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Abstract
Our research examines how journalists at Italy’s public service media (PSM) RAI narrate impartiality in their daily individual routines and within broader newsroom structures. Drawing on 15 semi-structured interviews with editorial staff across news bulletins and current affairs, we build on literature identifying impartiality as a strategic ritual, a principle guiding public service journalism. At the individual level, while journalists consistently describe impartiality as an unattainable ideal, they emphasise its importance underlying fact-based reporting, reflexivity, and balancing of perspectives with the goal in providing audiences with the tools to form independent opinions and access diverse viewpoints. However, at the collective level, impartiality is not systematically institutionalised. Possible discussions and confrontations about impartiality are mostly overshadowed by enacting editorial lines interlinked with political and commercial concerns within vertical newsroom hierarchies. As such, the analysis reveals a disconnect between individual journalistic commitment to impartiality and structural conditions that constrain shared newsroom procedures. As a result of our findings, we identify three elements necessary to consider when researching the relevance, role and value of impartiality at PSM in different contexts: editorial independence, trust in newsroom leadership, and journalistic professionalism. Our findings contribute to debates on public service media values by questioning the transferability of impartiality as a strategic ritual across PSM contexts, further problematising quantitative assessments only based in news content. In doing so, the study highlights how impartiality risks becoming an individualised performance rather than a collectively sustained norm, particularly in politically influenced media systems.
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Introduction
Impartiality has become a cornerstone of Public Service Media (PSM) values in Europe, emerging as both a defining editorial principle and a contested practice in their news reporting (Mont’Alverne et al., 2025; Pakvis et al., 2025). Originally articulated as a core value by the BBC, impartiality has since become closely tied with high quality information of PSM and has been analysed from a multitude of perspectives, ranging from its perception by audiences, (Mont’Alverne et al., 2023) to its definition and importance in policy and editorial guidelines (Cushion & Lewis, 2017; Hughes et al., 2023; Sambrook & Cushion, 2024; Wahl-Jorgensen et al., 2017). Based on these perspectives, recent research has conceptualised impartiality as a strategic ritual, analysing it as a process defined by journalistic practices at individual and collective (cross)newsroom level, rather than as an achievable state of reporting (Pakvis et al., 2025; Pakvis et al., forthcoming). As such, this combination of academic approaches establishes its growing relevance as well as its importance as core value of Public Service Journalism, fostering informed citizenship (D’Arma et al., 2025; Donders, 2021). 
In more editorially independent PSM, knowledge on impartiality is more easily observable across policy, editorial guidelines and newsroom routines. However, research examining how journalists enact impartiality in politically constrained PSM systems remains scarce. Researching practices of impartiality is pressing in times of growing criticism concerning their information remit, perceived editorial bias, and decreasing funding (Dragomir, 2018; Holtz-Bacha, 2021; Wolleschensky & Sehl, 2025). Furthermore, researching how impartiality is enacted in daily routines fits within the growing international policy focus on the well-functioning of PSM. Specifically, the European Media Freedom Act places further emphasis on the functioning of PSM as it enshrines impartiality objectivity, neutrality, and independence as shared values that they are expected to uphold in their public remit (2023).
To understand the way in which impartial journalism is conducted in a politicised media context, the Radiotelevisione Italiana (RAI) provides a critical case for exploring this gap. Officially, the RAI is classified as Captured Public/State-Managed (CaPu) (Dragomir, 2025). This highlights a high degree of political control over its management, fitting in a broader polarised pluralist media system, characterised by political interference in the media market (Brüggemann et al., 2014; Hallin & Mancini, 2004; The State Media Monitor, 2025). This interference has been historically justified as necessary to ensure pluralism (Basili, 2024; Mancini, 2009) with impartiality being present as editorial principle in both past and current public service contracts, deontological codes and monitoring of news programming (ISIMM Ricerche et al., 2025; RAI, 2018, 2023). As such, analysing how journalists deal with striving towards impartial, trustworthy PSJ within a political management structure in their day-to-day routines provides a critical perspective on perceptions of the relevance of impartiality in contexts that do not benefit from a high degree of editorial independence.
To this end our research poses the following questions:
RQ1: How do journalists narrate the strategic ritual of impartiality at the RAI as a Captured Public/State-Managed (CaPu) Public Service Media?
RQ2: How does the editorial, politically linked management of the RAI influence the strategic ritual of impartiality?
RQ3: To what extent can the strategic ritual of impartiality support pluralism within the Italian media context?
This research draws on semi-structured qualitative interviews with RAI journalists to investigate their perceptions of impartiality and the ways it is practised at both the individual and collective newsroom level. This study builds on recent conceptualisations of impartiality as a strategic ritual (Pakvis et al., forthcoming) by applying them to a politically constrained PSM system. It contributes to the literature by exploring how institutionalised pluralism interacts with individual and newsroom-level procedures, thereby revealing the meaning and adaptability of impartiality under more politicised governance. While the findings are not intended to be generalisable across the RAI, they provide a necessary foundation for further empirical research into how impartiality is operationalised in different PSM typologies and political contexts.







