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Abstract

Studies on impartiality in Public Service Media focus mostly on its interpretation as a mixture of actor and viewpoint diversity in news items. In doing so, journalistic practices and perceptions regarding impartiality, embedded in daily news production processes, are largely neglected. To expand upon existing knowledge, our research analyses narratives of journalistic practices related to impartiality within public service media. Building on interviews with the editorial staff of Flemish public broadcaster VRT, we find a variety of interpretations on impartiality. Yet, more importantly, journalists point to a series of common relevant practices, both on the individual and collective level. In this paper, we study the practices and perceived importance of the selection of actors and viewpoints in news, critical engagement with news, and feedback mechanisms in newsrooms. In conclusion, we reflect on the discursive construction of impartiality as well as its practical limitations.
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Introduction

The transition from Public Service Broadcasting (PSB) to Public Service Media (PSM) in Europe has come with increased scrutiny about the role of public broadcasters in society (Sehl, 2023). PSM’s shift from traditional gatekeepers of information sustained by license fees to a player amongst many others in the digital landscape has pushed PSM to reaffirm their core remit and values. The challenges of transforming PSM coincide with increased pressure from governments on their funding, and in some cases, increased criticism (mostly from right-wing and ultra-right-wing parties) on a perceived lack of under-representing the full diversity of opinions and a bias towards the more young, progressive, urban viewpoints. This shift runs alongside broader trends of societal polarisation (Holtz-Bacha, 2021; Michalis & D’Arma, 2024; Sehl et al., 2020), decreasing trust in legacy media, and an increasing amount of news avoidance (Vandenplas et al. 2021), partly resulting from the significant rise of disinformation. 

Within this context it is significant to consider the role of impartiality as a central editorial principle in public service broadcasting. It is closely linked to core values such as independence (from governments), plurality (representing multiple views), accountability (demonstrating impartiality) and fairness and accuracy (a prerequisite for impartial reporting). Notably, its centrality is reiterated in both relevant international policy and industry documents. For example, impartiality is explicitly pointed to as fundamental for PSM independence and well-functioning in the Media Freedom Act, whereas being impartial and independent, amongst other editorial principles, was paramount to the re-establishment of PSM editorial principles and news values in the digital age by the European Broadcasting Union, the representative body of European PSM (EBU, 2012a). 

While being presented as a given for decades, the concept has gained importance and has resurfaced mostly in political discussions. Research on impartiality has not only pointed to the difficulties of defining and operationalizing impartiality in guidelines and practices, the difficulties of measuring impartiality, but also the difficult relationship between impartiality and independence, especially when governments explicitly push for a ‘neutral’ and ‘impartial’ news coverage (Boudana, 2016; Cushion & Lewis, 2017; Hughes et al., 2023). 

The question of impartiality is mostly raised in research about the BBC, the first public broadcaster to introduce it almost a century ago (Bélair-Gagnon, 2013) yet discussion on impartiality have been at the forefront in recent years. Recent incidents in press, political rhetoric and public opinion related to, amongst others, statements by presenters on social media regarding policy issues (Sweney, 2023), the political connections of the internal organisation of the BBC (Waterson, 2023), and news reporting on politics (Carrell, 2022). These have resulted in the updating of several editorial guidelines, and a renewed effort to assess impartiality through thematic analyses (BBC, 2023; Blastland & Dilnot, 2022). The complexity of reporting on impartiality is reflected in the methodologies employed in these assessments (interviews, content analyses, audience surveys), which address different stages, from the production of news broadcasts to the reception of news items. Although impartiality is pressing for the case of the BBC, assessing impartiality is becoming increasingly important for other European PSM that also struggle with criticism and contestation. Relevant cases range from the VRT, the Flemish public broadcaster in Belgium (Droeven, 2022), to the RAI in Italy (Pion, 2024) and RTÈ in Ireland (Carroll, 2022). Addressing impartiality and other PSM values has become a priority as they must renegotiate their role in society due to increased polarisation and digital transformations (Michalis & D’Arma, 2024). 

