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ABSTRACT 

This thesis focuses on the impact of media convergence on the Chinese newspaper 

organization in the global text of advanced technology, through a rare ethnographic case 

study of a Chinese Communist Party media organization. Based on online and offline data 

obtained through seven months’ ethnographic research carried out in 2016 at Party 

newspaper organization PaperX, including a special focus on the newspaper’s police beat, 

it seeks to understand how the impact of media convergence is manifested in news 

routines and to discuss the implications of the impact on Chinese journalists.  

The research was designed during a time of change in China’s media environment. 

On August 18, 2014, the country’s leader,  President Xi Jinping, also General Secretary of 

the Communist Party of China, gave a speech highlighting the “Directives on Boosting 

Integrated Development of Traditional and New Media” , a new set of guidelines to assist 

traditional media in handling the economic downturn that started to affect the Chinese 

newspaper industry from 2012 as the penetration of digital technologies deepened. In a 

similar way to Western media, Chinese newsrooms have needed to adapt to Internet 

structures in news production. Unlike Western media, Chinese newsroom development is 

subject to strong political guidance. Media convergence in China thus represents a 

culturally specific phenomenon within the global landscape of newspaper industry 

digitalization.  

The sociology of newsroom studies and the labor lens are the two main research 

approaches adopted to address the purposes of this thesis.  The thesis uses newsroom 

studies to examine the impact of media convergence as a logic institutionalized into the 

newsroom structure, journalists’ routines and practices, and the identity construction of 

journalists. Through the labor lens approach, the research explores individual journalists’ 
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praxis in the changing media environment in China and the constant shift between 

alienation, de-alienation and enlightened alienation. Two tensions continuously emerge 

throughout the research: old versus new values and practices; and individual versus 

structural needs of the profession.  

Findings indicates that media convergence logic has had multiple impacts reaching 

to the core of journalistic practice at PaperX. At the structural level, the re-centralization 

of media control closed down local support for PaperX, particularly the limited latitude 

previously granted to the newspaper by local government departments to “supervise” 

(serve as a watchdog), while financial support from the government (both local and 

central levels) saw the newspaper adopt an administratization of advertising operational 

strategy focused on soliciting and making government information service reports and 

announcements. Such structural changes appeared to have a paradoxical effect on 

journalists’ perceptions of their job, with staffers being both insecure and apathetic about 

their current work and proud to be connected to government sources.  

The principles directing the organization and journalists in their routines and  

practices changed to become “official” oriented. Yet, journalists were found to project 

informal and invisible practices to reconcile their paradoxical feelings about their work. 

Meanwhile, at the identity level, journalists actively reconstructed their professional 

identity on social media to showcase the products of their work to government officials 

and managers on the WeChat Moments social media platform, and to display their close 

connections with the police, using these contacts as resources to boost the social authority 

derived from their identity.  

Overall, this study’s contribution lies in its insights into Chinese newsroom 

production in the global context of advanced technology, in its deployment of 

ethnographic data gathering, and the use of the labor lens perspective to analyze 
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journalists’ relationship with their organization and media institutions. The documenting 

of PaperX’s experiences in adapting to the new era of newsgathering in China could also 

shed significant light on the future development of Chinese Communist Party newspapers 

at the local level.  
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CHAPTER 1:  

INTRODUCTION 

My curiosity about the working conditions of ordinary newspaper staffers today 

sparked this thesis, a curiosity stirred by my acquaintance with an editor at PaperX. 

Soon after the start of my PhD studies in 2014, I took a part-time job as an 

International English Language Test System (IELTS) test invigilator in CityX, where 

I met Zhao Xing1. The British Council (China) job required English language skills, 

which symbolize elite/middle-class status in China. But apart from this, the job was 

easy and required little innovation. Zhao Xing, then head of the Editorial Department 

at PaperX (he was promoted during my thesis research partly because of his English 

language skills), had been an English major at a “211” university2 in China and told 

me that the reason he chose this part-time job was because it could provide a space for 

him to be himself once in a while as he used to want to work for organizations such as 

the British Council.  

The job required us to get to the test center by 7:30 a.m., with tests usually 

taking place on a Saturday. Zhao Xing was never late and always devoted himself to 

the task in hand throughout the tedious three-hour test. His dedication was soon 

recognized and he was promoted to supervisor, overseeing all the invigilators. He also 

gained further opportunities for work related to the oral test, which was held 

separately from the written exam. As we got along, Zhao Xing started to share his life 

story with me. It mostly concerned the difficulties of raising two children in an 

expensive city such as CityX. Thus, the part-time job also helped him support his 

                                                        
1Noted that pseudonym assigned for this research for confidentiality reasons. 
2https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Project_211 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Project_211
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family. As editors started work after 4 p.m., Zhao Xing registered to work at the test 

center every day.  

Both Zhao Xing’s personal reasons for choosing the part-time job and his 

financial situation surprised me. As an independent and normative worker in the 

cultural industry (in the broad sense), it appeared odd that an editor had told me that 

he preferred to work as an invigilator, who only read pre-prepared texts and spent 

most of his time at work patrolling an examination hall. Furthermore, according to the 

existing literature, salaries for staffers from the news organization where Zhao Xing 

worked had ranked among the top when compared to other professionals in CityX in 

the early years of the new millennium. However, the image that Zhao Xing conjured 

up was of a newspaper staffer who hated his job and faced financial difficulties, an 

image that seemed to abruptly overturn previous studies on Chinese journalists and 

their working conditions. Pictures of “professionalism” – chasing recognition through 

fame and awards (Lu & Pan, 2002), serving as a “watchdog” through engaging in 

guerrilla warfare with the authorities (Tong, 2007), acting as a “mouthpiece” to 

defend Party values (Hassid, 2012; Lee, 2005) – all vanished in the new reality that 

Zhao Xing had put before me. Maybe Zhao Xing represented the majority of news 

staffers in China today. However, this was hard to really know, as previous academic 

research on Chinese media employees had overwhelmingly focused on investigative 

journalists.  

1.1. The Chinese Newspaper Industry Under Pressure 

Since 2012, the Chinese newspaper industry has experienced a drastic decline, 

marked by a slump in advertising revenue, circulation, and number of titles (Wang, 

Sparks, Lu, Wan, Zeng, & Huang, 2018; Yao & Jin 2017).Government and industry 
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reports (see the Annual Blue Book about the development of Chinese media industry 

edited by Cui, 2010 - 2017) also pointed out that the survival of the Chinese 

newspaper industry was at risk. 

Observers have attributed this to the rise of digital media (e.g., K. Li & Sparks, 

2016; Wang et al., 2018; Yao & Jin, 2017), which altered how advertisers related to 

their audiences. The Internet certainly has a huge reach in China. According to China 

Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC, 2017b), the total number of Chinese 

netizens stood at 730 million in 2016. In the same year, Internet advertising revenue 

reached 277 billion RMB, more than 10 times the revenue of the newspaper industry. 

Moreover, in a 2016 report on users’ reading preferences and behaviors by Tencent 

(in Cao, 2017), a major digital media and telecommunications conglomerate in China, 

information from newspapers was accorded low credibility among online news 

audiences compared to other media channels. Over half of the respondents in the 

random sample survey of online readers chose Internet news portals as the most 

credible sources for information, followed by television. Such evidence is an 

indication of the severe challenges facing the legacy media in China. 

These challenges to the Chinese newspaper industry go beyond economics. At 

the political level, digital media’s interactive and translocative patterns of 

communication opened up a discursive space for dissident voices that threatened the 

Chinese Communist Party’s leadership (for evidence, see:MacKinnon, 2007; Yang, 

2009) and from 2013 the State started to take action to control the Internet 

environment. Online advocacy journalists such as Wu Hongfei from Southern Media 

Group, Chen Baocheng and Luo Changping from Caixin magazine were arrested or 

sacked.  
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At the social level, digital media’s communication practices and customs 

cultivated fresh news styles and values. However, their participatory format and 

sensational headlines were incompatible with traditional news values. This created a 

value gap between new and traditional media, one of key significance in attracting 

audiences. Meanwhile, at the cultural level, user-generated content not only 

fragmented audiences but also prioritized information solely on the basis of click rate. 

According to CNNIC (2017a), among users who received news from the Internet, 

35.2% were interested in infotainment, 26% keen on expressing their opinions on 

specific events, 23.5% were considered traditional political event readers, and 15.3% 

glanced at all types of news information but remained silent.  

These findings shed light on how “hard news” with a wider social focus – 

valued by traditional media – might be marginalized online; and how traditional 

Chinese newspaper journalism’s norms, ideals, culture, and practices, among others, 

were coming under threat.    

1.2. Xi Jinping and Media Convergence 

This was the general technological and political environment surrounding  

President Xi Jinping’s media convergence strategy, issued in a speech on August 18, 

2014, to guide the Chinese newspaper industry in adapting to the new media ecology. 

In “Directives on Boosting Integrated Development of Traditional Media and New 

Media” (see: China Daily’s entry (2016) related to this talk),3 also called the “8.18” 

talk, Xi emphasized that:  

It is necessary to follow the conventions of news and communication as 

well as the conventions of new media development to promote 

convergence of traditional and new media. Leverage the complementary 

benefits of integration between traditional and new media. By utilizing  

                                                        
3 The original speech can be found at: 
http://www.cma.gov.cn/2011xzt/2015zt/20150827/2015082703/201508/t20150827_291684.html 

http://www.cma.gov.cn/2011xzt/2015zt/20150827/2015082703/201508/t20150827_291684.html
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advanced technology and methods of production, promote the deep 

convergence of traditional and new media in content, channel, platform, 

operation and management, thus establishing a cluster of novel 

mainstream media with multiple platforms, advanced technologies and 

competence; and several strong media groups with communicative 

power, credibility and influence. In this way, convergence can establish a 

diverse modern communication system. Convergence and management 

should be treated with equal importance to ensure convergence advances 

in the correct direction. 

      (translated by the author) 

This speech explicitly made media convergence development a central 

government directive. Xi’s policy clearly aimed to establish several media groups that 

carried credibility and influence in the era of digital news production. While new 

media technology was the indispensable foundation in achieving this goal, content 

was the central concern. Thus, media convergence in this context cannot merely be 

defined as technological convergence but must be viewed as convergence of several 

related aspects, including production, channel, and platform for content presentation 

and dissemination, along with media management and a business model that echoes 

the “one convergence” philosophy of Xi’s speech.  

In practice, the central government’s media convergence directive was 

implemented by press groups and newspaper organizations in the form of the standard 

“Two Micros and one App” (official WeChat account, Weblog account, and news 

app) (Liangwei Yiduan), with the support of indirect government subsidies. By late 

2015, 231 news apps had been built under heavy political guidance and government 

financial support; and this trend of “going online” continued to dominate the industry 

in 2016. From 2016, the Chinese government started to directly subsidize selected 

press groups to “consolidate the opinion battlefield of mainstream media on the 

Internet” (Yao & Jin, 2017, p.149).  

Thus, media convergence development was not a small developmental step for 

the Chinese newspaper industry’s ecology. It signaled the central government’s intent 
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to exert full control over the newspaper industry, both offline and online, as such 

centralized control (1) broke the norm that “central government oversaw general 

trends and local authorities took the real decisions”, established during earlier times of 

press expansion (for evidence, see Brady, 2009; Tong, 2010), and (2) re-introduced  

government subsidies.  

The latter reversed the official policy of cutting subsidies to the media, set in 

motion from 1979 and the launch of then Chinese top leader Deng Xiaoping’s “open 

door” economic reform. The implementation of such subsidies triggered a “de-

marketization” operational strategy in the newspaper industry (see Chapter 2 for 

elaboration) and appears to have had a drastic and rapid impact, with commercial 

newspaper circulation rates slumping 50.8% in 2015 from 2012 in contrast to a steady 

increase for Party titles (Yao & Jin, 2017). Such “de-marketization” also reversed the 

dominant position of commercial titles, established in the days of press expansion in 

the Chinese news market, and altered the outlook and meaning of journalism in 

China.  

1.3. Purpose of Study 

This thesis analyzes how media convergence in the global context of advanced 

technology impacts on the organizational structure, daily practices and perceptions of 

journalists. In addition to top-down influences, the research looks into the “bottom-

up” responses of Chinese news organizations and journalists to these changes. The 

underlying tensions involve the struggle for the heart and soul of journalism in China: 

how to reconcile the operational strategies of local news organizations with central 

media policy; and how to reconcile old perceptions and routines of journalism with  

the pressures for change in the new environment. Such tensions do not only concern  
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“old” and “new” values and practices of journalism, but also involve the “individual” 

and “structural” ideals of the field and how navigation of these tensions may affect 

the role of journalism in Chinese society.      

The purposes of this research are to: (1) examine the impact of media 

convergence development, or digital media in a broader sense, on Chinese newspaper 

organizations; (2) to understand how the impact is manifested in news routines; and 

(3) to start to comprehend the impact on journalists. 

1.4. Making News in the Age of Digital Media 

The thesis does not focus solely on the impact of the central government’s 

media convergence directive. Rather, the research explores the impact of the media 

convergence directive in the specific technological context of digital media. 

Contemporary digital technologies have transformed human communication 

processes and the conditions for actors to exist in the social world (Couldry & Hepp, 

2017) and this global phenomenon is challenging the traditional news industry in 

multiple ways.  

Existing news industry research has been overwhelmingly focused on the 

Western side of stories, and these studies indicated that changing modalities of social 

existence rendered by the integration of digital technologies have disrupted pre-

existing intra-organizational and inter-organizational relationships (Deuze, 2004; 

Quinn, 2005; Shoemaker & Reese, 2014).  

At the structural level, the disruption has transformed the operational logic of 

news organizations. New strategies, such as partnering a newspaper organization with 

a TV station in the United States (Quinn, 2005) or forming “project teams” that 

require news staffers to constantly shift from newspaper to radio to television 
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(Klinenberg, 2005) have been identified in recent studies. These studies indicated that 

the ultimate goal for the structural changes is to maintain the sustainability of news as 

a business, which implies that most newspaper organizations in the world today are 

under precarious financial conditions facing the challenges brought by digital media 

(Daum & Scherer, 2017). At the practice level, the use of communication 

technologies for work purposes has transformed journalistic products, relationships, 

routines and culture (Jenkins, 2004, 2006; Robinson, 2011). Interactivity and 

participation have taken the place of the old norms of objectivity, credibility and 

accuracy, resulting in journalists’ reliance on social media for sourcing of news and 

promotion of issue salience (e.g., Deuze, 2004; Lewis, 2010; Usher, 2014). In the 

process, audiences’ tastes and views of online opinion leaders have been integrated 

into the grand scheme of the news routine (e.g., Chadha & Wells, 2016; Sacco & 

Bossio, 2017), disrupting the media’s and journalists’ relations with bureaucratic 

sources (external forces) and the way journalists view themselves (for evidence of the 

colonization of bureaucratic news sources, see: Cook, 1998; Ericson, Baranek, & 

Chan, 1989; Sparrow, 1999; Tuchman, 1978). These new “news values” have in 

return guided the professional practices of journalists and challenged the existing 

norm of what journalists believe their labor is devoted to. 

The digitalized social world has also pushed journalists to adapt to the use of 

social media both to reach audiences and source stories (Ferrucci, 2018; Green, 2017). 

The use of social media has had its consequences. One example is that journalistic 

understanding of news products has been reduced from institutional to individual 

representation, at least on social media such as Twitter (Chadha & Wells, 2016). 

Journalists have become “active” in performing their role online because only those 

who are passionate and knowledgeable about disseminating information can gain 
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recognition and authority online (Ryfe, 2012). Another example is the perception that 

news production in the extended space of social media has resulted in “work 

enlargement”, influencing the job satisfaction of news workers (Beam & Lindsay, 

2011, p.232). These changes, though not thoroughly discussed to date, have altered 

the ways that journalists conceive their role identity (at least online) and relate to their 

organizations.  

Despite that all these experiences and studies were insightful for the case of 

Chinese journalism, the application of their results in the Chinesecontext requires 

more qualification given that the Chinese media exists in a different system. While 

the Western media reproduce multiple voices (for evidence, see: Siebert (1981); 

Hallin & Mancini (2004)), the Chinese media reproduce single Party voice (for 

evidence, see: Stockmann, 2013; Zhao, 2008). Yet, at least one general finding could 

be applicable to the Chinese case, that is the communication technologies and the 

digitalization of work and life have brought changes that challenge the existing 

perspectives and theories on journalistic norms, values and professionalism. This 

opens up opportunities for this dissertation. 

1.5. Research Problem 

Digital media have brought great changes to the Chinese newspaper industry. 

Yet, with the exception of the “two Micros and one App” and industry reports on 

advertisement and circulation issues, there has been little exploration of how these 

alterations are being processed by, particularly, local news organizations and 

journalists. Specifically, little is known about the digital media impact on the structure 

of local newspaper organizations, perceptions of journalists, routines and daily 

practices of newsgathering and self-conceptions in relation to the identity of 
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journalists. The scarcity of academic studies about how Chinese newspaper 

organizations and journalists have processed such a transformation lies in the lack of 

sociological concern in previous research. Given the authoritarian nature of Chinese 

media system, the majority of research has focused on political economy perspectives 

of the newspaper industry, such as the tension between the State and market (e.g., 

Hassid, 2012; Lee, He, & Huang, 2006, 2007; Shirk, 2011; Stockmann, 2013; Zhao, 

2004; 2008). 

Moreover, learning from the Western experiences that new working conditions 

in digital media era generated longer working hours, high stress, sense of precarious 

and under-resourced environment (Cohen, 2018; Daum & Scherer, 2017; Usher, 

2014), a careful look at the new environment from the news workers’ perspective is of 

the immediate concern. However, scholars such as Cohen (2018) and Daum & 

Scherer (2017) have pointed out thatalthough the variety of sociology of newsroom 

studies in the digital age in the West have touched the points of routines, practices, 

ethics and norms, yet studying journalism from a “labor” (or worker) lens is still a 

blind spot in the whole field.Unlike sociology of newsroom studies, “labor” lens 

provides a grander perspective by linking these sociological points to the “working 

condition” and analyzing the conflict and tension between individual journalists and 

the working condition, as well as the working condition and the development of the 

society. This perspective could bring more depth to the analysis of the existing 

sociological concern and the process of negotiating the macro and micro level 

tensions.  

In addition, the existing literature on newsroom changes has examined online 

digital journalism at the expense of distinguishing between platforms and devices. 

With the advancement of smartphones, mobile communication apps have started to 
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play a dominant role in news-making. In the Chinese context, Tencent’s WeChat 

instant messaging app, similar to WhatsApp in Western countries, has become a 

staple of everyday life in China for ordinary people as well as professionals (D. Cui, 

2016). WeChat also has an additional social media function through its WeChat 

Moments, an online platform that encourages users to share their lives with others and 

extends their connectivity in both time and space (D. Cui, 2016; Ruelle & Peverelli, 

2017). Chinese journalists have pervasively used WeChat to facilitate instant 

communication and extend social interaction. The large variety of roles that WeChat 

plays has profoundly altered journalistic practices in China today, a phenomenon 

demanding exploration.  

In sum, three general gaps are identified relating to this topic: (1) the lack of 

sociological concern in the studies of Chinese newspaper, (2) the lack of labor 

perspective in the field of journalism studies, (3) lack of distinction between platform 

and device in digital journalism.  

This dissertation aims to contribute to these knowledge gaps. Placing the 

research purpose in the above gaps, I want to understand the process and meaning of 

media convergence in local newspaper organizations, and I want to see how 

individual media worker struggle with the change and new working structure. For 

example, what new norms has media convergence brought to local newsroom? How 

do journalists reconcile old and new norms? How different their labor power is in 

comparison to the traditional working condition?Moreover, I want to understand how 

does WeChat, the staple of everyday life of Chinese citizens, influence the journalistic 

practices and identity performance in the age of media convergence. Is WeChat usage 

a form of manifestation of media convergence or is WeChat usage a force that pushes 

the process of media convergence?  



 12 

 

Two sets of perspectives could be helpful to address the research purposes. The 

first is the sociology of newsroom studies, which shed lights on how new ideations or 

changes descent into knowledge through the process of institutionalization (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966). The second is labor lens, which is attuned to worker’s struggle and 

conflict with power (Cohen, 2018; Fuchs, 2013). These two perspectives are 

particularly useful in analyzing the Chinese situation for two reasons besides the fact 

that there was little literature shedding light on the sociological concerns of Chinese 

news media. First, studies have found that in the Chinese context, whereby local 

authorities and organizations always have different interpretations of central 

government policies (for evidence, see Brady, 2009), a careful examination of 

organizational strategies as well as journalistic understanding and practices in coping 

with these changes can help to indicate how these different approaches move to the 

local level and to what extent local practitioners adapt to these changes. Second, the 

Chinese media system is heavily controlled by the State, which makes the issue of 

power and negotiate more salient. It will guide us to reconsider the relation between 

the State, media and the society. There were two reasons for selecting a Chinese 

Communist Party newspaper organization as a case study. First, prior studies on 

Chinese media have rarely touched on Party newspapers, given the main tension since 

the marketization of the newspaper  industry has been viewed as a State-market 

conflict arising from the vigorous growth of commercial titles, and knowledge of 

Party newspapers has been limited to the “mouthpiece” role that such media play. 

Second, media convergence development has led to a shift in the main tension 

through the decline of commercial titles and revival of Party titles. The two factors 

suggest the urgent need for a study of Party newspapers in the new environment. In 
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addition, the Party newspaper does not exist in isolation. After conglomeration in the 

Chinese newspaper industry earlier in the new millennium (see: Lee, He, & Huang, 

2006, 2007), each press group consisted of a Party newspaper title and other 

commercial titles. A sociological study of a Party newspaper must therefore include 

its relationships with other newspapers in the same group. 

This thesis adopts an ethnographic approach, carried out over six months, to 

provide the context to study uncertainties and changes of journalists’ working 

environment in a natural setting. In addition, multiple methods (both qualitative and 

quantitative) were used to build a diverse dataset that could fulfill the purposes of this 

research (see Chapter 3 for methodologies and individual chapters for details of data).   

1.5. Chapter Review 

The rest of the thesis adopts the following structure:  

The second chapter reviews relevant literature, enabling media convergence in 

China to be conceptualized as a domestic political directive influenced by the global 

trend of advanced technologies. By looking at media convergence logic, a theoretical 

framework for the study is developed, utilizing two perspectives in particular: the 

sociology of newsroom studies and “labor lens” approaches. Borrowing sociology’s 

steps to institutionalization, namely, formalization, routinization and normalization, 

the chapter builds a three-layered framework for newsroom structure, routines and 

practices, and presentation of identity. In analyzing these three steps to change, 

journalists are positioned as “workers” through adopting the labor lens perspective. 

The third chapter discusses the methodologies of this study, including the 

overall research design, rationale for use of ethnography, justification and background 

of the fieldwork, and a general introduction to data collection methods and analysis.  
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The fourth chapter looks into the impact of media convergence development in 

the context of digital media on newsroom structure and culture. By conducting 

archival research and life history interviews, the research looks at the evolution of 

operational logic and changes in understanding and perceptions of work environments 

at PaperX. In undertaking this, it does not only consider organizational changes from 

the political economy perspective, but also investigates staff culture. 

The fifth chapter examines the impact of media convergence development in the 

context of digital media on news production routines and practices. Through 

participant observation and in-depth interviews, the chapter explores new rules and 

principles that regulate journalists’ professional practices and the responses of 

journalists to such guidance. In contrast to most journalism studies that have explored 

this issue through interviews (Ryfe, 2018), the chapter understands the practices of 

journalists through looking at what they do instead of what they say they do.  

The sixth chapter examines the impact of media convergence development in 

the context of digital media’s impact on news products. Content analysis enables an 

examination of how the social order and ideals embedded in media convergence logic 

function in news products, with the content of news being understood as 

consequences of the social, political, economic and professional changes in the 

newspaper industry at large.  

The seventh chapter investigates the impact of media convergence logic upon 

journalists’ identity through their self-presentation on WeChat Moments. Inspired by 

findings about online identity that social media played as an important platform for 

users to express their perceptions about work (boyd, 2007, 2010; Hogan, 2010; 

Marwick & boyd, 2010); and studies about different discourses in different spaces 
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(He, 2000b; Lange, 2008), this chapter will address the research purpose by looking 

into the self-presentation of journalists on their non-work space.  

The eighth chapter draws conclusions from the findings in the data chapters, 

discusses the implications of the results and the study’s limitations, and provides 

suggestions for future research. 

In adapting to the novel news production structure imposed by technological 

advancement, conventional relationships in the newspaper industry have been 

transformed. Taking media convergence as logic shaped by both global and domestic 

forces, this thesis explores the institutionalization of such logic in newsroom 

structure, journalistic routines and practices as well as identity performance. The 

analysis of the institutionalization process of such media convergence logic reveals 

the changes that it brings and the tensions it creates with regard to traditional norms, 

values and culture. The results and their impact could assist in ascertaining the future 

of journalism in China.     
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CHAPTER 2: 

LITERATURE REVIEWMEDIA CONVERGENCE LOGIC, 

INSTITUTIONALIZATION, LABOR LENS 

Chapter 1 introduced the 2014 media convergence directive proposed by 

China’s President Xi Jinping to guide the press industry in coping with challenges 

posed by pervasive digital media. As noted, such digital media challenges are a global 

phenomenon challenging established channels and systems for communication, and 

the very meaning of journalism as it was previously conceived. In this chapter, I look 

more deeply into the contextual and theoretical nature of the impact of media 

convergence, as logic shaped by both global and domestic forces on journalism in 

China. 

For ease of understanding the research context, I first set out the trajectory of 

the Chinese press industry by focusing on two conflictual forces: State and market; 

and central and local control. Second, I conceptualize media convergence as a logic 

shaped by both global and domestic forces to identify the universal and relative 

aspects of media convergence to better understand the Chinese situation. Third, I 

theorize how media convergence logic can influence the news organization, routines, 

and journalists, and how that influence relates to journalists’ lived experiences with 

media managers, sources and social context. I do this through the framework of a 

“sociology of newsroom studies and labor lens” approach. While the former looks 

into the institutionalization of media logic, the latter focuses on labor relations that 

“attend to issues of power and struggle” by positioning journalists as workers (Cohen, 

2018, p.2). Finally, I set out the research questions for this study. 
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2.1. Research Context: The Chinese Press System 

The Chinese press is situated in a context-specific local media system, posing a 

fundamental difficulty in applying Western theories to the Chinese experience. Unlike 

the Western press system (Anglo-American, in particular), which was built on a logic 

of commercialization and professionalism (Schudson, 2003; Tong, 2018), the Chinese 

press system was dominated by politics from the establishment of the People’s 

Republic of China in 1949 to 1979 and the start of the reform era; and since then has 

come under the influence of both political and commercial forces (Lee, 2000a; Zhao, 

2004). The impact of digital media, from around 2008 in the Western press industry 

(Sparks et al., 2016; van der Wurff, 2012) and 2012 in the Chinese press system 

(Sparks et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2018; Yao & Jin, 2017) brought changes to the old 

logic or made un-salient logic salient (such as user-generated content) but did not 

make the old logic or tensions it generated disappear (Lewis, 2010). This section will 

focus on the logic of the Chinese press system before media convergence.  

In general, four phases of Chinese press development can be identified, in 

which political and market forces have interacted differently at different levels: (1) 

communist; (2) marketization and liberation; (3) conglomeration; and (4) media 

convergence (Figure 1). The first three have previously been identified (Han & Yu 

2008; Wei, 2013) and the fourth is based on my own research for this thesis. 
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Figure 1The Development of the Chinese Press Industry 

In the first phase of state control and state ownership, the sole logic that the 

media in China had to follow was propaganda and political ideology. In July 1954, 

the Chinese Politburo issued a policy document titled “Decisions on the Reform of 

Chinese Newspaper Organizations”,4 reiterating that the priority of Chinese 

newspapers was to propagate the theory, economy, party life and international 

activities to generate support for the Party’s political mission. In that period, 

journalists were treated as officials, who could bring local and rural voices to 

government decision-makers (Lee, 2005). Indeed, many journalists, especially those 

attached to the Chinese Communist Party, gained popularity among the masses at that 

time, given that the Party’s political power was based on representing the interests 

ofpeasants and workers (the majority of the population) against the Kuomintang and 

landlords in the civil war periods and against Japan in World War II (H.Wang, 2015).  

                                                        
4July 17, 1954, “Decisions on the Reform of Chinese Newspaper Organizations”（《中共中央关于改进报纸工

作的决议》） 
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However, the economic reform period from 1979 to 2013 not only changed the 

State’s ownership5 position over the media but also shook its political control, as seen 

in the transition to marketization. According to Stockmann (2013) marketization is 

composed of the process of de-centralization, commercialization and privatization 

(p.8).  

 De-centralization is an economic concept that refers to a shift in the role of the 

State from planner to adjuster. “The center relied increasingly on local tax collection, 

which was highly subject to local authorities who frequently granted tax exemptions 

without proper central authorization.” (Shen, Jin, & Zou, 2012, p.7) Together with 

“dual-track” pricing,6 implemented during the early stages of economic transition in 

China, national resources were turned over to a few “private” parties that worked in 

collusion with local governments (Shen, Jin, & Zhou, 2012; D. Wang, 2015). In this 

period, the conflict between central and local government escalated, which 

complicated the Chinese media environment. For example, local media were reported 

to be colluding with local government (Chen & Hu, 2016) and central media 

uncovered local authorities’ transgressions to consolidate one-Party control (Slater & 

Fenner, 2011; Stockmann, 2013) during the chaotic period of fast economic growth 

from 1990 to 2012.  

Commercialization marked an economic shift from State subsidy to advertising 

revenue in newspaper industry. It was then newspaper organizations started to be 

depended on audience (Lee, 2000; Zhang, 2000). In reality, commercialization during 

this period was reflected by the growing number of metro dailies (dushi bao) whose 

advertising revenues surpassed those of central newspaper organizations (Wei, 2013), 

                                                        
5 The State held 100% ownership over the media before 1978 and at least 51% ownership of each outlet 
since then (see Brady, 2008). 
6The State was in charge of planning the price of raw materials, and the market was in charge of planning 
the price of consumed goods.  
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which was later referred as the press expansion period. In contrast to Party 

newspapers at both central and local levels, metro dailies were totally commercial, 

receiving no subsidy from the government and not being affiliated to a Party 

Committee at any level (Stockmann, 2013). Moreover, unlike Central Party 

newspapers that enjoyed a national market, metro dailies developed in local markets, 

at either the provincial or city level, and therefore came under the supervision of local 

government and the local Party committee. Licenses for newspapers and press cards 

for journalists, though, were still controlled by the General Administration of Press 

Publication Film Radio and Television (Brady, 2009).  

The rise of metro daily newspapers triggered great competition among local 

newspapers in the same market, creating potential space for radical voices and 

advocacy journalists who shared the same vision as reformists in China (Shirk, 2011; 

Stockmann, 2013). Examples include the emergence of in-depth investigative 

reporting (Ryfe, 2017; Tong, 2010), and the business strategy of selling scoops (Y. Li, 

2015). Thus, de-centralization not only empowered local government on tax and the 

redistribution of state resources, but also in relation to collusion with the media. Such 

“localized control” as discussed by Tong (2010) and Shirk (2011), was evident from 

local government’s greater power to censor negative reports about itself (Stockmann, 

2013) and the central propaganda office’s more abstract responsibility to secure 

general ideology and public opinion (Brady, 2009). 

Localized control was reinforced in the 1990s by national media 

conglomeration. In the late 1990s, to prepare for the competition that foreign news 

organizations might bring to the Chinese market, and to further unify the media voice, 

the then State Administration of Press and Publication (SAPP) issued a policy on 

building press groups and ordered the conglomeration of local resources in the 
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interest of better newspaper industry development (Lee, He, & Huang, 2006, 2007; 

Wei, 2013). Conglomeration in this context meant to consolidate local newspaper 

organizations and other relevant businesses into a press group or groups to increase 

financial capacity for the development of side businesses – mostly in the real-estate 

field – and to strengthen the impact of the local news market (Lee, He, & Huang, 

2006). In practice, conglomeration led to the reduction of local market competition, 

especially for second and third tier cities with only one press group.  

Privatization refers to the transformation of media ownership from public to 

private. However, private capital could only invest up to 49% of share in media 

organization (Stockmann, 2013), and that the investment could not touch the field of 

editing and news making (Wei, 2013). Therefore, this point is less relevant for further 

discussion in this dissertation.   

In relation to journalists, studies discovered that the process of 

commercialization altered their self-conception of the job. Unlike the simple 

perception of elitist propagandist during the communist period (Lee, 2005), 

journalists demonstrated a variety of attitudes and values during the press expansion 

period. For example, after market logic had been at work in the Chinese news market 

for over a decade, researchers observed that some journalists perceived the promotion 

of Party ideology as a means to gain high income instead of as a professional ideal 

(He, 2000b, 2000a; Lee, 2004; Lee He, & Huang, 2006). Lu & Pan (2002) found that 

the discourse of Western professionalism had integrated into journalists’ and citizens’ 

lives, with citizens expecting journalists to help them with unfair government 

treatment. Based on in-depth interviews, Hassid (2012) later noted that the self-

conception of Chinese journalists was dynamic, identifying at least four types of self-

conception: communist journalists, American-style journalists, who desired 
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independence from external forces, advocacy journalists, who wanted to help the 

weak, and utilitarian journalists, who joined the profession for the salary. This 

development was the result of negotiations between State and market, central and 

local power, and Western and Chinese ideals of journalism, demonstrating that self-

conception is a process that changes with social context.  

From 2005, the growing impact of the Internet resulted in great disruption in the 

structure of the Chinese newspaper industry (B. Cui, 2010 - 2017; MacKinnon, 2007; 

Xiong & Zhang, 2018), appearing as a counter power to the politically dominated 

media market. Information produced by non-legitimate sources online were accessed 

and sometimes welcomed more by the general public; private companies, which had 

previously only lived on the “leftover corner of the market” not covered by licensed 

media, aggregated and generated “news” on their own platforms (such as Toutiao.com; 

Wangyi news); and significantly, technological factors reshaped reading habits 

focusing on pictures, headlines and more generalized writing formats and 

presentations of stories (CNNIC, 2017a; B. Cui, 2017; Yao & Jin, 2017).  

How such convergence changed the media ecology in China and what it meant 

to Chinese newspaper organizations is of key importance for researchers. The next 

section contextualizes the setting for Chinese media convergence through two general 

trends: re-centralization of control and de-marketization. Noted that de-marketization 

is neither a trend for de-commercialization nor marked the loss of the logic trading 

and profit. Rather it refers to a step of withdrawal from the profit making strategy 

based on trading the circulation of newspaper for advertisement revenue to a survival 

routine of independent revenue from the government. It means that newspaper tends 

to become commodity only for the officials instead of for the public.   
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2.2. Conceptualizing Media Convergence in China 

2.2.1. Media Convergence as a Logic 

The digitalization of means of communication pushed digital media 

convergence around the world (Tong, 2018). Such convergence originated from the 

media industry’s response to the new market pressures that emerged with the 

increasing presence of digital media. While the proliferation of digital media and its 

users threatened the survival of the newspaper industry globally, the decline  

intensified in Western countries from the early 2000s (Wang et al., 2018), but the 

Chinese newspaper industry only started to experience a similar upheaval from 2012. 

For instance, by 2009 advertising expenditure in the U.S. press industry had returned 

to the same level as 1965 (Ryfe, 2012). Meanwhile, advertising revenue in China 

peaked in 2011 and by 2016 had seen a seven-fold decline (Yao & Jin, 2017).  

The essential reason for such a change was digital media’s fragmentation of the 

information market, shifting the way that advertisers related to their audiences. On the 

Internet, legacy media no longer served as centers for information dissemination and 

therefore no longer had a monopoly on a market in which audience numbers were 

pivotal to gain support from advertisers and ensure the news organization’s survival. 

To keep going in this environment, the media industry had to “adapt to” the 

converged environment (Quinn, 2005; Smolkin, 2006). 

However, media convergence cannot simply be defined as an economic 

phenomenon in relation to the press industry. Myriad studies have showed that the 

changes brought by the convergence process also transformed routines, practices, 

values, norms and the meaning of journalism as a profession (e.g., Jenkins, 2004; 

Lewis & Usher, 2013; Tong, 2018); and in the process weakened the explanatory 

power of existing media theories (Cottle, 2000, 2007).   
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To capture the complexity and constitution of media convergence, this thesis 

adopts Deuze’s (2004) concept of media convergence as a “logic” defined as “the 

particular institutionally structured features of a medium, the ensemble of technical 

and organizational attributes, and the cultural competences of users – all of which 

impact on what gets represented in the medium and how this gets done” (p.140).  

Unlike other lenses, media logic looks at the influence from both top-down and 

bottom-up perspectives. As Deuze further explains, media convergence logic 

essentially focuses on understanding how “multimedia factors”, that is, institutional, 

technological, organizational, and cultural perspectives, influence the production of 

news in a convergent setting. This logic entails a system of meanings and practices. 

However, the “logic” in this thesis does not carry the same assumptions as Deuze, 

who posited his media convergence logic (2004) as a new “theory” that differs from 

the sociology of news work as a social system, gatekeeper, and others. The media 

convergence logic in this research only uses Deuze’s lens of multiplicity in relation to 

journalism and journalists.   

Deuze’s definition of media convergence as a logic could bring the multiple 

sights to the table in general concern, yet when this definition comes to another 

cultural context, it requires qualifications. That is to say media convergence logic 

only focuses on the institutional level and neglects the social context in which the 

media institution is situated. This is particularly significant in studying media 

convergence logic outside the Anglo-American media environment. Indeed, a variety 

of studies on media convergence in other parts of the world have indicated that the 

impact of media convergence logic is neither linear nor homogeneous, but context-

specific (e.g., Akinfemisoye, 2014; Mishra, 2016; Yin & Liu, 2014).  
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Social context determines the various internal and external factors, such as 

political orientation, media ownership, policies, and routines in which the media 

convergence logic is enacted. For example, drawing data collected from five public 

broadcasters in Europe (i.e., BBC (UK), CCMA and EITB (Spain), NRK (Norway) 

and VRT (Belgium [Flemish]), Larrondo et al. (2016) concluded that these five 

organizations worked under different degrees of convergence in terms of newsroom 

structure, technological innovation, journalistic skills and identities and management 

due to the different forces they operated under. Mishra (2016) found that given the 

thriving situation of print media in India, media convergence was not taken seriously 

by either managers or staffers. Given this situation, Mishra argued that media 

convergence should not be considered as an inevitable and linear goal for every 

newsroom in the world. Contrary to mainstream Western findings about the 

alternative voices that user-generated content could bring, Akinfemisoye (2014) 

found in a study on the Nigerian presidential election in 2011 that such content could 

actually reinforce the discourse of mainstream journalism. These empirical findings 

indicate the significance of locating the local social context in which the media 

convergence logic is situated for this thesis.  

2.2.2. Media Convergence Logicin China 

Similar to the Western news industry, Chinese print journalism has undergone a 

series of changes originated by the economic challenges brought by digital media and 

its users. Yet, given it is situated in a different media system, Chinese media 

convergence logic shares similarities and differences from the well-discussed Western 

logic.  
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Apart from macro industry reports and the Blue Book series of forecasts in 

Chinese, all controlled by the State to a certain extent, little literature (in Chinese and 

especially English) could be located offering cohesive analysis of the impact of media 

convergence (for evidence of the claim, see:Xiong & Zhang (2018)). The reasons are 

threefold. First, Chinese news organizations are political in nature and it is difficult 

for Western and Chinese academics from overseas universities to conduct research 

within them. Second, academics in China enjoy an elite social position and some are 

members of government think tanks, for example, those in the Chinese Academy of 

Social Sciences, leading to a top-down only understanding of the impact of media 

convergence. This also explains the shortage of sociological news production studies 

of Chinese media in general. Third, media convergence was not taken seriously by the 

Chinese newspaper industry until after 2012.  

Given the limited literature and official policies, this section will contextualize 

Chinese media convergence by setting out the dynamics of the impact of media 

convergence in China. In general, Chinese media convergence logichas been shaped 

by three forces: (1) market pressure from digital media; (2) the political directive to 

re-centralize media control; and (3) government’s reinstatement of the subsidy 

system. The first is market-oriented and the other two are politically oriented. The 

following analysis will distinguish how the dynamics of State-market and central-

local government tensions in the age of media convergence differ from the past.  

First, the market has been an important driver of Chinese media convergence 

(for evidence, see recent Chinese reports and articles about newspaper organizations 

adopting advanced technologies or cooperating with technology companies to resolve 

their changed advertiser-audience relations (e.g., B. Cui, 2017; Xiong & Zhang, 2018; 

Yu, 2015)) in a similar way to the Western media system. Although the Chinese press 
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industry is under government control, newspaper organizations have supported 

themselves financially since the 1980s(Chan & Qiu, 2003; Lee, 2000a) and it is 

through the market that Chinese press organizations earn revenue.  

As noted in the preceding section, the growth of the Internet has disrupted the 

way that advertisers relate to their audiences globally, with traditional print channels 

no longer the only way for advertisers to reach their audiences. As Internet 

penetration has grown, the decline in legacy media’s advertising revenue has 

appeared to increase, a trend that became noticeable in China from 2012. From 2012 

to 2016, advertising revenues for the Chinese press industry declined year-on-year by 

7.3%, 8.1%, 18.3%, 35.4% and 38.7%.  From 1978 to 1992, newspaper advertising 

revenue had annually accounted for over 20% of total advertising revenue in China. 

Yet, by 2016, the figure had dropped to 1.7%, marking the Chinese newspaper 

industry’s worst year since 1979 (Blue Book of China’s Media, 2009; “Report on the 

Development of China’s Media Industry”,2017). Advertising revenue was reported to 

have declined a further 40.7% in the 2017 Report. With regard to newspaper 

circulation rates, growth was vigorous from 1978 (12.8 billion) to 2013 (48.24 

billion), but statistics indicated a slowdown starting from 2012 (General 

Administration of Press and Publication, 2004-2014). Yet, by 2016, the population of 

Chinese netizens had risen to 730 million, according to CNNIC (2017b) and Internet 

advertisement revenue reached 277 billion RMB the same year, over 10 times the 

revenue in the newspaper industry.  

Second, media convergence is politically guided in nature in China, as   

reflected in both State funding and policies. The digitalization-to-media convergence 

process described earlier was not a “natural” reaction by Chinese press 

groups.Political influence played a vital part. This means unlike some of Western 
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scholars who interchange the term digitalization with media convergence, they mean 

different things in the Chinese context. Whereas digitalization was more about the 

technological development, media convergence was more related to Xi’s directive 

with a basic requirement of building two micros and one app in each press group. 

This also explains why media convergence did not become a public discourse among 

practitioners after 2014 (Zhao Xing).  

The process from digitalization to media convergence could also be reflected 

from thetransition of central policies and funding schemes.In 2006, the General 

Administration of Press and Publication of China (GAPP) started to implement the 

China Digital Newspaper Laboratory Programs7 involving 18 telecommunication 

companies and press groups in a media convergence experiment. In addition to 

initiating the programs, GAPP was also the sponsor and served in a supervisory role. 

However, little was changed and the impact of the programs was small (Xiong& 

Zhang, 2018; Zhang, 2009). Similarly, from 2008, the Ministry of Finance, together 

with the Ministry of Culture, authorized a Special Fund for the Cultural Industry to 

promote the development of media in the digital age.8From 2008 to 2015, 24.2 billion 

RMB was allocated to support 4,100 projects (Ministry of Finance, 2016). An 

analysis of funding announcements indicated that key projects targeted from 2010 

included upgrades and new technology products, such as digital publications and e-

books. In 2013, the funding announcement indicated the building of news websites 

and technological platforms for news organizations as target recipients. Such funding 

preferences serve as an indication of the progression of press industry digitalization 

leading up to President Xi Jinping 2014’s directive (see Chapter 1), and further 

illustrate how media convergence in China is a trend that has been heavily guided and 

                                                        
7http://media.people.com.cn/GB/22114/77961/77962/5817392.html.The amount of funds invested could not be 

located.  
82018 Funding Call: http://zwgk.mcprc.gov.cn/auto255/201712/t20171201_828088.html 

http://media.people.com.cn/GB/22114/77961/77962/5817392.html
http://zwgk.mcprc.gov.cn/auto255/201712/t20171201_828088.html
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supported by government initiatives and funding. The government initiatives and 

funding could play as the direct means that pushes the newspaper industry to the path 

of non-circulative revenue, i.e., de-marketization.   

In addition to the old agenda of using the media to maintain one-Party control 

(for evidence, see Lee, He & Huang, 2006, 2007; Shambaugh, 2008; Slater & Fenner, 

2011; Stockmann, 2013), Xi’s 2014 media convergence directive included the goal of 

withdrawing local government’s power over the media. Thus, the media convergence 

directive sought to reclaim the discursive power of mainstream media online (Yao & 

Jin, 2017)in a response to the prevailing non-official discourse and dissent surfacing 

on the Internet (for evidence, see MacKinnon, 2007; Yang, 2009). In fact, all the 

policy developments mentioned above were proposed and enacted after the 

introduction of new Internet regulation. For example, the 2006 Laboratory Programs 

initiative was started right after the 2005 Regulation of Online News and Information 

Services, advocated by the State Council and then Ministry of Information 

Industries;9 and the Special Fund for the Cultural Industry changed its funding 

priorities in the same year as Xi’s directive (N. Lu &D. Wang, 2016).  

The media convergence directive also generated a series of policies, talks and 

suggestions for development from the central government perspective. This was 

evidenced in the merging of the General Administration of Press and Publication and 

State Administration of Radio, Film and Television in 2013 to better control the 

diverse information on the Internet (see: K. Li & Sparks (2016)); Xi’s 2014 directive 

“; Xi’s “2.19” talk10 in 2016, following which China Central Television (CCTV) 

started to call the word “Party” in its name; and the establishment of the “Law for 

Internet Safety” in 2016; among others. All political policies came with financial 

                                                        
9Online News Service Regulation issued by China’s State Council Information Office (2005): 
http://www.gov.cn/flfg/2005-09/29/content_73270.htm 
10http://media.people.com.cn/GB/137800/410896/index.html 

http://www.gov.cn/flfg/2005-09/29/content_73270.htm
http://media.people.com.cn/GB/137800/410896/index.html
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support for the “change”. Yet, none of these central governmental moves and 

regulations came with specific orders for the local industry to follow up. 