Literature Review
Impartiality as strategic ritual in PSM newsrooms
Recent scholarship increasingly conceptualises impartiality not as a fixed editorial standard, but as a strategic ritual comprised of a set of routinised practices that enable journalists to navigate contested narratives and reach different audiences in times of increasing polarisation (Pakvis et al., 2025). This approach builds on earlier work on objectivity as strategic ritual (Broersma, 2015; Tuchman, 1972) and is fundamental in the context of Public Service Media (PSM), to establish impartiality as both a policy value and editorial principle from the perspective of journalists (Pakvis et al., 2025). This conceptualisation addresses impartiality as a way of producing news content that strives to be accurate, fair and trustworthy by balancing perspectives as well as contextualising viewpoints. Such a framing is not only consistent with PSM normative aims (Donders, 2021; Sambrook & Cushion, 2024) but also responds to growing academic and public debate over the viability and desirability of impartiality in polarised political environments.
Critics argue that impartiality has increasingly become equated with balance, insufficiently strong to safeguard against biases in news reporting (Boudana, 2016), or that it is perceived by audiences as an exclusionary ideal masking ideological bias (Ojala, 2021). While these critiques have fuelled calls to replace impartiality with values like fairness or transparency, further literature reinforces the need to redefine impartiality as a commitment to fact-based reporting and as a process, rather than an outcome (Pakvis et al. 2025; Sambrook & Cushion, 2024). In this view, impartiality is a situated and negotiated ritual, adaptable to changing political and institutional conditions. This reframing leads to a necessary shift in analytical focus. Rather than measuring impartiality through content outputs (Hughes et al., 2023; Wahl-Jorgensen et al., 2017) or audience perceptions (Mont’Alverne et al., 2023), our research turns to newsroom processes and journalistic narratives. These are essential to understanding how professional norms are enacted, contested, and sustained. Particularly within PSM, where journalists often internalise values like impartiality not simply as external constraints, but as central to their professional identity (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017, 2018).
By establishing its academic and policy relevance, research addressing journalistic interpretations of impartiality analyses existing its operationalisation in daily routines. Due to its relevance based on the existence of dedicated codes and guidelines, we reject the interchangeability of impartiality with other journalistic values. Doing so, research identified a specific set of strategic procedures at individual and collective level based on journalistic narratives by PSM journalists (Pakvis et al., forthcoming). These strategies were identified based on journalistic narratives with editorial staff of PSM and are summarised in the following table: 
	Individual procedures of impartiality
	Collective procedures of impartiality

	Correcting one’s own worldview
	Discussions within the newsroom

	The selection of relevant actors
	Cross-newsroom collaborations

	Balancing (extreme) viewpoints according to their relative weight
	Addressing audience criticism

	Non-partisanship, while engaging critically with news topics, actors, and viewpoints.
	Providing (and attending) deontological trainings.