Amidst a climate of increased open claims for PSM to be more ‘impartial’, it is crucial to investigate how newsrooms themselves are shaping or reshaping processes and practices for impartial reporting. By discussing the current uncertainty of PSM in terms of renegotiations of meanings and values, we address journalistic roles as roles created through discourse, which depend on larger frameworks of meaning shared between journalists and other actors in society (Carlson, 2016; Hanitzsch & Vos, 2018). Throughout the years, different frameworks have looked to analyse journalistic roles as discursive constructs (Carlson, 2016; Christians, et al., 2009). The one that best contextualises contestations in normative roles of PSM journalism and the value of impartiality is the process model connecting four analytically distinct categories of journalistic roles: normative, cognitive, practiced and narrated by Hanitzsch and Vos (2017). 

The relevance of embedding this process model in PSM literature lies in clearly separating the narrated practices of journalists from their practiced roles. By doing so, we establish our research as specifically expanding on existing knowledge of narrated roles of journalists, in an effort to focus on the way journalists talk about impartiality through their daily routines. As such, we focus on definitions of impartiality and journalistic perceptions of relevant daily routines through our research. We discuss these narratives within the case study of the VRT, the Flemish PSM, where dedicated editorial guidelines and existing research on impartiality serves as a strong analytical foundation (VRT, 2012, 2020, 2021). Thus, we will answer the following research questions:

R.Q.1: How do editorial staff at the VRT define impartiality as a PSM institutional value through their own daily journalistic routines?
R.Q.2: What routines and practices do editorial staff experience as most interconnected with impartiality?

The analysis will focus on how journalists themselves define impartiality, and the concrete practices and routines editorial staff employ to ensure it. To account for the complexity of PSM in the digital news ecology, this research will provide an analysis of newsrooms across different platforms of VRT NWS (online, television, and radio) through interviews with editorial staff across different programmes. By analysing these aspects of impartiality, we aim to understand the day-to-day reality of impartiality, and its pragmatic constraints. We seek to further an approach to impartiality based on the goals set by PSM editorial staff themselves, instead of ambiguous, normative evaluations of the concept.

Theorising impartiality within journalistic roles: Impartiality as Role Orientation in PSM

We hereby propose an application of the process model of journalistic role to PSM experiences, that integrates the lens of impartiality core institutional value.  The model introduced by Hanitzsch and Vos maps two general layers of analysis: role orientation and role performance. The analytical layer of role orientation addresses normative and cognitive roles, capturing discursive constructions of institutional values and beliefs regarding their role in society and the ideals they embrace (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017, p. 123). These two categories are distinct, as normative roles describe what is desirable to do or think, whereas cognitive roles describe what journalists want to do (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017, p. 123). Normative ideals are internalised by journalists through a multitude of processes, including socialisation at the news organisation and through vocational education (Singer, 2004). Cognitive roles then are best defined as the institutional values and editorial codes that journalists embrace to achieve normative goals (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017). The analytical layer of role performance addresses the practical dimension of journalists’ role orientations (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017, p. 124). Practiced roles refer to what journalists do and can be inferred from analysing their work or reflections on their work. Narrated roles refer to journalistic narratives about their performance. These two roles differentiate between what journalists do and what they say they do, emphasising the process of role enactment through which journalists translate their cognitive roles into practice and through reflection, in specific narratives (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017, pp. 125–126). 
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Figure 1. The process model of journalists’ roles (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017)

Impartiality as institutional value for PSM journalists

To address the analytical layer of role orientation, it is important to address the normative values interlinked with the role of PSM in democratic society. These normative values have developed from three core aims that have stood at the foundation of PSM since their inception: educating, informing, and entertaining the public (D’Arma et al., 2021). The growing complexity of society has presented PSM with fundamental challenges that hinder these aims. Due to these challenges, stakeholders in society are questioning their value and existence, establishing the necessity for a normative renegotiation of PSM values for society. Authors have clustered existing challenges in (i) increasing polarisation, which is leading to diminishing political interest in maintaining the existence and independence of PSM; (ii) the digitisation of the global media environment leading to audience fragmentation and (iii) an increasingly commercialised media environment (D’Arma et al., 2021; Michalis, 2010; Michalis & D’Arma, 2024). In response to these challenges, values have been reformulated and reaffirmed by interlinking the role of PSM with the well-functioning of democracy (Michalis & D’Arma, 2024).