Thus, in 2015, with most newspaper organizations still trying to digest the 2014 

political directive on media convergence, the People’s Daily came up with a new 

“Central Kitchen” (Zhongyang Chufang) model to help other newspaper organizations 

interpret and understand the directive’s operational meaning. While still limited to 

certain situations, the logic was expansive and penetrating. As an information 

system/database, the Central Kitchen aimed to generate raw materials and sources of 

news on a daily basis for the rest of the nation’s media outlets to purchase and 

reproduce. As described by Ye Zhengzheng, Party Secretary of the New Media 

Center, at an annual industry conference in 2016, when mature, this system would 

require every bona fide journalist holding a press card in China to contribute, with the 

gatekeeper role elevated from local editors to central government. Such 

operationalization of convergence would tackle three major issues that had bothered 

the central Chinese leadership in one move: (1) the central government would be able 

to properly control the flow of information for both online and offline platforms; (2) 

there would only be one database of information no matter how fragmented the social 

world became; (3) central level media would gain an advantage because the events 

they reported would be of wider social concern. Another immediate consequence of 

the rise of central media would be the rise of Party newspapers at all levels(D. Wang, 

2016; Ye, 2016).  

In summary, the Chinese press system has undergone major changes in the age 

of digital convergence. While Western media convergence logic has been influenced 

by technological and market forces, Chinese media convergence logic has been 

heavily guided by political directives and government subsidies. Chinese media 
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convergence logic can be said to be shaped by three main forces (Figure 2). Thus, the 

definition of Chinese media convergence logic is a State ideological directive that 

aimed to converge the media operation, content, role and platform in a global context 

of advanced technology and financial crisis faced by newspaper industry in the digital 

age. It indicates that media convergence in China is a complex phenomenon rather 

than a simple economic strategy, which deserves careful study. 

 

 

Figure 2 The Conception of the Chinese Media Convergence Logic 

2.3. SOCIOLOGY OF NEWSROOM STUDIES 

This study conceptualizes media convergence as a logic to examine how 

convergence manifests itself in the newsroom. Although Deuze’s (2004) concept of 

media convergence logic is useful as a guide to exploring different aspects of such 

logic, it lacks an overall way to link them overall. To fill this gap, I propose to explore 

the impact of media convergence logic from a sociology of newsroom studies 

approach.   

Media Convergence
Logic in China

Global: 

Technologies and
changing advertiser-

audience relationships

Domestic: 

Re-emergence of 
government 

subsidies

Domestic: 
Political 

directives



 32 

The general aim of this approach is to understand “why the news is the way it is” 

(Schudson, 2003, p.33), with researchers using different hierarchies and forces to 

examine social and individual impact on news content (Reese & Ballinger, 2001; 

Schudosn, 2010; Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). C. Anderson (2008) has suggested that 

existing studies on media sociology can be categorized into two streams of thoughts: a 

journalistic construction of reality and a journalistic construction of identity. Research 

looking at the journalistic construction of reality has mainly focused on critiquing the 

media code of conduct, such as objectivity (Schudson, 2005; Tuchman, 1972); 

political economy of a news organization or operational strategies as a profit-making 

profession (C. Anderson, 2013; Ott & Mack, 2010; Schudson, 2003); and routines and 

practices (Fishman, 1980; Klinenberg, 2005; Ryfe, 2006, 2009a, 2009b, 2012, 2018; 

Tuchman, 1978). Studies investigating the journalistic construction of identity have 

looked at how journalists or press organizations legitimate their “cultural authority” in 

collecting, producing and disseminating information and deciding reality as a 

profession (Bishop, 1999; Lewis, 2010; Tong, 2018; Zelizer, 1990). Yet few studies 

link these two streams of thoughts in one context. This thesis will contribute to filling 

this gap in the literature by looking at the impact of media convergence logic on 

journalists’ construction of news and identity through its case study of PaperX.  

2.3.1. Institutionalization of Media Logic 

As this thesis focuses on the sociology of a news organization, it will borrow 

the theory of institutionalization from sociology to explore the impact of media 

convergence logic. While the study does not make any institutionalist assumptions, 

the concept is a useful guide (Zhang, 2000) to summarize three levels of 

institutionalization: formalization, routinization and normalization (p.628). 
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Formalization occurs at the structural level, including organizational policies and 

other arrangements; routinization is reflected from the routine activities related to 

ideation; and normalization is achieved by a set of taken-for-granted social relations 

and perceptions. The implementation of these three processes involves negotiations 

with existing knowledge at each level.  

Newsroom Structure 

Studies at the structural level can illustrate how media logic is formalized in 

organizational arrangements or operational policies, focusing on factors such as news 

organization policies and survival strategies. As an organization within society, the 

newspaper outlet “distinguishes itself from others based on its ownership, goals, 

actions, rules and membership” (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014, p.130). But the way these 

factors are composed is dependent on the role of the organization/profession in a 

particular society. That is to say, the structure of a media organization is decided by 

how society needs the media.  

Before the digitalization of media and social communication, legacy media had 

a monopoly in gathering and disseminating information. In the Western press system, 

the organizational structure of newspapers has mainly been shaped by two forces: 

commercialism and professionalism (Schudson, 2003). In the Chinese press system, 

two factors have also shaped the organizational structure of newspapers: politics and 

commercialism (Y. Zhao, 2004; 2008). Thus, Western media logic before 

digitalization was shaped by the profit motive and professional code of “self-policing” 

(Lewis, 2010), and Chinese media logic by political power, censorship and the profit 

motive.  
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Where previous studies of newsroom structure in Western and Chinese cultures 

converged was in viewing news organizations as reproducing the existing social order. 

In other words, media logic before digitalization pushed news organizations to form 

structures that reproduced the social order formed by political and economic elites in 

the society.  

In the West, to maintain the news organization’s corporate interests by filling 

news spaces on time with credible sources, organizations often assigned reporters to 

follow official information suppliers (e.g., Gans, 1979; Sigalman, 1973; Tuchman, 

1978). Inside the news organization, the gatekeeping process was constructed to 

enable “rules of objectivity” (Schudson, 2005, p.29). Audiences, in the elitist 

newsroom structure, were intentionally ignored (C. Anderson, 2011). Studies from 

this period often came to the conclusion that: “The basic definition of news reporting 

of political events very largely coincides with the definition provided by the 

legitimated power holders” (Murdock, 1973, p.158); and, given the increasing 

concentration of media ownership, that mass media were the propaganda machine for 

the capitalist class and ruling agencies (Herman &Chomsky, 1988).  

In China, while existing research from inside the organization is insufficient, 

studies about the newspaper industry do shed light on this point. With a clash between 

State censorship and the market economy, and central and local control at times (see 

the first section of this chapter), three major research perspectives have emerged 

regarding the structure of Chinese newspaper organizations: 1) The market need to 

generate content with audience appeal created a certain latitude for the Chinese press 

to engage in advocacy, but it ultimately could not go beyond the political line drawn 

by the Chinese leadership (e.g., Zhao, 2008; Lee, He & Huang, 2006, 2007), requiring 

its newsroom structure to balance Party and market logic; 2) tensions between the 
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State and market would finally clash and be unresolvable (F. Cho, 2014; J. Hassid, 

2008), a perspective that viewed the Chinese news structure as contentious; and 3) the 

local political apparatus was more powerful in deciding media content than the central 

government (Chen & Hu, 2016; Tong, 2010), with the local newspaper news structure 

reproducing the local political order.  

As such, all of these studies had one point in common: that newsroom structure 

was a reproduction of the power structure of the respective society. However, the 

digitalization of media and social communication has transformed the newsroom 

structure in organizations east and west; and a new media logic (i.e., media 

convergence logic) has emerged, intensifying commercialization and threatening 

professionalism in the West (since early 2000s), and intensifying re-politicization and 

de-marketization in China (since 2012). This transition has escalated the discrepancy 

between the Western and Chinese media systems in a sense that the Western media 

are developing along with the market competition, whereas the Chinese media go 

along with the political control and become more sensitive to the ideology.  

In the West, news organizations have adapted to the converged working 

environment to survive. The digitalization of media and life has pushed forward 

grassroots voices and preferences and made them a consideration within the  

newsroom structure.  At the same time, grassroots’ participation has resulted in “de-

professionalization and de-institutionalization” of the news-making process, 

challenging traditional journalistic culture. Jenkins’ (2004, 2006) political economy 

assumption, for example, included “consumers’ emerging power through news 

collaborations with media producers” (p.36), with this new structure emphasizing the 

need to reconcile old professional and cooperative considerations with new 

participatory logic (Lewis, 2010).  
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The reconstructed newsroom structure thus contains tensions between the old 

and new professional culture as well as elitist and grassroots considerations. 

Strategies such as ownership convergence, “synergy” (cross-promotion, content 

sharing), recruiting multi-skilled workers, and more, have occurred in the United 

States (Cohen, 2018; Gordon, 2003; Klinenberg, 2005). In reviewing experiences and 

theories about newsroom structure in the age of digital media, it does not appear that 

all newsrooms are following participatory and cooperative reconciliation, but does 

suggest that the reconstruction of newsroom in Western countries has intensified 

market forces. As Jenkins (2006) has argued, “the power of participation comes not 

from destroying commercial culture but from writing over it, molding it, amending it, 

expanding it, adding greater diversity of perspective, and then recirculating it, feeding 

it back to the mainstream media” (p.157).  

Meanwhile, in the digital media era, the force of professionalism on newsroom 

structure has been weakened. As commercial logic has intensified, researchers have 

observed media organizations abandoning professional practices. For 

instance,Klinenberg (2005) discovered that some news organizations in the United 

States did not include “poor neighborhoods or suburbs that lack a strong base of 

desirable professionals for advertisers” as their target news market (p.58). Cohen 

(2018) observed that audience click rates had become a way that news organizations 

measure journalistic performance. Given such developments, journalism’s power to 

offer quality, reliable and public-minded information has been put in question (Tong, 

2018).  

Among the small amount of literature available in China, the general finding 

has been that media convergence has tightened political control. In Xiong & Zhang’s 

(2018) phrase, it was designed to “seize the commanding heights of information 
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dissemination” (p. 101). Therefore, structural changes in newsrooms in China have 

served the purpose of efficiently avoiding political trouble of any kind and 

maximizing market return. Based on in-depth interviews with local press groups, 

Wang et al. (2018) discovered a revival of Party newspaper organizations in the age 

of media convergence. 

However, such structural changes by newspaper organizations do not appear to 

have changed the situation with regard to the decline in advertising revenue (see: 

Chapter 1). Added to this challenge, a 2016 online audience report conducted by 

Tencent, China’s giant digital media and telecommunications conglomerate, found 

that audiences who consumed news online assigned low credibility to information 

disseminated by websites owned by traditional newspapers  (Cao, 2017), as noted in 

Chapter 1. Such changes pushed the government to increase financial support for the 

“development” of traditional newspapers to maintain mainstream voices. For example, 

with the support of central government, Guangzhou Daily Press Group received 

special funding of 350 million RMB to assist with newspaper printing and circulation, 

and Shenzhen Press Group received an annual financial subsidy of 100 million RMB 

for six years starting from 2016 (Yao & Jin, 2017).  

Inside news organizations, responses or adaptations to the evolving media 

environment took the form of news websites and apps to accommodate the changed 

relationship between advertisers and audience. The introduction of new departments 

or restructuring of existing departments also raised multiple collusive issues between 

the old and new cultures, and Party and metropolitan newspaper journalists. For 

example, Xiong & Zhang (2018) discovered that to implement “convergence” online, 

local newspaper organizations in Fujian established new media centers to produce 

content for their online portals and apps. To effectively circumvent political risk, this 
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center was managed directly by the Party organization in the press group that the 

researchers were studying (though journalists from the whole press group were also 

encouraged to provide articles for the new media centers), and what was produced 

needed to get through three layers of censorship before being published online. 

Journalists were thus caught in a series of collusive activities in terms of working in 

the converged newsroom. On the one hand, journalists from metropolitan dailies in 

the press group felt reluctant to cooperate with the new media center because of the 

political aspects involved; on the other hand, these journalists felt the need to work for 

the new media center for financial and professional reasons, such as battling 

unprofessional voices on “We-media”. We-media in China refers to online news sites 

run by individuals or small groups, who are often non-professionals11. 

Routines and Practices 

A routine is the enactment of structure (Giddens, 1979; Sewell, 1992). Theories 

on news routines serve to reproduce the newsroom structure that, in turn, has been 

shaped by media logic, both being dynamic in nature not static. Unlike structure that 

exists in a virtual form, routines can be understood as the manifestation of structure 

through patterned actions that follow rules and principles (Ryfe, 2006; Sewell, 1992). 

Rules and principles need to be learnt, given the difference between the individual 

and community/society (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Couldry & Hepp, 2017; Merton, 

1938) and routinization is the process of learning and applying these rules and 

principles. In journalism, routines provide the most immediate guides to the practices 

of media workers (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014).  

The various rules and principles embedded in routines can be distinguished as 

written or unwritten forms. The latter are the most discussed and important in 

                                                        
11see the definition of We-media by Global Times: http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1046281.shtml 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1046281.shtml
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sociology, and the sociology of news production because written rules cannot clearly 

reflect a “virtual” structure and enactors of one routine may apply and interpret its 

rules differently due to their individual backgrounds (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; 

Ryfe, 2006) (for an example, see the variability or functional autonomy issues in 

Tuchman (1978)). As such, written rules are fixed (reproducing structure) and 

difficult to be altered by individual actors, whereas unwritten rules have space to be 

negotiated and can take on various forms. In this thesis, routines associated with 

written rules are referred to as manifested routines, and those associated with 

unwritten rules are termed latent routines. Both are critical in carrying out actions 

within an organizational structure.   

Manifested routines can be explored through the policies and principles of a 

news organization, as discussed in the existing literature. They are “manifested” 

because the instituted policies and principles serve the organization’s goals; and such 

goals are directly linked to its organizational structure and ideally offer no space for 

alternatives. For example, Tuchman (1978) discovered news organizations to be 

organized by temporal schedules, with staffers expected to do different tasks at 

different timeslots during the day. Only by following these temporal orders could a 

news organization ensure it could complete its production schedule. Schudson (2005) 

surmised that the gatekeeping process, whereby journalists submit their articles to 

editors to scrutinize before publication, had become the institutionalized way to 

adhere to the ideal of objectivity and maintain this aspect of professionalism in 

journalism. Meanwhile, in China, the most talked-about manifested routine has been 

censorship by Party-appointed editors (Brady, 2009; Chan & Qiu, 2003). In other 

words, manifested routines can be said to meet the functional needs of a news 

organization, such as profit-making, professionalism and political censorship. 
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Latent routines have been explored in studies about the socialization of 

journalists, being defined as latent because they involve individual interpretations and 

perceptions of the rules that vary between different people and at different times (see 

Ryfe’s (2006) explanation on variability in journalistic practices). Behind all 

discussions on socialization lies the assumption that there is a discrepancy between an 

individual and the social context in which he/she is situated (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966; Elias, 1991 [1939]). In journalism, the context is the news organization and at 

the newsroom level, such a discrepancy exists between individual journalists and their 

manifested routines, with studies finding journalists to be more liberal than their 

organizations (Breed, 1955; Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). To be competent at their 

work and recognized as “good” journalists, practitioners need to learn the rules yet 

also engage in a series of negotiations with the news organization due to their 

individual differences as people. It also means that latent routines can reflect the 

meaning-making process of rules.  

Researchers have given latent routines more attention because of the variability 

that such routines bring to journalistic practices. Drawing on the existing literature, 

such variability can be categorized into three major types. 

(1) Negotiation between routine and the pursuit of utilitarianism, illustrating 

how journalists (senior practitioners, in particular) apply their knowledge of a routine 

as well as the resources available to get the job done more efficiently and to a higher 

standard. Ryfe (2006) gives the example of R.W. Apple, a legendary correspondent 

and editor at the New York Times newspaper, who did not rigidly follow the normal 

latent routine of going to official sources and letting them point out the important 

parts of media events. Instead, Apple would integrate the different routines and 

resources in a way that meant he was “seen by others to know more, assimilate 
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information quicker, get better sources and get to them faster, and handle deadline 

pressures better than most reporters” (Ryfe 2006 p.209). Though unconventional, 

Apple’s approach saw him become recognized as a “good” journalist, who did his job 

differently but better. Other journalists who succeed in this way are often similarly 

highly respected by their organization. The “star journalists” and senior journalists 

who have the power to negotiate with editors in the work of Sigelman (1973) and 

Tuchman (1978) further illustrate this point. 

 (2) Negotiation between routine and the pursuit of personal interests. For 

example, in China, some local journalists were found to have blackmailed small 

businesses after gaining information that was potentially harmful to these companies’ 

sustainability (Chen & Hu, 2016; Y. Li, 2005). By doing this, the journalists turned 

the organizational routine of news-gathering into a practice that could serve their own 

interests through unethical conduct. Journalists have also sometimes compromised 

their ideals about the job for personal gain. For example, Pan (2000) found that, 

influenced by the idea of marketization, Chinese journalists were willing to produce 

news that met organizational requirements and brought material rewards in return 

(such as an interest-free loan for a car). In addition, Lu & Pan (2003) discovered that 

some journalists endeavored to produce political content that supported the Party to 

increase their chances of gaining a national journalism award. In these scenarios, 

journalists followed the structural needs of the organization but compromised certain 

ideals in pursuit of their own interests, which may have been why they joined 

journalism in the first place.  

 (3) Negotiation between routine and normative ideals that journalists uphold. 

Western normative ideals such as objectivity, balanced reporting and the watchdog 

function originated with the idea that journalism serves as a fourth pillar of 
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democracy (Carlson, 2016; Tong, 2018), along with the judiciary, executive and 

legislature. It has also been used by journalists and media companies to legitimate 

their authority as experts on information dissemination (Lewis, 2010). However, from 

an organizational perspective, this set of normative ideals is set alongside the need for  

commercial sustainability, and at times the organization’s need for profit may 

compromise these ideals. Studies that argue that the media merely reproduces the 

bureaucratic social structure shed further light on this (e.g., Cook, 1998; Sparrow, 

1999). In China, media organizations also have the goal of political correctness, along 

with earning a profit. Studies looking at negotiations between Chinese journalists’ 

normative ideals and latent routines have mostly focused on practitioners’ resistance. 

Resistance has been found in two forms: discursive and practical. In his article 

“Working with a Dying Ideology”, He (2000b) observed that after two decades of 

economic reform, journalists no longer believed in the socialist ideals of the 

communist era. As journalists lived in a country reincarnated with a capitalist body 

and a socialist face, He argued, they often faced discursive dissonance and were more 

likely to express professional values and opinions in private spaces. Resistance 

practices included shifting coverage space from official outlets to the Internet 

(Lagerkvist, 2008), though this method was blocked in China in 2014 when the State 

Council Information Office banned journalists from expressing their political opinions 

on social media; using discursive strategies (e.g. framing a negative event in a 

positive tone) (Tong, 2009; Tong & Sparks, 2009); cross-regional supervision (L. Cho, 

2010), so that newspapers under control of different local propaganda departments 

could cross supervising each other, though this method was blocked by President Hu 

Jintao; leaking sensitive information to news agencies outside Mainland China 

(Bandurski & Hala, 2010); and others.   
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The variability in latent routines shows the dynamic relations between the 

individual and structure. Some of these relations have helped journalists to gain 

resources to negotiate with editors or fulfill personal interests; some have controlled 

journalists and made them resist. These dynamics fit the existing discussion on 

structure and how it can both enable and constrain actors (Ryfe, 2006; Sewell, 1992), 

the precondition being that actors do know the rules and principles of the latent 

routine and it is their individual backgrounds and interests that lead them to act 

differently in relation to the latent routine (Ryfe, 2006; Sewell, 1992). It is also worth 

noting that such dynamics can be applied differently by different journalists or by the 

same journalist at different times. 

What complicates the study of journalistic routines is that journalistic practices 

are not just guided by organizational structure. From classic studies to present-day 

sociology of news production research, Western scholars appear to have come to a 

consensus that journalists follow multiple routines to get their work done. For 

example, Bennett (2001) found that American journalists needed at the very least to 

follow the routines of source, news organization and fellow reporters (p.165). 

Meanwhile, Shoemaker et al. (2014) suggested that journalists’ work was influenced 

by routines of audience, organization and source. While no study has specifically 

focused on journalists’ routines and sources in China, given the political and 

commercial environment in which news organizations exist, it seems probable that 

journalists should at least follow the routines of organization, official sources and 

audiences, namely, both manifested and latent routines.  

However, the digitalization of media has also brought changes to journalists’ 

routines and the knowledge carried within them in the West. For example, Usher 

(2014)located three news values that have emerged in routines carried out under the 
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new media logic guiding journalist practices – immediacy, interactivity and 

participation – all of which conflicted with the old news routines in some way. As 

such, journalists’ view of social media practices in general has been negative. They 

were nostalgic about the past (Usher, 2010), uncertain about their “collective identity” 

as journalists (Ryfe, 2009), tired of the workload (Beam & Lindsay, 2011; Cohen, 

2018), and mostly threatened with regard to their “boundary” or legitimacy (Bishop, 

1999; Tong, 2018; Zelizer, 2004). Yet, apart from a few ethnographic studies, little 

research has touched on how journalists are negotiating the changing routines. 

In China, media digitalization also brought changes to journalists’ routines. Yin 

& Liu (2014) argued that media convergence logic barely influenced the routine of 

news organization and journalists because enactors of the changes (especially news 

organization managers) did not have enough motivation to make the changes (job 

performance does not necessarily connect to  career prospects in the Chinese media 

system). Yet, four years later, Xiong & Zhang (2018) discovered that new values of 

timeliness, interactivity and user-centered content were influencing the practices of 

journalists.  

Essentially, changes brought by digital media and digital life reconstructed the 

news organization structure by transforming the stock of knowledge guiding 

journalists’ practices, thereby changing the division between manifested and latent 

routines in both Western countries and China. This does not mean that the form of 

manifested and latent routines altered. What changed was the content and meaning of 

these routines. In response, studies have found Western journalists resisting such 

changes because the old stock of knowledge about routines validated and gave 

meaning to their work (Lewis, 2010). They had also developed habitual practices 

based on this knowledge (Ryfe, 2009a; Ryfe, 2009b). Meanwhile, Chinese journalists 
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showed paradoxical job attitudes of negativity regarding new work responsibilities 

(Ding & Wei, 2014) and enthusiasm for bringing their professional work practices 

and voices online to fight against unprofessional We media (Xiong & Zhang, 2018). 

Journalists’ Self-Presentation in Non-work Space 

Media sociology focuses on journalistic constructions of social reality and 

identity as influenced by different forces. The earlier discussion in this chapter on 

formalization and routinization mainly dealt with social reality. The discussion of 

normalization in this section will focus on identity.  

Identity construction, from an organizational perspective, looks at how 

individuals form an identity that aligns with organizational values (Pratt, Rockmann, 

& Kaufmann, 2006). It is referred to as a “construction” because identity is shaped 

and reshaped by diverse forces (or logic in this thesis) in the given social context, as 

opposed to individual desire (Couldry & Hepp, 2017). Identity construction also deals 

with the socialization process discussed in the latent routine section, involving 

different types of negotiations between individual and organizational values.  

Going one step further from routinization, normalization examines the extent 

that a structural logic has stabilized and influenced the social relations of a group or 

community. Once that logic has stabilized, its influence on people’s actions and 

attitudes can be predicted and viewed as normal in the studied community 

(Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Normalization can be reflected through multiple 

dimensions, ranging from individual journalists’ stable and taken-for-granted relations 

with their sources (for an example, see Ryfe (2009b), discussing how journalists are 

deeply related to official sources) to individual journalists’ taken-for-granted social 
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role of disseminating information to the public (Carlson, 2016; Lewis, 2010; Tong, 

2018) as influenced by a media logic shaped by professionalism and commercialism.  

Previous sections have argued that media convergence logic transformed 

newsroom structure and routines, to differing extents, in both the West and China. 

That is to say, the new rules, principles and knowledge brought by media convergence 

disrupted and destabilized the norms of identity construction, in the process becoming 

the new norm. 

Looking at journalistic identity construction through the frame of normalization 

ultimately involves an examination of the extent and depth of the influence of media 

logic on individual journalists’ role presentation. One way to address this purpose is 

to explore the work-related role presentation and reasons for that presentation in 

journalists’ non-work space, a way to see how news workers display their perceptions 

of their profession outside the influence/constraints of the work context. The non-

work space could be Goffman’s (1959) “backstage”, He’s (2000b) “non-public 

discursive universe” (p.605), or Marwick & boyd’s (2010) context-collapsed social 

media. 

This thesis focuses on the increasingly used non-work space of social media to 

study the impact of media convergence logic on journalists’ self representation. The 

penetration of digital media into our lives has transformed how individuals relate to 

institutions. As Castells (1996) noted:  

Identity is becoming the main, and sometimes, the only, source of 

meaning in a historical period characterized by widespread destructuring 

of organizations, delegitimization of institutions, fading away of major 

social movements, and ephemeral cultural expressions. People 

increasingly organize their meaning not around what they do, but on the 

basis of what they are, or believe they are.  

(p.3) 
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The quote indicates that in a social-technological context, self-presentation on 

social media tends to blur the professional and personal, as well as the individual and 

collective, given the motivations and affordances of digital technologies to present 

self or self-believed information. Yet as the use of social media or digital technology 

increases (Couldry & Hepp, 2017; Shirky, 2008), understanding the new social 

actions initiated by social media is essential.  

In contrast to other (offline) non-work space, social media engender and enable 

multiple geographies of belonging (Amin, 2002), “translocality” (Hepp, 2015, p.12), 

or “context collapse” (Marwick & boyd, 2010), which challenge traditional concepts 

of locality and place. Moreover, social media are characterized by a series of 

affordances, which encourage different social actions. These affordances, as boyd 

(2010) observed, include persistence beyond temporal and spatial limitations, namely 

how long content lasts; reliability that content may be stored or spread even when the 

original author has deleted it; scalability, meaning that the audience is potentially 

large and diverse; searchability, given that, once uploaded, the content can be 

searched by other users of the server; and shareability, as the network encourages 

users to connect.  

In such a space, the presentation of self becomes more complex with 

information displayed on social media moving into representation, given that the 

information related to self-presentation “no longer necessarily bounds the specific 

audience who were present when the performance took place. Instead it can be taken 

out of a situation and replayed in a completely different context.” (Hogan, 2010, 

p.380). Within these technological parameters, users have been found to display and 

constantly modify information about their “ideal” self (Hogan, 2010, p.378). 

Therefore, information displayed on social media is designed to signify the individual, 
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or used for impression management (Davis & Jurgenson, 2016; Duguay, 2016; 

Marwick & boyd, 2010). Many studies about “self” construction on social media have 

used this view as a basis for development, assuming that social media users would 

expose identity-related information that could reveal their perceptions and feelings 

about identity (e.g., Catalina, 2010; Lingel, Naaman & boyd, 2014).  

Similar to findings on offline communicative acts (Burke & Stets, 2009; Mead, 

1934), studies found participants on social media also have the “audience” in mind in 

order to “seek to maintain the identity meanings associated with each role” (Davis & 

Jurgenson, 2014, p.478). However, the audience in social media communication is 

“imagined” because, in the virtual world of communication, we have little knowledge 

of the audience and participants can only use cues to imagine the community (Boyd, 

2007, p.131). Social media users thus present themselves to create certain impressions 

for their imagined audience in a digital space where individualization is encouraged. 

This is the type of non-work space I set out to explore in relation to institutional 

impact on journalists’ self-presentation.  

Studying journalistic performance on social media is not unusual in Western 

journalism research, given the increasing integration of social media at work. Existing 

studies about journalistic use of social media have indicated two trends: de-

institutionalization and de-professionalization. The first trend echoes Castells’ 

statement about networked society and Hogan’s theory on the impression 

management purpose of using social media. For instance, Bruns & Burgess 

(2012)discovered that, unlike the past when individual journalists acted out their 

identity as members of an institution, today’s journalists brand themselves, overtaking 

the institutional imprint. Moreover, journalists were found not only to use their social 

media accounts to report and distribute news, but also to add their comments and 
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personal feelings about those events (Green, 2017; Usher, 2014). The drive behind 

this is the structural logic of social media platforms on which only knowledgeable and 

passionate voices make a noise (Ryfe, 2012).  

The second trend is linked to the earlier discussion about changes brought by 

digital media, in which users are encouraged to participate in or interact with making 

and disseminating news. This has changed former “expert control” to a “distributed 

control” model of information dissemination (Lewis, 2010, p.49). Working in this 

context, journalists have had to develop new values to survive (Smolkin, 2006). As 

audiences online are fragmented by interests, journalists needed to develop “tribes” to 

fulfill their needs (Cottle, 2000); and because the Internet requires journalists to 

continue to input content, journalists have had to find ways to produce immediate 

content, such as using sources from the Internet and producing content from their 

desks (Deuze, 2007; Ferrucci, 2018). Few studies have touched on how journalists 

have negotiated their previous self-conceptions with the new norm of speed on social 

media. For example, Usher (2014) found that journalists at the New York Times put 

accuracy before timeliness, even if this sacrificed the valuable position of “being the 

first to tweet”. Such research, though, is too limited in scope to fully understand the 

relations between individual journalists’ self-perceptions of the job/profession and 

their changing working environment and institutional values.   

Although these changes were influenced by the logic of media convergence, 

few studies have seen social media such as Twitter or Facebook as non-work space, 

nor have they analyzed the information or representation displayed on social media 

from the perspective of individual journalists, for example by asking them why they 

commented in a certain way or who their imagined audiences were.  
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In China, research about journalistic presentation on social media has been rare. 

However, there has been research touching on journalistic self-presentation in work 

and private spaces. He (2000b) used the concept of “dissonance” to describe his 

findings on how Chinese journalists presented themselves differently at work and in 

private spaces. At work, journalists were obedient and apparently accepting of the 

political ideology work they had to do, whereas in front of their friends and family, 

journalists could align themselves with a different way of thinking that might 

contradict their work ideology, a situation He attributed to the contradiction caused by 

the dying of communism. To apply He’s work in the context of this thesis, 

institutional logic seems likely to have limited impact on journalists; and in non-work 

space they could be expected to express different opinions and values about their 

work.     

2.4. THE “LABOR” LENS 

The labor lens is built on the precondition that journalists work for capitalist 

profit-making media companies, which is the case for many Western and Chinese 

journalists. Specifically, “a labor focus can assess journalists’ experiences in terms of 

the mutually dependent but conflictual relationship between media owners and 

executives and journalists, as well as the consequences of this relationship on 

journalism as an ostensible public good” (Cohen, 2018, p.16). Thus, with the 

exception of  the “public good”, using a labor lens to examine journalists and their 

working conditions appears a legitimate approach to apply to the China context. 

Skepticism over the applicability of the “public good” aspect is due to the media’s 

fundamental role in China to serve the Party. Although the values of publicness grew 

during the press expansion days following the 1979 reform period, the situation has 
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tightened again during the Xi era, particularly after his “2.19” talk at the CCTV 

headquater.  

The labor lens positions journalists as workers, and “examines labor relations 

[…] to understand material conditions, attend to issues of power and struggles for 

social justice, and to propose policies and practices for improving working conditions 

and in turn media and culture generally” (Fuchs in Cohen, 2018, p.2). When 

journalists work in an increasingly commercialized industry, their labor is 

commodified, and the surplus value produced from their extended work used to make 

profit.  

Inspired by Marxist thoughts, the labor lens focuses on conflicts between 

different “classes” and hierarchies, as created by social conditions. Marxist thought 

links the individual with the development of human society. Marx argued that the 

living conditions in early capitalist society stopped working class people’s 

individualism from being expressed. Instead, workers were deemed to be alienated 

from themselves. This approach provided not only a critical lens for examining 

modern life, but also possible solutions to fundamentally change it for better. 

How did the individual appear before being restricted by certain social 

conditions, or more specifically capitalism? In Capital Volume One, Marx (1977 

[1883]) explained the difference between human nature and human nature as modified 

in each historical epoch. Whereas the former refers to general needs and capacities 

that are similar to other animals, the latter are historically and socially bound in their 

manifestation. Like many other sociologists and philosophers, Marx’s view on what it 

means to be human is an unfinished project, with our “being” developed under social 

and historical conditions and therefore always in a state of “becoming”.  Or in the 
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words of Storey, “our humanity, like the world in which we live, is a social 

production” (2014, p.14). 

By clarifying this point about human nature, Marx (1977 [1883]) contrasted 

human beings with animals: 

A spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee 

puts to shame many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what 

distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the 

architect raises his structure in imagination before he erects it in reality. At 

the end of every labor process, we get a result that already existed in the 

imagination of the laborer at its commencement. He not only effects a 

change of form in the material on which he works, but he also realizes a 

purpose of his own that gives the law to his modus operandi, and to which 

he must subordinate his will. And this subordination is no mere 

momentary act. Besides the exertion of the bodily organs, the process 

demands that, during the whole operation, the workman’s will be steadily 

in consonance with his purpose. This means close attention. The less he is 

attracted by the nature of the work, and the mode in which it is carried on, 

and the less, therefore, he enjoys it as something which gives play to his 

bodily and mental powers, the closer his attention is forced to be. 

(p.178) 

What Marx intended to stress here was the capability of self-reflection that 

distinguishes human beings from animals. Such reflection, or imagination, 

dialectically relates to intellectual life and physical activity, i.e., subjective 

consciousness and physical object. Therefore, a human’s productive activity is not 

simply concerned with making physical objects, but also producing him/herself. “He 

creates human nature: nature in himself and for himself” (Lefebvre, 1991, p.95). 

Through production, our biological needs and capacities (that are similar to animals) 

will become human and social, namely historically and socially variable (Storey, 2014) 

and ultimately our social activities help define us as human beings.  

However, Marx was writing in the 19thcentury when the work and social 

conditions of capitalism seemed to threaten the core of humanity. The factory system 

had separated subjective consciousness and the objects they produced to enhance 

efficiency. With the division of labor and increasing reduction in specialization, 
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production processes became more and more repetitive and simpler, requiring little or 

no thought or imagination. As a result, human beings were reduced to a machine-like 

level, leading Marx to introduce the term “alienation”, or estrangement, in his works. 

Marx& Engels (2009 [1844])summarized four types of alienation: 

1. Alienation of the worker as an object (how alienation turns a person  

into an object); 

2. Alienation of productive capacity, in other words, labor itself (which is  

divided and split by such alienation);  

3. The alienation of man from our species essence, our nature as a member  

of the human race; 

4. The alienation of man as a being of nature, as a set of natural needs. 

            (p.67-83) 

Marx’s understanding of human nature assumed that labor or productive activity 

is essential to realize ourselves. Living in the early stages of a capitalist society, Marx 

observed that the social structure objectified and externalized our human essence in 

many ways. He revealed such social reality by pointing out that the worker was torn 

from himself, his own labor, his social consciousness and his own nature. More 

ironically, the worker’s own material products caused such alienation, with capitalism 

the necessary context to constitute these relationships. Under such working conditions, 

workers’ spontaneity and intentionality were no longer necessary (Rey, 2012).  Yet 

Lefebvre (1991) saw “moments” of de-alienation, when awareness of alienation came 

into play. Should this happen in the media industry, journalists might choose to resist 

organizational policies or take the extreme action of leaving the field altogether.  

However, when Lefebvre was writing his 20th-century three-volume Critique of 

Everyday Life, the digital media had not been invented; and he was looking at 

everyday life in the broadest sense possible. Therefore, the form and content of 

alienation and de-alienation in the field of journalism in the digital age needs to be 

reexamined. 



 54 

Studies relevant to this question have found that media convergence as an 

operational logic has provided grounds for cross-promotion and marketing, and more 

productivity at less cost (Quinn, 2005). Yet policies that realized the operational logic 

have also been observed to be “far-reaching and futuristic” and “interpreted by 

journalists as unfair”. Moreover, to save costs and resources, many news 

organizations have chosen to lay off staffers (Deuze, 2007). Journalists were found to 

work more, with a changing temporal and spatial understanding of work beyond the 

24/7 rhythm (Cohen, 2018), with deadlines becoming “now” (Usher, 2014), as well as 

constant insecurity in such a precarious environment (Deuze, 2007). As a result, 

journalists have been skeptical and resistant to the changes brought by convergence 

(Ryfe, 2009) and have even left the field because they were nostalgic about the good 

old days (Usher, 2010). It has also appeared to be an increasing trend that journalists 

have lost their autonomy in these working conditions. 

With an increasing workload and decreasing organizational support (in order to 

earn revenue) in newsrooms today, Lefebvre’s notion of alienation and moments of 

de-alienation still appears relevant here.  
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2.5. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 Theoretical Framework 

This thesis explores the impact of media convergence logic as it plays out at 

multiple levels in one Chinese Communist Party news organization. The case study is 

focused on PaperX, with particular emphasis on its police beat, and explores three 

different aspects of such impact, namely on: 1) organizational structure; 2) routines 

and practices; and 3) journalists’ identity and self-presentation on social media at the 

individual level. At each stage, I seek to assess how journalists and the news 

organization have situated themselves and responded to the changes. I explore how 

individual journalists negotiated their utilitarian, selfish and normative concerns about 

the profession within the new structure. I further set out to gain in-depth 

understanding of the impact of media convergence logic on journalists’ perceptions 

and understanding of their work by looking at journalists’ self-presentation in a non-

work space, namely social media. In particular, the study looks at mediated 

journalistic practices through the use of the popular Chinese mobile app, WeChat, a 

Chinese equivalent of WhatsApp, and its additional WeChat Moments platform that 

extends users’ connectivity through time and space (D. Cui, 2016; X. Wang, 2015). 
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To grasp the complexity of the dynamic relations between journalists and their altered 

working conditions, this study takes a labor lens approach by positioning journalists 

as workers. The theoretical framework is summarized in Figure 3.   

This has led me to propose two main research questions, with seven sub-

questions to guide the study’s direction.   

Research questions: 

RQ1. Regarding content, what impact has media convergence had on the 

Chinese newspaper organization?  

          RQ1a. What types of challenges has media convergence brought to 

PaperX? 

          RQ1b. How do the changes found in Chapter 4 manifest themselves in                          

the news routine? 

RQ2. Regarding extent, how have PaperX and journalists responded?  

          RQ2a.What are the organizational solutions to these challenges? Have 

these solutions brought changes? 

          RQ2b. What are the responses of PaperX’s news practitioners to these 

solutions? 

         RQ2c. How have journalists responded to changed news routines in 

practice?  

         RQ2d. Based on a content analysis of police beat news from PaperX, what 

news values are embedded in these stories and how do they reflect the changes 

discussed in other chapters?   

      RQ2e: What and how do journalists present work-related information on WeChat 

Moments? 
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        RQ2f:  To what extent is such self-presentation on WeChat Moments influenced 

by the impact of media convergence?  
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CHAPTER 3:  

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter 2 introduced Chinese media convergence as a logic shaped by both 

global fragmented marketization and domestic political directives. From Western 

experiences, a holistic understanding of the impact of media convergence is 

important, as the novel meanings and practices that media convergence logic entails 

can alter the newspaper industry as a whole and suggest a new future for the 

journalism profession. How newspaper organizations and journalists respond to this 

logic has implications for the ultimate shape of news values, norms, journalists’ 

identity and the role of journalism in society. From the limited Chinese literature 

available, media convergence has been found to be taking place in newsrooms in 

China, but many more details are needed to ascertain the impact.  

Accessing this impact and its manifestation in Chinese journalistic practices 

and identity presentation required an appropriate set of methodologies. The small 

number of previous studies as well as the fact that many theories were constructed 

before convergence presented further challenges for the research. Given that the 

Chinese media system is different from the Western system, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, research design/frameworks built on Western literature could only 

serve as guides here. Both content and extent of media convergence’s influence were 

also unknown and open to exploration. Thus, the framework underpinning this study 

needed to be culture-specific, leaving the space for the fluidity and flexibility required 

in a China context. To gain a holistic understanding of media convergence logic and 

given the limited validated theories available, a methodology that allowed the 

inductive data to speak for themselves as far as possible was chosen: an ethnographic 
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case study of PaperX’s police beat. This chapter will describe the study’s research 

methodology, covering: (1) an overview of the research design; (2) rationale for 

newsroom ethnographic research; (3) justification for the choice of PaperX as the 

fieldwork site; (4) methods for data collection and analysis; and (5) ethical 

considerations.      

3.1. Research Design 

The thesis poses two main research questions regarding the content and extent 

of the impact of media convergence on Chinese newspaper organizations and uses 

three different levels to explore them: (1) Based on the trajectory of PaperX (drawn 

from documents and archival sources), what changes has media convergence brought 

to the paper’s newsroom structure? Based on the trajectory of PaperX’s staffers 

(through life histories), how much have the changes in structure influenced these 

individuals? (2) Based on the practices of police beat journalists (through participant 

observation), how did the changes manifest themselves in the functional and 

perceptual routines of PaperX’s police beat? How do the changes influence the police 

beat news product? (3) Based on network ethnographic observation and interviews on 

the widely used WeChat mobile app in China, how did police beat journalists present 

themselves on social media? And for what purposes? 

 Qualitative methods and some quantitative research were used to examine the 

research questions, with the study carried out in three stages: (1) a structural analysis 

of PaperX’s operational strategies and culture (Chapter 4); (2) routines and practice-

level observation of police beat journalists (Chapter 5 and Chapter 6); and (3)  

individual-level understanding of journalists’ identity as presented online (Chapter 7). 

At the structural level, the unit of analysis was the organization; for cultural changes, 
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individual staffers at the organization; for routine practices and online presentation, 

the unit of analysis was the situation; and for news products, it was the published 

news article.  

The three components of this study were mostly carried out from June to 

December 2016, with online ethnographic observation taking place over a longer 

period. As a Party news organization, PaperX was extremely rigid and its managers 

highly sensitive about “outsiders”. In the beginning, I applied to work on the politics 

beat but due to this area’s sensitivity I ended up being assigned to the police beat. 

Yuan Juan12, the police beat editor (a manager rather than an editor in the China 

context), appointed Ma Ning, the beat’s only male frontline journalist as my 

supervisor within the organization and the majority of data in this thesis was collected 

from my work with Ma Ning and those associated with him. Ma Ning and his 

networks did not exist independently. They took different forms and had different 

reach in terms of connections and interactions with other staffers and departments at 

PaperX, Press GroupX, and other metropolitan news institutions in CityX. Therefore, 

each component of the study contributed to informing the other. Throughout, it was 

expected that the meaning and implications of Chinese media convergence would be 

understood through organizational and individual actors’ articulations of their 

reactions to and negotiations with media convergence logic, as these reactions and 

views could demonstrate the professional status and values of journalists and 

journalism in Chinese society.         

3.2. Rationale for Ethnographic Newsroom Studies 

The primary reason for selecting an ethnographic methodology was to facilitate 

the use of an inductive approach to pursue holistic understanding of the impact of 

                                                        
12 Noted that all the names of my participants in the dissertation are pseudonyms.  
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media convergence. Chapter 2 found that media convergence impact studies on 

Chinese newsrooms or the general sociology of news production in China to be rare. 

In addition, a review of Western literature showed that researchers had found many 

older media theories, constructed in the 1970s, to be no longer valid in explaining 

media situations in a converged environment (e.g. Cottle, 2000, 2007; Klinenberg, 

2005; Usher, 2014). They also found that media convergence logic had penetrated 

practitioners’ micro actions and perceptions (e.g. Deuze, 2004; Jenkins, 2004, 2006; 

Lewis, 2010). Given this situation and the uncertainty over how Chinese newsrooms 

have experienced localized media convergence, ethnography appeared the most 

suitable methodology. Both traditional and network ethnography were employed.     

Ethnography offered four advantages in the context of this study. First, its 

inductive nature was suitable for exploring uncertainty and building new theories 

from data (O’Reilly, 2005). An inductive approach was also well suited to studying 

change because it brackets preconceptions and allows the data to explain themselves. 

It is also worth noting here that an inductive approach does not mean an absence of 

guidance, with many prominent scholars pointing out that all data are theory and 

research-agenda driven (e.g., Atkinson, 1990, 2013; Ezzy, 2002). On the one hand, 

researchers usually go into the field with a general aim as to what to observe, having 

prepared their own area of interest beforehand and supported it through a literature 

review. On the other hand, observation and data are heavily influenced by the 

researchers’ backgrounds. Texts produced from fieldwork are a result of a 

researcher’s perspective on how to construct and describe a social world, especially if 

he or she participated in the process (Atkinson, 1990, p.89). In this study, for 

example, I was aware that my own worldview was heavily influenced by the works of 

Marx. When I observed and interpreted journalists’ lived experiences, I positioned 
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journalists as “workers” (against managers/owners), and I understood their 

perceptions of work and identity as an outcome of their actions and practices in this 

particular working environment.     

Second, ethnography is a powerful method for gathering diverse and rich data to 

build the validity and reliability of research results (Bernard, 2011). The core of 

ethnographic research, which originated from anthropology, is to study other people’s 

lives from their own perspectives (for evidence, see classic anthropological works 

such as Malinowski (1922, 1935)). This involves not only observing people’s lives, 

but talking and communicating with them. Thus, in this study, methods of data 

collection ranged from participant observation to interviews and archival/document 

research.  

Sometimes quantitative methods can be included in ethnographic research to 

capture a fuller picture of the field and fill gaps in qualitative methods. In this 

research, I adopted both qualitative and quantitative methods, with a focus on the 

former. This strategy facilitated better understanding of the impact of media 

convergence on an unknown field and enhanced the internal validity of the results. 

While “being there” in the natural environment normally enables ethnographers to 

achieve validity for their studies (Babbie, 2012), researchers’ interactions with 

participants may affect the research’s internal validity. To reduce this potential threat 

to validity, the current study used intensive, long-time involvement to gather detailed 

and varied data, and respondent validation. It also utilized quantitative content 

analysis. As noted earlier, conducting fieldwork within a Chinese Communist Party 

newspaper organization is an extremely sensitive matter. Given that my fieldwork 

was known to many of the newspaper’s employees, I tried hard to build rapport with 

participants and help their work as a participant journalist.  
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Third, ethnographic data are drawn from natural settings and reactions which 

are advantageous for building new theories and filling the methodological gaps in  

journalism research (Babbie, 2012; Ryfe, 2018). In the social sciences, theories are 

constructed to explain human behaviors and culture. The ideal way to develop a 

theory is in a context where the group of people being studied can behave “naturally”. 

New technologies have fundamentally changed many aspects of communication 

practices and theories, requiring novel theory-building (Couldry & Hepp, 2017; 

Markham, 2005). As such, conducting ethnographic research in today’s “deep-

mediatized” (Couldry & Hepp, 2017) social world is both appropriate and necessary. 

Furthermore, after a handful of Western newsroom ethnographic studies in the 1970s 

(Fishman, 1980; Gans, 1979, 2011; Tuchman, 1978), few research endeavors have 

been devoted to newsroom-based ethnographic studies (Klinenberg, 2005; Ryfe, 

2006, 2009, 2018). Although the call for more natural setting-based research in 

converged newsrooms has existed for almost a decade, journalism scholars still 

overwhelmingly use surveys and interviews to capture journalists’ behaviors. 