Table 1. Overview of procedures of impartiality as strategic ritual. Based on Pakvis et al., forthcoming
This framework underscores that impartiality is not an achievable outcome but should be understood as a process of continuous negotiation and decision making. It starts at the individual level through reflexivity, selection, and critical engagement, extending to the collective level through deontological training, collaborations, feedback mechanisms and addressing criticisms. This multilevel continuity is necessary to uphold high standards of journalism and reinforce the credibility and public value of PSM, especially in politically fragmented environments (Pakvis et al., forthcoming).
The conceptualisation of this framework was developed on the basis of relevant procedures at the VRT, PSM in Flanders-Belgium, chosen as best-case scenario due to two key reasons. First, as it is classified as an Independent State-Funded Media (Dragomir, 2025), sufficiently detached from external influences, which allowed for procedures to be identified without being influenced by direct (political) interferences (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017). Second, impartiality is an explicitly crucial part of the remit of the VRT, in dedicated guidelines and deontological codes (VRT & Vlaamse Regering, 2020; VRT, 2015, 2022). As such, procedures were identified within an independent PSM that has independently adopted impartiality, without having coined it and nor having its remit shaped by it (Pakvis et al., 2025). 
However, research has shown how impartiality is also shaped by policy context, and due to the different existing typologies of PSM, it is fundamental to understand how impartial journalism is conducted through daily routines in different environments. In this line of thinking the RAI, is interesting for two interconnected reasons. First as it operates in a volatile policy and media context due to its complex link to politics (Brüggemann et al., 2014; Hallin & Mancini, 2004; The State Media Monitor, 2025). Second, as the link with politics has been historically tied to the necessity to uphold pluralism, which currently serves as a monitored objective of the RAI that accounts for indicators of impartiality (ISIMM Ricerche et al., 2025; RAI, 2023). The combination of these two factors, provides the foundation of the RAI as relevant case study to understand the applicability of the proposed procedures of impartiality in a different media system that in theory, aims to uphold pluralism. 
Pluralism in Italy: the political allotment of RAI channels
The Italian media context concerning the RAI is intertwined with a long history of reforms that have changed the structure, content and direction of the RAI through various levels of political control. However, the basis of this control has been consistently embedded in discourses about the importance of pluralism and representing different existing interests and opinions in the public sphere (Mancini, 2009). Pluralism is a foundational, multifaceted concept within media and communication studies. Broadly, it refers to the presence, representation, and accessibility of diverse voices, perspectives, and interests within a given media system. Its centrality stems from the idea that a plural media landscape is essential for enabling informed citizenship, and the functioning of a healthy public sphere (Donders, 2021; Maeseele & Raeijmaekers, 2017; McQuail, 1992).
In academic literature, pluralism is most commonly conceptualised in two distinct but interrelated forms: external pluralism and internal pluralism (Hendrickx et al., 2020; Loecherbach et al., 2020). External pluralism concerns the structural diversity of the media system, through the presence of multiple, independent media outlets with varied ownership, ideological orientations, and editorial agendas. It is often measured through indicators including media ownership concentration, regulatory independence, and access to public (Bleyer-Simon et al., 2021; Iosifidis, 2010). Internal pluralism refers to the range of viewpoints presented within a single media organisation or outlet. It emphasises editorial practices that ensure the inclusion of multiple social, political, and cultural perspectives within (news) content. This is particularly relevant for PSM whose public remit require them to reach diverse audiences in society (Iosifidis, 2011; Pakvis et al., 2025). Furthermore, recent scholarship connects pluralism to the concept of epistemic justice as the normative idea that all social groups deserve the opportunity to contribute to the formation of shared knowledge (Michalis & D’Arma, 2024; Nieminen, 2024). In this view, media pluralism addresses systemic imbalances in whose voices are heard and whose perspectives are deemed legitimate in public discourse. 
When intertwined with politics, pluralism is considered along a third axis: substantial or representational pluralism, which refers to the actual presence and balance of political actors or interests in media content. In some regulatory contexts, pluralism has been operationalised through time quotas or content mandates that guarantee access for political parties (ISIMM Ricerche et al., 2025). In the Italian case study, this connection has a longstanding policy history and was established on the logic of “allotment” of television channels to political parties. Understanding these developments is necessary to understand both the benefits and shortcomings of this logic in relation to impartial journalism in the Italian PSM media context.
Political allotment in Italian media policy
Allotment, or in Italian “lottizzazione”, refers to the mechanism by which the government oversaw hiring key figures of power at the RAI since its inception (Mancini, 2009; Padovani, 2005). Due to recurring issues and the troubled history with politics, the logic of allotment can be substantially boiled down to the incessant power struggle between government and opposition on the RAI control. The 1975 RAI Reform Law was the first major shift toward formalising pluralism as a normative principle in Italian media policy (Basili, 2024). It dismantled the post-war state monopoly and transferred control from the government to Parliament, establishing a first commission for RAI oversight. This led to the expansion of RAI channels (RAI 1, 2, and 3) and their allocation to different parties, and through them the possibility to portray a plurality of opinions on television.  
The Mammì Law (1990) further enshrined pluralism in media regulation, introducing specific obligations for both public and private broadcasters to uphold pluralism, objectivity, completeness, and impartiality. It also required each channel to operate its own editorial structure and news bulletin, formalising internal pluralism across the system (1990). This resulted in the establishment news bulletins for each public and commercial media channels (Basili, 2024, p. 65). However, this media situation was deemed unconstitutional, due to clashing with the value of external pluralism, and due to concerns about the rise of Berlusconi as prominent political actor. To monitor external pluralism and the degree of media concentration, the 1997 Maccanico law established a new media authority: the Autorità per le garanzie nelle comunicazioni (AGCOM), accountable to parliament (1997). 