Within this diversity in aims and values PSM journalism is best defined as journalism covering an  informational-instructive function, presenting three distinct journalistic roles (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2018, p. 152). PSM aim to play the role of the disseminator in distributing information, the role of the curator in accounting for the diversity of information in a digital world and thirdly the role of the storyteller, nurturing and building understanding about information across different layers of society (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2018, p. 153). In support of these aims, PSM base themselves on the importance of “public service” as a powerful element in the self-definition of journalists to serve the public good through, amongst others, amplifying public debates and the notion of telling people what they need to know (Hujanen, 2009, p. 31). In internalising these broad normative aims of PSM, impartiality clearly distinguishes public broadcasters from other forms of news coverage, becoming a central cognitive role orientation for journalists. 

Impartiality as non-partisanship and balance
Capturing the complexity of impartiality in a single definition has been a constant effort by both academics and practitioners. In its first iterations, as discussed by the BBC almost a century ago, it was defined as “a virtue of public broadcasting, a way to remain independent from governmental influences and maintain the trust of the license fee-paying public” (Bélair-Gagnon, 2013, p. 482). More recently, Cox (2007, cited in Wahl-Jorgensen et al., 2017, p. 783). defined it as “no more than the attempt to regard different ideas, opinions, interests or individuals with detachment.” As such, most definitions consider the combination of independence, non-partisanship and balance as the necessary preconditions to effectively prevent the presence of bias in reporting and achieving impartiality (Boudana, 2016, p. 603). While authors seem to agree on this conceptualisation of impartiality, there is no clear consensus on the value of impartiality in news reporting. For example, Boudana specifies that, due to impracticalities concerning its implementation, impartiality led to the formulation of impossible standards and, paradoxically, to the introduction of bias within news stories (2016, p. 603). Adding to that are the difficulties in measuring the balance of viewpoints. Existing evaluations of impartiality are mostly commissioned by governments, regulators, or PSM themselves and mostly with the aim to demonstrate or contradict perceived bias.  Most of these studies attempt to bypass difficulties of measuring impartiality through a focus on multi-methodical approaches, and most have prioritised specific types of coverage rather than all coverage (Blastland & Dilnot, 2022; Hughes et al., 2023; Van Aelst et al., 2023). Most notably actor diversity has developed as a systematic method to analyse  impartiality through viewpoint diversity (Buyens & Van Aelst, 2021; Van Aelst et al., 2023).
Due to this complexity in application, authors addressing non-partisanship as the first dimension of impartiality provide a foundation to distinguish it from objectivity or neutrality, often used interchangeably in academic literature (Boudana, 2016; Ojala, 2021). Neutrality can be defined as the practice of non-interference in news stories (Ojala, 2021, p. 2044), and objectivity as “an effort to exclude subjective judgement” (Cox, 2007, cited in Wahl-Jorgensen et al., 2017, p. 783), presupposing evidence-based and transparent reporting (Sambrook, 2012). This underscores the necessity to view objectivity as openness in choice of sources, biases, and opinions, thus successfully building audience trust throughout the process of journalism (2012, p. 39). Non-partisanship, in essence, is the dimension of impartiality essential to legitimise the editorial independence against external (political or commercial) interference in content.
The second dimension of impartiality is balance, interpreted as the presentation of different viewpoints in society (Donders, 2021; Wahl-Jorgensen et al., 2017). This dimension establishes the goal of impartiality as presenting a sufficient diversity of viewpoints to the public. This goal assumes that there is not one single, empirical truth, but rather contested versions of events. Within these contexts, it is crucial to address these contestations and to guide editorial decisions and guidelines that serve to search for “the most truthful versions of the truth” (Cushion & Lewis, 2017, p. 211). As such, the balance sought after in impartiality is not identified as finding the middle ground between two extremes but rather as ‘viewpoint diversity’. This challenges the traditional notion of objectivity, which presupposes the existence of one single, observable truth (Cushion & Lewis, 2017). Academically, this is approached as a subdimension of diversity defined as the approach to a topic from different angles (Loecherbach et al., 2020, p. 619), which is considered fundamental in building informed citizenship in a democratic society (Donders, 2021). Without providing balance in viewpoints, PSM would not be able to provide an accurate representation of topics, compromising the roles it strives to achieve in society.