However, what they said they did and what they really did might be different 

(Perakyla, 2005). By only focusing on static practices or on documenting changes in 

these practices, such studies, in Ryfe’s words, had “little interest in journalistic 

agency” (2018, p. 225). In Chinese academia, sociological research on news 

production is rare (in both English and Chinese languages). In addition, given 

scholars’ elite status in Chinese society, most prominent studies on media 

convergence have taken a “top-down” perspective (W.Cai, 2006; B. Cui, 2017; Yu, 

2015). This study sought to fill such knowledge gaps.   

Fourth, ethnography gives space for the role of human agency and meanings 

within the studied structure (Cottle, 2000). The communicative sense-making process 
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grounds the possibilities for our social world (Lefebvre, 1991). Rooted in the 

phenomenological tradition, ethnographic research enables space for subjective 

explanation of social practices, foregrounding the existence of agency. By surmising 

patterned interactions, ethnographers see the content of human engagement and also 

the way in which it regulates our everyday life (Babbie, 2012; Couldry & Hepp, 

2017). In the field of journalism, ethnographic work takes the “production process 

and context into consideration” (Willig, 2013, p.373), which “helps to reveal the 

constraints, contingencies and complexities ‘at work’ as well as help in understanding 

the production of the discourses ‘at play’ within news media representations” (Cottle, 

2007, p.2). The general assumption behind this perspective is that journalists do not 

simply reproduce the status quo; and their negotiations with the status quo have 

constructed the (maybe temporary) reality they live in.   

Although applying ethnography toinvestigatechanges in the age of media 

convergence from all levels and from different angles has made the explanation of 

this study valid, the credibility and dependability have certain weakness, which is also 

a general weakness that the method of ethnography entails. There are at least two 

points concerning the limitation of adopting ethnography that deserve elaboration. 

First is the impact of the researcher’s own identity in data collection. In ethnographic 

study, the researcher’s body is the most important tool for data collection. As 

mentioned in the Methodology chapter, my educational background as an overt 

researcher from an oversea university made the sensitivity of conducting research 

with PaperX extremely difficult. For the first month of my research, I was required to 

go to media events on my own because my duty supervisor did not trust me enough to 

display any professional actions in front of me. For the first two months, the only 

people in the newsroom who talked to me were either deputy chief editors or editors, 
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because they were believed to know the bottom line of information exposure more 

clearly. During my stay with the police beat, my access to the beat’s weekly meetings 

and some other media events were declined due to the confidentialities that these 

events involved. Some of these issues were gradually solved over time, but I could 

not claim that I was able to gain total rapport with my informants and I definitely 

could not claim that my analysis was the only side of the story. Moreover, my 

demographic backgrounds, such as my gender and age also bring limitation to the 

process of data collection. For example, toward the end of my fieldwork, when I was 

working from the police station, there were multiple times that policemen invited 

journalists going to drink Chinese liquor (baijiu) with them. Concerning I was new 

and a woman, they often went out without asking me. As explained later by a 

policeman, “I don’t think you drink and I am not that familiar with you, so I would 

not want to offend you by asking you out for drinking”. I did go out twice with Ma 

Ning and some other policemen. But given that I was three years older than Ma Ning, 

they felt reluctant to push me to drink for my “teacher” (a way for amusement at the 

Chinese dinner table). Sometimes journalists in the same community felt a necessity 

to remember my name because calling me “the student of Ma Ning” was just not 

compatible for them given our age difference. All of these may limit my exposure to 

different social settings for data collection. Yet, I could do nothing about them except 

keeping the sensitivity to these limitations.   

          The second limitation is the ethnographic sensitivity, i.e., the “researcher’s 

ability to be reflective and sensitive to a changing and different milieu” (Clair, 2011, 

p.117). As clarified by Markham (2016), this sensitivity is about paying attention to 

particular details of “localized cultural experience through a range of techniques 

intended to get close and detailed understandings. […] and represented the 
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understandings in ways that resonate with readers or members of that cultural context” 

(p.4). This is closely link to the discussion about the degree of inductiveness of 

ethnography in Chapter 3. In Chapter 3, I adopted the thought that ethnography is an 

iterative inductive research (Ezzy, 2002; O’Reilly, 2005), which argued that all data 

collected in the cultural context is theory driven. Yet, the authentic reality is multi-

dimensional and normally out of our capability to capture. The perspectives that 

attract our attention and later being explained by us are driven by the academic 

consciousness we cultivate during our engagement with the existing literature. For 

instance, I was heavily engaged with Henri Lefebvre’s works (e.g., the Critique of 

Everyday Life and the Production of Space), which cultivated my interest with the 

taken for granted details in journalists’ everyday life and linking them with the social 

structure and power. This orientation on one hand guided my observation including 

the type of questions I asked during my fieldwork, on the other hand limited my 

vision as I could have missed other aspects of journalistic practices. This brings the 

limitation of ethnography to the limitation of the theoretical framework of this study. 

Every theory has its own limitation. For instance, Marxist theory could not benefit the 

function of the organization in a profit making market. It would be more meaningful 

to focus on the explanation ability of the theory and its practical utility (details could 

be found from Chapter 2). 

3.3. Fieldwork: Why PaperX 

Ethnography is a context-specific research methodology. Context is important 

because it constrains and is constructed by human practices and interactions, which is 

necessary for social sense/meaning making (Lefebvre, 1991). Context can refer to the 

fieldwork or different situations that happened during the fieldwork. In terms of the 
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present study, I chose PaperX, a Chinese Communist Party newspaper organization in 

a southern metropolis in China. Given that it is extremely delicate politically for a 

researcher attached to a non-Mainland China university to conduct research inside 

such a Chinese newspaper organization, accessibility had to be the first priority. By 

coincidence, Press GroupX, which was the organization PaperX was affiliated with, 

was one of the “several strong media groups” the central government had drawn 

attention to in President Xi Jinping’s 2014 media convergence speech. Press GroupX 

had undertaken a series of changes at the structural level from 2014 (Geng Feng) and 

started to receive government subsidies for media convergence development in 2016 

(Yao & Jin, 2017). Therefore, it appeared to offer an ideal site for research focused on 

media convergence. As a local news outlet and Party news organization, PaperX’s 

new social and political media environment could reflect the potentially changed 

dynamic between local and central control over the media, as well as between Party 

and commercial newspapers in one press group.     

While the newspaper assigned me to PaperX’s police beat, the research 

involved multiple organizations and institutions, not only PaperX’s police beat. This 

complexity was a result of the characteristics of PaperX. First, in terms of political 

affiliation, PaperX had two administrators. As a Party newspaper organization 

(dangbao), PaperX was primarily affiliated with CityX’s Municipal Party Committee; 

and as a newspaper outlet, PaperX also needed to adhere to Press GroupX’s Party 

Committee, with the chief editor of Press GroupX appointed by CityX’s local 

Propaganda Department. Second, in terms of professional scope and responsibilities, 

PaperX operated alongside the three major commercial daily newspaper organizations 

managed by Press GroupX. Unlike other cities in China, which have more than one 

Press Group (e.g., Guangzhou), CityX only had one Press Group after it undertook 
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media conglomeration in 2002. As a result, there had been little competition locally 

for these four major daily newspapers before Internet-inspired fragmentation of the 

market emerged. Third, as a media organization, Press GroupX was treated equally 

with the Television, Radio and Film GroupX by the local government, also a result of 

media conglomeration in CityX in 2002.  

ZhaoXing helped me with the access to PaperX under the condition that I 

respect the confidentiality of my participants. As the head of editorial department, my 

interactions with the Police Beat staffers were out of his sight. During my fieldwork, I 

followed and was supervised by one journalist Ma Ning (pseudonym) in particular. 

Ma Ning was responsible for covering traffic police and public security in CityX. 

Through his network and relationships, I gained access to two institutions whose 

members formed three communities according to my observations (see Table 1 and 

Figure 4) and my sources and participants were drawn from these groups (specific 

information about key participants will be provided in the chapters they appear). The 

two institutions were the media and the police. The three communities comprised: (1) 

media staffers from PaperX; (2) police staffers from the police bureau; and (3) all 

police beat news journalists from CityX’s media organizations, excluding external 

media outlets with branches in the city, and police propaganda officers.  

This means that there was a hierarchy of interaction between my participants 

and me. Because Zhao Xing was my friend before the fieldwork and helped me with 

the access so I had built certain rapport with him. Therefore, he playedthe role of key 

informant in helping me linking facts, observations and the development of the 

organization (given that he has 17 years work experience with PaperX). Yet, because 

his role as part of the editorial department, and later the deputy chief editor, he was 

less a participant. Ma Ning, on the other hand, was my key participant because I had 
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all sorts of interactions with him in different social settings (in the newsroom, at the 

police bureau, at work, at dinner table and so on). Because Ma Ning mostly worked 

from the police bureau (instead of the newsroom), I spent most of my time following 

him around and knowing his social world. This was how I got to know members from 

the police beat community. I had some extent of interaction with the members 

(particularly newspaper journalists and Liu Liu, the head of the police propaganda 

department) because we had to cooperate and collaborate on certain stories. But the 

relationship was less intimate than my relationship with Ma Ning. At PaperX, because 

I was assigned to the police beat I was under direct management of the beat editor 

Yuan Juan. However, as she assigned Ma Ning to supervise me, my interaction with 

either Yuan Juan or other members in the beat was not as intensive as with Ma Ning. 

During my fieldwork, I participated 40 media events, in which I interviewed a variety 

of people. Some of them (especially officials) appeared in my fieldwork life multiple 

times, some of them (especially non-officials) only appeared in my fieldwork life 

once. For the former, I had to introduce myself as a researcher, whereas for the latter I 

did not get the chance because if I did I might interrupt the routine of the journalists 

and policemen. How the thesis was constructed was heavily dependent on my extents 

of interactions with my participants, because their discourse and practices were the 

core of the data part.   

It should also be reiterated here that such categories did not physically or 

consciously exist among these participants, but emerged from my observations and 

interactions during the fieldwork. In this regard, the “communities” I identified were 

not a priori definitions of given identifiable groups. The way I categorized the 

communities helped with understanding the complexity of the power dynamic, social 

relations, and subjectivity in practice. 
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Table 1 Two Institutions in my Fieldwork 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Communities Identified Through PaperX Fieldwork 

3.4. Data Collection Methods and Analysis 

Each ethnographic study component was distinct from the others in terms of the 

data and unit of analysis required. Participant observation was used as an overarching 

method for all chapters. In addition, archival studies and life history interviews were 

employed to understand the changing structure and culture of PaperX (Chapter 4); 

participant observation and semi-structured interviews to unpack how media 

convergence logic was manifested in news production routines and journalists’ 

reactions to it (Chapter 5); content analysis to examine how media convergence 

impacted news products (Chapter 6); and network participant observation to explore 

how and why journalists presented their identities on the WeChat Moments social 

media platform (Chapter 7). More detailed descriptions of data collection and analysis 

are provided in the respective chapters’ methodology section. In this chapter, I 
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describe the study’s main methods: participant observation, life history interviews, 

text analysis, and content analysis.      

3.4.1. Participant Observation 

This major ethnographic research method is often used to collect data that needs 

to be situated in a natural setting in which participants can behave normally (O’Reilly, 

2005). It is useful for addressing enquiries that cannot be answered through 

objectified evidence and are little known, such as a new culture or stereotyped 

population (Bernard, 2011; Gans, 2011; Hobart, 2005). The unknown implications of 

media convergence on Chinese journalists’ practices and identity needed input from 

data collected through this method (mainly Chapters 5 and 7). In journalism research, 

this method has been used mostly in classic U.S. studies looking into the sociology of 

news production in the 1970s (e.g., Fishman, 1980; Gans, 1979) and had been 

neglected for decades until the recent rise of the “second wave of newsroom 

ethnography” (e.g., Cook, 1998; Cottle, 2000, 2007; Ryfe, 2012). Yet, as Ryfe (2018) 

surmised, even being situated in the media ecology rendered by new communication 

technologies, most journalism researchers still tried to understand the practices of 

news through what journalists said they did.     

Participant observation is sometimes treated as an umbrella term that covers 

different combinations of participation and observation, known as the field role 

(Bernard, 2011). However, no matter how different the combinations are, the basic 

rationale is that participation is a way of “accessing the field” and observation is for 

data collection (O’Reilly, 2005). In this study, my field role was participant observer, 

defined as “an outsider who participates in some aspects of life around [the studied 

subjects] and records what [I] can” (Bernard, 2011, p. 260).  
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During my six months’ fieldwork, I worked closely with certain participants 

(further information in the relevant chapters). I asked casual questions about their 

behavior and choices during my participation and observations. However, given the 

sensitivity of working in a Chinese Communist Party newspaper organization and 

with police officers, data was limited to the news practices that my participants were 

willing to share. For example, during my ethnographic fieldwork, I was allowed to 

join the police beat community’s WeChat group for only two weeks and while I 

participated in 40 news events, most involved traffic police in CityX. These 

undertakings were assigned by my duty supervisor Ma Ning. They were not related to 

my competence or preference but according to his or the police’s judgment of the 

appropriateness of my participation.  

It also needs to be noted that I conducted participant observation in two 

inseparable spaces: online and offline. Both involved journalists’ “work, life and 

play”, a description of media workers’ everyday life divisions as described by Deuze 

(2004). The offline space involved three locations: PaperX’s newsroom, the police 

station, and crime scenes. In the online space, I mainly observed journalists’ practices 

on WeChat instant communication app, and WeChat Moments, one of the platform’s 

additional social media functions. Chinese journalists have used WeChat extensively 

to facilitate communication and extend social interaction. Sometimes online and 

offline practices were indistinguishable, which I analyzed through “situations”, rather 

than the a priori dichotomy of online-offline.       

3.4.2. Life History Interviews 

Within the interview-based approach, life history “is a narrative about a specific 

significant aspect of a person’s life” (Chase, 2005, p.652) that revolves around a 
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turning point in one’s life (McAdams & Bowman, 2001). In sociology, this method 

has been used for understanding social institutions via the way they appear from the 

personal experiences of different members of a certain group (Thomas & Znaniecki, 

1927). Unlike other forms of interviews, life history interviews provide longitudinal 

perspective, which is suitable for studying change (Davidson & Meyers, 2016). 

Furthermore, few earlier journalism studies have adopted this method (Davidson & 

Meyers, 2016; Wahl-Jorgensen, 2018). 

Most studies have viewed life history interviews as unstructured interviews that 

give space for participants to explain the complexity of their lives without imposing 

researchers’ a priori categorization (Fontana & Prey, 2005). Given that the life 

histories in this study were expected to help understand institutional/ organizational 

change, interviews were guided by the history of PaperX, as surmised from archival 

studies. Moreover, to enhance the validity of the study, the interviews took place after 

a few months in the field.   

Twenty interviews were conducted with journalists and editors from PaperX. 

Interviewees had worked at the paper for differing lengths of time, ranging from four 

to 22 years, with an average of 11 years. Twelve were male and eight were female 

(see also Chapter 4). All interviews lasted over two hours, and some were longer due 

to follow-up questions. Interviewees were recruited through the snow-ball sampling 

method due to the sensitive nature of conducting research at a Chinese Communist 

Party newspaper organization. 

3.4.3. Text Analysis 

Text analysis is one of the most commonly used data analysis method in 

qualitative research. Unlike quantitative content analysis, text analysis offers a close 
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reading of texts to “identify patterns, themes, cultural assumptions, and/or ideological 

meanings that are not manifest in the content alone” (Frisch cited in Lewis, 2010, 

p.68). Most materials, including interviews, documents, observations and even 

pictures, can be transformed into text. However, in general, texts in qualitative 

research come mainly from two types of materials: interviews (unstructured, semi-

structured and structured) and naturally occurring materials (such as field notes) 

(Perakyla, 2005).  

In this study, I transformed all materials into texts, with the main materials 

comprising my field notes, interview transcripts, archival texts and documents, news 

articles that Ma Ning or I wrote, WeChat conversations with individual journalists, 

WeChat group conversations, and participants’ WeChat Moments content. Guided by 

the study’s objectives, I looked for words, phrases, themes, stories, pictures (online), 

and links that appeared particularly significant in relation to: operational strategies of 

the organization; meanings and changes in journalists’ perceptions of their role and 

performance; the enabling and constraining elements of advanced technology and 

media convergence; and understanding of the journalism profession.        

3.4.4. Content Analysis 

Content analysis includes systematic coding of texts and analysis of codes. 

Here, simple quantitative methods were used to “explore the covert and explicit 

meanings in text” (Bernard, 2011, p.443), with text referring to news in this context. 

Such analysis was useful because covert meanings are perhaps the clearest and 

deepest (in extent) consequence of power, social order and ideology (Pan, 2000). In 

the current research, content analysis of media products could reflect how media 

convergence logic functions in journalistic work.  
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Content analysis of Ma Ning’s writing was carried out from June to December 

2016 during my fieldwork after analyzing the impact of media convergence on 

structure, routines, practices, and perceptions of PaperX and its staffers. The research 

was designed in this way so that content analysis of writing over several months  

could reflect the impact of changes instead of just providing a news product snapshot. 

Details of coding, sampling and analytical lens are recorded in Chapter 6.  

3.5. Human Subject and Confidentiality 

This thesis follows the research ethics guidelines prescribed by Hong Kong 

Baptist University and its Committee on the Use of Human & Animal Subjects in 

Teaching and Research (HASC) (see Appendix 3). 

Consent was sought from key sources and participants. As an overt researcher, 

all twenty interviewees who agreed to talk about their life history (core data for 

Chapter 4)signed the consent form. Heads of PaperX and the Police Beat of PaperX 

also signed the consent form. The rest of the key participants were fully aware about 

my identity and purposes of observation. Informants (such as taxi drivers and suspects 

who were punished by the police) were not informed about my identity in order to not 

interrupt the routine of journalists and policemen’s work. However, data about these 

informants were collected from public places where the same information could be 

collected by anyone else who were presented.Some key participants and informants 

such as Zhao Xing, Yuan Yuan, Tian Tian, Xiao Xie requested for the final draft of 

my thesis as they were worried about the confidentiality issue. Details in the draft 

were approved by them.  

Conducting ethnographic research in a Chinese Communist Party newspaper is 

highly delicate politically due to the tight censorship that the Chinese state exerts on 
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the media. This condition meant that I had to enter the news organization as a 

“passive” overt ethnographer (I did not have a choice) through a formal letter of 

introduction from my university.  

In addition, throughout the thesis, I assigned pseudonyms to participants to 

ensure their anonymity. Such a device also enabled participants to become 

individuals, which was “theoretically/politically/rhetorically important to allow 

[them]… to become particular beings with particular idiosyncrasies [that] readers 

could follow through the course of the whole story” (Kondo, 1990, p. 46). Further 

information about participants is provided in the relevant data chapters. Some field 

notes were shared with participants if they showed interest while information that 

sources asked to be deleted has been removed. I also explained the reasons why this 

research was important in the field many times and participants understood this and 

willingly cooperated with me.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

IMPACT OF THE MEDIA CONVGERGENCE LOGIC ON NEWSROOM 

STRUCTURE AND CULTURE 

In this chapter, I will examine the impact of media convergence logic on 

PaperX, in line with the previously stated purposes of this study. I will address the 

chapter objective through investigating how the impact manifested itself at PaperX.  

Chapter 2 laid out the technological, political and economic forces that 

construct media convergence in China. Yet, apart from overall figures related to 

circulation rates and advertisement revenue, researchers know very little about what 

happens inside Chinese newsrooms or how journalists process such events. Such a 

gap is significant because central political directives in China are normally abstract 

and left up to the interpretation of local governments or respective authorities, 

according to their specific situations (for evidence: see Brady, 2009). Thus, it matters 

how an actual news organization, or press group given their interrelation, balances 

operationalization of the political fiat with survival strategies in times of change. 

Any alterations to an organization can influence its culture, be it a change of 

space (Robinson, 2008; Usher, 2015), news strategies and routines (Ryfe, 2009a, 

2009b) or productive relations (Deuze, 2007). Often, these consequences are negative, 

or end up as “cultural clashes” in Deuze’s words. Existing research about change is 

not focused on the change itself but the consequences that change has brought. As 

Robinson (2011) has suggested, employing digital tools may not only change the 

physical setting of the newsroom, but also “the resulting journalistic products, 

relationships, routines and culture” (p.1123). As such, identifying the change is not 

enough to understand the change. To comprehend more fully, the consequences on  

humans, be it relations, perceptions, actions or others, need to be explored. 
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         RQ1a. What types of challenges has media convergence brought to 

PaperX? 

         RQ2a.What are the organizational solutions to these challenges? Have 

these solutions brought changes? 

RQ2b. What are the responses of PaperX’s news practitioners to these 

solutions? 

4.1. Methods 

To address these research questions, data relevant to the challenges brought by 

media convergence development and digital media needed to be collected. Data was 

also needed to explain possible changes brought these challenges. As the word 

“change” connotes meanings of contrasting the present with the past, historical 

comparison seemed necessary. Information was thus gathered from historical 

documents/records about the development of PaperX from the organization’s archive, 

internal reports and policy directives (accessed to my best of my ability) about recent 

changes or strategies in response to these changes. Twenty life history interviews with 

current journalists and editors about transformations in their work perceptions were 

also carried out (see Table 2 for interviewees’ profile, and Appendix 1 for the 

interview protocol). Most of these interviews were recorded and transcribed (some 

journalists did not allow me to record the interview and I took notes at the time). 

Interviewees had worked at the paper for differing lengths of time, ranging from four 

to 22 years, with an average of 11 years. Twelve were male and eight were female. 

All interviews lasted over two hours, and some were longer due to follow-up 

questions. Interviewees were recruited through the snow-ball sampling method due to 



 79 

the sensitivity of conducting research at a Chinese Communist Party newspaper 

organization. 

Pseudonyms were assigned to participants at the data input stage to ensure their 

anonymity. Such data were supplemented with materials from my ethnographic 

fieldwork in the same organization.  

In these ways, I textually analyzed evidence from a variety of sources at 

PaperX, looking for themes and patterns that could explain the changes experienced 

in this news organization, and provide self-reflection from individual staffers. From 

such close reading, I discovered two interlocking themes in the development of 

PaperX in the age of media convergence as well as three themes related to the 

processing of this development by individual media staffers there. 

Table 2 Profile of Interviewees at PaperX for this Chapter 

No. 

Name 

(Pseudonym) Gender  Tenure 

Position at PaperX 

(upon the interviews) 

Status 

(Nov. 2016) 

1 Bai Li F 5 Journalist at Economic Beat Normal 

2 Che Yuan M 7 Reporter at the Politics Beat Normal 

3 Chen Wen M 20 Deputy Chief Editor Normal 

4 Cheng Lin F 6 Journalist at Domestic Beat Normal 

5 Dai Yun F 7 Journalist at Finance Beat Normal 

6 Fang Qing M 11 
Senior Editor at the Editorial 

Department 
Normal 

7 Fang Tong F 10 
Reporter at the Breaking News Beat (11-

March-2016) 
Resigned 

8 Geng Feng M 22 
Senior Editor at the Editorial 

Department 
Retired 

9 Li Lin M 4 Journalist at Education Beat Normal 

10 Li Rui M 20 
Senior Editor at the Editorial 

Department 
Retired 

11 Lin Jian M 6 Editor at the Editorial Department Normal 

12 Ma Ning  M 5 Journalist at Police Beat Normal 

13 Tian Tian F 5 Journalist at Education Beat Normal 

14 Tong Xin M 8 
Journalist at Social News Beat (15-Nov-

2016) 
Resigned 

15 Wang Fang M 21 Senior Editor at the Editors' Department Normal 

16 Wang Lu F 4 Journalist at Economic Beat Normal 

17 Xi Xi F 7 Journalist at Sport Beat Normal 

18 Yi Fan M 20 
Senior Editor at the Editorial 

Department 
Normal 

19 Yuan Juan F 15 Editor of Police Beat Normal 

20 Zhao Xing M 17 Deputy Chief Editor Normal 

*Note: interviewees’ names were ordered in alphabetical order of their surname.  
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4.2. PaperX before Media Convergence 

During the press expansion and conglomeration periods in China from 1979 to 

2012, most central and some local Chinese Communist Party newspapers were caught 

in a “tug-of-war” that essentially turned them into “Party Publicity Inc.” (He, 

2000a).By the end of 1990s, most Party newspaper organizations had become 

financially profitable and attuned to both political pressure not to cross the Party line 

and market competition in selling their audiences to advertisers (Lee, 2000; 

Stockmann, 2013; Wei, 2013; Zhao, 2008). While still bound to the political mission 

of promoting the legitimacy of the Party, researchers found these news organizations 

engaged in producing content with audience appeal and softer promotional messages 

(He, 2000a). This tension between the State and market resulted in a relatively stable 

newsroom structure and working conditions for Chinese newsrooms and journalists, 

with latitude for the market within the Party line (e.g., Zhao, 2004). 

This situation appeared to apply to PaperX’s development. However, until 2012 

the dynamic was also constantly mediated by local political power. As a Chinese 

Communist Party newspaper, PaperX enjoyed more political advantages than other 

titles in the same city. Data findings from this study revealed that the development of 

PaperX had been heavily dependent on the local government, including having the 

leeway to feature critical voices to attract audiences and help in facilitating its 

monopoly in the local market. The paper’s three main operating strategies before the 

age of media convergence can be summarized as follows.  

First, PaperX used its political mission in the 1980s to legitimize aggressive 

financial development. PaperX was set up in 1982 with two major political missions 

in mind: (1) to ensure that the Party’s voice (that is, central government) would reach 

to then marginalized areas (CityX at that time); and (2) to prepare for the branding of 
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CityX as a national model for “modern China” (Zhao Xing, Geng Feng). Launched in 

a rush, PaperX originally consisted of five staffers transferred from the local 

propaganda bureau and limited funding of 3,000 RMB. Politics aside, the staffers 

operationalized the mission of promoting modernization as giving them a free hand  

to embrace profit-making, an idea against that of mainstream politicians. Learning 

from Hong Kong newspaper business strategies and journalistic skills, PaperX 

quickly styled itself a “business-oriented Party newspaper” (History of PaperX, 

2012), because financial news was the type of information that middle-class readers 

would pay for (Yi Fan). This made PaperX different from other Party newspapers, 

which mainly published government information. In its February 14, 1983 issue, the 

newspaper ran advertisements on all of its eight pages. In 1985, the newspaper ran a 

full-page advertisement on its front page, causing hot debate and a description of  

PaperX as the “evil right wing”. In defending the paper’s profit-making approach in a 

planned economy environment, the then chief editor argued that: “In a similar way to 

news, advertisements could provide readers with information related to the economy.” 

(History of PaperX, 2012). From 1985 to 2002, PaperX’s advertising revenue grew 

from 6.29 million RMB to 1.98 billion RMB (excluding inflation) (History of PaperX, 

2012). By 1992, the newspaper had accumulated a profit of 200 million RMB, which 

it invested in constructing today’s 46-story news building (Geng Feng).  

Second, PaperX used its political advantage to consolidate its reputation and 

credibility in the local market. Along with the development of CityX’s brand, PaperX 

was appointed the “model” for modern Party newspapers by China’s then overall 

leader Deng Xiaoping (Geng Feng). This direct support from the country’s leadership 

gave the local propaganda bureau the courage to break the unwritten rules of “no 

coverage, no interviews and no talk” (the Three Nos) on national leaders’ political 
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speeches and activities ahead of the People’s Daily (History of PaperX, 2012). 

Without the courage to break conventions, PaperX would not be able to get “scoops” 

and attract CityX’s middle-class readers (Chen Wen). Such experiments in pushing 

the Party line led to PaperX acquiring a reputation in China’s media industry as an 

pioneering and professional news operation. In addition, with competition from other 

local newspaper titles in CityX on the rise in the 1990s, PaperX started to act as a 

“watchdog” with regard to the behavior of district-level government, a role supported 

by the Municipal Party Committee.   

I remember we reported a story in the early 2000s about a district 

policeman, who irresponsibly charged a 13-year-old girl with being a  

prostitute without a thorough investigation. We received a lot of readers’ 

letters supporting our ability to speak for them. But a key reason that we 

got to cover this story was support from the Municipal Party 

Committee… There are many other examples like this, and during that 

period of time, we developed a well-known and well-received team of  

journalists. Readers would often phone them to report cases that needed 

investigation. 

(Geng Feng) 

Asked about the consequences of opposing those at the same level of 

government, Geng Feng commented that the organization might face challenges such 

as tax payment checks or the loss of favorable tax or other financial incentives. 

However, he also noted: “The Party leaders wanted to solve these kinds of issues. So 

we were just a bridge.”  It could thus be be simplistic to assume that the lattitude 

given to  PaperX to be competitive was solely granted by the local government. 

Moreover, besides attracting audiences, this latitude generated a symbolic resource 

for PaperX: that of good journalism. 

Third, Press GroupX, the organization to which PaperX was affiliated, built a 

news empire in CityX with the political advantage it held. Media conglomeration in 

the 2000s saw all newspaper titles in CityX merged into Press GroupX, enabling the 

group to monopolize different areas of the local media market (Zhao Xing). 
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Meanwhile, to restrict external news titles from entering the local market, the city 

government created direct and indirect restrictions to keep them out.  By merging 

capital from different sub-papers, the Press GroupX then expanded into other 

businesses, including real estate, the stock market, and data services, among others.    

In summary, the route to growth for PaperX before 2012 was as a self-financed, 

market-based organization operating under the protection of a local political power 

base. In contrast to other Party newspaper organizations, PaperX started by printing 

business news, rather than propaganda or government-related content. Furthermore, 

this new mode of running a newspaper was actually conceived by the local 

government. From 2000 to 2010, PaperX was in one form or another listed as a model 

organization in the Chinese Journalism Yearbook. From 1993, the organization’s 

advertising revenue surpassed the People’s Daily and many other commercial titles 

(Wei, 2013). Before conglomeration in 2002, another local commercial title almost 

beat PaperX in circulation, but the local government helped PaperX regain its turf by 

granting it even more latitude and exclusive information. After conglomeration, the 

local government colluded with Press GroupX to inhibit non-local newspapers. In this 

time period, the local government provided both resources and protection to enable 

PaperX to make a profit and acquire symbolic capital in the market, including 

resources that enabled PaperX to produce audience-attracting critical stories and  

soften government-related messages. Given such findings, it is hard to conclude that 

the Party and market were opposing forces in shaping the structure of PaperX (for 

evidence, see Hassid, 2008; Lee, 2000; Zhao, 1998).  
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4.3. PaperX in the Age of Media Convergence 

From 2012, the progressive outlook on development at Press GroupX, and 

China’s media industry as a whole, started to reverse, without any indication as to 

when it might return (Zhao Xing). The change was directly reflected by PaperX’s 

slump in gross advertising revenue from a peak of 1.1 billion RMB in the early 

2000s13 to around 500 million RMB in 2016 and a decrease in circulation from 

700,000 in its most popular phase to 180,000 in 2016 (Press GroupX Annual Report, 

2016; Geng Feng; Zhao Xing). This trend also applied to three other major 

commercial titles in the same press group (Zhao Xing). Although press groups in 

China expanded into side businesses in other fields, the country’s newspaper 

organizations still relied on two traditional types of incomes: the closely correlated 

streams of circulation and advertisement revenues (Y.H. Zhao, 2015).  A decline in 

both of these areas was therefore life-threatening for such organizations. 

PaperX was not a special case, being representative of a general trend that hit all 

newspaper organizations in China (see Chapter 2). Such challenging times also 

provided the backdrop for the central government’s political media convergence 

directive in 2014, which findings showed transformed the local environment for 

PaperX. In particular, the new environment blocked local government’s power to 

mediate State-market tensions. The reasons were twofold.  

First, the emergence of digital media brought a type of competition beyond 

local government’s control. The borderless nature of the Internet presented a 

fundamental challenge to local government protectionism. While CityX’s government 

might have been able to hamper non-local print newspapers through unfavorable 

                                                        
13According to Geng Feng, the peak time was just after Press GroupX was established.In the early 2000s, 
PaperX alone made profits of 1.1 billion RMB, at least half of which were derived from advertising. But the 
numberswerenever made public or official.  
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policies, they could do nothing online. According to CNNIC (2017a), in 2016 a total 

of 731 milllion people in China had online access, 614 million of whom used the 

Internet to access news and 93% using mobile phones to gain such access. On the 

Internet, it is the users who choose what they want they read, based on their own 

preferences rather than geographical location. In addition, the existence of 

“gatekeepers” to filter information  appears incompatible in the Internet context while 

the Internet’s borderless nature meant it could offer news that PaperX and similar 

media could not or would not produce. Another report from CNNIC (2017b) 

illustrated this by showing that most readers of news online were interested in either 

infotainment or highly subjective information, two types of content outside PaperX’s 

scope.   

A simplistic conclusion from these CNNIC reports would seem to be that 

readership was moving to the online world beyond local government’s control and 

online news consumers were mainly interested in infotainment and interactive/ 

advocative communication. Yet a Party newspaper could not afford to cater to such 

newsreader preferences because the paper had to take a formal and informative 

approach to retain  its authority. It needed to avoid too much grassroots advocacy, 

which could threaten social stability. In addition, the essential materiality of paper 

meant it could not be interactive (Wang Fang, Fang Tong, Zhao Xing).  

PaperX did register WeChat and Weibo accounts and built its own mobile news 

app in order to maintain an online presence in the limited space it could work within 

and which could be seen as a response to the central government’s call for media 

convergence development by building “Two Micros and one App (Liangwei Yiduan). 

However, such moves did not seem to have influenced frontline journalists’ daily 

practices or perceptions of work, at least during my period of fieldwork. Like many 
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other news organizations, PaperX also registered an official account with non-official 

news aggregator Headline News (Toutiao.com), a highly popular news portal in China 

(CNNIC, 2017b). After opening this account, staffers then had to contribute to the 

website for free in order to gain exposure to the portal’s users (Chen Wen).  

Another reason for the local government losing its mediating role was the 

general re-centralization of political control over the media in the Xi presidential era,  

This shrank the leeway for the “credible” reports that PaperX thought would capture 

their audience’s interest. (This is not to claim that local governments alone could 

realize the media’s “watchdog” role as there have been cases of corrupt collusion at 

the local level as well as cases of investigative reporting by central media.) It also 

reinforced the rule that Party newspapers needed to avoid giving a voice to grassroots 

advocacy.  

Chapter 2 noted two factors motivating Chinese leaders to seek to re-centralize 

conrol over the media. First, that Internet-enabled and amplified dissident voices 

could threaten the Party’s leadership role (for evidence, see MacKinnon, 2007; Yang, 

2009). As some of my thesis interviewees recalled, the Central Leading Group for 

Cyberspace Affairs and National Security Committee were not formally established 

until 2014 and 2015 respectively. However a group of central government officials  

had undertaken policing the Internet  (Li Lin; Tong Xin) from 2013, including 

arresting opinion leaders (so-called big “V’s”) on Sina Weibo. Online advocacy 

journalists such as Wu Hongfei from Southern Media Group, Chen Baocheng and 

Luo Changping from Caixin magazine, among others, were arrested or sacked. Those 

at PaperX also sensed that the local government had less latitude in handling local 

conflicts through the media. “When you don’t know how high the ceiling is, the best 

way is to imagine it as low as possible,” said Fang Qing, a senior editor at PaperX, 
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meaning that to avoid political trouble in an increasingly restrictive environment, it 

was wise for the local government to simply follow orders from the central 

government. And the safest way was to produce public messages as in the communist 

days. 

The second motivation was the central leadership’s long unease over the 

amount of local control. After the marketization of the newspaper industry, central 

government had only overseen media development while  local authorities actualized 

the control. The media were reportedly intertwined with local government in various 

ways (Chen & Hu, 2015; Shirk, 2010; Tong, 2010). In the case of PaperX, CityX’s 

Party Committee supported the staffers in exposing district-level officials’ corruption 

to build up both PaperX and the municipal government’s credibility. From 2013, the 

discursive space tightened and local government no longer made building credibility 

the goal of media coverage. Instead, the aim turned to the promotion of images to 

satisfy leaders in the central government (Jin Qing, Geng Feng). In 2013, the central 

government replaced the then Guangdong provincial head of the propaganda bureau 

with Tuo Zhen, a former deputy chief editor of Xinhua News Agency. Soon after Tuo 

took up his position, he required all local newspapers under his management to reprint 

a Xinhua article without any changes. According to one interviewee, he also 

somehow connected his office PC to PCs in other news organizations to oversee the 

opinions that these news organizations were about to print (Tong Xin). Given 

PaperX’s proximity, such incidents definitely had a chilling effect on media workers 

and managers in the organization as well as local government. And in such an  

environment “who dares to care about the audience?” (Tong Xin).  

After that, PaperX published less news involving social criticism. Moreover, it 

became an unwritten rule that 60% of the newspaper’s front-page content was sourced 
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from the central news agency while local editors were not supposed to change any 

words or paraphrase these stories. Both my two weeks’ observation of evening editors 

as well as Yuan Juan’s conversation with me at my induction indicated this. It also 

appeared to replicate the Central Kitchen logic (see: Chapter 2) and Xi’s philosophy 

of “convergence as one”. The most direct consequence was increasing penetration of 

the central government’s voice and decreasing exposure for local government. 

Following the Central Kitchen, the organization physically moved the Editorial 

Department on to a different floor from the journalists to better manage the flow of 

information. On the editors’ newly decorated office wall, Xi Jinping’s “48-word” 

principle on running the media was carved, stating exactly the opposite to its old 

liberal “time is money” banner quoting Deng Xiaoping. 

4.4. Structural Changes at PaperX 

4.4.1. Downsizing Strategies 

At the structural level, PaperX undertook a series of downsizing strategies to 

handle the changing environment, including reducing the number of pages, laying off 

employees, and cutting wages and benefits, as stated into its Annual Report. In early 

2016, the overall news organization issued its Policy for Deepening  Reform at Press 

GroupX14 (Shenhua Gaige), making a reduction in pages and staffers its top priorities 

over the next five years. The effect of this policy was quickly felt. As noted by the 

deputy chief editor, in the good times, PaperX had printed 48-page editions, with 

advertising not only on each page but also inserted into the page fold and charged at a 

different rate (Chen Wen). However, by the end of 2016, the press group had cut 

newspapers’ pages to between eight to 12 pages during weekdays and had stopped 

                                                        
14See “Policies for Deepening the Reform at Press GroupX”, February 2016 (internal document) 
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printing its commercial newspaper titles at weekends (Annual Report 2016).  The 

group had also merged departments, reducing them from 25 to 15 in total and over 

300 staff were cut in less than a year, with 40% of middle level managers being let go 

and other staffers being reduced by 30% (Annual Report 2016).  In the staffers’ group, 

most of those let go were journalists and advertising department staff (Yuan Yuan), 

while news beats shrank following the merging of departments. At PaperX alone, 60% 

of staffers were estimated to have been laid off or had resigned (Wang Fang). The 

beats that were removed or reduced in scale included breaking news and community 

news, areas that journalists perceived as “real news” beats (Tong Xin). From my 

interviews, though, the worst impact at PaperX and Press GroupX was the cut in 

wages. Wang Fang, an early member of the team who could recall the times when 

salaries were high and the press group spirit strong and genuine, said: “My current 

monthly income is only one-quarter of my past income.”  Despite carrying out these 

downsizing measures as managers or living with them as staffers, the press group and 

journalists were seemingly caught in a situation where they had little choice but to 

passively accept the changes in conditions if the organization was to survive. At the 

same time, these solutions did little to actively make the organization more 

sustainable. 

4.4.2. Administratization of Advertisement: TeKan 

However, PaperX did come up with one proactive strategy for survival in 2014: 

the administratization of advertisement, a business strategy based on producing paid-

for government information and other content. The solution was backed by Press 

GroupX and applied to all newspaper titles in the group. The new approach 

particularly affected PaperX’s work environment because of the paper’s position as a 
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Party newspaper. In PaperX, the strategy was reflected through the increasing 

presence of TeKan, literally translated as “special publications”, in the paper. In its 

price guide (Table 3) for 2016, one TeKan page cost around 100,000 RMB for 

government units and around 140,000 RMB for non-government units. In practice, 

journalists, especially beat journalists, were required to solicit TeKan deals with local 

government bureaus and/or individual departments and to realize the deals through 

publications or public events (see Chapter 6). For journalists, TeKan represented both 

a new type of news and a fresh duty (Ma Ning, Yuan Yuan, Tian Tian).  

Table 3 PaperX's TeKan Price 

PaperX’s TeKan Price List           

in ‘000 RMB 

For Government Units  

 
Whole Page Half Page Quarter Page 

Color 98 49 24.5 

 For Non-Government Units 

 
Whole Page Half Page Quarter Page 

Color 138 69 345 

 

Deputy chief editor Zhao Xing explained: “Every year, the Press Group would 

give each newspaper organization a TeKan quota to complete, based on their 

performance the previous year, and each newspaper organization would assign tasks 

to different news beats, or departments, based on the previous year’s performance.”  

From the template that Zhao Xing showed me, the “strategic plan” specified the 

quota for each beat and the amount they were supposed to earn from different city 

districts. For example, in 2014, PaperX’s police beat had a quota of 1 million RMB 

from A district and 200,000 RMB from B district. According to police beat journalist 

Ma Ning, CityX’s Municipal Police Bureau ordered monthly coverage of the CityX 

Safety Index, which recorded the crime rate in each district, an arrangement worth 
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roughly 300,000 RMB per year. Meanwhile, the “performance” that Zhao Xing 

mentioned referred to the sales skills of journalists, their news beat’s potential, local 

government’s income, publicity budget, and need for media exposure, among others.  

As such, TeKan was similar to public relations and, given the symbolic capital that 

Party newspapers enjoy in China, PaperX had a natural advantage as well as more 

responsibility for soliciting TeKan deals given its “mission” as a Party paper. 

In fact, TeKan was not new to Party newspaper organizations. It had existed 

since the marketization of the Chinese press industry but in a different modality (Dai 

Yun). It could be understood as a political product leftover from the communist 

model to mediate how local governments reported their political achievements and 

deeds to the central government. When PaperX was launched in the 1980s, TeKan 

was still popular among other Party newspapers, especially those with long 

revolutionary histories with the Chinese Communist Party (Cheng Lin). But given 

PaperX’s new model of producing business news to attract readers, TeKan was not a 

priority for this organization (or other Party newspapers after the expansion of 

marketization). Education beat journalist Tian Tian recalled that before the 2014 

strategy, TeKan was mostly published in “special columns” (Zhuan Ban), where 

articles were printed without journalists’ bylines. Although those articles were written 

by journalists, most materials were provided by clients, in other words, local 

governments. More importantly, it was not mandatory for beat journalists to solicit 

TeKan deals as salespeople (Bai Li). 

In 2014, PaperX issued an internal policy entitled “Tentative TeKan Plans for 

the News Department” which “encouraged” journalists and news beats to take 

responsibility for the survival of the organization at a time of crisis. The policy stated 

“The chief editor’s team will assign TeKan targets to each news beat on an annual 
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basis.” Among the journalists I interviewed, the strategy meant that TeKan had been 

formally categorized as “news”, breaking journalists’ perception of their role and 

practice boundaries (Tian Tian). TeKan was now published on pages with “traditional 

news” and carried bylines. Moreover, beat journalists had to include it as part of their 

regular work responsibilities.  

4.5. Cultural Changes at PaperX 

The responses and strategies that PaperX undertook to the changing operational 

environment had numerous consequences for its newsroom culture. Changes appeared 

in three areas in particular: (1) perceptions of the role of journalists; (2) 

newsgathering routines and productive relations among journalists; and (3) 

journalists’ responsibilities in the age of TeKan.   

4.5.1. Changing Perceptions of Journalists’ Role 

Downsizing altered PaperX journalists and editors’ understanding of journalism 

in China. In general, interviewees felt that they were caught in a precarious working 

environment in which their previous relationships with the overall media field and 

their colleagues were jeopardized. This insecurity changed the working environment, 

making staffers question their future with the organization. Three themes related to 

changing job perceptions were pinpointed: social status; the process of socialization; 

and newsroom career prospects. Such themes do not only shed light on current 

understanding, but also the previous meaning of being a journalist in China. 

In terms of social positioning, staffers from PaperX believed that journalists in 

China should enjoy high status as a direct reflection of income. Before the decline of 

PaperX, journalism was rated one of the top professions in CityX in terms of income. 

In 1997, PaperX’s development gained attention from central government leaders, 
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including Premier Li Peng, Bo Yibo and Xi Zhongxun (top ranking political leaders 

in the early days of the People’s Republic of China). At that time, the organization 

listed 12 highly paid vacancies, with applications open to all competent journalists in 

the country. Each job came with a car and the opportunity to buy a flat at a much 

lower price than the market (Geng Feng). “But it was not just a modern iron rice bowl. 

It was truly satisfying work,” senior editor Wang Fang said. 

Wang Fang and senior editor Li Rui were among the 12 top journalists chosen 

by PaperX from other parts of the country at that time. They came to CityX with 

dreams, passion and pride. Interviews revealed that their current monthly salary as 

layout editors continued to be above average for CityX, excluding the annual bonus 

that Press GroupX provided. But this was certainly not what they thought their work 

was worth. After more than 20 years’ service, both Wang Fang and Li Rui believed 

they had played a significant part in building up PaperX. But this belief had been 

challenged by the large pay cut.   

In this age, passion for your work is not valued anymore. […] I believe 

I was born to be a journalist. It was my dream to become a newsman 

from primary school. After more than 20 years’ service at this 

organization, all I can say is my motivation is decreasing every day. I 

now earn less than a middle school teacher in CityX. This is not 

acceptable. 

                                                                                                 (Li Rui) 

By comparison, frontline journalists, particularly those fresh to the profession, 

encountered more severe and complex challenges as a result of their reduced salary.  

Our basic pay is 3,000 RMB. Every month, we have to publish 15 news 

articles and receive a bonus for articles on top of this. During public 

holidays, we have to be on duty in case of emergencies and receive three 

to five times the daily payment. Combining them all, we roughly get 7,000 

RMB per month, which is much less than enough in this city. That’s why 

we have to do TeKan. 