Further managerial changes to the RAI were established by the Gasparri law of 2004, that increased the number of the RAI administration council members from five to nine, with seven members elected through the monitoring authority and two by the minister of Economy and Finance (2004). To counter privatisation efforts and to recognise the multimedia environment in which the RAI operated, a law reforming the RAI governance in 2015 was approved. It also aimed to steer the governance of the RAI away from political impasse by mandating the reduction of the administrative council from nine members to seven by removing council member elected by the parliamentary monitoring commission (2016). However, it created a situation where the government had substantially more control over the council as the head of the company (who has more powers than other in the administration) was elected by the Minister of Economy and Finance (Basili, 2024).
As such, the history of the RAI has always been intertwined with politics, with control shifting from government to parliament and vice versa, with governments implementing structural changes that subsequent governments aimed to curb or entirely stop, but without questioning the importance of political oversight and control of the PSM. Thus, these reforms have supported a logic where political parties are treated as institutional proxies for pluralism. Rather than fostering editorial independence, this system equates balanced political representation with epistemic diversity. 
Whilst the logic of allotment presupposed a balanced control of channels but in the current political climate, attitudes of the government, with a prominent role over other political parties in managerial choices of the RAI, in regards to journalism have led to growing worries amongst journalists about their ability to perform their jobs well (Adami, 2024) and a negative influence on press freedom and trust in journalism indexes (Newman et al., 2025; Reporters Without Borders, 2025). These broader trends are also visible at the RAI, where current developments question the overall independence of the editorial independence of the broadcaster, for example with the possible impositions of editorial supervisors for each programme of the RAI (Pons, 2025) and cases of perceived censorship of anti-fascist sentiments (Scurati, 2024).
Within this contrasting media and political environment, that aims to foster pluralism, but also (negatively) influences journalistic practices, it is fundamental to understand how journalists internalise and narrate procedures of impartial journalism as both editorial principle and policy goal in ensuring trustworthy, high-quality journalism.
The monitoring of impartiality at RAI as quantitative dimension of pluralism
In the current RAI public service contract, pluralism is presented alongside impartiality other relevant values within news reporting including independence, pluralism, completeness, fairness, objectivity, legality, respect for human dignity, diversity, civil coexistence, intellectual property. (RAI, 2023). However, in monitoring reports impartiality is not interpreted alongside pluralism but rather as a part of it, together with balancing (controversial) topics, language, use of images in order to reach different social groups (ISIMM Ricerche et al., 2025). In this report, impartiality itself is subsequently defined as accounting for all interests involved in debates to best suit the public interest, together with neutrality as concerning the context in which the content is presented, including appropriate use of images and emotive elements specific to the language of television (ISIMM Ricerche et al., 2025). 
Impartiality is monitored through three indicators: (i) the various points of view were given balanced time and attention; (ii) the conduct was “super partes” with respect to the various points of view stated (iii) the conduct was able to highlight the various arguments put forward in support of the various views in the debate and cross-examination. These indicators are evaluated quantitatively and according to the report, based on a sample across channels and programs of the RAI, the indicator scores 7,47 continuing to drop since 2020 (ISIMM Ricerche et al., 2025). As such, pluralism and impartiality are seen as fundamentally interlinked with the combination of the two necessary to represent nuances, viewpoints and topics in ways that resonate with different audiences in the Italian media context. However, by covering only a quantitative dimension knowledge on the relation between the two and their meaning for journalists within daily routines remain unclear
To date, research has not empirically examined how journalists interpret and enact impartiality within politicised institutional PSM environments. This gap is particularly significant given that impartiality is both a monitored norm, yet its operationalisation is unclear. This makes it difficult to understand exactly how and at what larger structures impact the way of working of newsrooms. As such, this study addresses the gap between the strategic ritual of impartiality and its operationalisation in politically influenced PSM systems. The RAI exemplifies a system where pluralism is operationalised as a mechanism of political influence, often subsuming impartiality under a logic of partisan balance. By investigating journalistic routines at RAI, this study critically examines how impartiality, as both principle and practice, is sustained by editorial staff in an editorially political environment.
Methodology
This study investigates how journalists at the RAI practice and perceive impartiality within a politically influenced PSM. The RAI offers a fundamental case due to its structurally embedded pluralism and history of political oversight. Organisationally, the RAI consists of multiple news networks, including RAI1, RAI2, RAI3, and RAINEWS, each with their own news bulletins and current affairs programmes. To examine how impartiality is operationalised in this context, we conducted 15 semi-structured interviews with journalists involved in either current affairs or news bulletin production. Most respondents were affiliated with RAINEWS and RAI3, but many also had experiences working across RAI1, RAI2, or regional broadcasters. Interviewees included a mix of programme authors, presenters, reporters, and vice-directors. Interviews took place both on-site at RAI production centres and online, between March and April 2024.
An initial list of respondents was provided by a contact person at the RAI. However, not all possible respondents in the list participated in the interviews. As such, throughout the interview process, we expanded the list using snowball sampling, ensuring a diverse sample across newsroom roles. While the sample does not aim for full representativeness of the entire RAI structure, the diversity of experiences and editorial positions allowed us to identify shared practices and reflect on broader institutional dynamics impacting impartial reporting. Importantly, the aim was not to assess the overall impartiality of RAI news output, but to analyse how journalists internalise and apply impartiality as a normative ideal and daily practice. Despite the RAI’s traditionally politicised structure, interview responses revealed a wide range of political orientations and editorial sensibilities, underscoring the journalistic—not political—focus of this study. All interviewees signed informed consent forms, and the research received approval from the relevant ethics committee. Interviews were conducted in Italian and quotes are translated by the authors.
	Respondent 1
	Journalist
	TV

