

differentiate the media in Hong Kong against the media in mainland China, have 

been under erosion in recent years. Occupy Central Movement (OCM) 2014 is 

identified in this research as the start of a new stage in the local press development 

process. The journalists describe the street protests as a watershed moment: the data 
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for this research points out that many of their professional assumptions and work 

patterns were changed during and after the 2014 events.  

 The most important challenges for journalists in Hong Kong are the political 

and economic pressures. These pressures affect the two analysed groups, although 

in slightly different ways. Legacy journalists find it more difficult to resist the 

political pressures that find their ways into the newsrooms. Nine out of the 35 legacy 

media outlets in Hong Kong have direct investments from people who have proven 

ties with the Beijing government. For the news organisations, the source of 

financing should not be of crucial importance, given the historical separation 

between the editorial process and the business process. However, the accounts of 

the legacy journalists interviewed for this research highlight the fact that media 

owners find ways to convey their political orientations inside the newsrooms. 

Journalists resort to self-censorship in order to continue their work, although they 

are aware this process erodes their editorial independence and professional 

standards. Digital-only journalists find political pressures in the attitude of the local 

government. The Hong Kongese officials still do not recognise DoM outlets as 

professional media entities. The journalists who work for these organisations see 

the governmental attitude as an abuse, an excuse to keep them outside of the 

journalistic field. The government does not have a clear way of defining what 

conditions should be met by digital-only media outlets in order to be recognised as 

journalistic entities. Meanwhile, DoM organisations are the ones footing the bill, as 

they do not have access to public interest events that are organised by the 

government. Journalists voice out their concerns that the main reason they are 

refused the opportunity to cover public-interest events is that they tend to be critical 

towards the government.  
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 In general, legacy journalists regard their DoM peers as legitimate 

journalists in the field. There are exceptions, and boundary-work is employed 

whenever legacy journalists feel that DoM reporters do not adhere to the same 

journalistic principles. The only times when DoM journalists received criticism 

from their peers was when they asked questions deemed as unimportant by legacy 

journalists. Both groups agree that DoM journalists tend to be more biased than 

their legacy peers are. However, the breach of the objectivity norm is not considered 

as a crucial reason for legacy journalists to repudiate them from the field. As Gieryn 

mentions, boundary-work does not fall back on broad generalisations. Instead, it 

should be regarded as a contextual “credibility contest” in which the dominant 

agents within a field would employ three processes to protect their boundaries: 

expulsion, expansion, and protection of autonomy (2001, 15–17). Context is crucial 

for boundary-work and depending on the moment when one carries the research, 

the processes mentioned by Gieryn could carry a different weight. This research 

was carried out in the fourth stage of press development in Hong Kong. This is a 

stage characterised by major uncertainties for media professionals. The main 

process in the credibility contest is not that of expulsion of other entrants in the field. 

Instead, this research points out that the main processes are, in order, protection of 

autonomy and expansion. The journalistic field of Hong Kong struggles to protect 

its autonomy which is seen as under severe attack by political and economic forces. 

The new actors who enter the field – DoM journalists – are seen as agents who could 

protect it for the betterment of all journalists. This is why, perhaps surprisingly, 

legacy journalists do not expel DoM journalists from the field. These new entrants 

are regarded as professionals who can reinforce the journalistic boundaries by 

fighting common pressures, whether these are political or economic. Most of the 
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times, both groups identify a common cause to fight for, and that is the protection 

of the journalistic field. The competition within the field between these two groups 

fades in importance once the journalists are aware that together they can fight for 

the protection of the entire field against external fields. Local newsrooms are 

suffering from a haemorrhage of veteran journalists and their experience cannot be 

replaced overnight. Legacy journalists keep this in mind when they accept the new 

entrants in their ranks. They hope that together they could reinforce the autonomous 

pole of the field, and thus resist the growing pressures. 