Thus, impartiality as the combination of non-partisanship and balance has become part of institutional values of PSM that journalists want to enact in reporting, to reach the wider norms that they ought to achieve as ideals of public service. It has become a key part of guidelines and public service contracts across European PSM (e.g., BAI, 2013; BBC, 2019; RAI, 2018; VRT, 2020), and within overarching frameworks provided by the European Broadcasting Union (EBU, 2012a, 2012b).

Impartiality and role performance of PSM journalists

Moving from the analytical level of role orientation to the role performance of journalists, scholarly work examining impartiality builds on the assumption that more actors represented and mentioned in news coverage equals a broader representation as established by the dimension of balance (Masini et al., 2018; Masini & Van Aelst, 2017). However, operationalising balance is problematic as there are no existing benchmarks for sufficient viewpoint diversity. Therefore, the selection of news or representation of one party over another can contribute to a specific imbalance, even if based on newsworthiness (Hopmann et al., 2012, p.  248). On top of that, any assumptions of what balance needs to be, irrevocably led to normative discussions on the specific weight of opinions. This may add hierarchies in opinions/voices based on their authoritative weight, for example whether dealing with more ‘radical’ voices. 

Thus, assessing impartiality in practice has become synonymous with assessing viewpoint and actor diversity in news items, with in-depth interviews with experts and audience studies either supporting or problematised the analysed diversity in content. In doing so, relevant works on impartiality combine the two analytical layers of role performance, embedding narratives on impartiality. One example of this combination is the latest BBC thematic report on fiscal policy combining content analyses, audience studies and interviews with journalists and other external stakeholders (Blastland & Dilnot, 2022; Jigsaw Research, 2022). As a result of this combination of methodologies, journalistic narratives of impartiality are constrained by the pragmatic goals of these reports and do not offer substantial insights into specific narratives of impartiality within newsrooms. Thus, even if insights of journalists may provide interesting knowledge on the way narrated roles of impartiality influence considerations about impartiality as an institutional value, these remain limited. 

By embedding the journalistic roles framework within PSM norms and the lens of impartiality as cognitive value, we hereby propose the framework of journalistic roles, identifying the different quadrants as follows:
Instructional - informative role
 
Informing and engaging with society, creating public spaces for debates
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Adherence to impartiality through diverse and balanced reporting
Impartiality as PSM institutional value

Necessary for PSM journalists to provide high quality news in order to fulfil normative roles 
Narratives of impartiality  as institutional value

Reflections on impartiality in daily routines and practices of news production

Figure 2. The process model of journalistic roles within Public Service Media context through the lens of impartiality


Methodology

The case study of VRT (NWS)

Our research is based on the case study of the VRT, where discussions on impartiality have been increasingly pressing in the last decade. Following a perceived under-representation of ‘all Flemish views’, the current government formation explicitly prioritised a more strict application of ‘neutrality’, of which impartiality was considered a part (Dalle, 2019; The Flemish Government, 2019). This attention to impartiality has then been prominently complemented within the public service agreement valid between 2021 and 2025 (VRT, 2020). It reaffirmed the necessity for broadcasters to be impartial as established by the media decree, in combination with tasks and goals of the VRT on digital media platforms. These focused on providing relevant content countering disinformation and reaching younger audiences. The Flemish Media Regulator was also entrusted with the task to assess VRT’s impartiality, which it does by commissioning independent academic research. Impartiality has also been operationalised through a series of internal guidelines, and the instalment of a news Ombudsperson.