	Respondent 2
	Journalist
	TV

	Respondent 3
	Editor
	TV

	Respondent 4
	Editor
	Radio

	Respondent 5
	Editor-in-Chief
	TV

	Respondent 6
	Editor-in-Chief
	TV

	Respondent 7
	Journalist
	Online

	Respondent 8
	Journalist & deontological collaborator
	TV

	Respondent 9
	Vicedirector
	Online

	Respondent 10
	Anchor & Journalist
	TV

	Respondent 11
	Anchor & Journalist
	TV

	Respondent 12
	Vicedirector
	TV

	Respondent 13
	Journalist
	Online

	Respondent 14
	Author & Journalist
	TV

	Respondent 15
	Journalist
	Online


Table 2. Overview of respondents. Development by authors
Our analysis follows a grounded theory methodology (Charmaz, 2014; Strauss & Corbin, 1990), which enables a bottom-up exploration of how journalistic norms are constructed, negotiated, and enacted in practice. While informed by existing literature on impartiality as a strategic ritual (Tuchman, 1972; Broersma, 2015; Pakvis et al., forthcoming), the approach prioritises an inductive approach from the data itself.
Data was analysed using MAXQDA, qualitative coding software. The process consisted of two main stages. Initially, through open coding we highlighted recurring concepts related to impartiality, such as selection of sources, fact-checking, and reflexivity in reporting. In a second stage of axial coding, we grouped thematically around individual and collective newsroom practices where possible. In this stage we paid attention to patterns of cross-network collaboration, critical engagement with political balance, and institutional constraints affecting editorial decision-making. In the final stage, selective coding was used to integrate and refine the categories established through axial coding. This process involved identifying impartiality as the core category around which other concepts could be meaningfully related. Through constant comparison, we explored how these elements intersected to form a coherent understanding of impartiality as a multidimensional and procedural newsroom practice at RAI. This final analytical step allowed us to theorise how journalists navigate impartiality as a strategic ritual in the context of a politicised PSM.
This approach allowed us to go beyond content-based assessments, such as those used in monitoring reports (e.g., ISIMM Ricerche et al., 2025), by focusing on how journalists construct and sustain impartiality as a professional norm. The grounded theory design also captured reflexive tensions—where journalists question not only the attainability of impartiality, but also its implications in politically divided editorial contexts.
In sum, the methodology enables us to interrogate impartiality as a lived, negotiated process, shedding light on how journalists strive to uphold epistemic integrity within a structurally politicised PSM system.