 The literature review of this research, relying on studies carried out mostly 

in the Western world, identifies technological convergence and public participation 

as disruptive forces within the journalistic field. This is not exactly the case for 

Hong Kong. The city has two of the highest rates of mobile phone (241.7%) and 

household broadband (83.2%) penetration in the world. Technology is pervasive in 

the city and the journalists were early adaptors of new media technologies. The 

newsroom observation and in-depth interviews point out that most of the journalists 

do not perceive technological convergence as an unsettling factor in their work. The 

limitations of fully adhering to technological convergence do not come from 

individual restrictions, but from problematic implementations of digital and 

networked technologies within their newsrooms. For example, the social media 

editor of one of the studied legacy newsrooms acts at the same time as a media 

planner. He does not feel that technological convergence is hurting his professional 

work, but rather that the newsroom could do a better job overall in employing 

technological convergence to its benefit. Instead of being scared when adapting to 

technological convergence, the journalists feel they should do more to make full use 

of it and connect with their public.  
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 The negative aspects of technological convergence are the growth of 

immediacy and liveness. Frontline journalists express their concern that the 

continuous state of liveness could lead to a loss of their autonomy. They are guided 

by the affordances of technological convergence and this hurts their professional 

standards and norms. The journalists translate the continuous state of liveness and 

the growth of immediacy as expansions of their boundary-work because they tend 

to cover events that were previously not meeting the newsworthiness standards. On 

the other hand, technological convergence helps the journalists to expand their 

sourcing capacities and the process of news verification. Those who work for desks 

that cover mainland China talk enthusiastically about the opportunities offered by 

technological convergence. They have the means to access social networks filled 

with possible stories that otherwise would have never been scrutinised. The habitus 

of local journalists and the doxic values of their news production is not at odds with 

the rise of technological convergence. The dialectics of this process can push the 

journalists to expand their professional boundaries by adapting to possible news 

stories. This is the main reason why, overall, journalists in Hong Kong do a better 

job at normalizing the impact of technological convergence to fit and expand their 

journalistic field. Local journalists master the rules of the game and technological 

convergence is subsumed to their high professional standards.  

 Another dimension explored by this research is that of public participation. 

Professional journalists use random acts of journalism mainly as starting points for 

their stories. There is a difference between how legacy journalists and DoM 

organisations relate with this content. Legacy journalists never use the newsworthy 

content they find online in isolation. They always try to provide context and to 

verify the source of the material in the first place. On the other hand, digital-only 
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journalists tend to rush publishing the story and add context at a later stage. Legacy 

journalists tend to respect the full process of verification as they argue that their 

audience will punish any mistake in their content. Historically, there is a strong 

connection between the legacy journalists and the public in Hong Kong. Given the 

fact that citizens cannot directly elect their leaders, the professional publications are 

regarded as a mediator between the public and the political elite. Hong Kong is 

characterised by a high level of co-optation of senior media management (Joseph 

M Chan and Lee 1991; Wong 2012; E. K. W. Ma and Fung 2007) and, in the current 

context, DoM journalists aim to balance the situation by positioning themselves 

closer to the pro-democracy groups. Nevertheless, since this study does not 

investigate the content of the newsrooms, it cannot be argued to what degree they 

succeed in doing that.  

 User-generated content (UGC) is both accepted and contested in the 

journalistic field.  Legacy journalists are able to normalize the UGC because of the 

social capital they enjoy. Thus, UGC is kept at the margins and the audience is 

encouraged to submit reports that might be newsworthy. At the same time, legacy 

journalists complain they find it more and more difficult to deal with online 

comments from the public. Given the radicalised and divided nature of the audience, 

especially after OCM in 2014, the objectivity norm of the journalists is under public 

scrutiny. Some journalists claim that, by positioning themselves between the pro-

democracy and the pro-Beijing groups, they do not end up being objective. Instead, 

they alienate both publics. Legacy journalists do not have a solution to this situation, 

while DoM journalists accept that they tend to lean towards the pro-democracy 

camp. Overall, public participation is perceived to have a positive impact on the 

journalistic field. The field does not expand to accept the new actors. Instead, the 
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participatory public is kept at the margins. This way, the journalists are able to rely 

on the public whenever they deem it necessary, without perceiving them as hurting 

their autonomy. If they encounter further economic pressures, the journalists take 

into consideration to re-orient towards newsrooms that are based on a crowdfunding 

model. Such a revenue system relies on money donated by the citizens and 

journalists consider that the participatory public is more willing to contribute for 

such a model.  