Our case study specifically focusses on the different news programmes and services that are part of VRT NWS, the news brand of the VRT. All respondents are representatives of the newsroom of the public broadcaster. This excludes from our research other brands of the Flemish PSM, which are more entertainment-oriented or more theme specific. The choice also reflects the emphasis of the government and VRT itself on impartiality in news coverage, rather than their entire programming.  This distinguishes VRT from, amongst others, BBC, where guidelines state that impartiality requirements should also be met in drama and entertainment programmes (BBC, 2019). VRT NWS is also operating independent from other departments of VRT within a cross-media newsroom. On the one hand, this provides a foundation that connects topics, audiences and voices across programmes, embedding relevant values such as impartiality, independence, transparency and trustworthiness in one clear deontological line. On the other hand, it contributes to ambiguity for the public, as certain programmes which one might expect to fall under VRT NWS deontology fall under a set of broader and limited VRT deontological guidelines (deontological collaborator of VRT NWS). 

In-depth qualitative interviews rooted in ethnographic studies

The study employed a qualitative research design following the principles of grounded theory methodology. The method allowed us to explore complex social phenomena directly from empirical data. Our research relies on 20 qualitative, semi-structured interviews with the editorial staff of the VRT NWS conducted between December 2023 and February 2024[footnoteRef:2]. Participants were chosen through internal staff at VRT NWS, reflecting the diversity of programmes of VRT NWS in both format and medium: from news bulletins to current affairs programmes on radio, television, online, or a combination of the three. These were complemented by interviews with editorial staff involved in the writing of editorial guidelines and deontological discussions.  [2:  Interviews were conducted in Dutch, direct citations have been translated by the authors to English.] 


Due to the abstract nature of impartiality itself and its ambiguous conceptual dimensions, we opted to devise a topic list inspired by the corrective nature of ethnographic studies in news production developments (Cottle, 2007). We enquired about concrete daily routines of editorial staff, embedding impartiality in the reality of the news production process. To provide sufficient examples, we employed reconstruction techniques, discussing relevant examples of current topics and themes in the preparation of programmes and general news reporting. One such example was the Israel-Hamas conflict, featured repeatedly in news reporting on different mediums of the public broadcaster; as well as more nationally relevant topics such as Vlaams Belang, the Flemish far-right party, and discussions on the involvement of that party in Chinese espionage. By establishing a concrete basis to discuss and understand daily routines, interviews focussed on narratives of impartiality trough daily routines of journalists, capturing the analytical quadrant of narrated practices as defined by Hanitzsch and Vos (2016). In doing so, we aimed to inductively reach an understanding of impartiality through journalists’ experiences and opinions. Data analysis followed the process of Grounded Theory methodology, consisting of open, axial, and selective coding (Charmaz, 2014). Interviews were transcribed and imported into MAXQDA software for qualitative data analysis. 

Preliminary Results

Different interpretations of impartiality

Our analysis revealed that, amongst journalists there is not a unanimous definition of impartiality. The existence of a diversity of definitions within newsrooms is best reflected in the words of a respondent for the online website of the VRT, stating that “I think there is a lot of talk about the concept of impartiality without actually having discussed what impartiality is.”  (journalist VRT NWS). Journalists did refer to elements corresponding to the two dimensions of impartiality (non-partisanship and viewpoint diversity), albeit with nuanced differences. We divided definitions into two broad categories. 