(Ma Ning) 
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Police beat journalist Ma Ning told me this while traveling in a taxi back to the 

news organization after an interview. He has counted back and forth every possible 

way he could earn money from his newspaper many times because he was being 

pressured by his then girlfriend to buy a flat for when they got married. In 2016, the 

real estate price for a flat in cityX was 30,000 RMB per square meter in a remote 

district and at least 50,000 RMB per square meter in the district where PaperX was 

located. The organization stopped offering low-priced flats to staffers in mid 2010, 

and the only housing benefit that new staffers received was a temporary stay at a 

mini-flat for 600 RMB per month. The reduction in pay thus brought uncertainty 

about the future to young journalists as they were not sure if they could “settle” in 

CityX.15 

It is hard to judge whether this was a positive or negative change. Through the 

lens of Marxist alienation, previous working conditions had objectified journalists’ 

labor. Many studies during that period indicated that high pay and social benefits 

were strategies adopted by the Party to “co-opt” journalists (Lu & Pan., 2003). A view 

had arisen earlier that some journalists would do anything as long as they benefited 

from it (He, 2000a, 2000b). But now being “average” in terms of income challenged 

journalists’ own understanding of what the job represented. This raised crucial 

questions related to the meaning of journalism: was it a job with high pay or social 

status or a job for the public, masses, or government?  

Turning to the disruption of newsroom socialization, the root cause of such   

disruption was the wave of resignations by experienced journalists caused by 

PaperX’s downsizing strategies. As deputy chief editor Zhao Xing explained: 

Being in journalism in China is like being a craftman, where skills and 

routines are passed on by experienced journalists. […] in this field, it 

                                                        
15In Chinese culture, where people settle is often where they own the property/land.For further explanation, 
see  Fei Xiaotong’s From the Soil.  
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often takes three years to become a teacher and five years to become a 

master, especially for beat news workers. So if we hire a graduate 

student, he/she could master the beat in five years and hopefully in 

their thirties pass on his/her skills to new people. What we have lost in 

the past two years are our masters. 

(Zhao Xing)  

What Zhao Xing meant was that a break had occurred in the traditional 

“socialization” of newsroom culture in a sociological sense. And such a break could 

bring a series of changes in routines and norms, as new journalists would not know or 

be able to learn what “good journalism” entailed. For experienced journalists, the 

reduction in the number of departments broke the continuity of good journalism at 

PaperX, as least in the eyes of some of the journalists working there. The first 

departments to be merged or removed were community news and breaking news, 

areas which involved and required “real journalism”.  

For other news beats involving government departments, public notices 

(tonggao) are often distributed for journalists to follow the official “line”. 

Journalists could not show their competence in writing these types of 

articles. Many staffers from TVX graduated from sports colleges but 

could handle the news-making process because of its formulaic nature.  

(Tong Xin) 

Community news beat journalist Tong Xin had just quit his job on the date that 

I interviewed him. After the closure of his previous news beat, Tong Xin could not 

put up with the “low/no standards on content” attitude that education beat staff 

appeared to hold when he was transferred there.  

As Western sociologists (e.g., Sigelman, 1973; Tuchman, 1978) have noted, 

socialization is a type of control that an organization projects to ensure newsroom 

comformity and staffers’ commitment. This could simply be a way of reproducing 

existing power relations. However, most interviewees did not seem to see it this way.  

Their yearning for the more traditional process of socialization suggested that they 

believed good journalism was produced that way. This unconscious response to the 
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old working situation echoes French people’s unconsciousness of how their lived 

experiences were being alienated by modern culture, as Lefebrve observed (1991). 

Yet Tong Xin or journalists with a similar view on journalism, and a similar 

experience of leaving the field, appeared to reflect a moment of de-alienation as this 

group of journalists not only held on to the traditional norm of public-spirited 

journalism, but were also aware of what kind of situation would help them realize 

themselves.  

Furthermore, respondents appeared to feel nostalgic whether linked to the social 

status of past days or the process and conditions for ensuring “good journalism”. Such 

longing for the past indicated their dissatisfaction with the present. They believed the 

past to be where the real meaning of journalism existed, a dangerous perception if 

collective memory of the past indicates an inability to imagine the current as a 

“community” (see explanation of interpretive community in Zelizer (1992) and Ryfe 

(2009b). 

Regarding changing career prospects, the less experienced journalists and 

freshmen appeared to see journalism as just a stepping stone to a future career. As 

senior editor Wang Fang said: 

Only senior staff and newly hired young staff are willing to stay 

nowadays because of the low pay. Those with enough experience 

and guanxi have long gone and for good. I often encouraged them to 

leave, sometimes even provided job information for them. There was 

a joke here describing us as ‘leftover kings’. I agree. In the age of 

social media, we cannot adapt to real market demand anymore. 

(Wang Fang) 

This perception challenges the existing understanding of journalistic 

professionalism in China (see He, 2000a; Lu & Pan, 2003; Tong, 2007; Tong & 

Sparks, 2009).  To a certain extent, it echoes Hassid (2012), who found there 

was a group of utilitarian Chinese journalists, who took up the profession for the 
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sake of the salary. However, the views of the younger group of journalists could 

in the end prove worse than workaday journalists because the former no longer 

sees the profession as a long-term career prospect. This understanding of 

journalism indicates that young journalists do not see the labor devoted to the 

job as a means to fulfil their potential. It is merely a process that they have to 

endure to maybe find something else in the future that will prove fulfilling. This 

uncertainty about both the present and future appears to have seriously alienated 

young journalists as they have no past to look back to, no present to live with, 

and no future to look forward to (Wang Lu).  

4.5.2. Changing Productive Relations 

Downsizing strategies at PaperX altered the process of newsgathering, which in 

turn changed relationships between journalists themselves, and journalists and their 

sources. While resources for newsgathering shrank, there was no corresponding 

decrease in productivity requirements. Although the total size of the newspaper 

dropped, journalists’ quota of 15 published articles per month (see Chapter 5) did not 

change. While scrambling to find alternative spaces to publish, such as news apps and 

official accounts on news aggregators, journalists were also expected to solicit TeKan 

from government sources. This pressure further pushed journalists to simply write for 

the sake of fulfilling productivity requirements and to safeguard their own interests; 

and in such a working culture, professionalism was neglected. Interviews revealed 

two disruptive forces operating on routines: (1) collaboration on news-making to 

increase productivity and save costs; and (2) the disruption of exclusive beat 

journalist-source relationships, which pushed individual journalists to keep their 

distance from colleagues.  
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The drive to save costs increased journalists’ dependence on government 

sources and collaborative newsgathering. From 2014, no one at PaperX received 

reimbursement for travel costs incurred in covering local news. This proved a 

particular obstacle for young journalists who could not yet afford their own car. 

During my ethnographic study, I was once sent on a job to Y district local police 

bureau to cover a crime case. It took me three hours to travel there on public transport 

and over 200 RMB to travel back by taxi. Some local government bureaus offered to 

solve issues for journalists by providing free pick-up services, which deeply 

influenced journalist-source relations at both public and private levels. Journalists on 

the same beat at different organizations came up with proposals to share 

transportation and even source materials by taking turns to attend news events to save 

money.  “I often told journalists who had cars that as long as they drove me to the 

scene for free, I would write the news for them. There is no such thing as a scoop 

today. Everything is shared,” Xi Xi said, when she was sent to an incident located 40 

minutes away from the newsroom.  

Both of these cost-saving solutions point to the deterioration in journalists’ 

ability to gather and produce news. The pressures on productivity with limited 

resources carried echoes of the cruel working conditions of factories in early capitalist 

society. In this situation, workers (or journalists today) found it hard to objectify their 

subjective will. All they could do was to ensure productivity in order to earn salary. 

Unlike factory workers who produced materials, journalists produce information, 

which should have provided more opportunity to maximize the objectification of 

subjectivities. (For example, Rey (2012) argued that creative work and knowledge 

work could maximize opportunities for innovation.) Moreover, as mentioned 

previously, PaperX journalists had a history of producing “good journalism” and 



 99 

latitude for exercising their so-called professionalism. This indicated that journalists 

had previously had the conditions to realize their individual potential, but the current 

economic situation was severe enough to alienate their intentionality. Worse, unlike 

factory workers’ lives, journalists were conscious or enlightened about this alienation, 

but chose to live with it in a passive way. The growing dependence on the services 

provided by sources endangered other possible sources of societal news. If this was 

allowed to develop into a routine, then in its most extreme form, the newspaper could 

turn into a pure government public relations agency, reproducing official voices to a 

declining readership, who “may end up comprising government officials only” (Zhao 

Xing).  

Moreover, the drop in pages disrupted the tradition of exclusive relationships 

between beat journalists and government sources and resulted in a culture of 

indifference in the newsroom. In the field, journalists referred to each government 

source as a “line”. For instance, police beat journalist Ma Ning, who was my key 

source, usually followed three lines: traffic police, public security and municipal 

legislative office. There was an unwritten rule that each journalist had his/her own 

“line(s)” and no other journalists could invade their turf. However, the smaller 

number of pages meant that many journalists, particularly those from non-political 

beats (for example, education and culture beats) found it hard to fulfill the news 

organization’s published article quota (Wang Lu). To help these marginalized beat 

journalists meet their target, editors sometimes appointed them to cover beats news 

belonging to other journalists. This directly threatened beat journalists’ resources and 

job stability (Tian Tian, Yuan Juan).    

Honestly, this made me feel very insecure. Everyone in this organization 

knows traffic police only listen to me. If the editor keeps assigning other 

journalists to cover stories from my turf, I will lose my network. They 

really do not know how to retain their staff!   
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(Ma Ning) 

Ma Ning said this to me in anger following an occasion when the chief editor 

asked him to let a journalist from the entertainment beat cover three publishable 

stories. To build a distance so that this type of favor would not be asked, Ma Ning was 

never really close to any journalists in the newsroom and mostly worked from home or 

at the police station. This tactic of “keeping a distance” was not solely Ma Ning’s idea. 

Police beat editor Yuan Juan told me it had become a new culture and that the 

newsroom for different beat journalists had become like a ghost ship with no one on 

aboard anymore. As Yuan Juan said: “Nowadays, we can all work remotely. No one 

needs to be physically present unless we have to attend the weekly meeting. […] 

Many new journalists are complete strangers to us, and they don’t seem bothered.”  In 

short, the decision to decrease the newspaper pages had turned the newsroom into a 

place filled  with strangers who intentionally kept their distance from each other. This 

change caused estrangement in production and work relationships within the 

organization, which badly hurt PaperX’s unity as a community.  

The drop in travel costs and crossing of turf lines also altered journalists’  

routine practices for covering stories. In response, journalists took passive action to 

protect their individual interests. It is hard to ascertain whether this was a network 

society phenomenon, where individualism appears in an extreme form (see Castells, 

1996; Deuze, 2007), or  simply a result of insufficient resources. Lefebrve (1991) 

noted that we can see possibility and de-alienation from human actions as actions 

involving choice-making. Yet the journalists’ actions showed no sign of de-alienation. 

They were deeply buried in working conditions that deprived them of their passion, 

imagination, and maybe social responsibility as journalists. 
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4.5.3. The New Type of News: TeKan 

The formalization of TeKan as news resulted in a series of cultural 

consequences. As a new addition  to journalists’ duties, newspaper staffers had 

problems accepting this. Moreover, it changed the dynamic between journalists and 

editors, making the latter feel devalued. 

Interviews mostly reflected the culture clash brought by this identity crisis and 

the change in social relations in the newsroom. Although PaperX’s policy meant 

TeKan was now formally listed as news, journalists and editors did not perceive it as 

such. “News is free. Tekan is not,” deputy chief editor Zhao Xing said. “We are a 

news organization. News should be of a high standard, but with those government 

articles that do not have any news value, they pay us to publicize them.”  Xi Xi also 

commented: “Tekan is when we create an event with the government and write down 

what happens. News is when we write down what happens.” Such views made 

journalists assigned to TeKan tasks feel that they were acting as public relations 

officers while wearing the face of a journalist (Ma Ning). This discrepency or crisis of 

identity generated a series of negative emotions and attitudes toward their work. On 

the brighter side, journalists were aware of this. They understood that this type of job 

responsibility alienated their soul and spontaneity, and clearly thought there was a 

difference between TeKan and journalism. So this was not the moment of de-

alienation that Lefebrve (1991) discussed. Rather, it was a new form of enlightened 

alienation, a state where journalists are conscious of their estrangement  yet still 

reproduce this structure.  

Meanwhile, despite this enlightened-alienated state, journalists gained more 

social respect in the newsroom because of their capability to solicit and actualize 
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TeKan with their sources. This, in turn, made editors feel disrespected. Senior editor 

Lin Jian complained to me: 

You tell me, how is it possible for an eight-hour shift editor to go to 

solicit government advertising? Compared to beat journalists who are 

entangled with officials 24/7, we have no resources or connections. All 

we have is the value of our work. We correct and modify every single 

word and sentence that is seen the next day. Yet this critical and 

important work earns no respect in today’s newsroom. 

(Lin Jian) 

Lin Jian also told me that night editors were previously well respected by 

government officials. They were often invited to visit and give advice to local 

government offices. Today, beat journalists are the only ones visible at government 

sites. This doubled the feeling of “lower social status” among certain editors in the 

news organization, along with the drop in pay.  

In fact, during the interviews, many beat journalists said that this feeling of 

being respected was perhaps the main reason that kept them at PaperX. With the 

growing number of TeKan deals at the paper, they foresaw the rise of Party 

newspapers in general. Meanwhile, with the exception of the occasional crossing of 

“lines”, beat journalists appeared to enjoy more symbolic resources than before. With 

these resources, they could negotiate with editors, as Tuchman (1978) described (in a 

different context). I observed journalists calling editors at the last minute to add one 

further article and remove another journalist’s work. I saw the once-highly respected 

advertising department head being told off in front of frontline journalists. I also 

witnessed the chief editor coming down from the 37th floor of the news building to 

the 34th floor newsroom to ask if police beat journalist Ma Ning could get the chief 

editor’s driving licence renewed. In these contexts, journalists were content with what 

the new tasks had brought them. Once you held government guanxi, you received all 

the respect you needed, politics beat reporter Che Yuan said.  
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4.6. Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the impact of media convergence logic on PaperX’s 

newsroom structure and culture. With a historical lens, this chapter outlined the 

interrelation among political, economic and technological forces in the development 

of PaperX. Different from the Western development, media convergence development 

in China is not yet a process of multiplatform transformation (Deuze, 2004; Quinn, 

2005; Usher, 2014), at least not in 2016. Although building “two micros and one app” 

happened in PaperX, the structure and culture are more about political and economic 

matters. 

Looking into the formalization of media convergence logic at PaperX has 

revealed three main operational strategies that reshape the structure of PaperX in the 

era of media convergence. They are re-centralization of control, marked by the losing 

protection of local government; administratization of advertisement, marked by 

replacing the commercial advertisement to TeKan; and a series of downsizing 

strategies such as cutting payment, reducing staffers, papers and so on. All of these 

strategies lead to a political tightening, growing economical dependence 

ongovernment sources, and shortage of resource on journalists’ working environment. 

Work in this environment was conducted through the mediation of technology, 

especially the use of WeChat.  

Such a media environment disrupted the old operating strategy built on local 

government support, with the materiality of digital media breaking the power of local 

authorities’ market protectionism. The new logic of borderless and user-generated 

content attracted audiences and therefore advertisements to the Internet, causing the 

newspaper market to decline. In addition, the 2014 media convergence directive re-

centralized control over the media, making local government powerless to give 
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latitude to news media to compete. As a Party newspaper, PaperX started by printing 

business news to attract middle-class readers but ended up accepting central 

government promotional content, even on the front page. All of these trends showed 

that the new strategies taken by PaperX were both responses to the economic 

challenges brought by the digitalization of media and life as well as the“8.18” 

political directive proposed by Xi jinping. The nature as a Party newspaper, the lose 

of local protection and journalists’ reluctance of embracing the online news value (of 

soft and sensational news) pushed PaperX to the route of accepting government direct 

and indirect subsidy. This direction made the political power the dominant force in 

deciding news.  

To resolve political and economic pressures that the old strategic pathway could 

not resolve, PaperX took both passive and active measures by reducing the 

organization’s costs (cutting staff, printed pages, and wages) and implementing a new 

business strategy of accepting and soliciting paid-for government information. 

Locating PaperX’s strategy within the changed social and political environment in 

China in the Xi era, it can be concluded that the administratization of advertisement is 

a consequence of the re-centralization of media control and the failure of local 

protectionism in the media market. As such, the situation made TeKan needed by 

local government and a potential business strategy for PaperX to develop. This 

development indicated a retreat back to de-marketization of the newspaper industry 

and back toward the path of the communist period. The nuanced difference, as I will 

elaborate in Chapters 6 and 7, was that this time relations between the government 

and newspaper organizations were obviously unequal due to the government’s 

financial resources. 
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PaperX’s solutions to the challenges disrupted the old culture and norms in 

many ways. In general, the downsizing moves brought a sense of insecurity and 

uncertainty to the newroom. This was reflected in the pessmistic attitudes that 

journalists and editors held toward their jobs; and the pay cut that directly linked to 

the decline in social status for journalists and editors. The wave of resignations 

changed the career prospects for new journalists and led to nostagia for the old days 

and ways among senior journalists and editors. Both perceptions reconfigure the 

existing understanding of journalism as a profession in China. Moreover, the cuts 

disrupted the old ways of doing journalism. Without travel subsidies, journalists 

simply gave up their routine of newsgathering; without the newspaper space for 

journalists to fulfill their monthly quota, editors allowed journalists to cross “lines”, 

creating a team of indifferent journalists who tried to keep their distance from each 

other. Furthermore, the inclusion of TeKan as news made journalists unable to 

identify their roles, at times being journalists and at times public relations people and 

even salespeople solicting advertorial deals. Yet, this business strategy also brought 

hope and motivation to continue working at PaperX to the journalists who remained, 

as their new relations with government sources brought them much-desired respect 

and capital. These mixed feelings muddied the boundaries between public and private, 

desired and undesired, professional and non-professional. It was in such a context that 

I found journalists constantly negotiating with themselves and the fresh working 

conditions they found themselves in, moving between alienation, de-alienation and 

enlightened alienation.  

All of these changes and dynamics within them imply a new relation between 

media (organizaitons and journalists) and the State: functional power reliance. 

Essentially, it means that the news organization and journalists will need to rely on 
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state power to survive. This is different from the situation during the press expansion 

days.In early and middle 2000s, a series of studies (He, 2000b, 2000a; Lee, He & 

Huang, 2006, 2007) about the Chinese press conglomeration development. They 

argued that the marketization development under the Party control resulted in a Party 

Inc. media system, in which media organizations and journalsits promoted the 

legitimacy of the Party because of the economic gaining instead of ideological belief. 

That is to say, following the Party ideology was a means to gain financial rewards to 

media organizations and journalsits. Today, in the age of digital media, this 

relationship between press and the State has changed. The lose of government 

protection in the market brought serious economic decline to the newspaper 

organization and reduction of payment made young journalists difficult to settle down 

in cityX. Moreover, the formalization of TeKan and re-centralization of media made 

promoting the legitimacy of the Party a requried responsibility for survivial.  

In this new working environment, journalists held paradox feelings about their 

jobs.They were upset about the downsizing strategy and benefits cut and feeling 

insecure about the career prospects and nostalgic about the good old times.Yet, they 

also found new gaining for working in this environment, that is the symbolic resource 

of close connection with government offcials as Party newspaper journalists. With 

this symbolic relationship, journalists gainedmore respect from their managers in the 

news organization, more latitude to negotiate with their editors about prioritizing their 

writings, and even utilitarian resources to get their job done faster with downsized 

support from their own organization. It was in this context I argue that journalists 

experienced the fresh work condition as leading to uncertainty about their positions 

and roles of journalists. They found themselves uncertainty in between alienation de-

alienation and enlightened alienation. 
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CHAPTER 5 

IMPACT OF THE MEDIA CONVERGENCE LOGIC UPON NEWS 

ROUTINES AND PRACTICES 

In this chapter, I will look into how the impact of media convergence logic is 

manifest in the routines and practices in PaperX. I will address the chapter objective 

through analyzing my ethnographic data with the police beat journalist at PaperX.  

In Chapter 4, I explored and discussed the first part of this purpose by looking 

into how the media convergence logic is formalized into newsroom structure (policies 

and rules) and culture (work relations and journalistic perceptions) of PaperX. My 

overall findings are fourfold: (1) Technological challenges have drastically impacted 

the development logic of PaperX. The local government’s power to support the 

organization declined, as did the information market which the organization relied 

upon. (2) The political directive of media convergence re-centralized political control 

over media, which shrunk the latitude of PaperX that was supported by local 

government and generated a need for reporting achievement of local government. (3) 

Economic pressure has pushed PaperX to implement an administratization of 

advertisement business strategy, which has indirectly formalized the responsibility for 

promoting government to journalists. (4) All of these structural changes resulted in a 

politically repressive and economically alienated working culture, in which journalists 

sense increasing insecurity, precariousness, and loss of control over their jobs. 

However, as Party newspaper journalists, staffers from PaperX were caught in a state 

of functional power reliance upon their connection with the government.  

However, similar to the nature of structure, the structural changes are “virtual” 

(see: Ryfe, 2006; Sewell, 1992), therefore knowledge about the structural changes is 

not enough to illustrate how the changes actually influence the journalistic social 
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construction of reality. Although Chapter 4 included data on how staffers perceived 

these changes, they are still different from what they actually do. In order to better 

grasp the dynamic of the impacts of media convergence logic, this chapter will 

investigate how media convergence logic manifests itself in the routine and practices 

of journalists. The data in this chapter was primarily collected from six months’ 

participant observation at the police beat of PaperX. It is worth noting that, although I 

do not dismiss the importance of the binary, analytical lens of structure vs. agency, or 

reproduction vs. resistance, I tend to be skeptical of its simplicity. Based on my data, I 

contend that there is a lot more to say about journalists’ responses to the changing 

structure than simply acceptance or resistance.  

RQ1b: How do the changes discovered in Chapter 4 manifest themselves in 

news routines?  

RQ2c: How do journalists respond to the changed news routines in practices?  

5.1. Methods 

The data used in this chapter’s analysis was primarily collected from six 

months’ participant observation at PaperX from June to December 2016 (see: Table 4 

for information of key participants). During this fieldwork, I in particular followed (or 

was supervised by) one journalist, Ma Ning, who was responsible for covering stories 

from the traffic police, public security and municipal legislative office in CityX. 

Chapter 3 elaborated on two institutions and three communities which were involved 

in my fieldwork. Led by participant observation, the data of this chapter is also 

provided by various other sources including my field notes (a diary that I kept whilst I 

interacted with my participants), unstructured interviews which I conducted (mostly) 

for the purpose of understanding the reasons behind actions, WeChat instant messages 
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(both in-group and one to one), original and edited articles written by Ma Ning and 

myself, and press releases from the police. As in Chapter 4, all of this data is 

transformed into the format of text, however, unlike Chapter 4, these texts record the 

nuance of actions and complicity of relations. 

Table 4 Demographic Information of Participants in the Fieldwork 

Key Participants Involved in the Fieldwork 

 

Pseudo-Names Sex Title News Production Responsibilities 
Tenure 

(upon 2016) 

Police Beat Staffers at PaperX 

1 Yuan Juan F Editor of Police Beat 

Overall management of the beat, including 

administrative work, decisions on potential 

clients for circulation and advertisement.  

 

Responsible for the beat's editorial tasks, 

including the first round of gatekeeping based 

on news titles of the day (reported by 

journalists of the beat) at 10am, reporting all 

potential titles to deputy chief editors at 4pm, 

copy editing of stories submitted to the chief 

editing office before 10pm.  

15 

2 Ouyang Song M 
Deputy Editor of 

Police Beat 

Working in shifts with the beat editor on 

editorial tasks.  
20+ 

3 Ma Ning M 

Frontline Journalist of 

Police Beat; My Duty 

Supervisor 

Responsible for stories on the Municipal 

Public Security Bureau and Traffic Police 

Bureau, as well as TeKan coverage/business 

with these bureaus. 

5 

4 Yuan Yuan F 
Frontline Journalist of 

Police Beat 

Responsible for stories about the municipal 

courts (both criminal and civil), as well as 

TeKan coverage/business with these bureaus. 

4 

5 You You F 
Frontline Journalist of 

Police Beat 

Responsible for stories about the municipal 

Chengguan bureau (city inspectors), as well 

as TeKan coverage/business with the bureau. 

3 

Police Beat Journalists from Other Media Outlets 

6 Xiao Xie M 

Frontline Journalist of 

Police Beat, PaperY 

Responsible for stories on the Municipal 

Public Security Bureau and Traffic Police 

Bureau. 

3 

7 Camera Man M 

Frontline Cameraman 

of Police Beat, CityX 

TV 

Responsible for stories on the Municipal 

Public Security Bureau and Traffic Police 

Bureau. 

10 
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8 

 

Lu Le 

 

F 

 

Frontline Journalist of 

Police Beat, PaperZ 

 

Responsible for stories on the Municipal 

Public Security Bureau and Traffic Police 

Bureau. 

 

0.3 

CityX Traffic Police Officers 

9 Liu Liu M 

Head of Public 

Relations Office Communicating with media organizations. 
7 

      

10 Ren Hua M 

Traffic Police, Mobile 

Training Unit 

Patrolling 38km of the City, being a key 

source and representative to the media. 

3 

      

5.2. Two Routines in the Time of Change 

Although sharing certain similarities in terms of the newsroom administrative 

structure for news making staffers (i.e., editors are in charge of journalists and there 

are different beats following certain authorities or experts), Chinese and Western 

newsroom structures still remain different to great extent. The division of labor 

among news making staffers is worth mentioning in order to have a better 

understanding of news practices in China. After its structural changes in 2014, 

reporters at PaperX were allocated across 18 departments, 16 beats, one Editorial 

Department and one New Media Center. In the West, every beat has at least one 

editor to decide which events are to be followed by whom and which stories are to be 

published. In PaperX, beat editors are essentially the leaders of the beat journalists 

and are responsible for helping journalists to decide whether or not to follow a 

particular story, and for collecting and proofreading their journalists’ work. It is 

staffers from the Editorial Department who make the real decisions on which articles 

are published and how they are published (as real editors). However, since the early 

2000s, none of the staffers from the Editorial Department are responsible for a 

specific beat, so as to balance the editors’ overwhelming power over the journalists 

(Wang Hua). As mentioned in Chapter 4, staffers from the Editorial Department work 

on a separate floor from the journalists.  
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Similar to other beats in the West and in China, the police beat of PaperX 

follows two routines: a manifested routine that directly links and serves organizational 

needs, and a latent routine that involves the process of meaning making and 

negotiations between individual journalists and the newsroom structure (see: Chapter 

2 for an elaboration on these distinctions). Whereas the manifested routine is enacted 

in written policies, that are more fixed and less likely to be changed, the latent routine 

is enacted in various negotiations that are often more open to change. Both routines 

entail social knowledge for journalists to learn in order to get their work done (well). 

At PaperX, as beat journalists decide which stories to follow, instead of letting their 

beat editors decide for them, the manifested routine is mainly concerned with written 

policies that manage journalists’ final products. On the other hand, the latent routine 

is more concerned with guiding the process of news production.  

As routine is the enactment of structure, changes undertaken on the structural 

level will bring changes to routine practices. The impact of media convergence logic 

has changed PaperX’s structure (see Chapter 4), therefore the two routines are 

expected to alter in order to sustain the new structure. Although inseparable in reality, 

the impact upon the two routines can be discussed from three perspectives: 

technological, political (re-centralization) and economic (TeKan). 

5.2.1. Manifested Routine of PaperX and Changes 

For PaperX, the manifested routine is enacted from the organization’s daily 

tempo and internal assessment standards for staffers. In theory, the tempo is set with 

the fixed criteria of maximizing profit (Lauer, 1981) andthe assessment standardsare 

set to ensure the efficiency of the organization.In the case of PaperX, the daily tempo 

is the plan throughout the day for filling the news product, and periodicity is 
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constituted with standards that ensure its consistency. Analysis of the implementation 

of the manifested routine could reveal how the structural changes influenced the way 

PaperX organizes and manages its staffers’ products.  

The Daily Tempo and Changes 

Starting in late 1983, one year after its establishment, PaperX began printing 

daily. After a few years of progress and adjustment for its work efficiency, the 

organization has been operating under the tempo of four daily “deadlines”. Although 

the establishment of the New Media Department16 intervened in this temporal order, 

as beat journalists were encouraged to publish on the timely app, during my fieldwork 

the four daily deadlines still played a predominant role in organizing the staffers’ time. 

Each day at 10 a.m. journalists from all beats have to report to their beat editors with 

tentative title(s) for their article(s) that day (This process is called Baoti Hui, which 

literally means ‘meeting for reporting news titles’). At 4 p.m., all beat editors will 

gather in the meeting room with at least one, usually two, deputy chief editors to 

discuss the news of the day (This process is called Bian Qian Hui, which literally 

means ‘meeting before editing’). At this point, all beat editors are expected to have a 

finalized “news title” and “word-count” planfor each story from journalists in their 

beats. 6 p.m. is the final deadline for journalists from all beats to submit their final 

articles to their beat editors. At 8 p.m., all staffers from the Editorial Department 

gather to finalize what will be published and how they will be published (This process 

is called Bianji Hui, which literally means ‘editors’ meeting’). Beat editors are 

responsible for handling any emergencies, which occur before 8 p.m. After this time 

                                                        
16The New Media Center has its own teamwhich (mostly) edits and makes news. However,the majority of news 

stories published on the news app were provided by traditional beats journalists. It is worth noting that although 

establishing the news app was one of the standards of media convergence, my fieldwork experiences rarely 

involved interactions with either new media or staffers from the New Media Department. This does not mean new 

media is not important to PaperX; it simply means that my limited fieldwork did not include this scope.  
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journalists can directly contact the Editorial Department. No incident is handled after 

1 a.m. in the morning, which is when the finalized copy is sent to the printing factory. 

At least two points could be concluded from the daily tempo. Firstly, news 

stories at PaperX were mostly pre-scheduled, and journalists were well aware of these 

news events. Only by pre-arrangement can a journalist provide a news title early in 

the morning, except in the case of emergencies, which is rare. It can be noted that the 

2014 reform removed the breaking news department and added the responsibility of 

handling breaking news to each beat (Zhao Xing). Journalists have to be well aware 

of the news event in order to provide a word count. This awareness is not limited to 

what will happen, but also to who will be included as source(s), how much detail will 

be included and so on. Secondly, the daily tempo is concerned with the arrangement 

of the news product, which involves a set of intraorganizational collaborations based 

on its structure. The first point will be covered in more detail in section 5.3 of this 

chapter. The second point will be covered in more detail in the following section. 

The impact brought on by media convergence has not yet influenced the four 

deadlines, but has influenced how staffers collaborate within these deadlines.  

Firstly, advanced technology has altered the way journalists handle deadlines 

(see:Figure 5). Chapter 4 identified that, at the structural level, PaperX adopted a 

series of shrinking strategies in order to cope with the economic challenges generated 

by digital media. In the actualization of these strategies, journalists felt insecure and 

found it hard to relate to and trust the organization. Moreover, some of their “lines” 

were completed by their colleagues who could not complete their tasks due to the 

reduction of newspaper pages, which in turn made many journalists avoid going to the 

office to protect their own interests. In the manifested routine, technology (the 

WeChat instant messaging function in particular) enabled a culture of individualism 
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and non-communication, as desired by journalists. Before smartphones emerged, 

journalists had to physically present in the newsroom at 10 a.m., 4 p.m. and 6 p.m. 

and so most journalists would stay in the office after collecting materials for that 

day’s news stories (Ouyang Song). Even after the introduction of the PC, journalists 

still needed to go to the office at 6 p.m. to submit their final articles through the office 

system and most still worked from the office after newsgathering.  

“Normally we would complete our writings within an hour, and then we 

would chit-chat until the next deadline. […] [from the frequent chit-chat 

communication] we know each other so well like a family, good stuff and bad stuff,” 

said Yuan Juan.  

However, during my six months’ fieldwork, journalists seldom appeared in the 

newsroom.They attended the deadline meetings through the WeChat instant 

messaging group of the beat. Every morning before 10 a.m., three journalists from the 

police beat dispersedly wrote the titles of their stories for that day in the group. Often, 

none of these titles were rejected, nor were they significantly changed after journalists 

had finished writing the whole article (except for correcting spelling mistakes). 

Before 4 p.m., Yuan Juan and Ouyang Song would ask if there was anything to add or 

change, then the WeChat group would remain silent until the next day. Most 

journalists worked from home or from their source’s offices, as they could submit 

their articles to the system through the mobile app or web-system. The relationship 

between beat journalists and the editors from the Editorial Department, who made 

news selection choices within the Editorial Department, was even worse. Most could 

not even recognize each other by appearance. Therefore, even if these four deadlines 

remain unchanged, the way in which news workers handle them has changed with the 

aid of communication technologies, especially mobile phones. 
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The data indicates a culture of “connected but not communicating” in that the 

police beat journalists are connected by the mobile messaging app (in which they 

share information via the WeChat Moments function, see: Chapter 7), yet do not have 

conversations with each other about their work within the group. The WeChat 

messaging group has become a portal for them to submit documents individually 

before the deadlines, without any other interactions and productive relations. Yet, it is 

worth noting that this culture of individualism and non-communication is not caused 

by the advanced technology, but enabled by it. Chapter 4 listed one of the reasons that 

journalists intended to keep their distance from one another as a fear that other 

journalists might compete for their sources. In this sense, non-communication is 

caused by job insecurity. Moreover, the transformation of beat deadline meetings 

from physical meetings to virtual meetings in the WeChat messaging group, has 

enabled journalists’ individuality by allowing them to arrange their own time, and has 

enhanced their sense of autonomy. “At least [with the mobile app] we no longer have 

to do it simultaneously at one location,”said Ma Ning.  

 

Figure 5 The Four Deadlines of PaperX 

Secondly, the re-centralization of media control shrunk the latitude and 

autonomy in news choices of staffers at PaperX and resulted in a “compromising” 
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workstyle amongst them. Chapter 4 identified that the media convergence directive 

re-centralized media control and shrunk the limited latitude which was supported by 

CityX’s government, in order to maintain PaperX’s “credibility” in the market. This 

change in the general political environment in China triggered the local government’s 

desire and need to publish its achievements with, in particular, Party news media. 

Chapter 4 also identified that making TeKan in this environment became the new 

operational strategy for PaperX. Both changes resulted in a functional power reliance 

value. In the manifested routine, this functional power reliance was manifested as 

PaperX’s managers or chief editors reducing the news decision value to “the concern 

of the administrative ranking of government leaders.” (Yuan Juan) 

This reduced news decision value could be best reflected by the beat editors’ 

meeting at 4 p.m.At 4 p.m., when all beat editors gathered to report news titles and 

word counts to the deputy chief editors, they reported in a specific format that 

reiterated the names or administrative rankings of the officials that would be included 

in the news stories. If there were multiple officials, only those with the highest 

ranking would be listed. For instance, one item Yuan Juan reported was written as: 

“(Liu Yuanhui) (the Head of the Police Bureau at CityX) CityX Police 

Association Founded.” 

As Yuan Juan explained, “Bosses could easily get the essence of a news story 

and probably make a decision about whether to accept it or not. […] Although they 

don’t make the final call about the story, sometimes decisions at this time are 

important because our journalists are facing all sorts of deadlines from the TeKan 

contracts.”  

In doing this, beat editors reduced the variety of news materials into a mere 

political hierarchy. The higher the official’s title which was included in the brackets, 
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the higher the chance that the story would be published in the next day’s paper. If the 

Party newspapers are the mouthpiece of the Party, then the re-centralization of control 

has pushed this role to its extreme, as the latitude appears before it has gone and the 

value of news has been reduced to simply political hierarchy.  

For many journalists and beat editors, this change meant working without 

autonomy. Yet, they could do nothing about it, as the reliance of power had become 

an essential means for survival. Many journalists chose to compromise and passively 

follow the requirements.    

 “For the big bosses [referring to the chief editor and deputy chief editors], the 

only news value is the political ranking. If we work on other topics or themes, our 

effort will be made in vain. Why bother?” Yuan Juan told me when she I asked her 

about other journalistic concerns, such as professionalism in the face of the power 

reliance value.  

If Yuan Juan’s compromises are a reflection of her passive acceptance of the 

work requirements, then Ma Ning’s are about his devalued perception of his job. 

“Any high school graduate could do our work,” Ma Ning said to me on three separate 

occasions during my time at PaperX. The first occasion was during our first lunch 

together, when I asked him about his opinions of “being a journalist”. The other two 

occasions were when he was angry about my writing; specifically my incorrect usage 

of political title to an officer and my “unprofessional” way of framing one particular 

story. This short sentence, if not too simplistic, reflected Ma Ning’s perception of his 

job: a job which did not require high degree of skill and had a characteristic of 

interchangeability. What this sentence also reflected was the despised and apathetic 

attitude Ma Ning held toward his job, as a result of having compromised his own 

journalistic values.  
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Thirdly, the TeKan task provided resources for beat journalists to negotiate with 

the chief editor about non-routine events. Chapter 4 identified that TeKan was a new 

operational strategy that PaperX took to solve the economic challenge brought on by 

digital media. Journalists were expected to solicit and produce TeKan in this new 

working environment, which brought journalists both senses of compromising their 

professionalism and being respected. The paradox feelings of journalists played an 

important part in the negotiation process. These negotiations echoed the “variability” 

or “functional autonomy” in Tuchman (1978) and Sigelman (1972). In the Western 

newsroom, (star) journalists often use the “web of facticity” which they’ve built, as 

resources to negotiate with their editors about news decisions. The web of facticity is 

woven in the networks which are built by journalists, which gives them necessary 

access and verification of information for news reports. In the case of PaperX, the 

functional resource which journalists use to negotiate with the editors are contracts 

they sign with the government on behalf of the organization.  

As described above, the operation of PaperX separated the communication 

between editors from the Editorial Department and beat journalists. Most of the time, 

journalists would not know whether their articles were selected or not until the next 

day (Ma Ning). Therefore, it was the responsibility of staffers from the Editor 

Department, along with the chief editor, to decide which stories were going into the 

paper. However, this dynamic changed after the organization added the TeKan 

mission to journalists’ responsibilities. Chapter 4 mentioned that with the 

administratization of advertisement, PaperX’s managers included TeKan as a new 

type of news. This type of news not only needed journalists to create content (as with 

traditional news production), but also required them to solicit the deals for which the 

content was made.  
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Most deal contracts from the Police Bureau have requirements on the 

frequency and space of its media exposure. For example, I had a short-

term contract of RMB 200,000 with the traffic police to promote its new 

female motorcycle team, including one police event and one full-page 

story. As the debut of the team was on the 1st of October 2016, the TeKan 

had to be published the following day. If the editors did not include it in 

the paper, I could use this deal to negotiate with them. 

(Ma Ning)       

With the reduction of pages in the newspaper, Ma Ning decided that only by 

constantly reminding the chief editor that certain articles were for TeKan, could he 

fulfill the requirements from the TeKan contracts he had signed with the police. This 

is to say, the resources for negotiation were the contract obligations with sources that 

were signed by individual journalists as representatives of their organization. This 

was particularly the case during high political seasons, for example, towards the end 

of the year (when local governments needed to summarize their achievements in that 

year and report to the central government in preparation for the Congress which 

would be held early in the following year) or during times when important politicians 

from the central government were visiting the city. During my observation with the 

Editorial Department, Ma Ning called in twice to negotiate the publication of his 

articles. The first time was one day before the seasonal requirement was due; he still 

needed one publication for the traffic police; and the second time was when Premier 

Li Keqiang was visiting the city and his biggest client, the Head of the Police Bureau, 

had asked for coverage in the paper. On both occasions, the chief editor agreed to Ma 

Ning’s requests. Another way of interpreting this is that TeKan objectify the 

negotiation for individual journalists looking to their functional autonomy.  

It is interesting to note that, within the changed manifested routine, journalists 

and editors no longer found autonomy in their traditional work. Instead, they felt the 

need to compromise their old values and habits in order to get work done. However, 

journalists found autonomy from doing TeKan, which reproduced the power structure 
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and social order. Although this autonomy did not change the situation, in which 

journalists had to prioritize news stories that concerned highly-ranked political 

officials and beat editors had to report news titles by reducing them to the name and 

rank of the official appearing in the news, it did provide certain resources which 

journalists could use to negotiate with the editors. Essentially, as both Tuchman and 

Sigelman argued, journalists were reproducing the social order, and the limited 

autonomy they held served this reproduction. 

The Internal Assessment Standards and Changes (Neibu Kaohe Zhidu) 

The daily tempo tells us of PaperX’s news plan that all staffers had to follow in 

order to fill the news products. However, the repetition of a temporal plan does not 

explain how a news product is maintained with consistency. Consistency is important 

to maintain the efficiency and legitimacy (a stable and self-regulated organization 

with firm goals) of a company. The operation of PaperX also follows the Internal 

Assessment Standards (Hereafter referred to as assessment) to ensure consistency of 

reproduction.  

The assessmentconsistsof four principles: productivity (for timely filling of the 

“news holes”), quality (for stabilizing market needs), political orientation (to avoid 

crossing the Party line) and assigned tasks on TeKan (Tong Xin, Geng Feng, Ma 

Ning). This means that, whilst following temporal deadlines during the course of a 

day, news workers at PaperX have to bear in mind that these deadlines are to be met 

in order to meet the standards of productivity, quality and political orientation. 

Moreover, the assessment is directly tied to journalist’s salaries and their reputation 

within the organization.  



 121 

In terms of productivity, each month journalists are required to complete at least 

15 published articles in order to stay employed. Bonuses are offered for each 

additional piece of work which is published above the mandatory quota. When 

PaperX shrunk its newspaper in 2016 from 8 to 12 pages on weekdays and four pages 

on weekends, it became impossible for many journalists to fulfill this requirement. 

The managerial board became aware of this obstacle but refused to reduce the 

workload of journalists. Instead, they occasionally assigned stories to those journalists 

who were lagging behind the others, but this did little to resolve the problem except 

creating a newsroom without communication (see Chapter 4).  

In mid-2016, as a response to the media convergence policy, PaperX launched 

its own news app. Publications made through the app were considered to be worth the 

equivalent of 1/3 of a printed publication, for the purpose of meeting the mandatory 

quota. The unequal worth of newspaper and app publications, made it difficult for 

journalists to accept publications through the app or through digital platforms as a 

serious task. During my time at PaperX, journalists still valued paper publications 

more than app publications, even if the latter provided a higher chance of 

publication.Sometimes, journalists modified a single news story and published it on 

both platforms. For instance, whilst reporting on the first day of a new traffic rule 

being implemented, Ma Ning wrote a piece immediately after interviewing the police 

and it was published on the news app before we’d returned to the newsroom. The 

story on the app was mostly composed of pictures and cited local traffic laws. When I 

asked how this could be counted as news, Ma Ning responded, “Let’s write a proper 

one when we get back to the newsroom.” This indirectly illustrated the point that 

journalists did not consider publications on the app as “professional” or “proper”. 

This is similar to Western findings about the “cultural shock” of journalists in 
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converged environments (e.g., C. Anderson, 2013; Usher, 2010, 2014). This study 

will not explore this point further , as news production through the news app is not a 

prominent phenomenon. 

With regards to quality, the organization required each journalist to get three 

“good article” awards from the Editorial Department, with a monetary reward for 

each additional reward after the first three that were required. Every day, after 

deciding which articles were going into the next day’s paper, editors had to vote for 

three “good articles” for that day. This reward system had started in the mid-1990s, 

when managers had planned to increase the competitiveness of the organization by 

setting quality standard on journalists (Zhao Xing).  

There was a committee for evaluating each article each day, which was 

consisted of the most outstanding editors and journalists. I could see 

everybody was trying to write well and look for good news sources. Fang 

Hua was the best example. She actively discovered livelihood issues that the 

government needed to solve and then worked with the government to solve 

them. Later, she got her own column for investigative reports. During that 

period, we even renamed our canteen to “Star Building” as each award was 

marked with a sign of star then. Everyone who ate at the “Star Building” 

shared their experiences and knowledge on how to get awards. Even so, 

each year there were journalists being laid off because of not meeting this 

requirement. Those who could maintain their job were good journalists. 

      (Ouyang Song) 

Similar to those senior news staffers who were nostalgic about the past, Ouyang 

Song’s words reflected a yearning for the “good old times” as for him, those days 

were when quality journalism most existed. It was also a time when everyone 

appeared to passionate bout what they did and shared their experience with others. He 

later told me that the committee for rewarding “good articles” was dismissed in the 

2010s and the canteen was renamed in 2014 after a redecoration. For him, these were 

signs that the standards of news had lowered. “Nowadays, journalists take turns to get 

awards just to make a gesture, to let everyone think the organization still cares about 

quality,” Ouyang Song said. Sharing a similar view with Yuan Juan, he believed that 
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the only quality valued within the organization had been reduced to a political 

hierarchy.  

With regards to political orientation, as a Party news organization, PaperX’s 

journalists had been attuned to following the bottom line in order to circumvent 

political risk. Except for following directives sent from both local and central 

propaganda offices, staffers (especially the chief editor who was appointed by the 

local propaganda department and had the power to decide which stories were 

published) from the organization were aware that stories that might hurt the stability 

of society or the country’s leadership were essentially off limits. A myriad of existing 

studies have been centered on this topic (e.g., Shirk, 2011; Tai, 2014; Tong, 2009; 

Zhao, 2004). Even during relatively liberal times, journalists were only “professional” 

(meaning being critical in the way reformists were in the Chinese context) about 

economic issues or other social and political issues that were supported by the 

municipal party committee (Zhao Xing). The impacts of the re-centralization of media 

control and the administratization of advertisement tightened the political orientation 

by changing the relationship between news organizations and government sources. On 

many occasions I witnessed staffers from the Editorial Department removing articles 

at the last minute. Often this was due to political sensitivity. For example, at 12:13 

a.m., when everyone in the Editorial Department was ready to send the day’s articles 

and layout to the printing house, one editor noted that an actress included in an article 

in the Sports, Culture and Literature column had once claimed that Tibet was an 

independent country and the story was removed. Most of the articles that were 

included were at the request of clients (or contract requests) who wanted media 

exposure. This was a necessary condition for the organization to solicit TeKan and 

sideline projects from these sources (Ma Ning).  
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For the TeKan assignment, because this was new to the assessment standards, 

staffers often separated it from other news responsibilities and the assessment. 

Chapter 4 introduced the TeKan as a type of government-sponsored information 

which aims to promote an official agenda. Its deals were originally solicited by staff 

from the advertisement department, but now the responsibility had shifted to beat 

journalists. TeKan deals are flexible. They can be long term contracts which are 

charged annually or one-time coverage which is charged at a per page rate. There was 

no written record of the specific assignment of TeKan deals to each beat or journalist. 

However, from the documents I collected, it could be concluded that the TeKan 

assignments were made according to at least two standards: (1) the district a beat 

primarily covered, and (2) the government source(s) which a beat primarily covered.  

Table 5 shows data on the proportion of TeKan assignments in 2013 and a forecast of 

the proportions in 2014. The first part of the table shows how many TeKan deals each 

newspaper outlet in the press group solicited in 2013. As this data was circulated 

internally for TeKan guidance, it was divided by district. In doing this, staffers could 

understand which district had the highest GDP and “information fee” for publicity. 