 This research described the impact of four major dimensions on the 

journalistic field in Hong Kong: 1) the technological advancements, understood in 

terms of processes of technological convergence that add pressure to the already 

fast cycle of 24-hours news production, but also in the technological forms 

themselves, described in this research as actants (i.e. smartphones, tablets, 

TVUPacks; 2) the growing presence of public participation through random acts of 

journalism and user-generated content; 3) the growing political pressures illustrated 

through lack of governmental transparency, newsroom infiltrations, self-censorship, 

and cultural co-orientation; 4) economic pressures demonstrated by a decrease in 

investments, shrinkage of advertising, diminishing salaries and an exodus from the 

profession in adjacent fields such as public relations and advertising. In this research, 

the 4 factors were analysed separately and received dedicated chapters given the 

large amount of data collected. Nevertheless, there is a strong interaction between 

these factors. 

 The process of technological convergence and the growing presence of 

actants affected not only the journalistic field, but the society at large. With the help 

of networked and digital technologies, the public is now able to produce and 

distribute content. One could not be able to articulate concepts such as public 
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participation if it was not for the sheer technological advancements. The process of 

producing media content and distributing it online is a prime example of the 

constant interactions between society and technology. In the case of this research, 

technological convergence is used by two groups: the journalists themselves who 

are able to gather, verify and publish media content and the public who is able to 

participate by creating content and distributing it on social networks. These two 

processes are inter-related and are reinforcing each other as the high rate of 

technological convergence fosters public participation and, simultaneously, the 

public’s adoption of these processes will encourage further technological 

developments. 

 In the case of Hong Kong, these two processes are further related with 

political and economic factors. The technological convergence process is embraced 

by both legacy and digital-only journalists. Given that the digital-only journalists 

are not recognised as a professional body by the government, their only possibility 

of publishing their content is through social networks and websites. These two 

means of publication are deeply intertwined with technological convergence as they 

are the result of a networked society, one in which not only the journalists, but also 

the audience has the capacity to publish in a many-to-many model of 

communication, as illustrated in Table 7 of this dissertation.  

 Technological convergence empowers the audience to have a voice in a 

territory which does not have universal suffrage. The interviewed journalists feel 

the public is very interested to participate with comments and materials. With the 

exception of public rallies and demonstrations, public participation through user-

generated content and random acts of journalism is one of the few opportunities for 

the public to voice out their opinions. And this could further explain the reluctance 
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of the local government to legitimate the existence of digital-only journalists. Given 

the high cost barriers to enter the traditional journalistic market, there is a rapid 

development of digital-only media entities in Hong Kong. While their legacy 

colleagues face important economic barriers, digital-only journalists are able to 

broadcast their content at a relatively low cost. The development of this new 

journalistic direction looks extremely appealing to many of the legacy media 

workers because it could be a future alternative of journalistic platforms they could 

be a part. Those who work outside the sphere of influence of media tycoons and 

media conglomerates have the opportunity to perform their journalistic work in the 

online realm and receive donations and perform crowdfunding campaigns. 

The link with the political dimension analysed in this dissertation is 

provided by this newly formatted digital space. The domain occupied by digital only 

journalists is outside the sphere of political pressures decried by legacy media 

journalists. The online realm is less regulated, it lacks pressures such as self-

censorship and cultural co-orientation, and does not suffer from newsroom 

infiltrations. Digital-only journalists employ technological convergence to 

distribute their news to their public. In its turn, the public funds the operation of 

these newly arrived journalists. These interactions are effective because they 

happen outside the political and economic pressures normally faced by legacy 

media. The arrival of digital-only journalism is relatively new and it is difficult to 

envision what the future holds in store for it. Nevertheless, if the digital-only 

journalists will be able to inform the public, and in its own turn the public will be 

able to financially sustain this newly created business model might become very 

appealing for the large professional body of legacy journalists. As discussed in 
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Chapter 10, the journalists who work for legacy media are willing to consider 

switching to this newly created business model if time will prove its efficiency.  

To sum up, the journalists in Hong Kong make a good use of the 

technological convergence process and are able to build a close relationship with 

the public, including the participatory one.  These links are not new, but were 

historically strengthened due to the important role media institutions in the creation 

of a national identity, as Chapter 6 points out. With the help of technological 

convergence process, local journalists are able to reach out to a younger public, one 

that is able to provide financial security, but also to legitimise the role of the 

journalists who can thus try to eschew the economic and political pressures.  