Findings 
To discuss the different experiences of respondents, we divide our findings in individual and collective narratives accounting for journalistic experiences in different stages of the newsrooms, highlighting personal approaches to impartiality and newsroom dynamics that deal with editorial lines.
Individual narratives of Impartiality: Reflexivity and Balance in Practice
Journalists at RAI consistently characterised impartiality as an unattainable ideal, impossible in the sense of achieving a perfectly neutral representation of all viewpoints—but nonetheless essential as a normative guide in their professional routines. This perceived impossibility did not diminish its importance. On the contrary, striving towards impartiality was seen as integral to the public service mission of enabling audiences to access diverse perspectives and form independent, informed opinions.
You can strive towards objectivity, and towards impartiality, but you'll never get there. There are so many sensibilities… someone will always say it’s not impartial. I repeat, it’s a striving. (Respondent 1)
This procedural understanding of impartiality was narrated and explained through several recurring practices: (i) fact-based reporting, (ii) correcting their own worldview, (iii) critical selection of topics, (iv) balancing of viewpoints, which also revealed a level of discrepancy with a narrower political interpretation of balance. 
To provide audiences the best tools to form their opinions journalists emphasised the importance of presenting news through facts over their interpretation. This was ensured through a presentation and selection of relevant topics, while refraining from subjective commentary. However, this tension made continuous self-monitoring a key routine, with many interviewees described impartiality as a practice of reflexivity, defined as constantly questioning their own assumptions, values, and potential biases. This included being open to recognising unconscious prejudices as one respondent summarised “For me, impartiality means asking yourself lots of questions and then allowing yourself to change your mind.” (Respondent 1). The selection of topics itself then, by refraining from interpretation was dictated according to respondents by (political) actuality but also by the public service mission of the RAI, fundamentally interrelated with balancing opinions and voices.
RAI is the mirror, the showcase of our country …, and therefore it must also tell what others do not tell or what, let's say, is not always easy to tell, not always appealing from an informational point of view. …  editorial freedom means deciding how to address the topic, for example through stories of emancipation, …, through stories of marginalisation, through stories of redemption, through stories of care, of scientific study, so this is the freedom that is inherent in an editor's editorial line. (Respondent 12).
As such, the commitment of presenting both relevant, actual topics together with underrepresented themes was fundamental in preserving and allowing for representing the existing nuances and actors that can shape the story.  While striving to “balance” perspectives, journalists were also cautious to avoid false equivalence. For instance, some expressed the necessity to contextualise extreme opinions when discussing scientifically discredited positions and to maintain balance in all issues, especially highly polarised ones.
These are issues on which there is enormous polarisation. Certainly, anything can be used against you. It is no exaggeration to say that you really need to strike the right balance when choosing guests, because there is such tension surrounding these issues that accusations of bias are always just around the corner. (Respondent 10). 
Impartiality, in this sense, meant proportionate representation, not giving equal time to unequally credible views, but acknowledging relevant dissent when warranted. However, although these practices reflected a strong individual commitment to impartiality, journalists frequently noted how the construction of pluralism at RAI could impact their own approach to impartiality. For example, in terms of news bulletins, one respondent said
Just as Tg1 and Tg2 give too much attention to the majority, we give too much attention to what the opposition is doing …  in the logic of pluralism at RAI, imbalance on one side and imbalance on the other creates a sort of balance.” (Respondent 2)
This resulted in a heightened sensitivity towards balance in terms of politics, both in expressed opinions as well as sensibilities of the invited guests “We always try to be perfectly balanced, so to speak, with regard to the political sensibilities of those who are in the studio with me (Respondent 11). A such, due to the relation with politics, this system risked reducing impartiality to a quantitative distribution of political airtime by ticking boxes for all parties, rather than promoting the practices that journalists themselves valued context-sensitive journalism. “Yes, we are impartial. Because we gave time to one and to the other? But what story have we actually told?” (Respondent 4). 
As such, journalists at RAI described impartiality as a discipline of continuous self-scrutiny, balance, and pluralistic representation. This was internalised across individual practices and was widely seen as fundamental to PSM’s journalistic role. However, the political dimension that is intertwined with editorial choices and focus of its different channels seem to clash with individual perceptions of impartiality. Nonetheless, the political nature of management and editorial lines, is not necessarily felt at individual level, with journalists highlighting impartial reporting as a necessary aspect of their daily routines. While these individual practices demonstrate a strong internalisation of impartiality among journalists, they do not occur in isolation. Organisational and newsroom dynamics are known to fundamentally shape how impartiality is enacted. The following section explores how these collective, shared factors influence individual procedures.
Journalistic narratives of impartiality in newsrooms between trust, changing editorial lines and commercial pressures
On a collective level, impartiality was an implicit part of broader newsroom discussions. These discussions concerned the preparation of news items and were especially relevant with respondents working for current affairs programs in choosing respondents, adding voices or nuances to topics and selecting the order of topics throughout programs. In these cases, impartiality was seen as a collective effort underpinning the choice of voices able to present a debate describing a debate that on the one hand had to present opposing viewpoints and nuances.
… you have to clearly distinguish between things to ensure that all points of view are represented. Generally speaking there are two points of view: those who are for and those who are against. … opposing points of view obviously facilitate debate, listening and understanding, and so we always tend to do that.  …, I always try to represent the nuances. I'm not only interested in the extremes, of course, quite the contrary.  there are those who are against a topic a priori and those who are in favour of it a priori, and then there are those who say it's a good principle applied badly etc. And all those points of view are present in the debate. We are also fortunate, we have 300 episodes a year, so we have the opportunity to include all points of view. (Respondent 5)
To achieve this, impartiality depended on the ability to have an open debate and having a diversity in newsrooms, fostering horizontal discussions and collaboration between different positions, with a strong sense of co-shaping editorial lines from a bottom-up, journalistic perspective 
There are people in our newsroom, on the right and on the left. There are young people who are 30 years old or younger and people over 60. There are people from the north and south, and there is a good balance of men and women, which means there are many different perspectives that, in my opinion, contribute to making the programme as comprehensive and impartial as possible.  (Respondent 5)
However, the presence of these elements was not necessarily a given across different newsrooms of the RAI as another respondent remarked that
In the newsroom I currently work in not as much, but in the one where I was before, while we were imagining the news bulletin there was a habit of speaking out loud, so everyone could hear and say if they agreed, but it wasn't codified.  In current affairs programmes, sharing and even having the possibility of differing lines, sensibilities, is something that is appreciated. For example, in specific current affairs program there are right-wing writers, a left-wing writer, a far-right writer, not in terms of party membership, but in terms of mindset, so you're sure to have all points of view, and even when asking questions, you don't have a singular thought you have to follow. (Respondent 3)
This “singular thought”, or rather the editorial line behind a program was a reoccurring topic of many other interviews that superseded discussions about impartiality, where respondents highlighted the existing vertical decision-making structure within newsrooms based on key figures including directors, vice directors and chief editors. This way of working detailed how key editorial decisions were taken at higher managerial stages across directors, vice directors and chief editors, rather than organically amongst all members of the newsroom. As such, discussing impartiality within a specific editorial line, personal responsibilities within newsrooms substantially changed the perspective in which it was discussed. For example, from the perspective of either chief editors or vice directors, they highlight a degree of horizontal cross-newsroom collaboration resulting in thought-out, clear strategies (within the relevant network, not across channels) within a team of peers.