The second half of the table shows a forcast made by the managers of PaperX , based 

on their understanding of each district’s income and the connections between the 

district government and PaperX’s staffers. The “target task” in the table refers to the 

target number of TeKan assignments PaperX plans to gain in each district; and the 

“planned proportion” refers to what percentage of PaperX’s overall revenue from 

each district is expected to come from TeKan assignments. For example, DistrictB 

had the highest tax income in 2013, but DistrictA had been newly “appointed” as the 

“new future” of CityX by the central government, and as a result spent almost 0.8 

million RMB more on TeKan than DistrictB. DistrictC’s government had had a long-



 125 

term cooperation with PaperY on publicity matters, and so had invested more in 

PaperY (Zhao Xing). 

Table 5 2013-2014 TeKan Assignment for PaperX 

Actual and estimated numbers of, and portion of revenue from, TeKan assignments for PaperX 

2013-2014. 

(Unit：in 10thousand) 

 2013 Data in the Group 

2014 Forcat for 

PaperX 

Dist. PaperX PaperY PaperZ PaperE Total 

Target 

Task 

Planned 

Proportion 

A 508 49% 208 20% 118 12% 197 19% 1,032 522  51% 

B 429 42% 285 28% 169 17% 135 13% 1,019 440  45% 

C 274 33% 335 40% 79 9% 154 18% 843 287  36% 

D 366 55% 104 16% 61 9% 129 20% 661 422  58% 

E 207 42% 122 25% 38 8% 120 25% 488 275  53% 

F 186 39% 133 28% 85 18% 72 15% 477 240  42% 

G 149 32% 86 18% 115 24% 122 26% 473 177  40% 

H 199 43% 156 34% 42 9% 60 13% 458      265  47% 

I 114 39% 63 22% 62 21% 54 18% 294 150  118% 

J 125 60% 23 11% 9 5% 49 24% 207 220  65% 

Total 2,557 43% 1,515 26% 778 13% 1096 18% 5,947    3,000 55% 

 

Moreover, the assignment of TeKan within each newspaper outlet was 

dependent upon the news beat (Ouyang Song). There was no written data (that I could 

find) on this point. However, as far as I know, Ma Ning’s task was more challenging 

than Yuan Yuan’s. This was surmised based on knowledge about the “need for 

publicity” in each government department (Yuan Juan). For example, with support 

from the Ministry of Finance at both the central and local level, CityX’s traffic police 

received a huge number of subsidies each year. In 2016 alone, the official figure was 

1.9 billion RMB in subsidies. PaperX also issued an internal policy to encourage 

staffers to solicit TeKan by promoting a standard commission (Table 6). 
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Table 6 TeKan Plan of PaperX 

Tentative TeKan Plans for News Making Departments 
(April 2014) 

1. With the aim of extending work responsibilities for news making departments (Caibian 

Bumen). 

2. Applicable at both departmental and individual level. 

3. If the TeKan business is solicited by an individual journalist or editor, the individual can 

get 8% of the fee for self-allocation. 

4. All TeKan business should be reported to the Advertisement Department for the record. 

5. The chief Editor’s team will assign TeKan target tasksto each news making departments 

on an annual basis.  

  

6. Annual reward standards: 

Departments Standards 

Any departments with assigned target tasks; if  they 

fulfill the tasks; 1% of overall task revenue. 

1) For departments with task below 10 million RMB, if 

exceeding the task within 1 million, an additional 

reward will be issued; 

2) for departments with task above 10 million, if 

exceeding the task within 2 million, an additional 

reward will be issued. 

3% of overall task revenue as an 

additional reward. 

1) For departments with task below 10 million RMB, if 

exceeding the task within 2 million, an additional 

reward will be issued; 

2) for departments with task above 10 million, if 

exceeding the task within 4 million, an additional 

reward will be issued. 

4% of overall task revenue as an 

additional reward. 

1) For departments with task below 10 million RMB, if 

exceeding the task above 2 million, an additional 

reward will be issued; 

2) for departments with task above 10 million, if 

exceeding the task above 4 million, an additional 

reward will be issued. 

 

5% of overall task revenue as an 

additional reward. 

 

5.2.2. Latent Routine of the Police Beat and Changes 

If a manifested routine can be found from organizational policies and 

regulations, a latent routine can only be learnt from the everyday practices of 

journalists. For example, when receiving a news alert, a journalist might contact the 
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local government to confirm the event and ask several questions in order to get more 

details on it. In this “latent routine” process, the journalist lets the government source 

dictate how the story appears in the news. At the same time, this routine enables the 

journalist to meet the requirements of the manifested routine and to therefore be 

called a “professional” or “good” journalist. Therefore, if a manifested routine 

regulates the product of journalists, then a latent routine is rather a constructed 

immediate context for journalists’ practices. A latent routine entails a stockpile of 

knowledge; for example, who to contact, at which stage and for what; that could 

shape journalists’ understanding of how to do their job.  

At the police beat of PaperX, being a “good” journalist, who can get the job 

done, is heavily dependent on the routine of the police beat news community. In other 

words, following the routine of this community satisfies both PaperX’s needs for 

function and the journalists’ needs for recognition. The police beat news community 

consists of both news workers from the municipal level media and police officers 

from the publicity department (Xuanchuan Ke), who are responsible for contacting 

the media for police media events and for providing a standard notice (Tonggao) to 

media outlets about upcoming events.  

Before the age of media convergence, the routine of this community was 

mutually constructed by institutional relationships. Whereas media staffers needed 

available and suitable information from the police before their deadlines, the police 

needed exposure from the media. As a result, the working hours of media and police 

staff were synchronized; most media events happened during police office hours (9 

a.m. to 5 p.m., except for emergencies or events arranged outside of working hours) 

and all Tonggao were delivered before 6 p.m. This might bring understanding as to 
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why police news events mostly occurred during 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. in the Police 

Bureau.  

Moreover, the routine of this community was also constructed by the 

relationships among individuals. For example, as the police provided media 

information, police officers had more power in deciding not only the news stories, but 

also what were the important points within these stories. Additionally, because the 

police and media worked together, some individuals developed personal relationships 

that helped with negotiating the routine of the community. As Zhao Xing said:  

Beat journalists are famously close to their sources, as an unwritten rule. 

We often go to the respective beat journalists when we have any need of 

their sources. And these sources are also “loyal” to the beat journalists. I 

remember a few years ago there was a big traffic accident and our breaking 

news beat journalist arrived at the scene first. But the traffic police refused 

to be interviewed until the then police beat journalist arrived.   

(Zhao Xing) 

This quote from Zhao Xing demonstrates that the individual relationships 

between police officers and journalists could cross the boundary of public and private 

interests. The police’s loyalty to the community members protected their “line” from 

being intruded on. In return, this could encourage the member follow the desires of 

the police in reporting their affairs. Another story that Ma Ning shared illuminates a 

different side of these blurred individual relationships. There was a journalist from 

PaperZ, Xing Xing (who was transferred to the education beat 3 months before I 

finished my fieldwork), who was in a romantic relationship with Liu Liu. An 

additional complication behind this romantic relationship was that PaperZ could not 

get TeKan (solicited by the advertisement department) from the traffic police until 

Xing Xing joined the paper in 2014. 

There was a journalist from PaperZ who graduated from the journalism 

program in an overseas university. She insisted on publishing a critical 

article uncovering how the Traffic Police Bureau publicly ranked the 

amount of fines each district-leveled office made for prizes in their 
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office building. She resigned in 2011 under pressure and since then the 

traffic police have refused to have TeKan deals or any kind of 

cooperation with PaperZ until Xing Xing becomes the police beat 

journalist.    

(Ma Ning) 

Although the romantic relationship was not the only reason that the traffic 

police invested in PaperZ (the real reason is that the traffic police needed media 

coverage), this private relationship motivated the action. This case alone might 

generate knowledge that intimate relationships with individual police officers had 

been a resource that helped journalists to fulfill their responsibilities. Similar to what 

Ericson et al. (1987) discovered, the relationships between police officers and beat 

journalists were more intimate than between the journalists and their colleagues back 

in the newsroom. These intimate relationships were in constant negotiation with their 

own interests, working unit and community.  

The changes brought about by the impacts of media convergence logic, 

according to my ethnographic data, has made the routine of the police beat news 

community more complicated.  

First, advanced technologies have enabled a polarization of the institutional 

relationships between different domains. On the one hand, in the offline domain, 

communication technologies exacerbated the workstyle of synchronizing the media 

and police’s work, which increased journalists’ dependence on police sources for 

fulfilling their responsibilities and gaining satisfaction and recognition (another aspect 

of the functional power reliance value). This meant the stock of knowledge entailed in 

the latent routine was to depend on official sources or create opportunities to get close 

to official sources. As the working hours of two institutions had been overlapping, 

journalists (except for TV journalists) chose to work from the Police Bureau with the 

help of the technology (see Figure 6) before and/or after they gathered materials from 
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media events. Despite a difference in clothing, they were treated in the same way that 

policemen were, including being given access to the Police Bureau without an ID, 

getting free meals from the police canteen, using office facilities (computers, 

projectors, a police car for interview purposes and so on) for free and so on. 

Working under the same material environment with increasingly synchronized 

values and social knowledge (resulting from the latent routine), the new workstyle 

made the police’s communication of news events more efficient. On many occasions, 

Ma Ning and Xiao Xie got notices for media events simultaneously with Liu Liu. The 

workstyle also enabled the police to adapt media news values in terms of choosing the 

themes and framing of events. Before Liu Liu sent out media invitations, he often 

discussed the “worthiness” of an event with Ma Ning and Xing Xing. This not only 

reduced the workload for journalists but also increased the efficiency of media 

invitations (by increasing the publication rate of news stories related to the events). 

Due to this convenience, combined with other work and financial pressures, police 

beat journalists rarely went to other sources for news information.  

My field notes show that within a space of six months, Ma Ning only once 

used a source (Sina Weblog), which was not the police, when he contacted the police 

for explanation. In addition, this workstyle also brought resources for journalists to 

use when resolving problems at work. According to Ma Ning, staying within the 

police office brought him knowledge and inspiration for TeKan proposals. 

“Sometimes their casual conversation will give me ideas about projects with them” 

(Ma Ning). In brief, advanced technology provides the conditions for the emergence 

of a new workstyle that intensifies journalists’ dependence on the police as both a 

source and resource. 
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Figure 6 Daily Tempos of Two Institutions 

 

On the other hand, in the online domain, virtual communication in the WeChat 

instant messaging group of the police beat news community intensified the dominance 

and boundaries of the police. This meant the stock of knowledge entailed in the latent 

routine for WeChat group communication was that journalists needed to be obedient 

and not try to negotiate with police officers. As mentioned above, in the offline 

domain, the police’s Xuanchuan Ke officers would sometimes listen to the journalists’ 

advice on the worthiness of a pre-planned media event. This is contrary to what 

happened in the WeChat group. 

In contrast to face-to-face group interactions, WeChat in-group communication 

is built upon a theme or framework of discussion and provides a virtually stable and 

exclusive room or space for frame-based communication. In the offline domain, the 

term “group” does not have a physical existence. It bounds members and patterns 

their practices across time and space through the construction of a so-called group 
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identity or meaningful belonging. There are various reasons to form a group such as 

common interests, shared experiences, and responsibilities; and there are various 

strategies for forming a group identity such as discursive action (Ruelle & Peverelli, 

2017) and imagination (B. Anderson, 2006). Therefore, a WeChat group is different 

from an offline social group in that it sets up a relevant frame for members and keeps 

all members together for the purpose of communicating about this frame, without 

distractions from uncontrolled factors. Moreover, this space records interactions in an 

ephemeral form for the group members to retrieve. In the case of the police beat 

community, their WeChat group was both the symbolic and actual space for work, or 

public life, to certain extent. Group members gave themselves nicknames in the 

format of “real name + working unit”, for example, “Ma Ning PaperX”. Every 

element, at face value, indicated that the group was for public or work communication 

and that the police officers had dominance over the media workers.  

The contents of the communication illustrated an interesting pattern (see Figure 

7 for an illustration). Normally, a thread of communication was started by a 

Xuanchuanke officer (Liu Liu in the traffic police). Liu would send out an interview 

invitation with details of the time (usually the next day), location (usually the Traffic 

Police Bureau), content, and any special requirements of the (usually prescheduled) 

event, along with the media duty officer’s contact information (often himself). He 

would then specifically mention or tag all members of the group by using the “@” 

symbol, in order to confirm that they had received the message, as some of them may 

have switched off notifications for messages posted in the group. (Active) journalists 

from different media outlets who were interested in the event would then reply in the 

briefest possible way to confirm their attendance. After the media event, Liu Liu 

would then post pictures of any interviewed sources, which were usually one or more 
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officials from other departments of the traffic Police Bureau, and then send their 

political titles and names to the group. Around 6 p.m. on days which had media 

events, Liu Liu would send a standard notice (Tonggao) to a public email address that 

all members had access to. That evening, or the following day, journalists would then 

share their “published” articles, as required, to the group, in order to show their output. 

My observations found that most members in the group did not disclose additional 

information beyond work-related issues; which shows the distance they intended to 

maintain, or their intention to keep this group as a “front-stage”, in Goffman’s sense. 

This illuminated that advanced communication technologies had enabled the police to 

manifest a dominant role over media through their communication patterns. 

 

(F7a. Liu Liu sent out media invitation and @ all members to ask if they could 

present, journalists who could go sent emojis to conform the attendence) 

 



 134 

 

(F7b. Liu Liu shared the interview picture and interviewee’s information; he notified 

everyone that Tonggao was sent to the shared mailbox) 
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(F7c. Everyone started to share their work products of the day’s event) 
Figure 7 Illustration of WeChat In-Group Communication 

Second, the administratization of advertisement (i.e. TeKan)devalues the police 

beat news and the labor of journalists. This means that the stock of knowledge 

entailed in the latent routine is that TeKan is more important than other types of news 

and doing TeKan should be a priority even though journalists claim to believe in 

Western professionalism. Journalists expressed that the TeKan tasks compromised 

their understanding of news worthiness at times. Because the TeKan extended the 

police to both source and client for the media, journalists felt obliged to please them 

by supporting their planned media events.  

 “Before we became sales, police would sometimes beg us to go to some boring 

media events. But now, we have to pretend to be interested in these events in order to 

make them happy,” said Ma Ning. 
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This, to certain extent, transformed the police-journalists interaction into 

Goffman’s symbolic interaction, that left no room for the exercise of agency. It 

devalued the police beat news as journalists’ value judgments on the worthiness of 

news were compromised, which resulted in a pessimistic perception by journalists, of 

the value of their labor.  

 “[…] sometimes the police just expect us to show up at (the boring events) like 

their puppy,” Ma Ning continued.  

The devaluation of the police beat news was also reflected in the non-negotiable 

event schedule from the police side. There were occasions on which journalists 

responded to Liu Liu in the WeChat group but were ultimately ignored or repressed. 

For instance, when Liu Liu posted an interview invitation for “six new functions that 

the traffic police app will have”, one radio station journalist asked for details of the 

six functions. There was more than one traffic police officer in the group, yet none of 

them replied within the first two hours. After two hours had passed, Liu Liu replied 

briefly, “We will release them tomorrow at the press conference.” As Liu Liu 

explained to me, the reason that he did not release the information in advance within 

the group was firstly because he worried that journalists would release it before the 

police did, and secondly because he worried that no media staffers would show up at 

the next day’s event if the content had already been released. Liu Liu’s response 

reiterated the boundary of this group and the rule that journalists had to bear in mind: 

the police gets to decide the agenda.  

Third, the re-centralization of media control has made Party news organizations 

more respectful and valuable in the eyes of sources. This means that, in the stock of 

knowledge entailed in the latent routine, journalists from Party press organizations 
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would be expected to have more resources to communicate and negotiate with sources, 

than journalists from other organizations.  

It is clear from the TeKan records that the Party title in a press group earned 

more (43%) from TeKan than other titles (Table 5). Chapter 4 also provided some 

evidence for this argument. This symbolic resource of an imbalanced relationship 

elevated the status of journalists from PaperX amongst staffers from other newspapers. 

For instance, in the police beat news community WeChat group, Ma Ning once posted 

a screen capture of a published article about a traffic police event at the district level 

with the comment, “ journalists should be notified about events like this. You did not 

do your job.” This message got a direct response from the head of the traffic police, 

“We apologize for this. I have been made aware of this issue and contacted the head 

of traffic police at the district. We will get back to you once we have something 

newsworthy.” The head of the traffic police rarely spoke in the group because he was 

responsible for the overall situation between Traffic Police Bureau and the media. His 

swift response to Ma Ning showed his serious attitude towards maintaining a good 

relationship with PaperX and that he was always monitoring. This was typical as a 

few days before Ma Ning sent his complaint, a journalist from a commercial 

newspaper had sent a request to interview traffic police on what they thought about 

the news on the National Congress, and was ignored.  

This unequal status was taken for granted by journalists in the police beat 

community, which was reflected in their daily conversations. Although owning 

different working buildings, PaperX and PaperZ were located in the same compound. 

Whereas PaperX owns and locates in a 46-storey modern building, PaperZ’s building 

is only a third of its height and appears a lot less decent than PaperX’s. The building 

scale discrepancy was not noticed as an issue until after recent changes were made. 
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On one occasion, Lu Le and I shared a taxi back to our respective newsrooms after a 

media event. Lu Le was complaining about a recent TeKan deal experience. The 

traffic police had repeatedly declined her proposals and she was concerned that her 

career was soon going to come to an end.  

As we reentered the compound, Lu Le made an analogy, “Just like our office 

buildings, the small PaperZ can never compete with PaperX. This applies to TeKan, 

too.”  

For Party newspaper staffers, the unequal privilege which they gained from the 

nature of their organization had become a part of their job identity. When Tim Cook 

visited CityX for an international tech-affair, the city government granted journalists 

from PaperX exclusive access to interview him. Although the story did not concern 

the police beat, Yuan Juan reposted a link of her colleague’s interview with Tim Cook 

adding, “It was an advantage working for a Party newspaper that got us access to an 

interview with a big figure like Tim Cook” (Figure 8).  

 

 

Figure 8 Yuan Juan's Comment abuot PaperX's Interview with Tim Cook on her 

WeChat Moments 

5.3. Invisible and Informal Routine Practices 

Both manifested and latent routines guide the practices of journalists. However, 

journalists do not carry out these routines homogenously. With the stock of 

knowledge in mind, journalists can at times negotiate with the routine. The 
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discussions above did not systematically include the latter part. Chapter 2 elaborated 

that within the process of carrying out a latent routine, variability can appear. This 

variability can be driven by individual pursuits of utilitarian, personal and normative 

interests within journalism. This section will focus on this variability through 

different types of practices that the police beat journalists conducted in their new 

working environment.  

Both Chapter 4 and earlier parts of this chapter mentioned that the new working 

environment had resulted in a paradox of feelings for journalists. On the one hand 

they felt insecure, like they needed to protect their own interests by keeping their 

distance from other members within the group, and, most importantly, unprofessional 

when handling TeKan. On the other hand, they felt respected, privileged, and that they 

had a need to rely on official sources. Throughout the texts, there was a shred of 

professionalism that existed amongst PaperX’s journalists. For instance, Ma Ning 

complained that the interchangeability of their work was similar to what high school 

students would experience, which indicated that he, to a certain extent, still held a 

normative pursuit of being a journalist. These mixed personal interests and feelings 

played out in the daily practices of journalists, in contrast to the rules and principles 

that were entailed in the routines (see: Figure 9 as a demonstration of this idea).  

So far, this study has identified multiple non-routine actions that journalists 

conducted to meet their personal interests. Actions such as sharing news stories, 

keeping their distance from the newsroom, and taking it in turns to attend news 

events, were claimed taken for this purpose.For journalists, these actions were not 

acknowledged but were necessary in their precarious working environment. In theory, 

these actions were “non-routine” as they could not be “typified” within the existing 

structure and could not be officially acknowledged by their managers as professional 
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practices. This section will explore this idea in more depth, by looking at patterns of 

the police beat journalists’ invisible and/or informal practices, within the guidance of 

knowledge from manifested and latent routines.  

The notion of functional benefit is a necessary condition for acting the non-

routine practices. In other words, the mutual benefits for PaperX and its journalists 

were the precondition for journalists to design and legitimize their informal and 

invisible practices within the constraints of routines. This means that journalists’ 

practices (visible or invisible) were able to serve the structural needs of the 

organization; e.g. productivity, TeKan deals, political orientation and so forth; 

whereas the organization managers were not able to follow or supervise each action 

that journalists were taking in order to complete their jobs (which gave them 

opportunities to develop informal and invisible practices). This mutual benefit was 

based upon the shared knowledge and interests of others. It is worth noting that the 

mutuality was not only between the organization and the individual journalists, but 

also between sources and individual journalists. 

Following the phenomenological perspective, and based upon observations of 

forty media events which I attended with the police beat community, four invisible 

and informal routine practices have been typified. These are: pre-scheduled events, 

passive press conferences, the police’s work and TeKan (Table 7). As summarized in 

Table 7, different types of routine practices were distinguished by both how news 

events were scheduled and by the extent to which they could fulfill the manifested 

and latent routines. The way in which events were scheduled, the inclusion of 

Tonggao as well as the source’s presentation requirements, were important factors for 

journalists to consider when predicting how much control they would have over 

solving these events. The factors which were concerned with whether or not 
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journalists could negotiate the police’s routine and whether or not the event was worth 

journalists attending, could possibly serve as an explanation for what caused certain 

actions.  

 

Figure 9 Model of Practices under the Routine Guidance 
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Table 7 Typification of Police Beat Invisible and Informal Routine Practices 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Event Type 

How was it 

Scheduled? 

Did it 

Include 

Tonggao? 

Did it 

Require a 

Physical 

Presence? 

Could 

Journalists 

Negotiate 

Police's 

Schedule 

Was it 

Considered 

Newsworthy by 

Journalists? 

Was it Considered 

Newsworthy by the 

Organization? 

Pre-scheduled Event Prescheduled Yes No Yes Not Always Not Always 

Passive Press 

Conference Prescheduled Yes Yes No No  Yes 

The Police's Work Semi-unscheduled Yes  No Yes  Yes Not Always 

TeKan Nonscheduled No Yes  No  No  Yes 
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5.3.1. Pre-scheduled Events and Practices 

Pre-scheduled Events were media events that were arranged in advance by the 

Police Bureau. Unlike other social happenings, events under this category were 

created by the police. In enactment of pre-scheduled events, the Xuanchuan Ke officer 

would send out media invitations to the police beat news community WeChat group 

usually one day in advance, and then share event pictures, key interviewees’ titles and 

a Tonggao after the event (similar to the routine described in Figure 7). These events 

were created by the police, which implies that these events were designed to offer 

media exposure for the police and not necessarily worthy of being covered or attended 

by the media, given their limited resources. Therefore, the police would often provide 

car pick-up services, free lunch, full cooperation on event details and  official sources 

for journalists to interview. Moreover, the Xuanchaun Ke officer would normally 

draft the media invitation semi-officially by either adding emojis at the end of the 

invitation or adding a sentence which jokingly begged journalists to attend.  

Figure 10 is an illustration of media invitation of this kind. It does not only 

include the 5Ws of the e-fraud event but also ends with, “We welcome the attendance 

of all Big Apple.” Themes of this type of news were police events for the purpose of 

educating the public (e.g. anti-drug, driving safety), periodical press briefings about 

police duties (e.g. the city’s crime rate, the city’s traffic incidents, solved crimes), 

traffic conditions (e.g. a big data analysis of the most congested areas and times), and 

new policies. With the exception of new policy announcements, most were recurring 

events. For example, each month the traffic police would release a traffic condition 

report based on a big data analysis and the crime police would release the city’s safety 

index. On the 1st of March and 1st of September, the Police Bureau leaders would also 
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give public talks about campus safety to parents and students at the city’s top high 

schools. There was also a National Food Safety Day, National Anti-drug Day, and so 

on. The repetitive nature of these events meant that experienced journalists could 

guess what would happen at any particular event by simply looking at the media 

invitation. This meant there was little for journalists to discover whilst at these kinds 

of events. As Ma Ning told me, “Any 19 year old can do the job, as long as you are 

able to get up early!” after he attended an event which occurred 30 kilometers from 

the city, for which he had to wake up at 6:30 a.m.. 

 

Figure 10 Semi-Official Media Invitation 
Translated as: First pretended to be a girl on QQ (Chinese MSN equivalence) to earn the victim’s trust, 

and then lured the victim by providing him opportunity to earn money through opening an 

online store. Scammed the victim’s money with the excuse of a franchise fee and then 

disappeared. Our office handled a cross-regional Internet fraud case and arrested seven suspects 

and over a hundred cases committed by them. There are videos and pictures to share. We will 

hold a press conference at 10:30 a.m. on 20th September (Tuesday) to talk about this case. The 

venue will be [omitted]. We welcome all big apples to attend. Please contact: [omitted] 
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Figure 11 Illustration of the Usual Interview Scene for the Pre-scheduled Event 

The pre-scheduled event occurred most often and was the most flexible event, 

compared to the three other types. The frequency of these events showed that the one-

way (media) communication tradition that the police upheld toward the public, i.e., 

the police dominated the latent routine of journalists without involving interactions 

with other institutions or individuals. Although the themes of this type of event varied, 

they all, to certain extent, expressed the same message that the city was under the 

watchful gaze of the police. This point also explains why most traffic police 

interviews took place at the police control room, where journalists could take pictures 

of the interviewee with the multi-screen monitor as a background (see: Figure 11). 

The pre-scheduled events were the most flexible as they offered the greatest 

opportunity for journalists to pursue their individual interests through invisible and 
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informal routine practices. In other words, both PaperX and the police beat 

community did not disapprove of practices within these types of events. For example, 

newspaper journalists from Press Group X often cunningly handled this type of event 

collectively so that they could save time for other matters. There were two forms of 

informal collaboration: firstly, journalists would take turns attending events of this 

type (out of politeness for their potential clients, as Lu Le explained) and secondly, 

journalists would work together by writing different parts of the story. Both formats 

could not be taken on without a Tonggao. As Xiao Xie told me, “Our job in this 

situation is to turn the police voice to the social voice,” and  how Xiao Xie ususally 

accomplished this was by changing the wording of the Tonggao. For example, the 

subject of sentences within Tonggao was often “wo ju” (meaning our police or our 

bureau), which Xiao Xie would normally substitute with “shi ju” (meaning CityX’s 

Police Bureau). In addition, for Tonggao whichincluded data, Xiao Xie would often 

add, “According to our correspondent’s investigation,” before the data, in order to 

show that the figures were an endeavor of the media.  

Table 8 is an example of a Tonggao and the news story which was created from 

it. Although there is more to be explored within this example, this section includes 

them purely for the purpose of demonstrating the interchangeability between a 

Tonggao and a news story. I have highlighted similar content in yellow.  
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Table 8 Anti-telecom Fraud Center Tonggao and News Story 

 

Tonggao 

 

News Story 

Lin Hua Attended the Inauguration of CityX Anti telecom Fraud Center   

CityX Anti telecom Fraud Center Inaugurated 

1.CityX held the CityX Anti-telecom Fraud Center inauguration and 

conference for promoting an anti-telecom fraud "special operation" on August 

16th, 2016. Lin Hua, the Deputy Party Secretary of the CityX Municipal Party 

Committee, the secretary of the Political and Law Committee of the CityX 

Municipal Party Committee, and the leader of the Anti-Telecom Fraud Group 

attended the event and gave a speech. Other attending officers included Deputy 

Mayor Wang Wen, Deputy Officer of the CityX Police Bureau Yu Hua, Deputy 

Director of the Comprehensive Office of the Political and Law Committee of the 

Municipal Party Committee Li Jun, Head of the Criminal Investigation Department 

of Public Security Zhang Qing, and so on.  

 

1.Yesterday, CityX held the CityX Anti-telecom Fraud Center inauguration 

and conference for promoting an anti-telecom fraud "special operation”. Lin Hua, 

the Deputy Party Secretary of the CityX Municipal Party Committee, the secretary 

of the Political and Law Committee of the CityX Municipal Party Committee, and 

the leader of the Anti-Telecom Fraud Group attended the event and gave a speech. 

Lin Hua unveiled the nameplate of the Center with Deputy Mayor Wang Wen. 

2.Lin Hua pointed out that with the cooperation and collaboration of all 

relevant [government] departments in CityX, the telecom fraud momentum was 

controlled in the first half of 2016, and the anti-telecom fraud work achieved some 

remarkable results. Departments and units from every district and every relevant 

[government] department need to closely hold up to the goal of "two liters and two 

drops", and push ahead with the implementation of the anti-telecom fraud work 

with all measures. Three points need to be rigidly followed. The first is to continue 

to strengthen the efforts to ensure that fraud cases will not rebound. The second is 

to comprehensively strengthen the "sources" supervision, accurately conduct 

publicity work and investigation work, and strive to enhance the ability and skill of 

combating fraud. The third is to continuously upgrade the operation mechanism 

and the software to handle fraud cases. All relevant government departments will 

give full support on these. 

 

2. Lin Hua pointed out that with the cooperation and collaboration of all 

relevant [government] departments in CityX, the telecom fraud momentum was 

controlled in the first half of 2016, and the anti-telecom fraud work achieved some 

remarkable results. Departments and units from every district and every relevant 

[government] department need to closely hold up to the goal of "two liters and two 

drops", and push ahead with the implementation of the anti-telecom fraud work 

with all measures. Three points need to be rigidly followed. The first is to continue 

to strengthen the efforts to ensure that fraud cases will not rebound. The second is 

to comprehensively strengthen the "sources" supervision, accurately conduct 

publicity work and investigation work, and strive to enhance the ability and skill of 

combating fraud. The third is to continuously upgrade the operation mechanism and 

the software to handle fraud cases. All relevant government departments will give 

full support on these. 
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3. Wang Wen listed some requirements and guidance for CityX's anti-

telecom fraud work. He specifically pointed out that all police should be conscious 

of the overall situation, and firmly establish a "one plate chess" idea. With this, as 

he continued, can CityX police form a joint force based on its own functions and 

make a synthetic and cooperative war against fraud, and ensure the special 

operations are successful. 

 

3. Wang Wen listed some requirements and guidance for CityX's anti-

telecom fraud work. He specifically pointed out that all police should be conscious 

of the overall situation, and firmly establish a "one plate chess" idea. With this, as 

he continued, can CityX police form a joint force based on its own functions and 

make a synthetic and cooperative war against fraud, and ensure the special 

operations are successful. 

4. List of 69 member departments for the anti-telecom fraud special 

operation [omitted] 

 

N/A 

5. Introduction of the Anti-Telecom Fraud Center: On August 2016, the 

Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government of CityX established the 

Anti-Telecom Fraud Center inside CityX's Public Security. The Center is located 

on the fifteenth floor of the building. Meanwhile, the 81234567 anti-telecom fraud 

hotline (department) was merged into the center. So far, the center has built links 

with all local banks, telecom companies and major cooperatives. The Center has 

five main functions. Firstly, to cooperate with 69 member departments and 

companies with the center under the policies and directive of the Municipal Party 

Committee and Municipal Government of CityX. Secondly, to strengthen the 

coordination and commanding of all anti-telecom fraud cases in different regions of 

CityX. Thirdly, to timely communicate with 110 police operation centers and get 

the first time reports of all telecom fraud crime cases and work upon them. Thirdly, 

to freeze and return cheated funds. Fourthly, to shut down, cease and block 

telephone numbers, websites, IPs, QQ accounts and WeChat accounts that were 

used by suspects. Fifthly, to research, sentence and investigate the telecom fraud 

cases, including cross-regional cases.   

4. On August 2016, the Municipal Party Committee and Municipal 

Government of CityX established the Anti-Telecom Fraud Center inside CityX's 

Public Security. The Center is located on the fifteenth floor of the building. 

Meanwhile, the 81234567 anti-telecom fraud hotline (department) was merged into 

the center. So far, the center has built links with all local banks, telecom companies 

and major cooperatives. The Center has five main functions. Firstly, to cooperate 

with 69 member departments and companies with the center under the policies and 

directive of the Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government of CityX. 

Secondly, to strengthen the coordination and commanding of all anti-telecom fraud 

cases in different regions of CityX. Thirdly, to timely communicate with 110 police 

operation centers and get the first time reports of all telecom fraud crime cases and 

work upon them. Thirdly, to freeze and return cheated funds. Fourthly, to shut 

down, cease and block telephone numbers, websites, IPs, QQ accounts and WeChat 

accounts that were used by suspects. Fifthly, to research, sentence and investigate 

the telecom fraud cases, including cross-regional cases. 
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However, the informal and invisible collective practices were undertaken in 

different contexts, which implies different meanings or practical logic for individual 

journalists. According to my field notes, Ma Ning did not attend a pre-scheduled 

event on an anti-drug talk, as he explained, “I preferred to go to the bureau to solicit 

my new TeKan idea as it could bring some actual benefit compared to something that 

has repeated for five years of my life.” The same thing happened to Lu Le. She once 

asked me to write a story for her about a talk on “being safe at school”, which was 

conducted by a public security officer at a primary school, because she needed to 

submit a full-length TeKan about a district level police office’s achievements that 

year. Rather than a mere desire to not work, both Ma Ning and Lu Le’s cases should 

be read as invisible practices undertaken with the aim of fulfilling TeKan tasks for 

either extra financial rewards or completing a contracted deal.  

As PaperX and the Press Group X shifted their survival model to TeKan or 

other forms of government service information with commission reward to journalists 

who solicit it, TeKan were increasingly considered a priority by journalists, either as a 

means of meeting an organizational need for more respect, or from a simple desire to 

be directly rewarded with a commission. Moreover, the TeKan stories were often tied 

to contracts that the journalists had signed with their sources; therefore, in contrast to 

normal news that was tied to an obligation (of the organization they work for), 

journalists felt that they held a more direct responsibility for fulfilling these tasks.  

To a certain extent, the invisible and informal practices of prioritizing TeKan 

had become a new routine for journalists. This is nothing new, as previous sections of 

the results chapters have already reiterated TeKan as a new operational strategy for 

PaperX, and a new responsibility and type of news for journalists, which has built a 

new relationship between journalists and their sources, and journalists and their 
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colleagues in other news organizations. It’s just that they did not realize the meaning 

of it until they had to make a choice.  

Sometimes invisible and informal collaboration was undertaken by journalists 

as a means of solving their individual matters. Ma Ning did not attend any pre-

scheduled events in October because he was in Beijing trying to repair his relationship 

with his ex-girlfriend, who had broken up with him because he had not been able to 

afford buying a flat in CityX. He relied entirely on Xiao Xie and Tonggao for his 

writings in that month and for not being noticed by Yuan Juan. As mentioned in 

Chapter 4, shrinking wages had brought a sense of insecurity to journalists. In Ma 

Ning’s case, this insecurity meant not being able to settle down if he was reliant upon 

the organization or his job, as he knew that “less than a decade ago, journalists from 

PaperX could afford one room of a flat with one month’s salary” (Ma Ning). This 

insecurity decreased his commitment to both PaperX and his job as a journalist, which 

explains why he would use working hours for solving his personal issues, as he was 

the only person who could help himself.  

Ma Ning was not alone in this. Xiao Xie, a young, single, male journalist of 

Ma Ning’s age had long lost faith in being able to “settle down” whilst being a 

newspaper journalist. Worse off than Ma Ning in terms of payment, Xiao Xie could 

not get as much TeKan because he was working for a commercial paper. Xiao Xie 

sent me many texts during the night in which he vented about how unconfident he 

was in finding a girlfriend in the city. “People in this city are so competent and 

competitive in terms of earnings, small journalists like us can never get a girl’s 

attention,” Xiao Xie once told me at 2 a.m. In this depressed state, Xiao Xie decided 

to cultivate a new hobby or e-topia in order to distract himself from thinking about 

settling in CityX: video games. On one occasion, Xiao Xie did not attend an event in 
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August for the police’s release of CityX’s safety index because, according to his 

“status” on WeChat Moments, he was “super hungover” (the words he used to 

describe his status) due to the loss of 10 thousand RMB in a video game-related e-

fraud he had gotten involved with. There were many other examples. It is worth 

noting that these invisible and informal practices were undertaken under the 

restriction of needing access to police Tonggao before the deadline for submitting 

final articles to their editors. In other words, Tonggao increased the interchangeability 

of journalists’ jobs.  

The invisible and informal practices enabled journalists to not follow the 

routines of the pre-scheduled events for different reasons, due to their troubled 

feelings which journalists experienced towards the working conditions at the time. On 

one hand, the invisible and informal practices helped gain extra time for journalists; 

but on the other hand, their devotion of this additional time to TeKan reinforced the 

changed structure which they did not have positive attitude towards (instead of 

subverting it). The decreasing responsibility of news organizations for journalists’ 

welfare made it find it difficult for journalists to commit to their job. Therefore they 

undertook invisible practices as a routine in order to resolve their insecurity by 

resolving their problems or connecting to an e-topia.  

5.3.2. Passive Press Conferences and Practices 

Passive Press Conferences were press conferences that were arranged by the 

Police Bureau in which journalists were required to present but not allowed to ask any 

questions. They shared some similarities with pre-scheduled events, in that the police 

controlled the latent routine of the police beat community, and would provide all 

necessary services such as car pick-up, free lunch and so on. Media invitations were 
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also posted in the police beat news community WeChat group one day in advance of 

the event. In order to ensure the attendance of journalists, Tonggao were distributed 

upon arrival at the conference. In addition, the Xuanchuan Keofficer  required that a 

media attendance check was carried out before each conference began.  

Unlike pre-scheduled events, conferences were of high news value because the 

speakers in those situations were usually high ranking police officers at the municipal 

or provincial level. Similarly to the way in which PaperX’s beat editors would report 

news titles to the deputy chief editors at 4 p.m., the Xuanchuan Ke officer would 

include the names of the highest ranking politicians at the beginning of the media 

invitations. Moreover, the news value of these conferences was reflected in their 

topics which related to wide range of social focuses and human interests such as 

important resolved police cases in that city or province. According to Ma Ning, there 

were two reasons which these types of events were passive: firstly, the police officers 

who gave speeches were often not familiar with the cases and asking them questions 

could have caused them an unnecessary embarrassment or possible political risk; and 

secondly, many cases on this scale were solved with tricky techniques and asking 

questions about them may have highlighted malpractices or loopholes that the police 

had exploited whist solving them. During these press conferences, the speakers would 

simply read the scripts that journalists had been given in advance, and nothing 

additional would happen.   

In contrast to pre-scheduled events, the passive press conferences were fixed. 

Journalists could not conduct the same level of informal and invisible practices within 

these types of events, in order to secure their own interests. Practices from this type of 

event were more in line with the latent routine of the police beat community that was 

predominated by the police. The biggest constraint from this type of event was that 
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journalists had to be present at conferences, whose content they could easily predict 

and know in advance from the Tonggao. The moment they received the speech scripts, 

they could finish writing that day’s article (Ma Ning). Yet, they were required to 

remain at the event like symbolic labor (which does not have any actual professional 

value) until the end of the speeches because, if they decided to leave, they (and also 

their organization) risked not being invited back again. “At least this type of 

conference can be published,” Ma Ning said, rolling his eyes during a press 

conference about e-fraud involving 25 million RMB in illicit money and 235 

criminals, which included a speech from the head of the Police Bureau in the province.  

When journalists had to be present as symbolic labor, they often prepared their 

other business in advance so that they could be released from the constraints of their 

time and body. At the same press e-fraud conference, whilst police officers were 

reading their scripts, Ma Ning started watching a live NBA match, with one hand 

holding his phone under the desk and the other hand holding a pen, pretending that he 

was ready to take notes. Possibly the strongest resistance was shown by Ma Ning who, 

whilst the top police officers were talking about social problems at the front of the 

room, was listening and sometimes watching a live competition of American 

basketball. This echoed his attitude of indifference towards the news value that 

PaperX’s editors held. As he couldn’t do anything to express his disagreement with 

the new news value of functional power reliance or cease following the latent routine 

designed by the police, he instead chose to focus on his own interests and to be 

apathetic towards what was happening in front of him. It was in this short period of 

time that Ma Ning was both constrained and released from the structural routine. As 

on many other occasions that have been discussed, his release from the structure was 

not visible to the officials.  
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The informal and invisible practices do not merely take the form of not working 

during these types of events. At the end of the same press conference, Ma Ning 

rushed to one of the police officers who was handling the case and asked for details 

on how the was being case handled. Before asking, he had to reiterate to the police 

officer that the conversation would be off the record. After “chatting”, he invited the 

police officer for a cigarette. As expected, the police officer told him, “China does not 

have a strong legal system that can handle online fraud in this form. They legally 

registered an online company with a size of 300 members of staff. Not all of the 

people we arrested were aware of their misconducts.” Ma Ning gave me a smile after 

getting this information as if this were the kind of information that a journalist would 

want to know. Although only for the brief time it took to smoke a cigarette, Ma Ning 

fulfilled his individual curiosity as the journalist that he expected to be; someone who 

was not constrained by either police routine or a news value that only focused on the 

political title of interviewees from his working unit. That moment, the informal chat, 

helped him to actualize his selfhood and identity as a journalist without involving the 

production or reproduction of material conditions of existence, in Marx’s sense. 

 This indicated that part of Ma Ning, as an individual journalist, still held the 

conventional values of journalism of digging for “truth” with a self-controlled agenda. 

Therefore, the informal practice he took also shed light on the negotiations between 

the traditional professional news value and new news value, after the implementation 

of media convergence.  

5.3.3. The Police’s Work and Practices 

The police’s work was when the responsibilities of the police and journalists 

converged. This type of event usually occurred when journalists were gathering 
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information whilst police were working on specific cases. In other words, journalists 

in this type of event were following the police doing their duties. This type of event 

was considered semi-unscheduled because sometimes the specific cases developed 

out of the control of the police officers. When these events occurred, it was hard to 

predict how actors from other institutions would react. Some themes of these types of 

events included the police checking on the implementation of new policies, and the 

handling of crimes or accidents. All these themes share one feature: they are police 

work.  

Similar to the previous two types of events, the Xuanchuan Ke officer would 

send a media invitation to the WeChat group usually one day in advance, except for 

emergencies that required media coverage. Tonggao and other materials were 

uploaded after each event. As the police didn’t know what exactly would happen, in 

the media invitation the officer would only include what they were planning on doing 

and when it would happen. If any emergencies occurred, the Xuanchuan Ke officer 

would post an instant message in the WeChat group to tell journalists the routine for 

the handling of the case. For example, there was a severe car accident on the city’s 

main street, where the roof of an Audi was damaged. Some social media users posted 

on Sina Weblog, jokingly mentioning the police with a hashtag, to say that the Audi 

had been turned into a convertible. Given the attention, the traffic police sent a short 

media invitation to the WeChat group one hour after the accident, telling them to go 

to the bureau instead of to the scene of the accident.  

My participants were most excited about these types of events because of the 

uncertainty involved. For them, these types of events were newsworthy because, apart 

from the official voices they could get for a case, they could also include other actors’ 

voices through interviews (Lu Le). Therefore, although not required, journalists often 
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presented on this type of situation. This could have implied a desire of individual 

journalists to not follow the latent routine that had been planned by the police, 

because the journalists were interested in uncertainty and hearing alternative voices.  

Therefore, participation in the police’s work alone could have, to certain extent, 

been considered as an informal and invisible routine that helped journalists to gain 

their journalistic desires and interests. It’s worth noting that this desire was 

“unconscious” because Ma Ning himself did not realize this action was out of 

“journalistic” desire until being asked to explain his behavior. This case not only 

showed the negotiation between individual pursuits and the routine, but also the 

alienating quality of Ma Ning, and maybe also other journalists at the same event, 

who were blind to authority and their perspectives of the case, and the de-alienating 

moments when they were asked why they were doing an alternative.  

Following police to do their duty could have given journalists the opportunity to 

undertake informal and invisible practices that allowed journalistic actions to 

intervene with the latent routine that the police had planned for the journalists. For 

example, in August the traffic police had planned to release a new policy on fining 

drivers who were caught jumping a green light”. However, it had been difficult for the 

traffic police to define what was considered as “jumping a green light” because 

ultimately cars need to be moving during a green light. Liu Liu took Ma Ning to one 

intersection outside the Police Bureau to demonstrate to him with a real case of what 

he considered to be someone breaking the new rule. Ma Ning quickly took notes and 

drew a graph according to what Liu Liu had told him (see: Figure 12). Afterwards, 

this graph was used for the Tonggao of a pre-scheduled interview when the new 

traffic policy was released. In helping the police with their work, Ma Ning had 

managed to include his own work within the Tonggao. Moreover, this graph probably 
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saved the whole community’s time, as they no longer needed a live demonstration 

from the police in order to understand the new rule.  

 

Figure 12 Ma Ning's Graph on the New Traffic Policy 

However, in most cases of these types of events, informal and invisible 

practices were undertaken to fulfill the journalists’ personal interests for social 

recognition (instead of journalistic desire) that their own work could not provide. One 

regular type of traffic police work is to issue tickets to drivers who are not following 

traffic rules. Journalists periodically get invitations to follow the traffic police whilst 

they are ticketing drivers, especially when a new rule has been introduced. According 

to my field notes, on multiple occasions Lu Le and Xiao Xie jumped in front of the 

traffic police who was handling the ticketing and started to educate the driver. Whilst 

reporting on how traffic police were enforcing the safety belt law, Xiao Xie had the 

police stop certain cars and started telling drivers how dangerous their behavior was. 

On the same day, after we had finished following the police work, several of us were 

sharing a taxi back to our newsrooms when Lu Le and another journalist from the TV 

station began admonishing the driver for not asking them to fasten their safety belts.  
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 “You know you could be fined 500 RMB for not reminding your passengers to 

fasten their safety belts. I wrote the story, which obviously you did not read,” Lu Le 

told the driver seriously.  

When asking why they’d acted in this way, both Xiao Xie and Lu Le gave an 

explanation of “public concern”. However, what they had really cared about was the 

symbolic social power that they had gained from that action. “As a journalist, we need 

to care for the public. Therefore, it is our responsibility to inform them about both the 

policy and their wrong behavior,” Lu Le explained.  

As writing articles for the newspaper could not actualize the journalists’ 

demands for educating the public, micro-interventions in the police’s work routine, or 

using working for the police as symbolic capital, helped journalists to realize this 

subjective desire. Indeed, Lu Le’s public service mindset and the Western notion of 

public concern in journalism were different. Her perception, to a certain extent, 

overlapped with the police’s role perception. This convergence indicated the 

uncertainty of the young journalist about her role at work.  