 The field of journalism in Hong Kong is constantly shifting, as this is the 

nature of a domain analysed through the lens of field theory. The current 

uncertainties in the adjacent fields – especially in the political one – leave room for 

limitations. This study is no exception. First, the study uses the broad category of 

“legacy media”. As this research points out, there are differences in the positions 

occupied by television journalists and print journalists in the field. While the 

newsrooms for which they work are well-established, well-regarded and credible, 

they cannot account for the entire journalistic field of Hong Kong. This shortcoming 

could be addressed in the future by researchers who could negotiate a better access 

in newsrooms. A narrower group of journalists could be analysed so that the 

researchers could draw a richer pool of data. Secondly, this study relies on the 

accounts of journalists, but it does not go further to include either the audience 

interpretation of the journalistic reporting, or the content published or broadcasted 

by journalists. Larger-scale studies could address these shortcomings in the future. 

Thirdly, future studies could rely on mixed teams of researchers. Conducting the 
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study in a language that is not native for either the researcher or the participants has 

its amount of limitations. At any point, both sides could use words they do not fully 

understand and this could lead to unreliable accounts. On the other hand, the 

experience of this researcher is that Hong Kongese journalists tend to open up once 

they establish a good level of trust. Many of the interviewees offered off-the-record 

opinions and some of them mentioned they did so only because they trusted me and 

because I seem to be genuinely interested about their fate. Some journalists said 

they tend to lose their trust in the local or Chinese researchers because they could 

use the data to harm them or their newsrooms. Thus, being a non-local who does 

not speak the language both helped and obstructed this research. This account could 

help further researchers who want to pursue access in the field.  

 To conclude, this study addresses a gap in the literature on the practices, 

perceptions and interpretations in the Hong Kongese journalistic field. Previous 

studies have mainly relied on questionnaires. It is the nature of this instrument of 

inquiry to leave no room for follow up questions or for more substantial evidence. 

Through in-depth interviews, newsroom observations and annual reports, this study 

aimed to offer a comprehensive picture of the internal and external struggles that 

take place in the journalistic field of Hong Kong during times of uncertainty.  
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Appendix: Interview Protocol 

I. Self

1. What is your journalistic experience in the field, where do you work at the

present, what is your job title? 

2. What are your main tasks and daily work routines?

II. Technology

1. What role does technology play in your journalistic work?

2. How is technology facilitating your journalistic work? How is technology

hindering your daily work? 

3. What does it mean to have a good journalistic use of technology?

4. What is your opinion on big data and virtual reality? Are they having a positive

or negative impact on journalistic work? Why? 

5. Do you see yourself and your media organisation relying more on technological

use in the future? What are the positive aspects and negative aspects of that? 

II. Public Participation

1. What is the role of the public in your daily work?

2. Do you regard the public as a social partner or a customer? Why?

3. How would you characterize those who film/take photos of newsworthy events

and distribute them on social media? 

4. Do these people facilitate or hinder your daily work?

5. How are your journalistic attitudes influenced by the commentaries and posts

you read on social media? 
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6. What is your opinion on bloggers and citizen journalists who distribute media

content without being affiliated with a journalistic institution? What differentiates 

journalists from the rest of the public who distribute media content? 

III. Political and Economic Pressures

1. What do you think are the most important problems facing Hong Kong?

2. Do you consider self-censorship exists in Hong Kong? How is it manifested?

3. Do you practice self-censorship?

4. What should be the relation between Hong Kong journalists and the political

field?  Should Hong Kong journalists practice objectivity, or should they defend 

the public’s interest against internal and external threats?  

5. Do you encounter economic pressures in your work? If so, in what ways?

6. Do you check how many article views your story had on the newspapers’

website? To what extent is that influencing your work? 

7. With whom are you competing in your daily work? How is this affecting your

journalistic principles and values? 

8. What does it mean to do well in your newsroom?

9. How do you see journalism in Hong Kong 10 years from now in terms of

political climate and economic pressures? 

10. Is there anything else you would like to add?
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