We attend a general meeting at nine in the morning, with of the entire RaiNews24 team, where each covers the issues of the day that we will be developing. So, that's useful for getting a fairly clear idea of what the more pressing issues are, the ones that might spark more debate. Then, we have line meetings, where the editor-in-chief and the deputy editors-in-chief try to meet at least once a week to take stock. Obviously, they vary, i.e. with more content-related topics, or more practical matters.  (Respondent 9)
From the perspective of other editorial staff, choices were experienced from as top-down decisions where the degree of collaboration with higher positions in the newsroom and network influenced evaluations. For example, staff of current affairs highlighted a high level of autonomy and collaboration.
So, imagine a pyramid with the director at the top, obviously, who has the final say on everything, etc. He needs to know who the guests are and also gives ideas … Then our vice director coordinates the various programmes but then each programme has its own team of writers and the producer, and we build it independently. Then of course, then the deputy director gives feedback on it. It's really different from the organisation of the news bulletin.  (Respondent 10)
On the other hand, where there was no collaboration or dialogue, editorial staff experienced choices as top-down impositions, without adding the same value as they would by being out on the field reporting on news. 
When we're not on the field, the news is obviously put together in summary meetings and in any case it's up to the editor-in-chief with the various editors who make the proposals, then the editor-in-chief sets the tone and gives the running order according to his editorial line, then he lines up the news items and gives them the importance he thinks they deserve, then he gives instructions to the journalists who do the reporting.  It's completely vertical. You get the directive: this is the theme and these are the elements that must be included. Then you structure them as you see fit, based on those instructions. I feel that I do not provide as much support as the other correspondents who are on the field. For those of us who simply carry out the work, it's a matter of finding the right agencies at the right time (Respondent 1)
As such, when trust in the higher up decision-making process was lacking, it negatively impacted the experience within a newsroom as one respondent noted:
I have had directors whom I did not trust. … This is a problem because if I want to investigate a fact, it is possible that my worst enemy in my attempt to represent something objectively is my director. When you go to interview politicians and you discover that they already have your questions because the director sent them to them, it's serious. You go there with the idea of putting the politician on the spot, and instead you find that they already have the answers ready. (Respondent 2)
Furthermore, respondents pointed to the volatility of this system, whereby political changes led to a reshuffling of the management structure key to the decision-making processes of news programs.
Nowadays, with the reform of RAI governance, when a new government comes into power, it effectively decides who the new head of the company will be. And so, they usually appoint someone close to the government. And then, cascading down from the head of the company, various directors are appointed based on political considerations. Thus, what happens depends on who decides the producer of a publication, which party the editor of a publication decides, which editor decides another editor.  (Respondent 1)
As such, changes in politics led to changes in the entire structure defining main editorial lines, meaning that in many cases this resulted in starting over from zero, with new directors having diverging, or even opposing viewpoints opinions about editorial lines of the programmes and what they ought to do, undermining continuity in the development of collective routines.
I've worked on TG1 for fifteen years and I've had nine different directors. And that's a problem with Rai. It can also be an asset, but it becomes a problem because every time you have to start all over again in some way. Not on a personal career level, but in terms of editorial lines, projects.  (Respondent 9)
Thus, the intersection between politics and editorial lines is a fundamental aspect that concerns journalistic routines. Due to fast changing managerial changes, journalists have to adapt to changing editorial lines and political implications, which impacts the construction of both impartiality and pluralism in news bulletins and programming within a specific network, including their trust in the vertical newsroom structure on which they depend. As such, respondents highlighted that news ought to be more independent from politics, which then ought to provide a better support of pluralism of information based around imbalances.
RAI news should be more independent from politics. I think that the governance of the company in general and the changes it has undergone over the years have not led to a distancing between the directors and politics. (Respondent 2)
This hierarchical structure also affected collaboration across different newsrooms and platforms. Respondents highlighted that due to lack of structural collaboration across from networks cross newsroom collaborations were not necessarily formally supported. 
It's walled in, and it's one of the things I've always fought against because, in my opinion, it's not functional, it's not optimised. It limits creativity. For example, I go out to shoot a story, and when I come back, I can get ten news reports out of that story, I can also make a documentary out of it, I can get a podcast out of it, an article, but this is often difficult to do because there are other departments with which there is no exchange of resources.  (Respondent 1)
Nonetheless, these collaborations were generally encouraged, when possible, as informal meetings between journalists to develop stories across platforms and formats were considered relevant.
We then create synergies because there are journalists who are interested in doing more or collaborating with the website. But let's say that it's always a bit complicated, because these relationships need to be established. Everyone at RAI is very focused on what they do, so the news programmes are like islands, and you don't see outside. This is also somewhat of a problem in this line of work.  (respondent 9) 
Whilst the analysis thus far reflected relevant processes during the preparation stages of news items, feedback meetings were not as widely discussed by respondents and as the preparing stages, depended on individual perspectives within newsrooms. Amongst these, audience shares were considered a key measure to understand the success and relevance of broadcasts. This can be problematic as that means that in the chase for better audience ratings, discussions about certain topics might be dropped, an element that clashes with the idea of PSM portraying underreported issues that do not have commercial benefits. Although not entirely detrimental the combination of the two in addition to the political dimension of impartiality places certain strains on the public service mission of the RAI, as one respondent succinctly puts it:
News programmes live much more on ratings and audience than news bulletins. … even though we should theoretically be a public service, we are a hybrid public service that still relies on advertising and therefore still looks on ratings, audience share, etc., programmes live or die, are created or end up being cancelled based on these ratings. This means that the search for ratings within programmes is the main driver of editorial choices too. (Respondent 8)
As such, impartiality was at best an implicit procedure that, in best case scenarios, aiming to provide diversity in viewpoints and actors within debates based on openness of discussions and diversity of newsrooms. Thus, while some were more outspoken about it, impartiality was not per se a primary concern of meetings but fell within broader journalistic concerns about vertically decided editorial lines and their intersection with politics. While some editorial meetings aimed to foster horizontal coordination and strategic agenda-setting between (vice) directors and chief editors, newsroom discussions of programs are characterised by a hierarchical dynamic where decisions are centralised in the hands of key figures. Due to their dependency on politics, editorial lines often coincide with political outlooks, which can impact news routines, and trust of the newsroom whilst simultaneously questioning the independence of information as with subsequent reforms, RAI management is more in hands of government appointments. 
Therefore, in a context where independence of journalists is not a given, continuity and trust in editorial leadership become the key to translate impartiality from an individual responsibility to a shared newsroom process. The mostly lacking audience feedback also shows that the overreliance on audience shares to assess the popularity of a programme can skew discussions about the content away from concerns about impartiality and representation of voices, towards more sensationalism or more commercially viable topics. 
Furthermore, the fragmented nature of editorial decision-making across programmes and formats limits the institutionalisation of impartiality as a shared strategic ritual. Cross-network collaborations are ad hoc procedures, based more on informal initiatives than formal structures, thereby reducing opportunities for sharing information and nuances. Finally, the influence of audience shares underlines the existence of a commercial logic that may influence editorial judgement in favour of popular appeal, complicating the public service mission. Within this context, feedback on individual practices seems to be less shared within the newsroom but rather part of individual responsibility, in second place to other, more important metrics for news content. As such, collective newsroom practices, due to the vertical editorial lines do not entirely support individual procedures, with impartiality being mostly an individual responsibility, that has minor relevance in collective meetings, overshadowed by considerations on political balance, audience shares and decision making by key figures within the newsroom.
Discussion & Conclusion