The informal and invisible practices that Lu Le and like journalists took in this 

context were driven by an individual desire for power. However, this desire in 

journalism does not appear randomly. As introduced and elaborated on in Chapter 2 

and 4, the media convergence logic in China was constructed by technological, 

political and economic forces, which resulted in a new environment of political re-

centralization and economic de-marketization for the newspaper industry. In this 

macro media environment, relying on government sources for survival and valuing 

power for news making had become a new norm, as least for Press Group X. It was 

within this environment that Lu Le and like journalists felt the desire for social 
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respect and to connect with the social power and found the means to achieve these 

desire through working with their sources.  

5.3.4. TeKanand Practices 

Chapter 4 explained what a TeKan is. They’re considered a separate type of 

event because journalists practice it differently to other events. Because a TeKan 

focuses on government service information and government achievements, it is 

usually non-scheduled. Journalists complete TeKan missions based on the contract’s 

requirements. For example, Ma Ning had one contract with the traffic police that 

required PaperX to have four half-page coverages about them every three months. As 

there was no specific request for particular topics within this contract, Ma Ning could 

write about anything he that he thought worth writing about, so long as it concerned 

the achievements of the traffic police. For a TeKan, the Xuanchuan Ke officer would 

never publically share any information in the WeChat group because the police would 

treat the media differently (the Party newspaper was given more deals). In addition, 

because of this, journalists from different media outlets could not work together for 

this type of event.  

A TeKan was considered the most difficult type of event to handle by my 

participants, because they had to handle it independently of gathering materials for 

writing. Therefore, it consumed most of their time and energy. It was perceived as the 

most difficult type of event also because journalists did not understand why it was 

their responsibility and sometimes were against this responsibility (see Chapter 4).   

In this type of event, journalists undertook invisible and informal practices with 

the help of various means and capital, to avoid spending too much time on it. For 

example, Ma Ning asked his uncle (deputy head of the traffic Police Bureau) on 
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multiple occasions to ask traffic police officers to prepare materials for him so that he 

could use them as he used Tonggao in other situations. Similarly, Xing Xing, whilst 

working at the police beat at PaperZ, sought help from Liu Liu for finding topics to 

help her complete the number of articles she had to write. This type of informal 

practice did not only reflect the resistance of doing a TeKan as a formal piece of news, 

but also implied that journalists were not familiar with the operational logic of TeKan, 

so that they had to allocate their resources in order to seek help.  

At times, informal and invisible practices were taken to revert the TeKan event 

to events with which journalists were familiar. Whilst making a TeKan for promoting 

the new female traffic police motorcycle team, Ma Ning proposed to have the team of 

female police officers preform a flash mob dance in a public square of the city.  

“Only by doing this, can they attract the public’s attention, which is the best 

way to promote your team,” said Ma Ning to Ren Hua, the head of the motorcycle 

unit.  

In the end, Ma Ning’s proposal was accepted. On the day of the flash mob, 

journalists from other outlets were invited in the form of the police’s work to report 

on the event. With this plan, Ma Ning’s TeKan idea extended into a news event that 

required every journalist in the community to attend. Whereas other journalists were 

working on news, Ma Ning was working on a TeKan. However, not every journalist 

in the community had the resources to reverse a TeKan situation like Ma Ning’s. The 

reason that Ma Ning pulled it off and redefined the TeKan in this event was because 

he was working for a Party news organization where the source (police) cared about 

being reported on. This meant that PaperX’s symbolic resources had given Ma Ning 

the opportunity to pull off this TeKan event.  
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In doing so, Ma Ning also gained a sense of privilege from the connection 

with social power that filled the vacancy of insecurity that recent changes had brought 

to him. He was so proud of this idea, not only because reporting this event gained him 

a higher exchange value compared with other journalists in the community (as writing 

a TeKan pays more), but also because he found “power” from doing it. As Ma Ning 

said at the dinner table with other two traffic police officers, “The traffic police listen 

to me.” This desire for “power” was not only rooted in the newspaper organization’s 

growing attention to their connection with government sources, but also a 

consequence of the job insecurity that had been brought on by the new working 

environment. Only by publicly accumulating symbolic power could Ma Ning feel 

secure in what he was doing. In this, Ma Ning used the TeKan which he gained by the 

symbolic capital of his organization, to fulfil his individual vanity, that was rooted in 

the insecurity of his job.  

There are at least three points worth summarizing from the typology of 

journalists’ practices. Firstly, all journalists were knowledgeable workers. This is the 

fundamental reason for the existence of this section. The premise for routinizing the 

informal and invisible practices for self-interests was the knowledge of the structure. 

Only by fulfilling the structural interests could the informal and invisible practices be 

allowed. Journalists were workers because they had little say in the making of the 

structural interests that concerned them. Secondly, most of the time journalists 

conducted invisible and informal practices to meet their individual desires. These 

desires ranged from cost savings and a desire to not work, to a desire to project power 

over other citizens. Yet these desires did not exist in isolation. They were a 

consequence of the impacts of media convergence. Thirdly, some informal and 

invisible practices revealed the tension between the traditional occupational values in 
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journalism (or the nostalgia phenomena mentioned in Chapter 4) and the new values 

(such as functional power reliance) generated in the changed environment. This could 

have been understood as the journalists’ struggle for professional autonomy (against 

official bureaucratic control) or the journalists’ struggle against the changes. Either 

way, the practices were weakening the reproduction of new values.  

5.4. Conclusion 

This chapter looked into how the media convergence logic manifested in the 

routine and practices of PaperX’s police beat journalists. With Ma Ning’s connections, 

data from this chapter included the scope of local media institutions. 

This chapter revealed that both PaperX’s manifested and latent routines were 

changed in the age of media convergence. As for the manifested routine, it was 

adjusted to better legitimize and fit into the organization’s new operational strategy 

of formalizing TeKan. Data about the daily tempo echoed the conclusion of Chapter 4 

that the development of media convergence in China was not related to multiplatform 

convergence, as defined in Western scholarships (Deuze, 2004; Quinn, 2005). 

Although PaperX had installed its news app and New Media Department, traditional 

journalists did not take them seriously; neither did the organization promote them. In 

contrast to what Usher (2014) discovered, that in the digital age New York Times’ 

deadlines became “now”, the traditional four deadlines that arranged the course of the 

day for staffers in PaperX still dominated the operation of this organization. Yet, the 

relationships they had with meeting these deadlines changed. As Chapter 4 

summarized, the media convergence logic brought paradoxical feelings for journalists. 

These feelings were found to be the main reasons that changed the relationships for 

staffers to work with the deadlines. Data on the Internal Assessment Standards 
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demonstrated that the meanings of “news” were changing from an organizational 

perspective. TeKan influenced the changes in both the quality of news and its political 

orientation. Because of the introduction and prioritization of TeKan, editors’ voices 

on “good articles” did not matter anymore. Journalists who got TeKan were valued. 

Because the re-centralization tightened the latitude of the news, making TeKan for the 

government became the most efficient and convenient way to circumvent political 

risk.  

The latent routine, if not too simplistic, was ultimately about the changed 

relationship between journalists and sources. This relationship, before and after the 

development of media convergence, served to reproduce the social order and political 

power of the government. However, the dynamics in the relationship were different in 

the two stages. Before media convergence, the relationship was more or less “mutual”, 

as in they both needed each other. The relationship between individual journalists and 

police officers was intimate and blurring. After media convergence, the sources held 

more power in this relationship. This was essentially caused by the operational 

strategy of TeKan, which pushed PaperX down the route of de-marketization. 

Therefore, to a certain extent, the changes to the latent routine reflected the process of 

routinizing TeKan. This process generated a series of new social knowledge that 

intensified the changed meaning of “news”.  

With regard to the practices of journalists, the data revealed a series of 

negotiations. These negotiations were the foundation for the “typology” of news 

events. These types of news events demonstrated that, in their daily practices, 

journalists designed a patterned non-routine to meet their personal demands. The 

actions taken to pattern the non-routine implied two points. Firstly, journalists were 

knowledgeable workers who were aware of the events. Secondly, these events were 
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simple in nature, in order to be predicted and patterned. It is worth noting that this 

simple nature of news events was not oriented from an authentic social reality, 

because social reality in life is complicated. Yet, the nature was simple because 

journalists only followed the police’s arrangements to gather and make news.  

Throughout the four types of news events, journalists revealed a variety of 

personal interests ranging from utilitarian functions to selfish pursuits and normative 

concerns. It’s worth noting that the connections to authority and power were 

integrated with the selfish pursuit of journalists in the new working environment. 

Unlike findings from the 2000s (e.g., He, 2000b, 2000a; Lu & Pan, 2002; Pan, 2000) 

that journalists’ selfish pursuits were about financial gain, today’s journalists got 

satisfaction from working as police. Moreover, normative concerns are fading away. 

In contrast to findings made during the press expansion days (de Burgh, 2003; Hassid, 

2012; Tong & Sparks, 2009; Tong, 2007), journalists in this study were found to be 

unconscious of their professional concern.  

Furthermore, studying the routines and practices of journalists revealed the 

significant role that technology, specifically WeChat, played in moderating these 

changed relationships and feelings about jobs. Without WeChat’s in-group messaging 

function, journalists would not have been able to keep their distance from their 

colleagues nor would they have been able to make news without attending in person 

(assuming they did not rely on other members from the group).  

Finally, all of these changes indicated that, to understand the impact of the 

media convergence logic, was to go beyond the binary lens of “adapt or resist”. The 

multiple aspects of social reality, of the self, and of the work itself, required careful 

investigation by looking at them in the context in which they were situated.  
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CHAPTER 6: 

IMPACT OF THEFUNCTIONAL POWER RELIANCE VALUEON POLICE 

BEAT NEWS CONTENT 

Chapter 4 identified structural changes that PaperX has undergone in the age of 

media convergence, with emphasis on the interrelated forces of re-centralization and 

de-marketization. Such changes have been driven by local government’s weakened 

ability to support PaperX through local protectionism, given the Internet’s borderless 

nature and ability to draw audiences away from traditional media, and local 

government’s own need for increased “publicity” in the new national political 

environment under President Xi Jinping. Chapter 5 examined how this structural logic 

manifested itself in routines and practices at PaperX and its police beat journalists. It 

found that changes to routines were designed to legitimate and routinize the growing 

presence and requirements of advertorial TeKan and its values, with TeKan rising in 

significance in relation to the organization’s sustainability as a business; and that 

journalists had complex reactions and different ways of negotiating the altered work 

routines and culture. This chapter deepens understanding of these findings through in-

depth content analysis of a specific area of newsgathering at  PaperX: the police beat.  

Previous chapters have shown that media convergence logic led to the pre-

dominance of  “functional power reliance” at PaperX and among its journalists, with 

functional indicating here that following this value did not necessarily mean believing 

it; even though both the organization’s survival and journalists’ “negotiation” of the 

changed routines and practices were dependent on this value.  

This chapter explores the impact of functional power reliance on PaperX’s 

police beat news content. If the journalistic practices discussed in Chapter 5 revealed 

the negotiation between structural logic and individual interests, then news content 
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analysis can help to reveal the results of such negotiation, that is, the extent of 

structural logic’s impact.  

RQ2d: To what extent does media convergence logic impact on news content?   

More specifically, to what extent does functional power reliance impact on 

news content? To address this question, the chapter focuses specifically on news 

actors, activities and sources. If functional power reliance pre-dominates at PaperX, 

does news content mainly include official actors? If so, what kind of official actors? 

Do non-official actors appear in news stories? Given the pre-dominance of this value, 

what kind of police activities are considered significant enough for journalists to 

report? What sources would be regarded as credible to be cited to reflect the 

authenticity or authority of a news event?  

6.1. Methods 

Data used in this chapter was collected by multiple methods including 

participant observation within the PaperX’s Editorial Department, document research, 

unstructured interviews, and others. The main method employed to ascertain findings 

is content analysis of articles written over seven months by police beat journalist Ma 

Ning, who served as my supervisor during my fieldwork at PaperX. Given that   

secondary methods used in this chapter have been discussed earlier in the thesis, this 

section will focus on how the content analysis was carried out. 

6.1.1. Quantitative Data and Unit of Analysis 

Content analysis for this part of the case study was based on 217 PaperX police 

beat news articles published from the start of June to the end of December 2016. I 

specifically collected articles with Ma Ning’s byline from the organization’s database  

to: 1)  maintain consistency with findings and arguments put forward in previous 
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chapters (especially Chapter 5, which was based on participant observation with Ma 

Ning); and 2) limit the number of stories to those within my explaining capacity.  (For 

example, I actually witnessed 40 of the media events involving Ma Ning’s “lines” 

during this seven-month time frame.) The collection of articles carrying Ma Ning’s 

byline was largely exhaustive with regard to the “lines” of work  he followed, with his 

editor rarely appointing other journalists to tackle stories from his beat. The data was 

therefore broadly representative of police activities and sources in CityX during my 

fieldwork.  

The unit of analysis was the individual news article published under Ma Ning’s 

byline. I classified stories according to which institutional actor and what activity 

dominated each article; and how many of the articles included the types of individual 

actors and sources included in my grounded coding categories. Where articles 

included multiple individual actors and/or sources, I counted two or more of the same 

type of individual actors, or sources, appearing in the same article only once. For 

articles involving multiple activities, I only counted the most relevant activity so that 

every article was only assigned one code related to activity.  

6.1.2. Coding and Variables 

I adopted simple quantitative analysis as the main content analysis methodology 

in this chapter. Instead of looking for correlations and causal effects, the content 

analysis here focuses on descriptive patterns resulting from analysis of actor, activity 

and source. Grounded coding involved two steps. First, a complete list of actors, 

activities and sources in the sample articles was drawn up. Second, these items were 

classified as variables according to their themes. For example: “Mr. Liu from the 

Traffic Police Bureau” was classified as “policeman”, “a drunk driver”  as “suspect”, 
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“CityX police have solved 100 cases so far”  as “achievement”. Grounded coding 

generated 37 variables, all of which were coded as categorical data. Where an actor(s)  

in a story was also the source for the report, actor and source shared the same group 

of labels. For further details, see Appendix 2.  

I included both individuals and institutions as actors because some stories dealt 

with institutions but did not include individual actors. In addition, as Ma Ning 

followed several different government lines, institutional actors varied in these 

articles. During the grounded coding process, I found individual actors were depicted 

differently, depending on their role. Articles generally gave more space and details to 

official actors and less to non-official actors. For example, it was more likely that 

officials’ names and positions were included in news articles than non-officials. Thus, 

at the outset, I assessed whether a news story included (1) individual actor(s), (2) 

institutional actor(s), or (3) both. I further classified these individuals into (1) officials, 

or (2) non-officials. 

Codes used for individual or institutional actors are shown Table 9, 10 and 11.  

Despite Ma Ning being responsible for the overall police beat, it turned out he mainly 

focused on three departments in CityX’s law enforcement system, as described in  

Table 9 Coding Scheme for Institutional Actors 

Variable Code Definition/Coding Instruction (Simplified) 

Traffic Police 

(Jiao Jin, 交警) 
1 Responsible for law enforcement related to transport, traffic 

control, and issuing tickets for transgressions related to various 

traffic issues. 

Public Security 

(Gong’an, 公安) 
2 Handles cases involving public safety and security, such as 

robbery, murder, etc. 

Municipal 

Legislative Office 

(Shi Fazhi Ban, 市法

制办 

3 
Formulates, issues, plans and/or revises the municipal 

government’s legal or regulatory documents 
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While news articles about the first two institutions sometimes distinguished the 

type of office (e.g., city office (shiju, 市局) or district office (fenju,分局)), the coding 

scheme did not include such specifications given the irrelevance of doing so for this 

chapter. Options for official individual actors were based on the hierarchy of their 

political titles17 or administrative rank (Table 10). 

Table 10 Coding Scheme for Official Individual Actors 

Variable Code Definition/Coding Instruction (Simplified) 

Provincial and 

Deputy Provincial 

Level (sheng ji, fu 

sheng ji, 省级，副省

级) 

 

1 

For example, the governor of the province where CityX was 

located. 

Bureau and Deputy 

Bureau Level (ting ji, 

fu ting ji, 厅级，副厅

级) 

 

2 

CityX’s mayor or party secretary of CityX’s municipal party 

committee, head of the police bureau, etc. 

Department and 

Deputy Department 

Level (chu ji, fu chu 

ji,处级，副处级) 

3 

For example, head and deputy head of the traffic police bureau. 

 

Office and Deputy 

Office Level (ke ji, fu 

ke ji, 科级，副科级) 

4 
Head and deputy head of a district police station, or head and 

deputy head of a traffic police unit 

Policeman (min jing, 

民警) 
5 

Mostly frontline policemen without administrative ranking. 

 

Non-official individual actors were coded as in Table 11. 

Table 11 Coding Scheme for Non-official Individual Actors 

Variable Code Definition/Coding Instruction (Simplified) 

Suspect (xianyi ren, 

嫌疑人) 

 

1 

Person alleged to have committed a crime. 

Victim (shouhai zhe, 

受害者), 
2 

Person who has suffered as a result of a crime being committed. 

                                                        
17According to China’s civil serviceregulations, there are 11 levels of government officials, ranking from the 

country’s president to ordinary officers. In CityX, deputy provincial level is the highest local political rank; 

provincial level refers to the province in which CityX is located.See: www.bminlife.com/BMGWY/Bm7236.html 

http://www.bminlife.com/BMGWY/Bm7236.html
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Lead Actor 3 

 

Main person in a non-official role cited in the news story 

(excluding the suspect and victim). This type of actor usually 

appeared in non-crime-related stories.18 

Witness 

(muji zhe,目击者) 
4 

A person not directly involved in a case but with first-hand 

knowledge of it. 

 

Opinion Provider 5 

 

Someone who provides comment on new local policies, 

regulations or services. 

 

Source 

(jubao ren,举报人) 

 

6 
Person who calls the police or news organization to report the 

case. 

 

Relative 

(qinshu, 亲属), 
7 

Person with family ties to either the suspect or victim. 

 

It should also be noted that coding was conducted inductively, making the 

categories  exclusive. 

For activity, I categorized each story on the basis of its theme, ultimately 

finding that the 217 news articles could be classified under six themes (Table 12). 

Table 12 Coding Scheme for Activities in the News 

Variable Code Definition/Coding Instruction (Simplified) 

Achievement Report 1 

Periodic reports or summaries about the public good resulting 

from police work, such as solving a series of crimes. Stories of 

this kind did not include details of cases.  

 

For example, the traffic police initiated an “orderly traffic 

operation” from April 25 to June 20, 2016. On June 13, the head 

of the traffic bureau gave a press conference reporting the 

achievements of this operation.  

Specific Case 2 

Criminal cases handled by the police, usually detailing one 

specific case. 

 

For example, the story of a Didi driver (Uber equivalent) who hid 

drugs in the trunk of his car and how the police tackled this. 

Official Service 3 

 

 

A new responsibility or a specific case relating to a public service 

that the police would/could provide. Official service cases did  

not include criminal cases.  

 

For example, on national college entrance examination day,  

traffic police offered free rides to the test centers to candidates. 

This “service” was reported four days before the exam and on the 

day of the exam. 

                                                        
18 It is a concept I created during coding because the journalist did not use a specific term to describe this 
kind of actor, likewise to “opinion provider”.  
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Official Warning 4 

Government information prohibiting certain public activities or 

collective action; normally written in the imperative (that is, in 

the style of a command).  

 

For example., the traffic police would periodically warn the 

public not to drink and drive. 

Official Regulation 5 
Government policies and regulations, normally new ones. 

 

For example, the traffic police issued two new rules in July 2016:  

a requirement that passengers in back seats wear seatbelts; and a 

regulation about not jumping the green light19. 

Official Event 6 

 

 

Stories about events organized by the government. Such articles 

differed from solved cases and warnings, but focused more on 

public relations events seeking to build connections with the 

general public.  

 

For example, on International Children’s Day (June 1), the public 

security bureau organized a gift-giving event for families with 

missing children. At this event, the police discussed how they 

had helped three families find their kidnapped children and let 

journalists interview the families. 

 

 

Sometimes one story included more than one theme and in such cases only the 

most relevant code was assigned to it.  

Regarding source, this chapter only deals with direct sources related to the 

police beat news. Sources are identified by typical phrases such as “according to”, 

“we have learnt from xxx”, “xxx told us that…”, and others. The sourcemostly 

overlapped with the actor. However, the writer sometimes referred to a law or 

regulation. To deal with this, I added one further step before assessing the individual 

or institutional nature of the actor, by defining the source as (1) an actor, or (2) a law 

or regulation.    

As the categories were nominal variables, only descriptive features were needed 

and I used Excel to summarize and assess patterns arising from them. I coded a 

random sample of 40 articles (18% of the sample) together with an assistant, 

                                                        
19 Chapter 5 included details of this rule. It is a new traffic rule for vehicles at the cross roads when the 
traffic lights turn green.   
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achieving a Cohen’s Kappa coefficient of more than 0.85. I coded the rest of the 

articles alone.  

6.2. Sample Profile 

This section presents a snapshot of the sample as a whole, providing 

background details for the subsequent analysis. 

 
Figure 13 Number of Articles with Ma Ning's Byline 

Figure 13 charts the monthly publication rate of articles in the sample. Ma Ning 

had an average of 30.7 news articles published in PaperX each month, with a high of 

49 in August 2016. The findings indicated that despite the reduction in pages and 

fierce competition, Ma Ning was not only able to fulfill the news organization’s quota 

of 15 published articles per month, but exceed the target. It should also be noted that 

Ma Ning sometimes wrote articles for the New Media Department, publications not 

included in the scope of this chapter.  
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Figure 14 Where Police Beat Sample Articles Appeared in PaperX 

Police beat articles appeared on different pages of the newspaper, as shown in 

Figure 14. At PaperX, as at any newspaper organization, the closer to the front of the 

publication, the more important the story was considered by editorial staff 

(particularly the chief editor, who made the final decision on PaperX’s layout each  

night). As Ma Ning explained: “Every beat has its ‘place’ in the newspaper”, and the 

police beat news was definitely not considered prime material for the front page. 

Figure 14 shows that Ma Ning’s articles, or news stories related to police activities, 

were generally placed in the middle of the newspaper “book”, ranging approximately 

from the third to the thirteenth page, with most located on the fourth, seventh and 

tenth pages.  
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Figure 15 Column Sections Used Police Beat Articles 

Figure 15.shows which sections used police beat articles. If the page number 

indicates the relative importance of police beat news, the type of section helps locates 

the article’s meaning. In this regard, the analysis found most police beat news articles 

were published in metropolitan news sections. As deputy chief editor Zhao Xing 

explained, the metropolitan pages published local news stories. This section was 

established in 2010 when PaperX first started cutting instead of adding pages. 

Following the restructure, sections originally named after “important” beats, such as 

the police beat, political beat, and education beat, were merged. This move, according 

to police beat editor Yuan Juan, reduced the importance of beat news in the eyes of 

editors and  could be taken as the starting point for the devaluation of “real news 

stories” at PaperX. With the exception of stories from the political beat, which often 

made the front page or headliner pages, the majority of local news stories were 

allocated to the metropolitan sections. Given such an arrangement, a story about an 

inspiring speech given by a primary school headmaster was no different from a report 
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about police arresting a drug dealer on the city’s highway to a layout editor, as they 

appeared in the same section. This also opened the way for the acceptance of TeKan 

advertorial news being laid out alongside conventional news stories.  

 

Figure 16 Article News Style 

 

Figure 17 Article Byline 

 The 217 news articles in the sample were found to involve two different 

Chinese media reporting styles: news message (Xiaoxi, 消息) and news 

correspondence (Tongxun, 通讯), with 84% of the news items using the former. 

(Figure 16). According to Chinese academics, both news message and news 

correspondence styles adhere to objectivity (Cai, 2002; Lin, 1999; Wang & Hou, 1999; 

Xie, 1999). However, news messages were timelier, concise (500 words or less), and 

followed the inverted pyramid style of news reporting, featuring a headline, lead and 
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body text. News correspondence usually involved much longer write-ups and greater 

diversity in writing styles. The overwhelming use of news messages in Ma Ning’s 

work indicated that police beat activities were reported in less depth and kept short.  

Additionally, 40 of the 217 news articles, around 18%, were affiliated with 

“official correspondents’” (Tongxun Yuan, 通讯员) ( Figure 17). Such correspondents 

were Xuanchuan Ke officers (police sources). Asked why he had included their names 

on the reports, Ma Ning provided two example scenarios when he would do this: “If  

the content was based on press release (Tonggao) without many changes, then I 

would put their names on the articles; […] if the articles would be read by these 

officers, then I would have to put their names on the articles.” Yet, Chapter 5 showed 

that there was little difference between Tonggao and a news story without such 

correspondents. Therefore,  the presence of correspondents’ bylines seemed a random 

choice made by individual journalists.  

6.3. Sample Analysis 

While it is difficult to find a standard definition for police news, it appears 

logical to suggest that such news focuses on stories related to police activities in a 

society. This news becomes a story because it is framed and narrated by journalists, 

who focus on the elements that carry value for them in their journalistic role. 

However, it is also real because the reported activity actually took place. This section 

will focus on who (actors and sources) and what (activities) are considered “valuable” 

for journalists to include in their news stories. 



 177 

6.3.1. Political Power inMedia Coverage of Institutions and Officials 

If police news comprises stories of police activities, news actors are inevitably 

institutions or individuals who play a role in police activities. This section focuses on 

“official” or “authoritative” institutions and individuals featured in police news.  

The Monopoly of Official Institutions 

 
Figure 18 Number of Articles 

Figure 18 analyzes the political institutions in the sample articles. In alignment 

with the “lines” that Ma Ning followed, the institutions in his news pieces were 

usually government departments. It should also be noted that the term “institution” is 

highly political in Chinese discourse. Ma Ning’s reports were focused in this way 

because PaperX assigned Ma Ning to follow “institutions”. In other words, from the 

organizational perspective, the first responsibility for news beats was to follow  

“institutions”.  PaperX’s Staffers’ Handbook (2015) stated that the police beat was 

responsible for covering activities related to the political and legal municipal 
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Traffic Police Public Security Municipal Legislative Office
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committee, justice office, municipal legislative office, police bureau, courts, urban 

management bureau (Chengguan), among others.  

According to Ma Ning, there were two main reasons to follow the three 

institutions shown in Figure 18. First, in a similar way to Western media, journalists 

followed certain institutions due to the availability and suitability of activities in 

which these institutions were involved (Gade, 2008; Gans, 1979). In the case of 

PaperX’s police beat, there were 13 different law enforcement agencies in CityX. Yet 

only the traffic police, public security and municipal legislative office actively 

provided and originated events of interest to the media. For example, the municipal 

legislative office would contact local media outlets when a new regulation or local 

law had been drafted. As law and regulation were of public interest, journalists found 

this valuable.  

The second reason related to the “investment” that the government institution 

was willing to make, TeKan being a typical example. It would be rash to jump to 

conclusion that all “information fees” (or “publicity fees”, as listed in some official 

documents) were invested in newspaper outlets (multiple places exist for financial 

support). However, it would seem reasonable to suggest that the more a government 

institution claimed to spend on “publicity” or “information”, the greater the 

possibility that newspaper outlets could be included in such spending. According to 

their publicly released annual budgets in 2016, each of the three institutions followed 

by Ma Ning invested in information-related services (including case investigations, 

education, equipment maintenance as well as publicity), with the traffic police 

allocating 172 million RMB, the public security’s city office 153 million RMB 

(excluding the rehabilitation office and drug enforcement agency), and the municipal 

legislative office 2.08 million RMB. Such figures showed that the traffic police spent 
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the most on information-related services in 2016. Meanwhile, according to Figure 18, 

54% of Ma Ning’s articles dealt with the traffic police, 39% featured public security 

and 7% concerned the municipal legislative office. These percentages did not indicate 

that traffic issues occurred more frequently in CityX than other police matters, nor 

that the target audience cared more about the traffic police than other police forces. 

They only means that PaperX’s police beat paid special interest in the traffic police 

activities. 

Given that the total number of articles in Figure 18 equals the sum of the whole 

sample, that is 217 articles, all Ma Ning’s news stories in the second half of 2016 

focused on an institution. This is important as it indicates that the “social reality” that 

PaperX represented was entirely centered on official institutions, with the 

overwhelming focus on traffic police issues. Political communication researchers 

have previously observed that the media has been used by the political power elite to 

secure and project its authority (Jaros & Pan, 2018; Siebert, Peterson, & Schramm, 

1956; Stockmann, 2013). That PaperX’s police beat only covered official institutions 

implies the deep penetration of functional power reliance at PaperX, with the “richest” 

power gaining the most coverage.  

Other institutions were identified in these news articles. However, they were 

supplementary to the stories and, as such, were not labeled. Most of the “other 

institutions” were civic institutions, such as schools and hospitals, with their support 

improving the handling of the reported events. Some private organizations and 

companies also appeared in news, such as Didi (the Chinese equivalent of Uber). But 

they were not identified as “institutions” by Ma Ning and mentioned only because 

their staff either handled or supported the police with the cases.  
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Police Officer Diversity 

Table 13 Official Actors in the News 

Table 13: Official Actors in the News 

  
Traffic 

Police 

Public 

Security 

Municipal 

Legislative 
Total 

No. of Articles Labeled 62 46 2 110 

 

Official Actors     

Provincial, Deputy Provincial 0 3 0 3 

Bureau, Deputy Bureau 3 17 0 20 

Department, Deputy Department 12 4 2 18 

Office, Deputy Office 23 12 0 35 

Police 42 34 0 76 

Total  Official Actors 80 70 2 152 

 

Table 13 summarizes Ma Ning’s media coverage of official individual actors. 

Several points need to be clarified as to how political power is reflected in this 

summary. First, if compared to Figure 18, it indicates that in contrast to “personal” 

political power, institutional power is more valuable to the media. Overall, 51% of 

the articles contained official actors ranging from provincial level to ordinary 

policemen. Among the 110 stories with official actors, 62 involved the traffic police, 

46 were related to public security, and only two focused on the municipal legislative 

office, accounting for 52%, 54% and 14% of articles respectively. Among individuals 

actualized in police activities, only half of the news stories were about them. Thus, it 

appeared that in the age of media convergence, local government sensed the need to 

use Party media to promote their achievements and positive image (to central 

government), and did so through institutions. This also appeared to support the view 

that the only person who could personalize power at this time was the President (Jaros 

& Pan, 2018). 

Second, all traffic police and public security news involved more than one 

officer (1.29 for the former, and 1.52 for the latter) ranging from bureau/deputy 
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bureau to police levels, indicating that the power of police had penetrated to different 

levels of social reality as depicted by journalists. In other words, power reliance 

within the police beat news was reflected by the inclusion of multiple officers from 

diverse ranks of the State (or local) apparatus, not only high-ranking police officers.  

Notable here is that both the mayor of CityX and head of the police bureau (the 

highest position in the police force) are bureau/deputy bureau positions. Therefore,  

“local” level actually equates to bureau/deputy bureau level. This means police beat 

news was intended to demonstrate a social reality ranging from police management to 

actual cases handled by the police.  

Third, in analyzing each level of actor, it can be seen that different newspaper 

layout positions was accorded to different police ranks, with  higher-level officials 

have a greater chance of appearing nearer the front of the newspaper. This implies a 

power reliance value among editors. For example, all three news articles featuring 

officials at the provincial/deputy provincial level appeared on headliner pages. 

Moreover, these three stories dealt with public security, implying that public security 

issues had wider social focus and would draw more political attention. News stories 

including actors from the bureau/deputy bureau level were also published on the front 

page or first few pages, ranging from A01 to A05. For news containing actors at the 

department/deputy department level or below, no particular layout pattern could be 

discerned, with stories appearing on pages ranging from A01 to A13.  

Officials as Credible Sources 

Journalists obtain news or news-related information from interviewing, 

observing or investigating sources in order to know or know more details about an 

event. As such, sources help to inform, confirm, legitimate and/or reinforce certain 
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angles and facts. Sources are thus critical in turning events into journalistic products 

but do not present the full picture of events. 

Table 14 Sources in the News 

 

Table 14: Sources in the News 

 

Reported Institution 

 
Traffic Police Public Security  

Municipal 

Legislative Total 

Institution 112 84 10 206 

No. of Articles 107 83 12 202 

Individual 
    

Official 63 26 3 92 

No. of Articles 54 23 3 80 

Non-official 49 11 0 60 

No. of Articles 37 8 0 45 

Law/Regulation 33 13 11 57 

No. of Articles 27 8 11 46 

Third Party Reports/Proof 2 3 0 5 

No. of Articles 2 2 0 4 

     
 

Analysis of the sample showed that each article involved a source and some 

more than one (Table 14). Sources were mostly “actors” (both official and non-

official) in the news event. However, not all actors that appeared in the news articles 

were necessarily sources and could appear as part of the information mentioned by 

sources.  

Data showed that Ma Ning viewed political power as a credible source, 

illustrating another aspect of the power reliance value. As mentioned in the sample 

profile section, 40 news pieces (18% of the sample) were directly taken from 

government press releases. Moreover, the majority of the news stories (210 articles) 

included a political institution as a source, echoing the finding that Ma Ning valued 
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institutional political actors over individual politicians. In terms of individual actors 

serving as sources, 125 pieces of news reports contained individual sources, including 

80 pieces with official individuals, and 40 including non-official individuals, with a 

particular focus on the suspect’s voice. Officers at the department/deputy department 

level were most frequently quoted because this group plays a key role in providing 

“credible quotes” on relevant policies and rules for police beat journalists. This 

happens for two main reasons, according to police beat community member Xiao Xie 

and Ma Ning. First, officers at this level are in charge of one specific area. For 

example, the head of the information office is responsible for releasing monthly 

traffic data to journalists so they are regarded as experts in this particular  area. In 

addition, 49 news stories in the sample included laws/regulations as a source, given 

that they symbolize authority and it is generally assumed that all citizens have to 

follow them. They are also more powerful than “performative” sources because the 

meaning they encapsulate is fixed and applicable to everyone. This kind of source 

often helps legitimate or explain police actions, particularly new types of action.  Half 

of the stories included multiple types of sources, such as institutions, individuals and 

the law, which did not necessarily show different perspectives but appeared more 

indicative of a trend toward power dependence. Many stories used diverse formats, 

such as official video recordings, government website announcements or social media 

accounts as sources of content.  

6.3.2. Political Power in Media Coverage of Non-official Individuals 

As civil servants, police and their activities are in general concerned with public 

safety. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that news stories about the police will also 

include non-officials. The fact that Ma Ning’s stories were all about police institutions 
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makes looking into which non-officials also appear in the news all the more 

interesting. If power reliance is the core value, the non-powerful can only play a role 

that supports this value, bringing into question the social function of journalism. 

Table 15 Non-official Actors in the News 

Table 15: Non-Official Actors in the News 

 
Traffic Police Public Security 

Municipal 

Legislative 
Total 

No. of Articles Labeled 38 44 0 82 

 

Non-Official Actors     

Suspect 39 62 0 101 

Victim 7 21 0 28 

Lead actor 3 2 0 5 

Opinion provider 14 1 0 15 

Non-lead actor 1 3 0 4 

Case informant 1 3 0 4 
Relative 

 
1 3 0 4 

Total Non-official Actors 66 95 0 161 

 

Table 15 summarizes non-official actors in the sample. Seven types of non-

officials were identified, with different amounts of relevance to the news events. For 

instance, suspects are the most relevant actors to a crime case, whereas the landlady 

who offered a key for the police to enter her flat is less relevant. There were 18 fewer 

stories including non-official actors in comparison with stories including official 

actors; and 161 unofficial actors cited in total, making an average number of two 

unofficial actors in the stories in which they appeared. Nor was the appearance of 

these actors in news stories mutually exclusive. Thus, a story involving suspects may 

also include other types of actors. The more types of actors that one story contains, 

the more voices or dimensions it might represent. 

This category of actor revealed at least two aspects of power reliance. First, 

among 161 unofficial actors, 101 were “suspects”, who were dealt with or handled by 

the police, demonstrating a media bias whereby the majority of citizens in police news 
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are portrayed as deviants, shaping a norm that police judgements and/or means to 

handle these deviants are correct and socially acceptable. In other words, the 

overwhelming inclusion of  “suspects” in such news provided support for the 

functional power reliance value. It is also worth pointing out that the corresponding 

“victim” variable ranked second in terms of numbers of stories containing unofficial 

actors. Similar to the suspect, the victim also plays a role in supporting functional 

power reliance. Such non-official actors were often protected or backed by the police 

and their voices and/or described experiences legitimated the police’s actions and 

decisions, and indicated the harmful nature of suspects’ actions.  

Second, 16% of the stories containing unofficial actors included “lead actors” 

and “opinion providers”, who helped to justify police power and actions from another 

perspective (that is, not about the specific crime). “Lead actor” referred to non-official 

actors who were key to the police case but were neither criminals nor victims. For 

instance, events about how the police served the public could include lead actors. In 

coverage about police services during the national college entrance examination, a 

report focused on a girl who said that, without the help of the police, she would not 

have made it to the exam. This girl had not committed a crime, but was still the 

leading non-official actor in the story. Five news stories contained lead actors and all 

the pieces helped show the positive side of the traffic police (in addition to dealing 

with transgressions), illustrating these police officers were well connected and 

concerned about the everyday well-being of the community. Such non-official actors 

and stories about them went beyond conventional police cases and illustrated media 

efforts to promote the police.  

The “opinion leader” category referred to people who provided opinions on new 

local laws and regulations. For instance, a Ms. Wang provided her opinion about the 
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reversible lane policy (chaoxi dao, 潮汐道) (Figure 19) and was included in an  

article introducing the new traffic lanes in CityX.  In a separate article, a Mr. Liu 

explained how convenient it was to use the country’s first driving license issuing 

machine located in the traffic police office. He was quoted as saying: “I didn’t arrive 

with much hope and had planned to join the queue to renew my license. But it only 

took me five minutes to get everything done and I could pay by WeChat.” This was 

followed by: “Mr. Liu told our reporter with excitement.” Most opinions cited were 

positive about the new policies. One news article included both positive and negative 

opinions about the regulation on “jumping the green light”. But at the end of the story, 

the local law and national traffic safety law was referenced to justify the new 

regulation. This implied that opinion providers were chosen to reinforce the 

legitimacy of new regulations instead of providing real opinions. In addition, it did 

not really matter if negative views were included because the law in the end justified 

everything.   

 
Figure 19 A Reversible Lane in Action 
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6.3.3. Political Power in Media Coverage Subjects 

Although it is difficult to define police beat news, as mentioned at the start of 

this section, it should not be concluded that such news always relates to police 

activities. Actors in the above sections were (among) the enactors of these activities. 

Based on the actors in a news story, it can be surmised “whom” this story was about; 

and based on the activity, we can surmise “what” the news concerned. The “what” 

echoes Sissons’ (2012) notion of a topic, comprising the main action and its 

participants, which “correspond to accepted norms of what is considered ‘newsworthy’ 

by news producers” (p.283). In other words, the activity is a crucial aspect of 

understanding news value(s) as it gives insight into what type of activity is considered 

worthy of reporting by journalists. Similar to Sissons, this section only considers the 

main theme/topic in each story, with each article labeled under one activity. 

Table 16 Activities in the News 

Table 16: News Activities  

 Traffic Police Public Security  

Municipal 

Legislative Total 

Activities         

Achievement Report 17 15 1 33 

Specific Case 26 32 0 58 

Official Service 14 12 0 26 

Official Warning 25 7 0 32 

Regulation 35 7 13 55 

Official Event 1 12 0 13 

Total 118 85 14 217 

 

Table 16 demonstrates the activities in the news. In general, these topics are 

“official in nature” and “promotional in perspective”, implying that the power 

reliance value does not only guide the norm of news topic selection but also guides it 

in diverse ways.  
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As for the nature of official, with the exception of  “official service” and 

“official event” that took the public into consideration (the former aiming to make life 

more convenient for the general public; the latter seeking to build connections with 

citizens), the rest of the topics were entirely power dominated. For example, 15% of 

the sample (achievement report) concerned the police’s ability to  handle crime, 27% 

(specific case) centered on how the  police solved cases, 15% (official warning) 

featured  authoritative notices prohibiting certain public behavior; and 25% 

(regulation/rule/law) provided justification for the authoritative notices prohibiting 

certain behavior. Some categories did not include non-official actors, for example, 

achievement report, indicating that stories of this kind are one-sided and presented 

from the authorities’ perspective; others reiterated solutions that the authorities had 

provided, for example, the specific case category, suggesting that any kind of disorder 

could be resolved by the police. For instance, on the first days of the official 

implementation of the “jump the green light” regulation (Chapter 5), PaperX released 

a story headlined “First Day of Enforcement of Ban on Jumping Green Light, 106 

Drivers Fined/Police Warn: Do Not Jump Green Light”. In this story, Ma Ning first 

introduced the new regulation (again). He then listed all the police force efforts 

devoted to the implementation of this regulation (including 21 pieces of face 

recognition equipment and 209 policemen). Subsequently, he included interviews 

from police officers who handled relevant cases, police experts, and citizens who 

regretted jumping the light. He ended the story by including the local law justifying 

the new regulation and warning. 

All of these topics had one aspect in common: the reproduction of police values 

and standards in maintaining social order. This means Ma Ning regarded it as normal 

to let the police decide the social norm and how to order people’s behavior, and he 
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assumed that readers of his articles would hold the same view as him. As he explained, 

one of roles that the media plays is to transfer official voices into terms understood by 

the masses.  

From a promotional perspective, all types of activities focused on the positive 

side of the story. Data indicated that Ma Ning found the best angle to stress the 

positive in different ways for the various categories of stories. In articles classified 

under the “achievement report” category, Ma Ning often used figures. For example,  

one story headlined “4.62 Tons of Drugs Destroyed by Police” and published in June 

2016 actually concerned a police bureau press conference reporting drug law 

enforcement achievements from April 2015 onward. In the “specific case” category, 

Ma Ning only reported resolved cases, implying the power of the police and 

reiterating the effective and positive side of police work.  “Official service” stories 

often included details of how grateful those receiving the service were. For example, 

one such story related an event where traffic police helped an elderly man get to 

hospital when he fainted on the street. It vividly described the man’s family going 

down on their knees to express gratitude. In “official warning” and regulation-related 

news, stories usually emphasized the warning was for the good of citizens. 

Meanwhile, stories on “official events”, promoted the police’s image in society. For 

example, the public security bureau held an “open day”, allowing members of the 

public to visit their offices to understand their work and dress up in their uniforms for 

the day. Another example was the flash mob dance by female motorcycle police 

planned by Ma Ning (Chapter 5). 

Based on the analysis of the activities and topics in the sample articles, it can 

thus be concluded that police beat news at PaperX was a combination of traditional 
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propaganda that reproduced power values through the reiteration of authority and 

public relations articles promoting the positive side of the authorities.  

6.4. PaperX’s Police Beat and Political Ideology 

The above sections have described and analyzed how functional power reliance 

was manifested in PaperX’s police beat news content. The diverse formats this value 

took were also shaped by media convergence logic, particularly aspects related to re-

centralization.  

As previous chapters have explained, re-centralization of control did not only 

happen at PaperX, but to CityX’s local government. For PaperX, this idea was 

revealed through the predominant use of news stories from the central news agency, 

and shrinking latitude in reporting (Jaros & Pan (2018) found similar results). For 

CityX’s government, this idea was manifested through the weakening of its control in 

relation to PaperX as well as its increasing need for media coverage focused on its 

achievements.  

Media coverage about local achievements served two functions: (1) to inform 

higher-level officials about local government’s work, a traditional function under the 

communist system (Lee, 2005) (Chapter 5 also sheds light on this point through 

Premier Li Keqiang’s visit to CityX); (2) to show and record that local government’s 

work is aligned with the central government in spirit or political ideology (Liu Liu). 

In other words, one function of local media is to reproduce the political ideology of 

the Chinese Communist Party within the local context.  

Every Chinese presidential era has promoted different ideas for governing the 

country, ideas that are also closely linked to social issues at that time (Stockmann, 

2013; Zhao, 2008). These ideas have influenced the relationships between media and 
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local and central government (Zhong, 2017) (also Chapter 2 research context section). 

Up to the Xi era (2013- ), Chinese society had made record-breaking economic 

progress at the expense of social justice for more than three decades. The deepening 

of modernization transformed the country into the world’s leading economy in terms 

of purchasing power parity in 2014.20 However, the social conflicts of the past not 

only remained unsolved  but had also intensified.21  Furthermore, the country’s 

economic growth began to slow in 2014, dropping from two-digit growth to around 

7%, which Xi termed the “new normal”. The “new normal” was undoubtedly 

problematical because the Chinese Communist Party’s legitimacy, as well as political 

stability, had been built on economic achievement (Lee, He, & Huang, 2006; 

Stockmann, 2013). In addition,  information about conflicts was being disseminated 

faster and wider with the advent of the Internet (MacKinnon, 2007; Yang, 2009). On 

October 18, 2017, during the 9th Party Congress, Xi announced that China had 

entered a new era of socialism with Chinese characteristics; and that the main social 

conflict had transferred to the growing challenges of improving people’s lives and 

addressing unbalanced social development. 

To try to overcome these difficulties, Xi amalgamated political power by 

establishing and leading a series of central development groups covering different 

sectors of society; promoted the idea of the  rule of law; and further liberalized the 

country’s economy, including extending  privatization of the state sector, opening up 

and adding transparency to financial markets, among others. Xi transmitted these 

ideas in various talks and speeches and all served one purpose: to consolidate Party 

control.  

                                                        
20IMF World Economic Outlook: http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2014/02/ (retrieved November23, 2014) 

21As renowned economist Wen Tiejun (2012) claimed, the country’s economic development was built  atthe 

expense of (migrant) workers and rural famers’ job safety, housing, medical care and land. 

http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2014/02/
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In 2016, CityX’s government localized Xi’s ideas of  the “rule of law”22 and 

“enhancement of national security”23, setting out plans for an “urban management and 

regulation year” to guide its work (2016 CityX Government Work Report). In line 

with this theme, the city’s police bureau made enhancing public security the focus of 

its work in 2016 (2016 CityX Police Bureau Work Report). These moves were 

reflected in the articles published by PaperX. 

If re-centralization reinforced power reliance at PaperX, these specific 

government rules and themes in 2016 provided the lens or perspectives of social 

reality to explore that power. There are two main perspectives within power reliance  

in PaperX’s police beat news published at the time: social order and the need for 

authority, and reliable and open government.   

Issuing of the national security law and promotion of the rule of law aimed to 

maintain social order, which could be disrupted by the conflicts mentioned above. 