Non-partisanship was put forward by journalists as not taking a stance in news broadcasts. In this regard, journalists reflected on the importance of being detached in reporting. Transcending one’s views led to two important facets of impartiality. On the one hand, detachment is fundamental to achieve fairness in reporting. Fairness is understood by journalists as the ability, personal opinions notwithstanding, to present actors and viewpoints in an accurate and critical way. On the other hand, detachment aids journalists in refraining from falling into specific agenda setting practices. Important is that journalists did claim that non-partisanship cannot presuppose not being critical as a journalist.

In terms of viewpoints, impartiality is defined as the representation of multiple viewpoints on a selected topic, avoiding one-sided reporting within and across programmes. In terms of topics, journalists defined impartiality as the representation of a diversity of topics, accounting for the different interests in society. Journalists who defined impartiality saw it as a corrective measure.  According to them, being impartial meant to actively correct one’s own viewpoint, providing a balance in viewpoints and topics that might be conflicting with one’s own bias. This definition went beyond non-partisanship as it involved an active reflection on topics. The aim was perceived as the presentation of viewpoints and topics with regard to their weight in society. This definition reflected the dimension of balance in impartiality, fundamental in achieving an accurate and trustworthy representation of stakeholders in society.

Based on their own experiences, editorial staff defined impartiality by highlighting aspects of larger dimensions of impartiality as discussed in literature. As such, journalists tended to disagree on whether selecting viewpoints or withholding opinions could be defined as impartiality or rather as objectivity or as neutrality. These differences came with specific evaluations of the terms, whereby impartiality was at times seen as interchangeable with neutrality or objectivity, or as separate from both. Likewise, some journalists viewed balance as part of impartiality, while others defined it the other way around. This ambiguity and lack of concrete answers corresponds with discussions in literature on impartiality, with the addition of a shared evaluation of impartiality and a common goal: the impossibility of full impartiality and the fact that impartiality should be conceived as a process part of creating trustworthy news. Namely, according to journalists, it is impossible to be impartial as one always views reality through a set of assumptions and frames. As such, it is seen as important to correct one’s own worldview through specific practices during the news production process. This means that journalists do not see impartiality as a perfect state of reporting with perfect balance and objectivity, but rather as a journalistic methodology. This method, based on individual and shared collective practices, allows journalists to defend their choices in the fair treatment of actors and in the selection and framing of relevant viewpoints and topics.  

Impartiality in daily practices

Partly echoing the definitions provided in the previous sections, we hereby present practices pointed out as essential to impartial reporting in two categories: practices at the individual level, and practices at the collective level. 

Practices at the individual level

In discussing daily routines, journalists spontaneously pointed to the selection of actors in news and current affairs programmes as the first important practice concerning impartiality. This practice concerns the diversity of respondents, and journalists pointed to two attention points: reaching female expert voices and reaching a diversity of societal stakeholders. Journalists discussed this attention to diversity in actors as an effort to correct one’s own bias in news reporting. For example, political journalists highlighted that an all-male panel is easy to form, but that it would not provide an accurate depiction of Flemish society and interests and that including different actors can help in providing an accurate and relevant debate. This effort notwithstanding, journalists also remarked that these corrective measures are not pursued for their own sake but always for the sake of representing the complexity of news topics. 

“It's not that we're not going to invite someone who is less good at articulating, or at explaining, or doesn't have the expertise, because that doesn't help. If you forcefully invite “women” in news who are not knowledgeable about the topic at hand, then we're even further away from our goal. (editor VRT NWS radio)”

Beyond considerations on gender diversity, journalists attribute value to finding diversity in the search for relevant actors necessary to represent different sides of the debate. This balance is perceived as an effort to represent relevant topics beyond political dimensions, providing a variety of voices representing different interests in society (Blastland & Dilnot, 2022). Therefore, attempting to involve as many stakeholders as possible provides a broader perspective on society and include actors that might be otherwise forgotten. For example, in discussing reporting on education policy, a radio journalist reflected on the importance of representing teachers as well as the position of the political party in reporting on different facets of the issue. Much like considerations on gender, the involvement of different stakeholders is also an example of a corrective measure on the bias and lens a journalist might have in viewing topics, without however compromising the integrity of the news item itself by providing an over-correction of relevant actors. 