To summarise our findings, the strategic ritual of impartiality at RAI is relevant and part of daily routines at the individual level but is not directly supported at collective newsroom level.  At individual level, journalists highlight specific procedures that aim to represent the complexity of topics in a complete way, to provide audiences with the best tools to form opinions about topics and partake in discussions within the public sphere. These findings highlight to core reflections about existing literature. First, that regardless of political environment, PSM journalists approach impartiality similarly to those working in a more independent environment. They concur that impartiality is an impossible state of reporting and that it has a place in daily routines (Pakvis et al., forthcoming). Second, that impartial journalism is fundamental to contribute to informed citizenship and the partaking in critical discussions in the public sphere (Donders, 2021). 
However, findings regarding the collective procedures show how the institutionalisation of impartiality appears largely lacking. When present it was understood as a fundamental concern in reaching and representing all voices in a debate, from extremes to nuances. However, this in cases with a high level of collaboration between different positions in the newsroom including chief editors and vice directors. Thus, trust in editorial leadership was essential; where it was lacking, journalists described feeling constrained or even undermined in their ability to pursue impartial reporting. 
A key implication of this finding concerns the relationship between pluralism and impartiality. At the onset, a critique about the lack of institutional support is that a pluralistic system based around specific imbalances does not need to care about impartiality as the imbalances contribute to the representation of nuances. In fact, studies highlighting the relation between pluralism and politics in Italy highlight the relevance and influence in the logic of allotment of pluralist media systems that account for these imbalances such as in the Netherlands and Germany (Brüggemann et al., 2014; Mancini, 2009). However, this interpretation is less applicable to the current Italian context, where pluralism is closely tied to political control, not societal representation. Unlike in the other models, that benefit from higher levels of professionalism and are not directly tied to political parties, RAI’s pluralism relies on political appointments and balance across ideologically aligned channels. The issue with these appointments, beyond recent developments that places them in hand of the government more directly, is the fast-changing management crucial for defining the editorial lines. As respondents point out, by employing new directors based on political choices, often editorial choices are reset by changes in the management structure, often resulting in a general restart of procedures and routines, where trust and openness must be also reestablished from the start. As such, rather than pluralism and impartiality being inherently at odds, one ought to reflect on the necessity to establish and develop newsroom processes through time in order to define and develop strategies concerning the value and impact impartiality can have for news reporting. Our findings suggest that they are complementary when impartiality is conceptualised as a dynamic, process-oriented ritual aimed at representing societal nuance rather than simply being a centre between opposing viewpoints.  
A further consideration is whether collective procedures are essential for impartial journalism, or whether individual responsibility is enough for journalism to be impartial. Our findings support the former: collective procedures are not per se optional—they contextualise, reinforce, and enhance individual routines through relevant newsroom and organisational structures. Their absence limits opportunities for editorial exchange, accountability, and learning within and across newsrooms. As such, impartial journalism without collective procedures risks becoming vulnerable to institutional pressures and personal biases that journalists aim to dispel through their individual procedures.
Thus, even if our findings cannot and are not meant to generalise procedures towards the entire RAI news production system, individual experiences amongst respondents allow us to engage with the repercussions of individual perceived lack of institutional support. As such, by analysing the perceptions of impartial journalism by RAI editorial staff, we contend that the strategic ritual of impartiality does not happen within a vacuum. Whereas preconditions for its well-functioning might be taken for granted at more independent PSM as the BBC or VRT, it is fundamental to reiterate them when approaching more politically controlled PSM. To function and to be a meaningful part of daily routines at both individual and collective level, we identify the following preconditions (i) editorial independence, (ii) trust, (iii) newsroom autonomy. These are already established concepts and often recur in literature on Public Service Journalism (Milosavljević & Urbániková, 2025), PSM deontology (Donders, 2021; Michalis & D’Arma, 2024), and newsroom studies (Porcu et al., 2022).
Editorial independence is necessary to resist outside political pressures aiming to impose specific deontological interpretations of values underpinning public service journalism (Dragomir, 2025, Michalis & D’Arma, 2024). Without protection from political interference, impartiality may be reduced to a balancing act between party lines, undermining its different functions. Similar situations were underscored in other PSM with a history of political ties as such as RTVE in Spain (Goyanes et al., 2021). Therefore, in terms of impartial journalism, a lack of editorial independence can contribute to imbalances in news reporting that undermine pluralism, as nuances risk being too narrowly centred around political disputes. Thus, editorial independence ensures that journalistic decisions are based on professional judgement, not political alignment.
The presence and constant development of editorial independence is therefore crucial for trust amongst journalists and in newsroom leadership. Existing academic research on trust within newsrooms analyses how it is a fundamental to overcome fear for proposing and discussing collectively innovative ideas (Porcu et al., 2020; 2022). In this conceptualisation, trust is analysed from a horizontal (with others in same positions) and vertical perspective (towards upper management). These studies showed that a positive outlook on both is fundamental to share ideas and for these to be transposed to higher levels. Transposing this research in terms of impartial procedures, fostering trust in both ways is fundamental to create a shared consciousness about impartiality and select procedures, sharing responsibilities in the way in which these are balanced because of newsroom discussions rather than from an individual responsibility of chief editors and vice directors. Trust, is also able to connect the diverging experiences coexisting at different levels of the newsroom, connecting journalists to upper management.
This fostering of interconnection in terms of impartiality serves then a third fundamental precondition in the concept of journalistic professionalism. Journalistic professionalism has been considered a fundamental metric underlying categorisation of countries in typologies of media (Brüggemann et al., 2014; Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Studies analysing professionalism as a metric operationalise it as a combination of internal, external autonomy and professional guidelines, show its decline in combination with rising political parallelism (Brüggemann et al., 2014). This means that high journalistic professionalism is crucial to allow for procedures to be enacted at different levels of the newsroom and formalised in guidelines, resisting top down (political) impositions of conceptions of impartiality.
In conclusion, perceptions of journalism at RAI provide insights into an inherent struggle in supporting collective procedures of, amongst others, impartiality, that fit with its politically fragmented policy history and the high level of fast-changing government-based appointments. Our findings suggest that the RAI, as a politically managed public broadcaster, struggles to institutionalise impartiality at the collective level. While individual journalists remain committed to the ideal and practice it in meaningful ways, the absence of structural support limits its realisation as a shared strategic ritual. As such, whilst the strategic ritual of impartiality is perceived as an individual responsibility, it is substantially different from more independent PSM that support impartial journalism through dedicated codes, guidelines as well as specific routines. Therefore, we highlight that, to approach and assess impartial journalism without taking for granted its relevance and presence across different levels of the newsroom, research needs to consider three elements that support its well-functioning. Editorial independence, trust within newsrooms, and journalistic professionalism. 
Although these are not new concepts concerning journalism in academia, we seek to establish a meaningful connection between these and impartial journalism, assessing them as institutional preconditions. Without any one of these, or a shortcoming in each, impartiality as an individual responsibility risks being reduced to a formal requirement, becoming an “empty ritual” leading to biased reporting, undermining the ability to provide high-quality, pluralist and trustworthy news (Mont’Alverne et al. 2023). Our study thus offers a more holistic overview of research concerning the strategic ritual of impartiality (Pakvis et al., forthcoming). By doing so, we offer a novel foundation for understanding impartiality in the context of different journalistic cultures. This highlights how its enshrinement in international policy needs to be sufficiently contextualised to understand the extent to which impartial journalism is contributing to high quality, pluralistic journalism at the PSM in question.
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