Order is the essential condition for the maintenance of the existing social structure 

and political stability. Previous studies have found that media have the tendency to 

support social order, particular in reporting war and global chaos (Chibnall, 2013; 

Duncan, 2017). Researchers have also alleged that media in authoritarian countries, 

such as China, function as a political tool to legitimate one-party rule and the society 

it dominates (Brady, 2007; Stockmann, 2013). Order is particularly tied to the 

responsibilities of state organizations, such as the police. Unlike Western media, 

which often stresses stories involving disorder to imply that order is desired (Gans, 

1978), Chinese police beat news often emphasizes the social order that the authorities 

                                                        
22Xi gave a speech at the Central Political and Legal Work Conference in 2014 and advocated the idea of the 
rule of law: http://www.chinoiresie.info/interpreting-the-rule-of-law-in-china/ 
23On July 1, 2015, at the 15thSession of the Standing Committee of the 12th National People’s Congress, Xi  
led approval of the National Security Law of China to protect 11 aspects of society, including territorial, 
military, political, cultural, technological areas, etc.  See: http://eng.mod.gov.cn/publications/2017-
03/03/content_4774229.htm 

http://www.chinoiresie.info/interpreting-the-rule-of-law-in-china/
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/publications/2017-03/03/content_4774229.htm
http://eng.mod.gov.cn/publications/2017-03/03/content_4774229.htm
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provide. Police activities that the media are invited to report on mostly fall in line 

with this perspective. As data from this chapter has shown, even cases that deal with 

social deviance and crime focus on the resolution of such cases. This is a consequence 

of the influence of emphasizing “order” at the social and political level.  

Content analysis undertaken for this thesis has indicated that journalists 

reproduce police activities into articles that can be classified into different categories, 

with a common goal of promoting order and need for the authorities. Among the six 

types of categories defined in this research, three were normally written up in a 

positive tone reiterating what the police force has done to maintain social order. For 

example, stories labeled under  “specific case” presented the social disorder and how 

the police handled such disorder while stories about warnings and regulations implied 

that more was being done to maintain order following the emergence of new types of 

crimes.  The other categories, to differing extents, were also written up to reflect the 

police force in a positive light. All stories made the assumption that the public needed 

the type of “order” provided by the government and the public would accept and 

follow such rules in order to restore order.       

The need for authority was also reflected in the journalistic values accorded to 

actors and sources. Half of the sample stories included official actors; and only 38% 

included non-official actors, 63% of whom were suspects. These figures in 

themselves indicated that police beat news stressed the symbolic value (name, titles) 

of police officials in reported stories as well as the type of non-officials “handled” by 

officials, with both values reinforcing the “need” for authority and the one-sided 

agenda of the police. Moreover, top-ranked officials (department and above) 

responsible for overall police management did not account for the majority of official 

actors in police beat news, yet stories in which high-ranking officers were included 
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tended to be published on pages closer to the front of the newspaper. Regarding 

sources, the majority of information collected on this police beat came from the 

institutions that Ma Ning followed and official actors who handled the events being 

reported.In addition, 40 news articles (18%) were derived  directly from government 

press releases, appearing under a joint byline  with government writers. In the seven 

months of my fieldwork, this meant 18% of police beat news was copied from official 

releases, without being reworked. Reports of this kind make no distinction between 

journalistic and public relations write-ups. These findings imply that journalists 

probably need the support of those in positions of authority in their practices more 

than people in society in general. It also points to the deterioration of journalistic 

practices, with extensive reliance on government sources for news information, 

perhaps to the exclusion of other types of sources and their views. 

Meanwhile, credible and open government shiftedto the idea of reinforcing the 

achievements of local government as emphasized bythe recentralization of control. 

Media play an important role in establishing the credibility of the government, as 

earlier studies have found. For example, during the Hu-Wen leadership era, when 

social conflicts were fierce due to China’s rapid economic development, central and 

commercial media were granted more latitude to criticize the wrongdoings of local 

government (Stockmann, 2013, p.140); and with such assistance from the media, the 

Chinese leadership gained certain credibility for its “authoritarian resilience” (Nathan, 

2003). In the context of social change in the Xi era, the sample shows that local media 

provided government credibility in ways other than reporting conflicts. In particular, 

stories of official services and events served this purpose, with both portrayed as 

human interest stories. Official service stories concerned livelihood issues and often 

included details of the gratitude of the “served”, such as “kneeling on the floor to 
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thank officials for the service” and “crying out ‘thanks for saving my future’”. 

Through such specifics, these stories aimed to tell readers that the government is 

responsible for every single citizen, no matter how small the matter. Likewise, official 

events were arranged to show society how much the police do and what any 

additional responsibilities entail. Such events were normally co-arranged by the police 

and the media in a similar way to public relations activities. For instance, members of 

the new women police force were officially introduced with a mob dance in CityX’s 

most popular public square; both traffic police and the public security bureau began to 

hold “open days” for members of the public, among other activities. Such events were 

arranged to try to convey the message that law enforcement agencies were not just 

coercive and authoritative, but open and liberal to citizens who follow the rules. And 

despite most non-official actors being suspects “handled” by the police, there was also 

one group of actors who provided their opinions about new rules and regulations. 

Although the effect of their opinions was unknown, the inclusion of this type of actors 

aimed to show that “the government is open to different opinions”.  

The credibility of the government was more immediately important to 

journalists’ practices than to society. As discussed in Chapter 4, one major reason that 

legacy journalists found it is hard to embrace the Internet centered on the fact that  

they did not believe online sources to be credible, or in the case of police beat news, 

official. As shown, Ma Ning chose on many occasions to write stories on laws and 

regulations and to feature officials explaining punishments and giving warnings.  

           Similar to social order, the idea of “credible government” was not new to 

Chinese media. Yet the media convergence fiat helped propel this agenda to the 

forefront. For PaperX, there had previously been certain latitude to disclose the not-

so-creditable side of local government. By the second half of 2016, only positive 
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information could be released.  Data analyzed in this chapter also revealed that 

journalists were trying to display credibility in a variety of new ways, including 

depicting stories of a grateful son whose father had been saved by the police. These 

new angles and  promotion of the government’s credibility were a consequence of the 

media convergence directive.  

6.5. Conclusion 

This chapter has examined PaperX’s police beat news content at a time of 

change, with a particular focus on actors, activities and news sources. It has looked at 

how the new social order and news value, namely the functional power reliance 

identified in previous chapters, operated in journalistic work to determine facts and 

social reality.  

Data analysis has demonstrated that political power determined the content and 

topics of news articles. While sample news articles included voices and perspectives 

from non-official actors, their relationships with the police when being handled, 

helped or served, reinforced the power-determined value. Analysis of the sample 

revealed new types of non-official actors and activities being included in articles, 

implying that police beat news under the influence of media convergence logic 

comprised a combination of traditional propaganda and public relations articles. 

Moreover, in the particular social context of the second half of 2016, power reliance 

took two forms: ordered society and open government; and while these forms had 

been promoted to differing extents in the past, they appeared to have been reinforced 

and refined in the age of media convergence.  
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CHAPTER 7 

IMPACT OF THE FUNCTIONAL POWER RELIANCE VALUE ON SELF-

PRESENTATION IN NON-WORK SPACE 

Chapters 4 to 6 have identified that media convergence logic: (1) formalized 

itself within PaperX’s structure, resulting in a reduction in the limited latitude 

previously in operation under the local government’s protection, and 

administratization of advertisement (i.e., TeKan); (2) altered the routines of both 

PaperX operations and journalists’ practices; and (3) functioned within journalistic 

products by prioritizing the values of social order, need for authority, and credible 

government, impacting the social reality depicted and disseminated by the press.  

While the above changes occurred at organizational and community levels, 

these chapters also shed light on individual responses to the changes. Data from 

interviews and participant observation revealed that: (1) in the new working 

environment, journalists experienced complex feelings toward their job (on one hand, 

they realized that they could only turn to themselves to protect their own individual 

and journalistic interests, yet on the other hand, they were proud and hopeful with 

regard to the symbolic resources that connections with official sources provided as a 

result of the changes); and (2) while at times confused about new responsibilities 

(such as soliciting TeKan deals to fulfill the assigned quota) and disappointed about 

their job’s changing values, journalists were found to be accustoming themselves to 

the new environment well and getting full use from their working knowledge. From 

their “routinized” invisible and informal practices, journalists managed to reconcile 

the changing organizational routine and their own interests. These practices revealed 

not only journalists’ knowledgeability but also their disagreement regarding the 

changes.  
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While not a focus of previous chapters, such findings point to the fact that the 

norms and values that legitimate the status and boundaries of journalists’ professional 

identity have changed.As summarized from earlier chapters, these changes 

impliedthat “functional power reliance”had become the predominant value at PaperX 

and for its journalists. This chapter will examine journalists’ normalization of the 

functional power reliance value by looking into work-related self-presentation inthe 

non-work space of the WeChat Moments social media platform. As argued in Chapter 

2, self-presentation in non-work space is a useful lens to examine the extent and depth 

of the influence of institutional values on individuals’ role presentation. With the 

exception  of non-use, it can generally be concluded that if an organizational value is 

normalized, journalists will present themselves in non-work space in ways that align 

with this organizational value.  

RQ2e: What and how do journalists present work-related information on 

WeChat Moments? 

RQ2f: To what extent is self-presentation on WeChat Moments influenced by 

the impact of media convergence, in particular the functional power reliance value? 

7.1. Methods 

This chapter combines network ethnographic observation and interviews with 

six journalists and one police officer from the police news beat community discussed 

in Chapter 5.Reasons for choosing these participants were: 1) participants needed to 

be closely tied to previous chapters of this thesis. For example, Ma Ning played the 

core role in Chapters 5 and 6;2) participants had to be active in using WeChat 

Moments. Observation was carried out over seven months from June to December  

2016. During this period of observation, I recorded the time, content, nature (self-
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generated or otherwise), formats (pictures, text, videos, or a combination), and 

comments of each of my participants’ posts. Given the app’s special setting, I could 

only read comments of common WeChat friends and see posts that were open to me. 

Therefore, my observation could only form part of the story about participants’ self-

presentation.Interviews were conducted after I summarized patterns of Moments posts 

to better understand my participants’ reasons for their actions. Each interview lasted 

60 to 90 minutes. Participants were asked about technologies at work and WeChat 

Moments’ role in everyday life. They were also asked to explain why they posted, and 

did not post, certain information. 

All types of data were converted into text for further analysis, including 

descriptions for visual data, such as videos and images. Texts were analyzed with 

guidance from existing research discussions about impression management online 

(i.e., representation and imagined audiencesin a blended context, see Davis & 

Jurgenson (2016), Hogan (2010), Marwick &boyd (2010), and Chapter 2 also 

elaborates on this).  

Participants’ demographic information has mostly been provided earlier in 

Chapter 5. Here, I concentrate on describing their WeChat and WeChat Moments 

profiles.  

(1) Yuan Juan was the editor of PaperX’s police beat (see Chapter 5). She did 

not change her profile picture nor the description under the profile picture during my 

observation period. Her profile picture showed a cartoon woman with short blond hair 

and sunglasses. Beside the woman was a dog. Hermottoread:“Say good words, do 

good things, and hold good intentions.”Heronline name was“Little Duck”. Yuan Juan 

posted different types of content related and not related to work on herMoments three 
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to four times per day. She also frequently commented on posts by other journalists 

and editors.  

(2) Ma Ning was my duty supervisor during my fieldwork and a key source of 

data from PaperX’s police beat (see Chapter 5). Ma Ning frequently changed his 

profile picture, switching between using his dog, his own picture, and cartoon images. 

He used his real name for his Moments identity, with the addition of an exclamation 

mark. His motto was jargon used between him and his girlfriend. He posted two to 

three times on Moments per day, with most posts unrelated to work. Ma Ning also 

frequently commented on other participants’ Moments. 

 (3) Lu Le came from the police beat community (see Chapter 5). She was new 

to PaperZ. Lu Le changed her profile picture during my period of observation. In the 

first three months, she used a bunny mascot for her profile picture to stress she had 

attended the University of East Anglia in the U.K. Later, she changed this to a cartoon 

policeman. The identity she used online was “Dear Deer”, which matched the sound 

of her real surname. Lu Le frequently posted on Moments, with most posts related to 

work. Her motto was:“Light indulgence is the true meaning of life.” She did not 

comment too much on colleagues’ Moments posts but did frequently“like”them.  

(4) Xiao Xie wasa member of the police beat community (see Chapter 

5).During my period of observation, he did not change his profile picture, a cartoon 

rat with a huge hat. He used “Little Chao” as his online persona, which matched the 

sound of his real first name. During the day, Xiao Xie posted one to two feeds on his 

Moments, whereas late at night he posted often but then deleted these posts before 

most people could see them. The day-time posts were mostly about work and his life, 

and the night posts were about his emotions (usually negative). He did not like to 

comment on his colleagues’ posts anddid not include a motto. 
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 (5) Yuan Yuan was a journalist on PaperX’s police beat (see Chapter 5). She 

used three profile pictures during my period of observation, each time using another 

photo of herself to replace the old one. She adopted“Little Evil” as her online name. 

Like other participants, Yuan Yuan posted on her Moments two to three times a day, 

normally with information that blended her life and work. She was also active in 

interacting with other participants on Moments. Her motto was:“Every inch of my 

heart is hard as iron.” 

(6) Wang Hua was a television journalist from CityX TV. He had worked  with 

the police beat community for one year but was highly independent and rarely 

communicated with group members. He was thus not included as a participant in 

Chapter 5. He did not change his profile picture (a shadow of his head) during my 

observation, norinclude a motto. Wang Hua used his English name as his online 

identity, with two additional icons before and after hisname. These icons were the 

national flags of China and the U.K. because he was educated atthe University of 

Leicester in the U.K. He posted two to three times on his Moments everyday, with 

content mostly concerning life-related information.  

(7) Liu Liu wasaXuanchuan Ke officer from CityX’s traffic police bureau (see 

Chapter 5).He used the first letter of his real surname as his profile picture and did not 

change it during my observation. His profile name was his real first name. His saying 

was:“Why so serious?” Liu Liu was the most consistent participant as he posted two 

to three times a day with work-only information. Yet he often interacted with other 

journalists on their posts.  
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7.2. WeChat Moments 

Literature researching Western experiences of journalistic use of online non-

work space has, to date, overwhelmingly focused on Twitter (Chadha & Wells, 2016; 

Green, 2017; Lasorsa, Lewis, & Holton, 2012; Usher, 2014), given that this 

microblogging site and its values have often been integrated into journalists’ work. 

While Chinese people have a Twitter-equivalent in Sina Weibo, journalistic use of 

this form of social media is not as wide as WeChat Moments, particularly after the 

2014 regulation on news workers’ occupational behavior on social media by the State 

Council Information Office.24 Unlike Twitter and Weibo, WeChat Moments is not a 

public social media platform. Only a user’s WeChat friends can see his/her Moments 

posts. This does not mean that journalists do not use Moments for work but rather  

they use it for specific “audiences”.  

As Chapter 2 briefly discussed, WeChat is a multi-functional mobile app that 

operates on at least three levels in terms of communicative practices (its functions as a 

payment gateway, games site, and others are not included in this context). At the first 

level, WeChat provides person-to-person chats between people who have accepted 

each other as “friends”. At the second level, it has “closed” WeChat groups that are 

set up by individuals and whose membership is limited to particular people who are 

allowed to participate (see Chapter 5, which revealed WeChat group communication 

had become a police beat news community routine). At the third level, WeChat offers 

WeChat Moments, where users could post information and share it with all or 

selective contacts from WeChat, who in turn could comment on posts.  

                                                        
24 The regulation specified 10 types of information notto be mentioned by individual journalists online: 1)violating the 

Chinese constitution; 2)endangering state security, leaking state secrets, subverting  political power, breaking the state's unity; 
3)damaging the state's honor and interests; 4)agitating national hatred, national discrimination, breaking national unity;5) 

undermining national religious policy and promoting cults and superstitions;6)spreading rumors, disturbing social order and 

underming social stability; 7)spreading information containing  obscene materials, pornography, gambling or terrorist 
activities; abetting the commissioning of crimes;8) insulting or defaming others, infringing on others' legitimate rights 
and interests;9)agitating illegal gatherings, associations, demonstrations, protests and the gathering of the masses to 
disturb social order;10)engaging in activities in the name of illegal civil organizations. 
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In addition, it should be noted that the “Moments” appellation is only used for 

the English version of the app. In Chinese, the app’s name refers to a “circle of 

friends” (Pengyou Quan, 朋友圈). It was launched in 2012, and designed to allow 

people to post short texts (less than 700 Chinese characters) in combination with other 

multimedia content (such as a video, maximum of nine pictures, the reposting of 

links). Similar to Twitter (Marwick & boyd, 2010), which“prompts users to share 

what they are doing, creating a constantly updated timeline, or stream of short 

messages that range from humor and musings on life to links and breaking news”, 

users of WeChat Moments share the same behaviors, except they do this for specific 

audiences within their WeChat friends’ list. Although it is not among this study’s 

objectives to conduct cross-cultural comparison, the English and Chinese names have 

symbolic connotations of “time” and “social relations” respectively. As WeChat 

Moments is directly linked to WeChat app users’ accounts, the social relations 

referred to in the Chinese name relates in particular to connections between users and 

their WeChat friends. 

All of my participants published posts on their Moments feed regularly. Some at 

times published “countless” times a day. A red dot appears on the icon to notify users 

of new Moments entries. Although Moments provided me with a place to observe the 

social media practices of my participants over time, it also added to the complexity of 

my observation due to the diverse ways and degree of access open to my participants 

to present themselves.  

My participants used different symbolic and technological language on 

Moments and, with the exception of  conventional formats of discourse about either 

work or life, most exchanges on Moments involved the personalized blending of 

information. For example, Lu Le published a short video of Liu Liu driving his police 
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car and singing when they were on their way to the scene of a traffic incident, adding 

the description “handsome Liu”. Such personalized posts were not only social 

exchange. The information formats presented on Moments contributed to new 

relationships between my participants and their correspondents/audiences and 

themselves. As such, it needs to be remembered that information displayed on social 

media is a representation (of the ideal self) for an imagined audience (see Chapter 2 

for explanation).   

7.3. Journalistic Self-presentation on WeChat Moments 

How a person presents his/her work identity is closely tied to negotiations 

between his/her own values and those of his/her workplace (Burke & Stets, 2009; 

Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006), with both sets of values changing along with 

the social context (Couldry & Hepp, 2017). The following section examines the 

impact of functional power reliance on journalists’ self-presentation on WeChat 

Moments.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, previous studies have found that social media 

platforms can provide users with a space to perform their identities, enabling content 

to be seen as an indicator of how users perceive their identities and work (Lingel & 

Naaman, 2014; Morioka, Ellison, & Brown, 2016). This also applies to journalistic 

use of WeChat Moments. On Moments, which is perceived as “personal” space, 

journalists share work-related information in different formats and forms of content. 

Investigating the patterns and reasons for these posts can provide insights on how 

journalists are making sense of their job in the era of media convergence from their 

own perspective. That is to say, studying the information displayed on Moments can 
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reveal how deeply functional power reliance has impacted on individual perceptions 

of work and work identity.  

Data revealed at least three themes in this regard: (1) political officials as the 

imagined audience for professional products; (2) political connections as resources for 

customizing identity; and (3) political connections as resources for negotiating 

boundaries between work and leisure.  

7.3.1. Political Officials as Imagined Audiences for Professional Products 

While it is possible that WeChat friends might have closer ties to users 

compared with other social media, participants in this study still appeared to 

conceptualize multiple typesof audiences on Moments. At the same time, my 

participants were specific and clear as to whom they were presenting work-related 

information. Most of the time, their “imagined audiences” on Moments for posts 

related to work had been reduced or altered to “government clients and managers”. 

This reflected a change. In offline space, especially before using WeChat, participants 

had viewed “society” or “the public” as their audience for work (Ma Ning, Xiao Xie, 

Yuan Yuan). The change applied both to participants who believed in journalism’s 

mouthpiece role and those who adhered to its watchdog role.  

Participant interviews revealed different reasons for regarding “government 

clients and managers” as their imagined audiences, illustrating the varying extent of 

the impact of functional power reliance. Some journalists actively shared work-related 

information, using news links in particular, to gain the attention of their managers. 

This was one of many indirect consequences of the impact of functional power 

reliance on Press GroupX. As the organization’s managers reduced news selection 

standards to align with politicians’ ranking (see Chapter 5), and publishing on the 
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news app was not taken seriously by newspaper staffers, journalists realized that the 

only way to get their managers’ attention was through displaying their work in the 

personal space they shared with their managers as  “friends”. As Xiao Xie explained 

to me:   

Many of my articles were published online,an arealooked after by 

another group of editors. I need my real editors to see how much I have 

done.Otherwise they may forget about me. 

(Xiao Xie) 

Xiao Xie’s reasoning suggests at least two layers of meanings. First, he did not 

recognize his organization’s online platform as a legitimate news portal. Second, 

hewas not satisfied with only receiving job recognition from new media platform 

editors. Both reasons were closely tied to the “media convergence” campaign that his 

news organization undertook. On the technological front, the organization built its 

own platform; on the cultural front, its journalists did not change their perceptions 

about news (see Chapter 5). In addition, Xiao Xie’s reference to his “real” 

editors/managers not caring about what was published on the organization’s news app 

suggests that they might consider Tekan and the administrative ranking of officials 

worthy of attention. Xiao Xie did not have any means to challenge editorial decisions 

as to where his articles were published. So he chose the personal space provided by 

Moments to demonstrate that he had been working hard. As such, his work-related 

self-presentation had been forced on him by the rising value of functional power 

reliance.   

The functional power reliance value thus alienated Xiao Xie to a certain extent 

because his expectation of showing what he had done to “real” editors demonstrated 

that he was working for the sake of recognition from his managers, not for the sake of 

the work. This view of the meaning of work is an indication of the apathetic attitude 

of journalists toward their job in the changed working environment, as identified in 



 207 

Chapter 4. Chapter 4 showed that journalists no longer felt their labor was valued by 

the organization, forcing journalists to engage in a collaborative production process 

for the sake of productivity. As they knew that they could not change the situation, 

they chose to detach themselves from the job and to make as little commitment as 

possible to fulfilling their tasks. In line with this logic, if work operatingunder the 

influence of the functional power reliance value alienated journalists, then WeChat 

Moments reinforced this alienatedsense of self.           

Other participant journalists were relatively passive in terms of sharing their 

work-related information on Moments. In contrast to Xiao Xie, who actively shared 

his work himself, Lu Le was required to undertake such sharing. The functional 

power reliance value thus had different degrees of impact on Xiao Xie and Lu Le, 

with the former experiencing greater impact. Lu Le shared the following thoughts 

with me: 

You know I am new to the beat. Many [police] officers still think Xing 

Xing is following them instead of me. My beat editor suggested that I 

add them as my WeChat friends and share my work once it is published. 

[…] [my beat editor believes] this will also help with soliciting TeKan 

because “clients” can see you are working hard. 

(Lu Le) 

 

The suggestion from her editor was a direct impact of the power reliance value. 

From our conversation, I also learnt Lu Le understood some audiences might not be 

interested in seeing her work, so she grouped “clients” and “managers” into one 

friends’ list and only chose to share this type of information with them. In this context, 

Moments became an extended space for publishing her work and making an 

impression. The suggestion from Lu Le’s editor also indicated that news produced by 

journalists wasnow viewed as a means topitch for TeKan deals. From this perspective, 

police beat news that was shared and circulated on Moments represented  a 

mechanical means of reproduction, waiting to be consumed by news organization 
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managers and government officials. This had some similarities with PaperX 

journalists’ understanding of the changes to their workand the belief that ordinary 

beat news was now produced to maintain TeKan deals. Therefore, functional power 

reliance (especially on TeKan deals) not only changed journalists’ perceptions of 

news, but also the personal space of some individual journalists.  

Ma Ning and Xing Xing had similar reasons for sharing work-related posts on  

Moments as Xiao Xie and Lu Le. Although the two cases differ in the sense that one 

was active and the other passive, both reasons for sharing such information were 

similar: to gain recognition.Their work, or the labor that producedsuch work in this 

context, had been reduced to something external to them,given thatself-realization 

meant being known by the government clients,who paid for their articles, and 

newspaper organization managers, who placed value on such functional power 

reliance. Moreover, asked whether they monitoredwhether their target audiences read 

their posts, none of my participants had the answer because“people rarely reacted to 

this type of information” (Xiao Xie). 

The reduction of my participants’ “imagined audiences” (essentially the reason 

for self-presentation) to their managers and official clients explains the degree of 

impact of functional power reliance on individual journalists’ perceptions of the final 

products of their labor. Although differing in impact, as those who actively displayed 

work information for managers and clients appeared to experience a greater impact, 

the changed imagined audiences for work-related information on Moments showed 

that the value of functional power reliance devalued journalists’ perception of their 

own labor, and that this value had entered journalists’ everyday working life as 

indicated through their use of Moments.  



 209 

7.3.2. Political Connections as Resources for Customizing Identity 

People often choose specific resources to draw on in performing their identity 

(Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann, 2006). For example, the most-used resource is the 

organization where a person works. A doctor draws the hospital that she works for 

when presenting her identity. Besides “where”, the content of working (“what”) can 

also serve as a resource for identity performance. A surgeon showing the knowledge 

and ability to conduct surgery is one such case. This suggests that job practices could 

help to locate resources to shape job identity. In addition to existing knowledge, 

previous research has pointed out that resources for professional identity can be 

created from real work practices (Pratt, Rockmann & Kaufmann, 2006), which means 

the stock of knowledge about work that guides our professional practices can be 

updated, and even altered, through new knowledge embedded in abnormal practices. 

Such abnormality is usually brought by change.  

In the police beat news community, the prioritization of functional power 

reliance brought changes to the stock of knowledge previously guiding journalists’ 

practices, generating new knowledge for latent routines (see Chapter 5). This also 

changed the resources available to draw on for performing identity. Journalists needed 

to re-customize these new resources to their work identity. Examining how journalists 

displayed their work identity on WeChat Moments may thus shed light on these new 

resources.  

Data drawn from information about work displayed on Moments showed that 

connections with political power became the predominant resource for journalists in 

presenting their identity. This implies that the functional power reliance value has 

influenced journalists’ understanding of their audiences.  As online presentations 

display the ideal self, the resources (that is, political connections) that journalists 
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choose could indicate the type of connections that journalists thought would show 

their ideal self to their audiences. Two scenarios demonstrate this.  

First, journalists drew on their converged role and values with the police as 

resources for their identity. For instance, Lu Le often made commentsin a similar way 

to a policewoman and Xiao Xie liked to posted photos capturinghis collaborations 

with the police. Such narration shows a mixedpolice-journalist identityin relation to 

personal opinions and practices.  

It is also worth noting that many of the journalists selectively displayed 

information related to their connections with the police in its most ideal form on 

Moments, meaning there was a discrepancy between the self being presented on 

Moments and the self in reality. It also meant that the Moments presentation 

represented an ideal perception of their work identity. For example, Xiao Xie only 

shared information about his positive and close ties with the police. However, in 

reality, he was the least respected and least valued newspaper journalist in the police 

beat community among police officers because he did not work for a Party newspaper 

organization, which could carry news that reached higher-level officers, nor was he 

skillful in doing work for the police (like Ma Ning, see Chapter 5). Asked to explain 

why he only shared positive relationships with police officers, Xiao Xie responded:  

In China, we have a saying: only share your positive side in public 

because everyone is waiting for negative news to laugh at [you].  

Continuing to ask why it was important to share positive news with police on 

Moments, Xiao Xie answered humorously:“Because no one will dare to bully you if 

they know you are friends with Uncle Policeman (Jincha Shushu)”. Joking aside, 

Xiao Xie’s answer reveals that friendships with the police was a resource that could 

“protect” him from being bullied.  
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With online self-presentation being for imagined audiences, choosing to draw 

on close connections with power as a resource for identity presentation means 

journalists perceived that their audiences also valued the role of political power in 

their work. That is to say, journalists’ perception of their audience’s value system 

reinforced the connections with power and the fact that they used such connections as 

resources to draw upon for their identity. Returning to Xiao Xie’s case, the connection 

with police gave him leverage to maintain his “position” in his organization, as one 

compelling example shows. At a dinner party for the traditional Chinese Mid-Autumn 

Festival, Xiao Xie received a phone call from his chief editor asking him to find a 

police officer to bail him out of the prison for drink driving and to erase the record. 

Xiao Xie came to Liu Liu, who was sitting beside me, and said: 

Brother, you have to help me out this time. It is my big boss. I hate 

these people. They always come to me to solve their troubles, as if Iwas 

a policeman. I have told them to be careful, really. 

Xiao Xie’s tone showed his embarrassmentat having to beg the police to break 

the rules, yet also his pride at being regarded as having the influence to do so. Liu Liu 

stood up and walked out of the dining room to make some phone calls. He came back 

after 10 minutes, and told us everythinghad been handled. Xiao Xie drank three 

glasses of Chinese liquor to express his gratitude to Liu Liu, who smiled and 

said:“We are brothers.”The brotherhood feeling, or connection, between Xiao Xie and 

Liu Liu in this example can therefore be seen as a resource for Xiao Xie to maintain 

his  respectwithin his organization while the chief editor’sdirect call showed that the 

senior manager not only remembered Xiao Xie’s work but also his connections. Xiao 

Xie felt useful because “these people…always come to him to solvetheir troubles” 

implying that without his connections, no trouble could be solved. This logic 

encouraged Xiao Xie to publish the “positive” side of police workon his Moments to 
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maintain his “usefulness”, or the impression of being useful,with his audiences, who 

would be managers and perhaps colleagues from his organization for such posts, and 

because connections with the police,to his mind, meant a kind of recognition of 

himself.  

Second, journalists drew on exclusive information from the authorities as a 

resource for their identity. This part of identity presentation indicates that the value of 

power reliance has been deeply internalized by individual journalists because the kind 

of information and angles provided by the authorities were worthwhile for journalists 

to connect to their identity. For example, when covering a drug dealer’s car accident, 

Yuan Yuan posted four pictures of the crime scene on her Moments, ahead of both the 

police and her news organization releasing any information (Figure 20). Yuan Yuan 

commented about these four crimescene pictures as follows: 

A big show about the police operation against drug dealers is on in XXX 

district: one drug dealer crashed into the police car, and the police then shot 

the dealer in the leg. #feelingthedrugdealerisnaïve 

#thenorthwestpartofthecityisgoodforpracticingdrivingskill, I was 

surrounded by all kinds of dump trucks and scooters, scary, just got home.   

(Yuan Yuan) 

In this post, Yuan Yuan showed her work through the pictures as well 

aspersonal viewsin her comment. Two of the pictures posted are particularly striking: 

oneshowing a police’s back and the other portraying the bullet hole in the car. This 

shares some similarities with the type of work information in which journalists find 

fulfillment when working with the authorities. In Yuan Yuan’s case, the pictures 

symbolized the exclusive access that she had in reporting how the police handled the 

shooting. However, from her description, suchovertime work was ultimately like 

watching a“play” (rather than work) as evidenced from the use of “big show” in 

describing what happened. The following 80% centered on her complaint about the 

road situation and late arrival home, showing that the post was mostly about herself. 
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By blending information of work and life, Yuan Yuan somehow distanced herself 

from being “professional” in the conventional sense. Asked to explain why she 

portrayed work as a theatrical drama, Yuan Yuan replied: 

Moments is my personal space which does not represent the 

organization’s opinion. To be honest,I was both excited about the case 

and sad about the time it happened.I was just trying to phrase it into 

Internet language. 

Her response reaffirmed that exclusive access to official information is a 

resource for a journalist’s identity and maybe part of the reason for being a journalist. 

Her mixture of venting about the work invading her life time was a presentation that 

told audiences only shehad access to such an exciting “show”in normal times. By 

doing this, she turned the exclusive access from her work into a resource for 

presenting her personal feeling of excitement.  
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Figure 20 Yuan Yuan's WeChat Moments Post Showing a Drug Dealer Being Shot 

Using connections with official sources as a resource for customizing identity 

indicates an internalization process of the functional power reliance value. If the 

latent routine in Chapter 5 showed that relying on power could help work get done 

faster and more efficiently, then drawing on power as a resource for identity 

presentation showed this value had moved from the utilitarian to personal perception 

level. What is also worth mentioning is that the choice of power as a resource for 
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presentation was not one-sided. Xiao Xie’s case demonstrated journalists being 

encouraged to display their connections with sources to maintain their position in 

their own organization. Yuan Yuan’s case showed that sharing exclusive access 

provided by her source was motivated by this making her feel extraordinary. Among 

so many aspects of work, choosing only those indicating connections with officials 

revealed that such connections hold great significance for journalists, in terms of both 

the job and a resource for performing their identity online. The transformation of 

resources for constructing journalists’ job identity did not only reflect the changing 

nature of professionalism to one dependent on the power and authority, but Moments 

also enabled a shift in job aspirations from the institutional to individual level.  

7.3.3. Power Reliance and New Norms of Work/Leisure Boundaries 

The common feature of social media platforms is the collapsed context they 

provide, blending private and public, work and leisure (boyd, 2007; Lange, 2008; 

Marwick & boyd, 2010). The notion of “context”, taken from a constructivist 

perspective (Couldry & Hepp, 2017), means a boundary is a construction created by 

human beings (normally in a collective sense). For example, in the workplace, one is 

not expected to play. Although a person has the freedom to play, the culture 

(collective norm) regulates his/her behavior, setting a “work context” boundary. The 

construction of context can be discussed from a social level, taking “privateness” or 

“private space” as an example. This notion was constructed when Western society 

went through industrialization. Back then, the dichotomy was applied at the societal 

level as the factory system replaced household production and the household mode of 

living as the predominant means of production. The newdivision of labor this brought 

along with the assembly line and lifestyle of the “nuclear family” divided workers’ 

day into work and life. The market system also produced a set of ideologies, such as 
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specialization, individualization and family (Lefebvre, 1991),on which aso-

calledprivate consciousness was built. 

As such, context can be seen as a construction built on a norm/culture that is 

shaped and cultivated by social forces (such as political and economic power) 

(Burkitt, 2004; Palen & Dourish, 2003); and that context can be transformed with the 

development of a society. This section will focus on what is considered “normal” for 

journalists to share on Moments during their work/leisure time and workspace. It will 

try to unfold the forces behind the norms and see their connections to the value of 

functional power reliance.  

Four novel norms on Moments could be summarized from the datacollected, 

each showing different aspects of the impact of the functional power reliance value on 

journalists’ understanding of the meaning of their job.  

First, journalists already regarded reposting their work products on Moments 

after work as a norm. As Chapter 5 explained, police officers required journalists to 

submit their stories on police media events to their WeChat group after submitting it 

to their own organization. This links to the finding in the previous section that 

indicated journalists published work-related products specifically for their clients and 

managers. By the time I carried out my observation of their online posts, journalists 

felt it was normal to post and see other colleagues post work links on their Moments 

feed in the evenings. This norm turned a “personal space”, previously claimed by 

journalists for themselves, into a workspace, at least during the time period they 

reposted their work.  

Reposting provided one example of how the power reliance value broke the old 

norm of Moments as non-work space. If the WeChat group was an exclusive space for 

journalists to submit their work as required, Moments provided a semi-public space 
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for them to show that they had done their work, as if all their labor was for the 

purpose of this display. But within this scenario, all my participants indicated they 

knew they were compromising their private space and turning it into a workspace. For 

example, Ma Ning noted that he only wanted to share what he wanted on his own 

Moments, instead of what his boss wanted. But he had to repost work so that his 

clients and bosses would see that he had done his job. This situation could be 

explained by the new notion of “enlightened alienation” proposed in Chapter 4.  

Second, it was a norm for participants to display leisure activities during 

worktime on Moments. For instance, on one day at 2:25 p.m., Ma Ning posted a 

picture of himself smoking under an umbrella in an open square (Figure 21). In this 

picture, cigarette smoke surrounded his mouth and nose. The sunlight made the gold 

ring on his middle finger shine even brighter. His eyes were half closed as if 

sensuously enjoying  the combination of sun, smell, smoke, and square. This was 

typical of the Ma Ning I knew in his life outside work: a trendy, showy, cool 

performer, who behaved as if free from the constraints of any social structure.  

 “Enjoying the sunshine at CPark? Go and do some writing now!” Yuan Juan, 

his beat editor, commented 30 minutes after he posted the picture.  

Suddenly Ma Ning hid his showy identity by playing dumb: “How can you tell 

(it is CPark)?” Soon after Ma Ning appeared at at his desk in the newsroom to find 

everyone laughing at him. 

Yuan Juan’s comment under the picture might have created the impression to 

their mutual friends on WeChat – mostly colleagues – that Ma Ning was not 

dedicated enough to his work and that he allowed his private life to invade his 

worktime. As he complained to me: 

People like Yuan Zhuren (Director Yuan) never consider what is 

appropriate to write on Moments. After all, it is a private space and her 
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comment may jeopardize my career because the chief editor is our mutual 

friend. I guess you should never add colleagues less busy than yourself as 

WeChat friends because they stalk you! 

(Ma Ning) 

This case demonstrated that, as least for Ma Ning and journalists who “liked” his 

post, it was a new norm to show non-work during worktime. It does not mean this 

practice did not exist before the digital age, but implies that it was now felt to be 

acceptable to share this kind of information during worktime. It should also be noted 

that Moments users can restrict audiences for each post. In other words, Ma Ning 

could have chosen not to let his managers or colleagues see this post. But he did, 

solidifying the idea that breaching worktime had become a new norm.  

There are two further points worth mentioning in this case. First, Ma Ning’s 

behavior in breaching the old norm revealed his apathy and dissatisfaction with his job. 

His behavior echoed what Chapter 4 discovered regarding journalists’ negative 

attitude toward the new working environment, supported by the interchangeability of 

Tonggao and news stories found in Chapter 5. Second, the main reason that Ma Ning 

did not get punished (except for Yuan Juan’s mild comment) was that he was the 

bridge between the police and PaperX for TeKan, a position which he already knew he 

held, as he often claimed that police bureau officers would listen to him. This reflected 

the precondition of informal and invisible practices discovered in Chapter 5, namely, 

mutual benefit. Both points are heavily tied to the functional power reliance value.   
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Figure 21 Ma Ning's WeChat Moments of him Smoking under the Sun 

note*: the case is outside of my observation period, but it is a strong case to illustrate my 

argument and follow-up interview was conducted. 
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Third, it was a norm for participants to share their work relations with the police 

on Moments. Unlike work products mentioned in the first norm, information shared in 

this third norm predominantly involved personalized work relations, that is, these 

posts were what journalists wanted their audiences to see about their work. This new 

norm of showing personalized and relational aspects of journalistic work  contrasted 

with the old norm of displaying the final product of such work. For instance, 

participants often published additional photos or videos of their work, mostly at a 

crime scene with the police. This personalized the angle, as explained in Chapter 5, 

because it showed journalists saw police work as newsworthybecause of the non-

predictive nature of events and the sense of power they gained by, at times, acting like 

police officers. As most of these materials were posted during participants’ worktime, 

this new norm also allowed their individual need to show connections with the police 

breach work time/space. In all her posts of this kind, Lu Le liked to add critical and 

sometimes harsh words to describe people who violated  (mostly traffic)police rules 

and to praise the police for their heroic work. For example, one post said: “Only the 

traffic police can deal with you audacious people.” She also attached a photo of traffic 

police punishing drivers who used their headlights on full beam on one of the main 

roads in CityX (Figure 22)., This seemed to show that Lu Le enjoyed the police’s 

work more than her own to a certain extent. In this case, the functional power reliance 

value helped create a new norm converging work, private space and value.  
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Figure 22 Lu Le's WeChat Moments Post Showing cityX Traffic Police Punishing Drivers who Used 

their Headlights on Full Beam on Major Roads 

Fourth, participants showed downtime moments at the workplace on their 

Moments, as if telling the audience that not working in the workplace was now a 

norm. This was similar to the second norm, except one focused on time and the other 
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on space. For example, Wang Hua posted a picture of police officers dressed as Santa 

Claus in a jail while handling criminals on Christmas Eve (Figure 23). He commented 

above these photos that: “Santa Claus said that he had prepared a couple of sets of 

handcuffs and a premier king-sized bed for multiple nights as Christmas gifts.” By 

sharing this information on WeChat, Wang Hua pushed the norm of workspace as not 

necessarily being for work. If circulated widely, his post could also have altered 

public perceptions of how seriously the police took their job (as they always said they 

did in newspaper articles). Although the comment suggested that CityX’s police 

might have been preparing for a night operation on Christmas Eve, it was not clear 

whether the police were working in Santa outfits or having fun in the jail. In either 

scenario, Wang Hua’s post could potentially have exposed a police operation and 

made it appear the police were neglecting their duty and image in the workplace. In 

contrast to Ma Ning’s case of breaching the worktime norm of his own workplace, 

Wang Hua’s behavior appeared driven by the wish to show that his connections with 

power enabled him to gain access to events behind the scenes. It is hard not to 

conclude that this behavior was motivated by the power reliance value, given Wang 

Hua’s apparent eagerness to share how close he was with the police.        
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Figure 23 Wang Hua's WeChat Moments Post of Policemen in Santa Outfits at a Prison 

It is worth pointing out that the behavior behind all of these new norms existed 

before the digital age. Journalists had challenged the workspace/time and leisure 

space/time relationship before. However, before the digital age, more precisely before 

media convergence, journalists did not treat such behavior as norms. Instead they 

were invisible and informal, in a similar way to the practices discussed in Chapter 5. 

However, under the influence of the functional power reliance value and with the 

support of Moments’ affordance, these formerly invisible and informal behaviors 

became norms; and because information displayed on Moments was selected and 

modified by the journalists’ themselves, these posts were shared for a reason, which 

was to reproduce the value of functional power reliance.  

7.4. Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the extent of the impact of the value of functional 

power reliance on journalists’ self-presentation in the non-work space of WeChat 
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Moments. The research found that under the influence of this value, four new norms 

have emerged, challenging traditional boundaries between work and life, public and 

private, and showing that the institutional logic of media convergence has spilled over 

into journalists’ personal perceptions and lives.  

In a similar way to other social media platforms, all information shared on 

Moments involves personal selections, editions, and modifications for their imagined 

audiences and for fulfilling their personal agenda. Thus, careful analysis of posts and 

the reasons for posts could help unfold the perceptions of journalism and being 

journalists in a time of change.  

Data analysis revealed that the value of functional power reliance impacted on 

individual journalists in different degrees. First, this value changed my participants’ 

understanding of the meaning of journalism (as their work) as all of them were clear 

that sharing their professional products on Moments was to show them to their 

government clients, and the managers who cared about the clients. Participants not 

required to share their work on Moments, such as Xiao Xie, seemed to feel the need 

to actively follow this norm to gain recognitions from their managers. Second, this 

value influenced participants’ understanding of the meaning of being a journalist (as 

their work identity). Journalists showed differing alignment with the police, in line 

with the changed institutional structure and move toward re-centralization and de-

marketization (TeKan), by drawing on their connections with the police as a resource 

to perform their identity. Third, this value influenced the norms of work and leisure, 

as moderated by the technological characteristics of Moments, which encouraged the 

blending of the two contexts.  

As explained earlier, a norm is a construction shaped by individual perceptions 

(in a collective way) and organizational structure (political economy). A change of 
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norm therefore indicates the normalization of a new structure and perceptions brought 

by change. All the changes and influences brought by the functional power reliance 

value, or media convergence logic in a broad sense, could not be realized or 

reproduced without a system of actors (“imagined audiences” in this chapter). For 

instance, if managers did not value the power reliance value, the sharing of work 

(which was highly interchangeable with Tonggao) on journalists’ Moments could not 

have become a norm. Similarly, if Xiao Xie’s police connections had not been valued 

by colleagues and managers, he would not have gained attention and respect from 

them by sharing such connections. This also indicated that the functional power 

reliance value had penetrated the whole institution.  

Furthermore, it is worth noting that not all journalists, nor every scenario, could 

realize “functional” power reliance for utilitarian purposes. At times, journalists 

actively displayed information related to their connections, or information supported 

by those connections. Yet they did not indicate in their reflections that such 

connections had become a norm because it could make their work easier and their 

organization more sustainable. Rather, this value seemed to make them work for the 

sake of reproducing the value instead of realizing themselves. In other words, they 

had become alienated.    
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CHAPTER 8 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This dissertation is about the impacts of media convergence upon Chinese 

newspaper organizations. The Chinese newspaper industry has been declining since 

2012 with the impacts of the Internet (B. Cui, 2017; Sparks et al., 2016), and the 

industry has started to take a convergence development route since 2014, under the 

guidance of President Xi Jinping’s “8.18” speech which was made that year. Inspired 

by Western works about media convergence (Deuze, 2004; Gordon, 2003; Quinn, 

2005), this dissertation conceptualized media convergence as a logic that is shaped by 

the global forces of technology and domestic forces of political directive and 

economic strategies of de-marketization.  

The purpose of this dissertation was three-fold: (1) to explore if and how the 

impacts of media convergence had changed the operational structure and working 

culture of PaperX; (2) to understand if and how the impacts of media convergence 

had manifested in the routines, practices and news products of PaperX and its 

journalists; and (3) to examine the implications of these impacts on individual 

journalists’ self-presentation in non-work spaces. Addressing these inquiries not only 

created tension between old and new elements of the system, but also between the 

macro-, meso-, and microelements of the system. Understanding these tensions is 

important because how they were navigated by PaperX and its staffers will affect the 

meanings of journalism, of being a journalist, of journalistic products and the 

relationship between media and society. Looking closely at these tensions is useful for 

understanding both the journalistic construction of social reality and the journalistic 
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construction of identity; which are the main purposes of media sociology (C. 

Anderson, 2008; Lewis, 2010).  

PaperX’s experiences were salient because it was affiliated with one of the “few 

leading press groups” mentioned in Xi Jinping’s speech about media convergence 

development and because it was a Party newspaper organization, which kind of 

newspapers were found growing instead of declining with the impacts of digital 

media. More broadly, an ethnographic study on this case was important for what it 

could reveal about the “real reality” of the newspaper industry in its own operations 

(Luhmann, 1999, p.3), as PaperX did not exist independently. Studying this revealed 

PaperX’s relationships with other newspapers in the same press group, other mass 

media within the same market, sources, and the local society.  

This chapter proceeds in four parts: (1) laying out the major empirical findings 

of this dissertation that have contributed to the limited research on newsrooms in 

China; (2) summarizing the paradigm shifts that media convergence development has 

brought to the Chinese newspaper industry and to the study of Chinese media; (3) 

discussing the impacts of these findings within Chinese journalism and its future; (4) 

considering the theoretical contributions this dissertation has made towards 

understanding journalism in a time of change; (5) reflecting on the strengths and 

weaknesses of this case study. 

8.1. A Summary of Major Findings 

This dissertation was a case study of how changes which took place at the 

macro-level (the press system) and which were impacted by media convergence 

development worldwide and in China, manifested and influenced (inter)actions and 

perceptions at the meso- and micro- levels. However, it would be too naive to 
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conclude that advanced technology contributed to all of these changing actions and 

perceptions because, throughout this dissertation, I have depicted how these changes 

influenced the social and cultural interactions amongst media workers (from the same 

organization and from different organizations), their sources, and their imagined 

audiences. This added a complexity to the simplified technological determinist 

argument. What’s more, these changed interactions and perceptions made judgments 

of good/bad, adapt/not adapt, or reproduce/resistance, with regards to changes, an 

insufficient language with which to describe the experiences of journalists during a 

time of change.  

