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Synopsis: 

Steven E. Clayman, Ann Reisner. “Gatekeeping in Action: Editorial Conferences and Asssessments of Newsworthiness.” In: American Sociological Review, Vol. 63, No. 2 (Apr. 1998), pp. 178-199.

0) Article content: 

· editorial gate-keeping as a social process

· examination of journalistic gate-keeping in action

· relevance of study: different views on news (selection process) by sociologists and journalists

· focus on infrastructure of discursive practises, especially on verbal assessments of newsworthiness

1) Background: 

· selection criteria, standards of newsworthiness, news values

· social process of gate-keeping less investigated than news-gathering process

· impact of newspaper front-page stories, may be perceived as more important, issues of professional status, prestige

· gate-keeping: Lewin (1947) on social planning, key positions of influence, societal impact of gate-keepers, group dynamics

· research on gate-keeping extended to social groups and organizations involved in the production and distribution of cultural objects, but also private domain and personal relationships analysed

· ethnomethodology: rules cannot be understood without situated practises and context of implementation

· studies that adopt news value criteria as central focus overlook situated social practises of journalistic gate-keeping (p.180)

2) Thesis Statement:

· news as a social construct, gate-keeping itself as a social and collaborative (group) process (p.197)

· sociological perspective: journalists work within a complex institutional and cultural environment (p.196), that effects their work in contrast to objectivity claims and  idealized standards of news-worthiness

· section editors’ tension between advocacy and detachment accounts to privileged status of mildly favoured story assessments

· statistically significant association between assessment polarity and placement outcome and story positioning in verbal assessment

3) Method: 

· data: audio recordings (1 week block) of editorial conferences in 1989 of 8 dailies (big and small), conversation analysis

4) Editorial conference:

· usual setting: managing editor, resort/section editors, design/layout editors, final details often worked out in smaller, less formal discussions
· individualistic/ psychological element important with editors and story selection

· social practises: context of give-and-take of editorial conferences

5) Phases:

1) preliminaries:

· greetings, small talk, gossip

· only tangential to story selection

2) story review:

· story review phase, summarizing potential articles, reactions primarily from managing editor (in smaller papers with more active role)

3) story selection:

· nominating line-up for front-page stories, primarily initiative from managing editor

4) aftermath:

· additional talk, interaction in smaller groups

most important: 2) story review phase:
· orientation to page 1 always central, informs participants conduct through much of the conference (p.185), story summarizing not an end in its own right, front page consideration as permanent background

· sanctions for providing questionable material for page 1 relevance, also absence of stories explained with this scheme

· diversion between “hard news” sections and “special sections” (sports, entertainment) 

6) Practises:

a) promoting stories: 

· becomes important for gate-keeping process

· priority arrangement in presentation, design of the story summary, highlighting and downplaying aspects of news-worthiness

· explicitly evaluative comments

b) assessments of news-worthiness:

· commonplace pre and post-summary assessments (often brief, single sentence) for whole story, mid/internal assessments for special facts within story

7) Rendering verbal assessments of newsworthiness:

a) assessment polarity:

· normative level of restraint support that editors orient to when evaluating stories (p.191), make assessment less vulnerable to criticism/ anticipated resistance

· general pattern: assessments of news-worthiness tend to be only mildly favourable, restraint (fairly interesting, pretty good, has potential, good read), strongly favourable and unfavourable assessments less common

· asymmetry: mildly assessments offered more straightforwardly and less defensively than stronger and weaker ones (p.192)

· mildly favourable assessments with normative character in context of editorial conferences (p.189), no additional explanations and justifications, bridge to next story

· unfavourable stories: claims/markers of subjectivity (against centrality of story), verbal construction using litotes (I’m not hugely enthusiastic, I’m not so sure of)

· specific type of story an issue (e.g. product stories)

b) assessments and professional relationships: 
· focus on social environment in which stories are evaluated

· editors in matrix of professional relationships and personal allegiances (p.192)
· factors: 

a) editors’ advocacy role: 

· relations with reporters, section editors as advocates for stories, selective reference to reporter in story summarizing (often with favourably assessment), with negative assessment lack of news-worthiness emphasized, not reporters’ role

· asymmetrical attributions of responsibility in terms of credit/blame (p.193)

b) ties with editorial colleagues:

· different expectations, judgement to “universalistic” standards expected

· recurrent “zero-sum game” (p.193)

· global assessments of all resort stories tend to be negative in character, negative sanctions for pushing to hard for to many stories

· flexibility in subsequent negotiations (p.194), role acting strategies, avoiding loss of face in case of negative outcome (=story rejection for page 1)

8) Assessments and outcome:

success rate (first page placement)

strong favourable assessments: 78% 

mildly favourable assessment: 40%

negative favourable assessment: 0%

· assessment polarity and story position are independently associated with gate-keeping outcomes

· when editor mobilizes both practises, nearly 100% success rate

· Highlights
The article provides a good example of the usefulness of qualitative methods to challenge a general assumption and explain some flaws in the available data on a topic.

· Downsides
The range of the empirical data is a little bit weak. The authors admit that the method does not account for non-verbal expression of communication in the editorial conference process.

· Relations
The text relates to other literature about the application of participant observation and content analysis. 

· Questions/ Concerns: 

· Let’s shift the process and the argument one level back. What happens between section editors and the reporters? Same process? 

· Do editorial conferences in newspapers always work that way? What about remittance work (looking for the “hot stories” in advance, framing the issues). 

· What about other factors that contribute to the social aspect of gate-keeping? (relevant criteria for the editors like social background, ethnicity, gender, age) or the general editorial line of the paper (conservative, liberal, value orientated)