Chapters 4 to 7 reported findings of this dissertation from the structural to 

individual level of PaperX and its journalists. In Chapter 4, I discovered that PaperX 

had undertaken a series of operational structural changes in order to adapt to the 

digitalized media environment. I found that before the structural changes, PaperX 

took passive strategies to reduce operational costs including laying off staffers and 

reducing their wages. After 2014, and by implementing Xi’s media convergence 

directive, the organizational structure was transformed by two streams of inter-

supplementary forces: the re-centralization of media control and the 

administratization of advertisement (TeKan in PaperX). These forces were inter-

supplementary because, although taking different forms, they both served the same 

purpose: to reproduce the power of the central leadership. Chapter 4 also discovered 

that the new structural development of PaperX was accompanied by a weakening of 

the local government’s support for PaperX’s reportage latitude and an increasing need 

for media exposure around its achievements, that was closely aligned with the central 

government’s ideological spirit. In this, a core value of functional power reliance 

emerged. It was noted that this value had always existed, but had never been 
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predominant and had before simply aligned with the central leadership (for evidence, 

see discussions about dynamic tensions between the central and local control of media 

and the counterbalancing role of the market against political power, e.g., Chen & Hu, 

2016; Hassid, 2011; Tong, 2010).  

For journalists, these structural changes had resulted in a series of cultural 

changes, including changes to their role perceptions, productive relationships and 

resistance to the newly formalized TeKan news. Specifically, journalists perceived 

that both their social status and work value had been degraded by the new working 

environment. They were nostalgic about the past, insecure about the future and 

apathetic about the present. Young journalists did not see the benefits of a stable 

career and considered working as a journalist as a stepping stone towards a better job 

in the future. All journalists showed disappointment with their organizations and 

claimed that they were the only ones protecting their personal and professional 

interests, which led to changes to productive relationships within and outside PaperX. 

Additionally, journalists were caught in paradox of feeling disappointed in their 

organization and career, yet were proud of their connections with official sources 

which their job had provided them with. This last finding was no doubt influenced by 

the organizational value of functional power reliance.  

Chapter 5 examined the routines and practices of journalists within the police 

beat community, as I had been assigned to work with the police beat at PaperX. 

Inspired by discussions about structure and routine (Giddens, 1979; Ryfe, 2006, 2012; 

Sewell, 1992), this chapter held the assumption that structural changes at PaperX had 

produced the changes in the routine principles that guided journalists’ practices at 

PaperX. As for routines, both the manifested routine of PaperX and the latent routine 

of the police beat journalists (i.e., Ma Ning) were heavily influenced by the functional 
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power reliance value which was identified in Chapter 4. After participating in forty 

media events, I typified four types of events according to how they were scheduled 

and how journalists handled them: pre-scheduled events, passive press conferences, 

the police’s work and TeKan. It was found that, in order to reconcile their paradoxical 

feelings towards their job (identified in Chapter 4), journalists designed and 

legitimized their invisible and informal practices into their routines. Their invisible 

practices not only showed the agency and knowledgeability of journalists, but also 

their changed perceptions of their jobs. This meant, at times, that simply doing their 

job was not enough to satisfy the journalists, but was seen as merely a means of 

fulfilling their personal needs. If their personal needs could have, to a certain extent, 

been seen to represent the “real” motivations of doing their job, then journalists’ 

motivations were also influenced by the power reliance value. One extreme example 

was the police’s work, in which journalists showed convergent values and 

responsibilities with the police. It echoed the earlier finding that journalists were 

alienated by the value to the extent that they were carrying out police work yet still 

believe themselves to be journalists. There were other scenarios which told of other 

sides to the alienating nature of journalists. For example, Ma Ning on one occasion 

was curious to learn more about the other side of a story; rather than simply focusing 

on what was being told to him by a government official. He did not seem to realize 

that this was what journalists are supposed to do, at least according to literature from 

the 2000s to 2010s (see: Bandurski & Hala, 2010; Lu & Pan, 2002; Tong, 2007).  

Chapter 6 looked at how the functional power reliance value impacted the news 

product by conducting a content analysis of seven months’ work published by Ma 

Ning from June to December 2016. This was the most direct way in which a social 

order was manifested in journalistic work (Pan, 2000). Based on the analysis of 
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actors, activities, and sources within the news, this chapter identified that the ideal of 

power reliance had penetrated the content of news products. For example, news 

articles that contained actors who had had higher administrative ranking were more 

likely to appear on the front pages of the paper. The majority of non-official actors 

were suspects who had been dealt with the police or victims who had been helped by 

the police. Moreover, this chapter also identified that there had been “new” angles 

with which to disseminate the official values (or social order). For example, there was 

news about “opinions” of new policies and events about how grateful a family was for 

receiving help from the police. In contrast to propaganda in the past that directly told 

people how great the government was, news today promotes these values in a variety 

of angles that indirectly reflect the reported activities. All of these findings pointed to 

the conclusion that police beat news in 2016 was simply created to serve a politiical 

ideology, which echoed Chapter 4’s findings about re-centralized control and results 

from other studies that suggested President Xi Jinping had been using mass media to 

conduct cultural governance (Jaros & Pan, 2018; Yang, 2014).  

Chapter 7 dealt with the issue of journalists’ self-presentation on their WeChat 

Moments accounts. In this chapter, the goal was to delve into the impacts that the 

functional power reliance value had upon individual journalists, from their work-

related identity presentation on non-work space. This was inspired by research about 

online identity that found that users on social media platforms were more likely to 

share their perceptions and feelings about their work (Lingel & Naaman, 2014; 

Meister, Jehn, & Thatcher, 2014), and that in this non-work space journalists could 

have another discourse system (He, 2000b). It was found that the functional power 

reliance value had heavily influenced the self-presentation of journalists on their 

WeChat Moments accounts. Firstly, journalists shared work products within WeChat 
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Moments specifically for government officials and their organizational managers 

(chief editors). The main reasons for this was that journalists were working for the 

sake of recognition from their government clients and managers who might not have 

been able to see their work on paper (but could on the app) (PaperX’s editors still 

devoted most of their attention to the paper). Secondly, with the operational strategy 

of TeKan, as well as the reduced news value of power ranking by their organizations, 

journalists drew upon their close ties and connections with police in order to 

customize their identity on WeChat Moments. Thirdly, journalists showed a new 

norm of blending work and leisure boundaries within WeChat Moments. They treated 

publicizing “having fun during work hours” as a norm because they had the resource 

of close connections with the police. In other words, the connections with police acted 

as a resource for journalists to negotiate with the constructed boundaries between 

work and leisure. They treated publicizing “having fun at police’s workplace” as a 

norm because it reflected their closeness with the police.  

These findings, gathered by a variety of qualitative methods and quantitative 

methods, depicted the impacts of media convergence on PaperX and its staffers. The 

dissertation documented both changes that followed global technological concerns 

and domestic directives, both political and economic. Moreover, it looked into these 

changes from the dialectic relation between structural changes and argentic responses. 

As Luhmann (1999, p.1) pointed out, to understand the complexity of media 

construction of social reality was not as easy as the gothic novels of the 18th century 

that merely implied that someone was secretly pulling the strings behind the scenes. 

The institution’s, organization’s, and individual’s responses to their own operations 

for survival and operational closure mattered also. That is to say, the structures, 

agencies, and everything in between were important.  
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8.2. Changing Paradigms of Studying Journalism in China 

The development of media is aligned with the development of society. This 

point has been reiterated in multiple data chapters in the way that new relationships 

and values which emerged in the age of change were not the consequences of 

technology, but the consequences of a community that followed and valued this new 

order. Given its authoritarian nature, the development of Chinese media and society 

are closely linked with political power (Joseph, 2014; Repnikova, 2017). During the 

press expansion days, many scholars (He, 2000; Lee, He, & Huang, 2006; Lee, 2009) 

argued that studies about the press in Chinese should shift their paradigms. For 

example, He (2000) argued that studies should shift from “the Cold War perspective 

in the 1950s and the development-orientated paradigm in the 1970s to a search for a 

new conceptual framework […, which could explain that] news produced by the 

Chinese media […, were not] propaganda but the basic knowledge needed for the 

building of a forced consensus in China” (p. 599).  

However, since Xi Jinping took power late 2012, this “paradigm” from the press 

expansion days seems to have changed. Many observers have argued that, in Xi’s era, 

media has been going back down the commandist route of the Mao era (H.Y. Wang et 

al., 2018). Discourses such as “return of ideology” (Yang, 2014), “re-orientation of 

party propaganda” (Perry, 2013) and “personalization of power and centralization of 

authority” (Jaros & Pan, 2018) have been used to describe the current state-media 

situation in China. This is different from discourses such as “authoritarian resilience” 

(Nathan, 2003) and “adaptive control” (Shambaugh, 2008) which were suggested 

before Xi’s leadership. The major differences between these two threads of discourse 

is that the former tells of an absolute centralized position of the state and the latter 

shows a passive and adaptive side to it. This shifts the paradigm of media studies 
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from focusing on the tensions between the state and the market to the re-appropriation 

of a Cold War perspective (Yang, 2014).  

Findings of this dissertation shed light on the new “paradigm” argument. The 

sociological perspective enabled me to understand this paradigm from the macro- to 

the micro- level. There are at least three points worth noting about the shifting 

perspectives of studying Chinese media.  

Firstly, there was a shift in state-media relations. Most studies during the press 

expansion time looked into this issue from the angle of censorship and self-censorship 

(e.g., Brady, 2009; Chan & Qiu, 2003; Stockmann, 2013; Tai, 2014; Tong, 2009; 

Zhao, 2008). The fundamental reasons for these discussions were the existence of the 

market and the latitude which was allowed by the central leadership. For one thing, 

being successful in the market (in terms of self-subsidizing) offered important 

grounds for the media to maintain a certain degree of control over their work and 

status, even at times resisting state control (Tong, 2018). Additionally, economic 

reforms brought a relative loss of control by the central leadership. For example, 

during Jiang Zemin’s presidency, Southern Metropolis Daily was launched; the first 

of several newspapers which became known for their independent and investigative 

journalism. However, both conditions seemed to change during Xi Jinping’s 

leadership. For PaperX, its organizational structure was shaped by two forces; re-

centralized control and the administratization of advertisement. Both forces indicated 

that PaperX was going for a route of de-marketization and that the regime did not 

have the patience to give latitude to the media. As mentioned in the industrial report, 

“in the age of digitalization of media and life, legacy media should take the 

responsibility of disseminating mainstream ideology as its priority” (Yao & Jin, 2017). 
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In this condition, the notion of censorship and self-censorship (from an organizational 

perspective) did not seem to be the main point which needed to be studied anymore. 

Secondly, there was a shift in meanings of journalism and being a journalist 

during the times of change. Studies during the press expansion days showed that 

under the tensions between state and market, and with the influence of globalization 

(particularly after China’s entry to the WTO in 2001), there was a mixture of 

meanings of journalism and being a journalist. Studies found that, during this period, 

the political mission of making propaganda (as during the Mao era) was instead 

replaced with a goal of producing content that would appeal to audiences, without 

coming into conflict with the Party (e.g., Lee, 2000, 2009; Zhao, 2008). As mentioned 

above, given the limited tolerance of the leadership, a variety of genres of journalism 

appeared within society, which indicated the dynamic meanings of journalism. There 

was investigative reporting that aimed to supervise the (local) government (e.g., 

Bandurski & Hala, 2010; Cho, 2010; Shen & Zhang, 2013; Tong, 2007); there was 

audience-appealing news that focused on livelihood matters and entertainment in 

order to maximize profit (Hui, 2001); and there was propaganda that aimed to 

promote the legitimacy of the Party control (He, 2000a; Stockmann, 2013). Within 

this dynamic, journalists also had different role perceptions (see: Chapter 2).  

However, findings from this dissertation indicate that the dynamics ended with 

the prioritization of TeKan for PaperX. This was also related to the social context that, 

in the age of media convergence, local governments could no longer provide 

exclusive protection for PaperX. Under these conditions, the value of functional 

power reliance became predominant in determining both the meaning of news and the 

identity of journalists. Chapter 5 found that the organization reduced its gatekeeping 

standards to the political ranking of officers and that journalists had to rely heavily 
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upon political power to produce news. At times, journalists shared the same values as 

policemen. Chapter 7 showed that these values had spilled over in the self-

presentation of journalists on their social media platforms. However, as Yang (2014) 

argued, this re-centralization of media control was not a simple return to the Mao 

route. Rather it was a re-appropriation of it. From Chapter 6, it was shown that media 

products were a combination of traditional propaganda and public relation articles. 

The promotional mechanism became more diverse and citizen-engaged than the old 

propaganda. Moreover, unlike journalists in the Mao era who enjoyed certain 

discursive power and did communicate with the masses to understand and help 

resolve their problems in life (Lee, 2005; Wang, 2015), journalists at PaperX and the 

police beat community were passive, overly dependent on power and did not care 

about problems of the (local) masses.  

All of these showed that meanings of journalism and a journalists’ role within 

Chinese society had changed, becoming different to any other period in time. Perhaps 

the best way to summarize the changes in this perspective is to look at what President 

Xi proposed on the 7th of November 201625 (also called “11.7” talk) on the four core 

values of Chinese journalism. They were: (1) to uphold the correct political 

orientation in order to be politically persistent journalists; (2) to uphold the correct 

opinion guidance orientation in order to be the pioneers of journalists in the new 

epoch; (3) to uphold the correct journalistic aspiration in order to be professional at 

work; (4) to uphold the correct work orientation in order to be ethical journalists.  

Thirdly, there has been a shift in the space and platforms of journalistic 

practices and performances in China. Media convergence in the West was a result of 

multiplatform publishing. However, findings from this dissertation showed that 

                                                        
2511.9 Speech: http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-11/07/c_135812168.htm 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2016-11/07/c_135812168.htm
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journalists at PaperX and Press Group X were still having cultural difficulties in 

accepting the legitimacy of online news. At times, they felt a need to seek recognition 

from the editors who supervised the paper news see their work on the Internet. Yet, 

the impacts of digitalization on everyday life, demonstrated by WeChat use in this 

dissertation, has had a great impact upon the practices and performances of journalists 

in China. The in-group message function enabled journalists to work from a distance 

and realize their agenda of keeping their distance from colleagues, so as to avoid 

competition. Police and journalists also communicated frequently in their groups, in 

which the power dynamics were extreme and different to the offline world. On their 

WeChat Moments accounts, journalists expressed their perceptions of work by 

showing different aspects of their work. None of these issues have been investigated 

by studies on the press in Chinese so far.     

8.3. Problematic Journalism in China 

In 2014, Yin & Liu argued that media convergence was merely a gesture of 

compliance in Chinese newsrooms; however, this dissertation discovered a different 

story two years later. An overarching conclusion is that, in a time of advanced 

technology, the Chinese leadership projected both political control, as well as 

economic aid, in order to re-centralize its domination over media. This transformed 

Party newspaper journalists in particular into government public relations staffers 

whose work was severely limited to simply promoting the government’s image and 

also served to critically confuse journalists’ role perceptions. This means, the 

immediate consequences of the media convergence logic in China were more political 

than economic (in contrast with Western experiences).  
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In the long run, following PaperX’s strategy of adopting adminitratized 

advertisement (TeKan) could be a new direction for the development of Chinese 

journalism. By the time I had left the field, the Press Group’s annual advertisement 

revenue had dropped to 1 billion RMB, with over 50% being contributed by PaperX, 

the Party newspaper, and with the remaining three major commercial papers suffering 

financial crises (Zhao Xing). The Press Group’s new plan, besides continuing to lay 

off staff, cut wages and merge news beats, is to design its commercial newspapers 

into different genres of government services, such as maintaining the government’s 

website(s), operating the official WeChat and Weibo accounts of different 

government departments, and operating the “Internet Water Army Group” (who 

pretend to be users and spread politically correct comments), in order to guide public 

opinion. This trend of development could reconfigure the role of journalism in China 

from disseminating information about society and pleasing the public without 

encroaching the Party line (Lee, 2000), to merely providing government service 

information to the public and guiding their political opinions online.  

This direction of development is problematic for three reasons. Firstly, it 

damages the limited “public sphere” or latitude for “civil society” which is 

constructed by the marketization of (metropolis) newspapers. From Deng Xiaoping to 

Hu Jintao, although all regime leaders have reiterated the mouthpiece role of media, 

there has been limited discursive space for a small group of journalists at a 

commercial newspaper to employ tactics which expose social problems, and to 

supervise the (local) government. The development of media convergence in the Xi 

Jinping era has further tightened this limited space (Xiong & Zhang, 2018) also had a 

similar conclusion); and commercial newspapers have found it difficult to survive in a 

new market with advanced technology. As mentioned previously in this dissertation, 
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journalists from commercial newspapers within the same Press Group called this the 

“second spring” for the Party newspaper’s development and could only passively 

accept the fact that PaperX received most of the available government service deals 

and that its journalists received more respect from the police. Moreover, with the idea 

of a “Central Kitchen” directed by People’s Daily, so-called “hard news” is expected 

to be “manufactured” from the “event database” built by central propaganda apparatus. 

Currently, this idea impacts on the front page of PaperX. However, when it expands, 

the consequences are worrisome.  

Secondly, it deteriorates journalists’ value of labor and humanity. In theory, 

routines can both constrain and enable actors (Giddens, 1979; Sewell, 1992). In 

journalism, this means that although journalists are constrained by news production 

routines, they still have a certain (functional) autonomy (this is true with or without 

the impact of technology, see: Sigelman, 1973; Tuchman, 1978; Cottle, 2009; Ryfe, 

2006, 2009) with which to complete their job. This autonomy fulfills journalists’ 

human and professional needs to control their work.  

However, based on evidence from this dissertation, the autonomy means 

different things in different cases. In response to changing routines, journalists 

designed and legitimized their own interests within the routines with invisible and 

informal practices. Although some of these practices based on their journalistic ideals, 

such as digging for causes and the problems of crime cases from multiple (off record) 

sources, most informal and invisible practices were for the purpose of gaining and 

protecting personal interests such as saving costs, preventing competition, and so on. 

This finding is different to most studies on “tactics” and strategies used by Chinese 

journalists (Ryfe, 2017; Tong, 2011). Whereas those studies found that journalists 
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were fulfilling their journalistic ideals, this study identified a trend of apathetic, even 

selfish, journalists who were prioritizing personal gain over work.  

If the reproduction of the Party line during the press expansion period can be 

explained by economic fetish because of journalists’ high salaries at the time (Lee et 

al, 2006; He, 2000), then today’s explanation is likely to be more negative. As 

journalists’ salaries have decreased drastically since 2012, it has become more 

common for them simply to reproduce the Party line. As most attention was shifted to 

government service information, labor devoted to traditional news was no longer 

valued; therefore, many journalists at PaperX showed little interest in doing their 

work. The only things that kept them working was the rising symbolic value of the 

Party newspaper and their connections with the authorities, both of which were 

interpreted as a foundations for making credible news. 

Thirdly, the changing meanings and direction of Chinese journalism separates 

the discourse of Chinese journalism studies from the global discourse. This is simply 

because one concept in two different contexts will refer to entirely different things, 

and this discrepancy will grow with the development of journalism. It is worth noting 

that there are certain similarities of development to response to the digital impact in 

both Western and Chinese newspaper industries. For instance, newspaper companies 

in both areas have cut costs, including editorial costs and publishing cost. The use of 

the symbolic resources of newspaper organization as a credible information 

organization to attract the government subsidy is not fundamentally dissimilar to the 

use of the same asset to attract native advertising or public relations articles promising 

positive coverage in return for corporate sponsorship (Cusick, 2018). However, there 

are some fundamental differences. In terms of political aspect, the concern of the 

Party to maintain its domination over the Chinese society has led to a degree of 
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subsidy, both direct and indirect, that is unknown in the West. By the same token, 

private subsidy by rich individual owners, as in the case of the Washington Post, is 

unthinkable in mainland China.  In terms of journalism, the fading boundary between 

advertisement and editorial functions of the presshas permitted a more unproblematic 

embrace of commercial imperatives than in the west. The Party and its members have 

used their political power to shape the development in ways consonant with their own 

interests. The attempt to ensure that the CPC’s ideological influence is as extensive 

online as offline is financed by the State.   

This difference is big enough to make the same concept means different things 

in different contexts. For example, Lu & Pan (2002) argued that the Western notion of 

professionalism acted as a counter-power mechanism in Chinese journalism and was a 

positive for the democratic role of journalism. However, the meanings of those 

Western notions such as professionalism, objectivity and credibility have been in a 

transition during the time of media convergence in China. So far, just two years after 

the political advocacy for media convergence, the role of journalism was in need of 

redefining; and so President Xi redefined professional news values as, in simplistic 

terms, reproducing the Party line (see above section about Xi’s “11.7” speech). 

Moreover, during my research, when asked to define the most perceived journalistic 

value of “credibility”, journalists and editors from PaperX defined it as producing 

trustworthy information for society; and the method to do so was approaching 

government sources. With these ongoing trends, many traditional journalistic 

practices may be abandoned and the meanings of actions may be changed. Until then, 

Chinese journalism may only hold to the ideal of key concepts in journalism (such as 

professionalism, objectivity and credibility) but may perceive them differently from 

the dominant western discourse.  
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8.4. Theoretical Contributions 

This dissertation makes four key theoretical contributions. Firstly, is the 

framework on which this dissertation is built. Although PaperX’s development served 

as a benchmark for other local newspaper organizations, this dissertation by no means 

intends to argue that the newsroom situations in PaperX are representative of 

situations in other newsrooms. Rather, the analytical framework this dissertation has 

developed is of general use, especially for working environments that are 

experiencing change (see: Figure 24). From macro-structure to micro-identity, 

changes at each level were interlocked with each other.  

This framework could not only help us to understand the complexity in which 

journalists experience (new) news rules, but also enable us to see and think beyond 

the dichotomy of “adopt” or “resist” when studying a changed environment. The 

existing scholarship on newsroom studies has reduced observations to either 

reproduction of rules (Cook, 1998; Fishman, 1980; Sparrow, 1999; Tuchman, 1978) 

or resistance to (new) rules (Deuze, 2007; Ryfe, 2009a, 2012). However, this is not 

the “reality” of mass media, which is more complicated and dynamic. For journalists, 

who were the actors of the new news rules, before they took actions based on the 

news rules, they undertook a variety of negotiations, both between themselves and the 

structure. Such actions did not merely support or oppose the news rules, but integrally 

interconnected with the presuppositions of the journalists. Whilst sometimes feeling 

helpless when faced with the new news making routine; journalists also at times 

found self-realization from it. For example, knowing he was only present as symbolic 

labor at a press conference and being unable to ask any questions, Ma Ning instead 

chose to play video games (informal and invisible practices) and afterwards proudly 

told his editors that he had met the chief officer of the provincial police bureau. These 
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mixed feelings were both a resistance to and reproduction of the news rules. 

Moreover, there were times when journalists used informal practices to reproduce one 

rule but resist another. For example, Ma Ning helped traffic police to draft a press 

release in order to maintain his friendship with them, but as a result was late for 

submitting his own news articles. In doing so, he both assisted the reproduction of the 

journalists’ new Public Relations role (that they were not in support of), and resisted 

the newspaper’s organizational rules. All of these point to a need for a more complete 

understanding of reactions to News rules. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 24 Theoretical Framework 

 
A second contribution is knowledge of the sociology of the production of 

Chinese news media that this dissertation has documented. As elaborated in Chapter 2, 
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were rarely discussed. Moreover, very little research was built upon ethnographic 

observation, which meant the results of the majority of studies were not drawn from 

the natural setting of the practices. This dissertation discovered that, after almost four 

decades of influence from marketization within a global context, as well as the Party’s 

central control of the media, journalists held ambivalent attitudes towards their jobs 

and therefore carried out in different practices in their daily work. It was found that 

there were two routines that Chinese journalists followed. One was a manifest routine 

which came from their organization and which primarily managed their final products; 

the other was a latent routine which was the most immediate routine and came from 

the beat community that guided their practices. Both were influenced by the new 

functional power reliance value. Although Western literature has touched on these 

points (Deuze, 2007), Chinese media studies have not.  

A third contribution is the “labor lens” used within this dissertation. By using a 

labor lens, this dissertation positioned journalists as workers within an organization. 

Whilst working for a profit making organization with a political mission, journalists 

entered into “definite social and political relations explicitly organized around the 

extraction of surplus value for capital” (Marx et al. cited in Cohen, 2018, p.15). 

Understanding these relations helped to provide more insight into the journalistic 

profession, and journalistic norms and values, in connection with the social order and 

social changes.  

I in particular adopted Lefebvre’s notion of alienation as a way of looking at 

journalistic work. By closely looking into the praxis of journalists, I saw a different 

extent of opportunities within the current working environment provide for journalists 

to create a sense of themselves, their lives and the social context in which they were 

situated. There were informal and invisible practices for self-interests, discourse for 
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unwilling to the mode of production, social media feeds for insecurity and identity 

reconstruction. However, evidence from this dissertation also showed that journalists 

were not always aware of themselves. Sometimes they justified their public relations 

work as making “credible” news for the public. At other times they worked and acted 

like police because they had desires to hold power of acting as an authority against 

citizens. All these were created by the strategy of administratization of advertisement, 

but realized and sustained by the social relations and spheres in which journalists had 

been situated.  

In this, I called for a more plastic understanding of the notion of alienation. I 

argued that journalists are at times alienated, at times de-alienated, and at times in a 

situation of enlightened-alienation (see Chapters 4, 5 and 7). It is worth noting that 

rather than being in a state of constant clashes, these different states of alienation are 

relational, being both reinforced and reconfigured through social relationships with 

others. They were most often alienated by the value of power. This could be seen 

from the converged value that journalists held with the authorities and their feelings 

of needing to share with their imagined audience that they had connections with those 

in power. They were de-alienated on occasions when the conventional journalistic 

values (that echoed Western professionalism) arose. For example, Ma Ning sought 

additional sources in order to better understand a case, rather than simply listening to 

the police. They were enlightened-alienated because on many occasions, journalists 

felt pressure from the new working conditions, which they claimed devalued their 

labor, but could do nothing about them.   

A fourth contribution is the knowledge of journalistic self-presentation on 

mobile social media apps that was discussed in this dissertation. This is an angle that 

explores the depth of the impacts of the functional power reliance value upon 
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journalists, at the time of media convergence. Journalistic use of social media has 

become a new research topic in the West, yet most studies have focused on “online” 

and ignored the distinction between platforms and devices (Lewis et al., 2012; Green, 

2017; Sacco et al., 2017; Usher, 2013). This dissertation particularly focused on self-

presentation about work on the mobile app WeChat. It found that power had become 

the resource which journalists used to customize their identity and negotiate the 

meaning of WeChat Moments as either a work or leisure space. 

8.5. Strengths, Weakness and Future Research 

The primary strength of this case study is that it addresses a dynamic 

phenomenon in Chinese journalism today—the news making process during a time of 

media convergence. It does so through an examination of journalists’ reactions, 

interactions and perceptions towards the new news rules generated by the 

development of media convergence. To date, little academic endeavor has been 

devoted to the sociology of newsroom research in China, and rarely have studies 

given attention to Party newspapers in China. With the growing importance of Party 

newspaper organizations under Xi Jinping’s leadership, this dissertation has 

contributed to knowledge about both newsroom situations and Party titled newspapers 

in China. Moreover, this case study is made richer and more powerful by accounting 

for variation in newsroom responses to changes by applying a multi-level analysis. 

The analysis includes a macro analysis of structural changes within the organization, a 

meso analysis of routines and institutional relationships with sources and other media 

organizations, and a microanalysis of journalists’ feelings and (inter)actions. In 

addition, by applying an anthropological tool-kit, this dissertation also challenges the 

existing binary research results on newsroom changes: reproduce or resist. The result 
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is a holistic portrayal of a case that has implications for the future of Chinese 

journalism and a professional outlook of the field.   

However, the depth of this study makes it difficult to generalize too greatly. The 

economic strategy which PaperX adopted and the pre-existing social relationships 

between journalists and police officers, and two bureaus, may be different in other 

newsrooms. 

            Besides limitations brought by the methodology, there was a limitation about 

the data (See Chapter 3 for elaboration). The data for my content analysis was only 

from the second half of 2016. The justification is that these six months were during 

my time at the newsroom and so I could explain how most of these articles were 

created. Yet, to better prove the point that police news encroaches on public relations 

articles, a comparative content analysis would be more powerful. Thirdly, the life 

history interviews I conducted were based on snowball samples. Some intended 

interviewees turned me down at the last minute and many journalists simply did not 

work from their office. This also limited my interpretations and analyses of this case 

with certain angles and voices.  

Taken as a whole, these weaknesses point to the need for further research. At 

the macro level, there remains much to be learned about other news organizations’ 

reactions and strategies to the development of media convergence, or technological 

impacts at large. At the meso level, more explanation from the source institution is 

needed. For example, their understanding of changes after the media convergence. At 

the micro level, because this dissertation argues that social spheres constructed 

journalists’ subjectivities and in return influenced their reactions toward the changes. 

Future research could consider including more data from other parts of journalists’ 

life experiences, rather than just from work.   
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1:INTERVIEW PROTOCAL 

A. General Questions 

1. Please briefly introduce your work responsibility and its perceived position at PaperX. 

2. Please tell me your tenure of work and motivation(s) for entering this field. 

3. After being in the field for a while, have those motivations changed? If yes, what do you think are 

the reasons that push the changes? 

4. What kind of social status do you think journalist enjoy in cityX? (e.g., middle class, literati) what 

made you think this way? 

B. Changes inside the Newsroom 

1. Please tell me about the changes of the newspaper pages since you joined PaperX. Why did those 

changes happen? 

2. Please describe your daily tempo in the organization. Has the tempo changed since you joined 

PaperX? If so, why? 

3. Please recall the policy or institutional changes that would influence the routine of PaperX since 

you joined the organization.  

a) (e.g., change of target audience, operational strategy, political latitude) 

4. Please link your daily tempo to the series of assessment standards PaperX set. Have these 

standards changed since you joined the organization?  

b) (e.g., values for selecting stories to print, or the writing style) 

5. Except for the assessment standards, can you think of other rules or external forces that influence 

the news making process? (e.g., the client increasingly intervened the content) Have these rules or 

forces changed since you joined the organization? 

6. What is the productive relation like in PaperX, both within the same beat and between yours and 

other beats/departments? Have these relationships changed since you joined PaperX? If so, what 

do you think is/are the reason(s)? 

7. What are the relations between PaperX and other newspaper outlets in Press Group X? Have these 

relations changed? Why do you think this kind of relationship(s) exist(ed) in certain times? 

c) (e.g., journalist-editor relationship and advertisement department and news making 

departments relationship in daily practices) 

C. Changes in News Making Process (for journalists) 

1. In your daily work, what is/are the most important source(s)? How do you work with your 

source(s) in the process of news making? Who is more active in this relationship? Have the 

relationship between you and your sources changed? If so, what caused the change(s)? 

2. How do you reconcile the pressures at work? 

3. Have you produced TeKan? Please tell the differences between TeKan and other news you made. 

4. From so many years of work experience, have you tried to categorize the type of news you make? 

If so, what are the standards? Have these standards changed? If so, why? 

5. Is there any particular type of news event that made you feel difficult? Why? 

D. About TeKan 

1. What is the difference between TeKan and advertisement? 

2. What is the difference between TeKan and news? 

3. When did PaperX start to produce TeKan? What are the changes of TeKan? (e.g., it was solicited 

by the advertisement department?) 

4. Is TeKan the main income for PaperX? What about other outlets in your press group? 

5. Is the TeKan news a priority compare to other types news? 

E. About the Use of WeChat Moments (for seven observed participants) 

1. Do you share work related information on your WeChat Moments? Why? 

2. What are the differences between the work related information you share on your Moments and 

the information you produce for publishing on the paper? 
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3. Do you have particular “audiences” to show the information to? (both work related and non-

related) 

4. Do you perceive WeChat Moments as a public space or personal space? 

5. Questions about reasons for sharing specific information.  
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APPENDIX 2: TRANSLATED CODEBOOK 

  

First Step: Inclusion of Actor  

 # Variable Code Coding Instruction  
 

1 

Individual 

Actor 1 

including human names, titles, numerial words, articles or 

words with individual traits.   

 

2 

Institutional 

Actor 2 including institutional or organizational names.  

 
3 Both 3 including both 1 and 2.  

 

Second Step: Inclusion of Individual  

 

# Variable Code Coding Instruction  

 

1 

Official 

Individual  1 

individual with official titles, or indication of being affiliated 

to government departments.  

 

2 

Non-official 

Individual 2 

individual under description of other adjectives than official 

titles, or individual with names. 
 

 

Thrid Step: Type of Source  

 

# Variable Code Coding Instruction  

 1 Actor 1 refer to instruction for "actor". 
 

 
2 Law/Regulation 2 law or/and regulation.  
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Continue from above 

Forth Step: Details of Actors, Activities and Sources 

# Category Variable Code Coding Instructions 

1 

Actor 

Institution

al Actor  

  Traffic Police 1 
including the keyword jiao jing (traffic police) in Chinese, usually the title or news lead will 

tell which institution this piece of story is about.   

2 
  Public Security 2 

including the keyword gong'an (public security) in Chinese, usually the title or news lead will 

tell which institution this piece of story is about.   

3 
  

Municipal 

Legislative Office 
3 

including the keyword fa zhi ban (legislative office) in Chinese, usually the title or news lead 

will tell which institution this piece of story is about.   

    

4 

Individual 

Actor 

Official 

Individual  

Provicial and 

Deputy Provincial 

Level 

1 provincial level officers, including sheng zhang (province governmer), shengwei shuji(Party 

Secretary of the province) as key words in Chinese; pay attention to titles including province. 

5 

Bureau and 

Deputy Bureau 

Level 

2 

bureau level officers, with keywords of ju (bureau) in Chinese.  

 

E.g., the head of the police bureau, the major and Party secretary of CityX.  

6 

Department and 

Deputy 

Department Level 

3 including the keyword of Chuzhang (department head). All department heads in the traffic 

police and public security, and the head of the legislative office are from this level. 

7 

Office and 

Deputy Office 

Level 

4 

including the Chinese keywords of Kezhang (office head) or daduizhang (team leader) for 

officials under the police bureau. E.g., head and deputy head of one district police station, or 

head and deputy head of a traffic squadron 

8 Policemen 5 including the keyword of minjing (policeman) in Chinese. 

    

9 Non-official 

Individual 

Suspect 1 
people who committed to crime; including keywords of fanzui xianyiren (suspect) in Chinese. 

10 
Victim 2 

people who was harmed from a crime case; including keywords of shouhai ren（victim) in 

Chinese. 
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11 

Leading Actor 3 

need to go through the news story. If the article is not about crime case but is about a story of 

non-official actor's certain relationship with the police. The non-official can be coded as 

leading actor.  

 

E.g., one piece of story was about a traffic police helped a highschool student catch up with 

the entry time of College Entry Exam. The highschool girl was coded as leading actor. 

12 
Witness 4 

people who witnessed a case, but not necessarily experienced it; including keywords of muji 

zhe (witness) in Chinese. 

13 
Opinion Provider 5 particularly refer to people gave opinions on local (new) policies and regulations; often started 

with "according to Mr./Ms. Xx" or "Mr./Ms. Xx expressed that".  

14 
Informant 6 

people who called the police or the press to report the case, including keywords of jubao ren 

(informant) in Chinese.  

15 Relatives 7 relatives to actors in the news, including keywords of qinqi (relatives) in Chinese. 

  

16 

Activity 

Achivement Report 1 

good work, normally summary of good works, that the government department/bureau has done; normally in perfect tense and can tell from the news lead.. 

Stories of this kind do not include details of cases. 

 

E.g., the traffic police initiated a “traffic order operation” from April 25 to June 20. On 13th of June, the head of traffic bureau gave a press conference 

reporting the achievements of this operation.  

17 

Specific Case 2 

about one or two case, with details of the process of handling; normally in past tense and can 

tell from the news title.  

 

E.g., there was a story about how the police dealt with a Didi (uber equivalence) driver who 

hided drug in his trunk.  

18 

Official Service 3 

about particular civic service the government department/bureau provides, usually new 

services that the citizens are not aware of; nornally in the future tense, and can tell from the 

title.  

 

E.g., on the national college entrance examination days, the traffic police was offering 

candidates free rides to the test centers. This “service” was reported four days before the exam 

and the day of the exam.  
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19 

Official Warning 4 

information sent out from the government that aims to prohibit certain public activities or 

collective actions; normally in imperative tense and need to read through to decide the topic; it 

can be mixed with the specific case. 

 

e.g., periodically the traffic police will send message about “not driving after drinking” to 

citizens.   

20 

Official Regulation 5 

policies and regulations from the government, normally new ones; normally in future tense; 

can tell from the title. 

 

e.g., the traffic police issued two new rules in July 2016, one was about the requirement on 

fastening the safety belt at the back seats, and the other was about not jumping the green light 

21 

Official Event 6 

stories about events that were organized by the government; event is not about serving their 

responsibilities, e.g., not handling cases. 

 

E.g., on the International Children’s Day (June 1st), the public security organized an event 

about giving “gift” to those families who lost their children. In this event, the police publicly 

showed how they helped three families find their kidnaped children and let journalists 

interview these families.   

  

22 

Source Actor 

Traffic Police 1 

Refer to instruction about "actor". 

23 Public Security 2 

24 Municipal Legislative Office 3 

25 

Provicial and Deputy Provincial 

Level 
4 

26 Bureau and Deputy Bureau Level 5 

27 

Department and Deputy 

Department Level 
6 

28 Office and Deputy Office Level 7 

29 Policemen 8 

30 Suspect 9 

31 Victim 10 
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32 Leading Actor 11 

33 Witness 12 

 

34 Opinion Provider 13 

35 Informant 14 

36 Relatives 15 

37 Law and/or Regulation 16 laws and regulations 
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APPENDIX 3: HASC ETHICS REVIEW (SCHOOL OF COMMUNICATION, 

HKBU) 

SCHOOL OF COMMUNICATION, HONG KONG BAPTIST UNIVERSITY 
HASC/Ethics/Human (Fast Track Review) 

 

Important Notes:     

   

1. (1) All students’ research projects utilizing human subjects are required to seek prior 

approval from the school research committee before commencement of the research project.  This 

assures protection of the rights and welfare of persons participating in the research. 

2. (2) This application is NOT applicable for research involving subjects in the category of 

pregnant women; fetuses; prisoners; human in vitro fertilization; persons with mental or physical 

disabilities; persons with serious illness; persons who are economically or educationally 

disadvantaged and minors*.  Should the study involve any of the above subjects, you must consult 

your Principal Supervisor/Course Instructor and fill out the Full Review form. [*Under Section B 

Checklist, should any research involving minors in categories 1, 3, 4, 5 & 6, such activities will be 

qualified for the Fast Track Review.] 

3. (3) All documents must be typed and legible; please use layman terminologies to explain 

your research project. 

4. (4) The school research committee reserves the right to return incomplete/outdated 

application to the PI and this will result in delay in approving the application. 
 

Section A. Project Information 
 
Section B.  Checklist  

Check the box(es) for the appropriate category(ies) AND sub-category(ies) that apply to your 

research project. Your research project is qualified for the Fast Track Review if it falls into anyone of 

the following categories.  In the event that NONEof the following is applicable to your research 

project, please fill out the Full Reviewform. 

 

1. □  Research conducted in an established or commonly accepted educational settings, involving normal educational practices, 

such as 

  □ i. (i) research on regular and special education instructional strategies, or  

  □ i. (ii) research on the effectiveness of, or the comparison among, instructional techniques, curricula, or classroom 

management methods. 

2. □  Research involving the use of research assessment or measurement tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), 

survey procedures, interview procedures or observation of public behavior, and that any of the following would be incurred 

in the study: NOTE 

  □ 1. (i) information obtained is recorded in such a manner that the human subject CANNOT be identified, directly or 

through identifiers linked to the subjects;   

  □ (ii) any disclosure of the human subject's responses outside the research would NOT reasonably place the subjects at risk of 

criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the subject's financial standing, employability, or reputation. 

3. □  Research involving the use of research assessment or measurement tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), 

survey procedures, interview procedures or observation of public behavior that is not exempt under paragraph 2, if the 

human subjects: NOTE1 

  □ 1. (i) are elected or appointed public officials or candidates for public office; or  

Project Title: 

 

   

Duration (months): Start Date: End Date:  

Principal Investigator (PI): 

 

Faculty/Student no.: Dept.:  

Telephone: Email   

Other faculty or student(s) involved in the 

research project 
Name: Dept: Faculty/Student no.: 

Name: Dept: Faculty/Student no.: 

 Name: Dept: Faculty/Student no.: 
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  □ 1. (ii) require without exception that the confidentiality of the personally identifiable information will be maintained 

throughout the research and thereafter.   

4. □  Research involving the collection or study of existing data, documents, records, pathological specimens, or diagnostic 

specimens: 

  □ 1. (i) if these sources are publicly available or  

  □ 1. (ii) if the information is recorded by the project team member in such a manner that subjects cannot be identified, 

directly or through identifiers linked to the subject.  

   The Student in charge must describe the information provided in the dataset and the number of subjects involved when the 

data was originally collected. 

5. □  Research and demonstration projects which are designed to study, evaluate, or otherwise examine: 

  □ 1. (i) public benefit or service programs (e.g. social security, welfare, etc.);  

  □ 1. (ii) procedures for obtaining benefits or services under those programs;  

  □ 1. (iii) possible changes in or alternatives to those programs or procedures; or 

  □ 1. (iv) possible changes in methods or levels of payment for benefits or services under those programs. 

 

Section C.  Research Protocol and Documentation  

Selection / Recruitment of Subjects     

Criteria used to recruit/select subjects.   

You may choose more than one option. 

•  Age •  Sex  •  Socio-economic status  

•  Marital  Status Others, please specify: 

__________________________ 

  

Number of subjects to be recruited/selected     

Type(s) of subjects   

You may choose more than one option. 

 

•  Minor 

Age range: _____ 

•  Male 

No:__________ 

•  Female 

No.:__________ 

  Others ______ 

No:___________ 

Reason(s) for choosing only Male or 

Female as subjects (if applicable). 

 

   

Your relationship with the subjects. •  Teacher/Student 

 

•  Superintendent / 

Principal/Teacher 

 Employer / Employee 

 

 

•  No relationship Others, please specify: 

__________________________ 

  

Rewards to the subjects.  

You may choose more than one option. 

 

•  Monetary 

Dollar Value:$ _______ 

 Gift 

Dollar Value:$ _____ 

•  Class credit 

Credit earned:  _____ 

 

Describe the payment arrangements 

 

   

 

Any rewards if the subjects withdraw prior 

to the completion of the study? 

  Yes            No               N/A 

If Yes, the dollar value is: $ _______  

Others: ___________________________ 

   

Consent from the subjects      

Necessary information will be provided to 

the subjects so that they can understand 

their roles and the risks involved in 

participating in the study? 

•  Yes, each subject will be 

provided with the Informed Consent 

Statement. 

•  Yes, each subject will be 

provided with the Study Information 

Sheet.          

•  Others, please specify:  

_______________________________

____________ 

   

Conduct of the Research Study     

 By interview 

 

 

Will the subjects be taped? 

 Yes. I will keep/ destroy the tapes 

within ________(duration) upon 

completion of my research study. NOTE 

 No 

   

Where will the interview take place?    

 
If the interview takes place during class 

time, what will non-participants do? 
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   Dismiss from class     Reading time     

Others:  ______________________ 

 Time needed to complete the interview:  

_______minutes / hours (please circle) 

   

 By questionnaire  

 

How will the questionnaires be distributed 

AND collected? 

 By mail              By Email (Subject should 

be told that their confidentiality cannot be 

guaranteed while their data are on the 

internet) 

 Face-to-face       Others 

___________________________________

________ 

   

Time needed to complete the questionnaire   

_____ minutes / hours (please circle) 

   

Confidentiality statements are included in 

the questionnaire 

  Yes            No             N/A 

   

 Others  

 

Describe what the subjects will do (action). 

 

   

Will the subjects be taped? 

 Yes. I will keep/ destroy the tapes 

within ________(duration) upon 

completion of my research study. NOTE 

3 

 No 

   

 Where will the action take place?    

    

 If the action takes place during class 

time, what will non-participants do? 

   Dismiss from class     Reading time     

Others:  ______________________ 

   

Record Keeping     

Format of recording and keeping the data.  

You may choose more than one choice. 

•  Paper copies 

 

•  Digital/Electronic copies 

 

Others, please specify: 

____________________ 

 

Identifiers are used for identifying the 

subjects? 

 Yes. I will keep/ destroy the identifiers 

within ___________ (duration) upon 

completion of my research study. NOTE 

3 

 No 

   

Describe how you will destroy/dispose of 

the records? 

    

Types of identifiers.   

You may choose more than one option. 

 Name     Job Title      Others: 

___________________________________

_  

The identifiers will be kept for 

_______________________________ 

(duration). 

   

   Number code.      The subject will be 

identified by the code?   Yes      No 

The code list will be stored in 

___________________________________

_______ 

When will the code list be destroyed? 

___________________________________

_ 

   

Research Output     

How will the report be written? 

 

•  In aggregate terms.           

•  Individual responses will be 
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described. 

Additional methods to preserve 

confidentiality for any of the procedures 

    

Section D.  Approval 

 

 

I. Declaration by the Principle Investigator  

 
I acknowledge the rights and welfare of the human subject involved.  I pledge that I will secure the 
informed consent of the subject by explaining the procedures, in so far as possible, and by describing 
the risks as weighed against the potential benefits of the investigation. 
 
I assure the Faculty/School Dean/Academy Director that all procedures performed under the project will 
be conducted in accordance with prevailing standards of research ethics in the academic community.  
Any deviation of the project (e.g., change in student in charge, research methodology, subject 
recruitment procedures, etc.) will be submitted to the Research Ethics Review Panel in the form of an 
amendment for its approval prior to implementation. 
 
I understand that it is the sole responsibility of the researcher to ensure that the research is in full 
compliance with the Personal Data (Privacy) Ordinance.   
 

I also undertake to thoroughly inform other students in the project as stated in Section A of the 

necessary aforementioned details. 

 
Signature: _____________________________(PI)                   Date: _________________________ 

 
 

II. Approval by the Research Ethics Review Panel on behalf of the Dean 

 

 Approved   Not Approved 

 

Signature _________________________ (Panel Chiar)    Date __________________________ 
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