The practice of selecting actors in news is closely connected to the second practice of impartial journalism: the selection of relevant and informative, valuable viewpoints in news. Journalists agree that establishing relevance is difficult, but a necessary part of journalistic practices, relying on a combination of assessing opinions and a fair treatment of different perspectives. “(…) It is also our job not to pass judgment beforehand, but to assess opinions. In the sense of, what is the impact of an opinion?” (editor VRT NWS online). Therefore, in establishing relevance, the respondents aimed to represent the variety of viewpoints present in society in a balanced way:

“You have different opinions, views, political parties on everything. But I do think that first, which we often do probably most consciously, and certainly as a public broadcaster: we do keep a good balance in representing those.” (Editor VRT NWS radio)

However, journalists agree that the weight of opinions differs depending on the news topic and does not necessarily imply equal allocation of space to different opinions and stakeholders, especially concerning policy decisions. For example, journalists highlight that there is a greater focus on including certain policy perspectives due to their degree of responsibility in the decision-making processes. 

“It does happen that actors in power, people who have responsibility, are brought up more because they are often more relevant to the topics we cover.” (editor VRT NWS) 

Therefore, both the perception of balance and weight in viewpoints depends on the nature of the news topic. On less controversial topics, balancing viewpoints relies on presenting a complete picture of viewpoints on the matter, through a balancing act of stakeholders within and beyond politics. On more controversial topics, achieving a diversity of viewpoints also depends on including extreme viewpoints, relying on more complex journalistic choices. According to journalists, these must be part of reporting as they represent relevant aspects of debate and must therefore be addressed to provide a complete impartial overview of a topic. As such, practices to include extreme opinions imply providing sufficient context, and sufficient preparation on the topic to fact-check opinions if necessary.

“I think it's incredibly important that opinions, even if they are extreme, can be addressed at VRT. And at the same time, I think it's incredibly important that we do very thorough research on them and are well prepared. (…), to have the facts in order, to scan the numbers, so that we are as well prepared as possible. You can never do that perfectly, and certainly not in a live setting, but we do so to be as well “armed” as possible as either anchor, presenter, or moderator.” (chief of network VRT NWS).

Lastly, these two previous practices are complemented, according to journalists, by the third practice: critical engagement with actors and viewpoints. As such, journalists highlighted specific practices that are indicative of an active, critical engagement throughout the daily news production process. These are the choice of wording in presenting news topics and withholding opinions. The choice of wording is particularly important in the contextualisation of topics or the presentation of parties. For example, during the initial phase of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the exact way in which to present Hamas was a topic of discussion. 

“How do we name Hamas, do we say, terrorist organisation? (…) you cannot say that: Hamas is a political organisation with a militant branch that you can accuse of terror. But not the whole of Hamas. A party that people voted for is a terror organisation. (…) I think now we often use the radical or militant branch of Hamas.” (journalist VRT NWS)

Addressing the exact choice of words was fundamental for journalists in guarding impartiality interpreted as withholding one’s own opinion. Furthermore, journalists view these discussions as indispensable for withholding one’s own opinion from news reporting, a practice they consider central to impartial news reporting “When I think of impartiality, I think it is especially important that a listener does not know what we think about the topic at hand” (chief editor VRT NWS). Withholding opinions is seen as fundamental to ensure that the personal opinions of individual journalists do not interfere with providing a fair approach towards different viewpoints about a select topic and the way these are presented to the audience in a balanced and nuanced way. 

“We have to give the facts, they have to be correct. And then you can let opinions clash. And then it is very important that as a journalist there, and that is really impartiality, you give people a fair chance to explain their point of view, without giving the impression that you have a structural preference for one or the other.”

In presenting it as such, withholding personal opinions from the presentation of news seems to be tied with less involvement by journalists in the presentation of topics. However, by highlighting the news production processes, journalists highlight the importance of engaging with news. This engagement is exemplified by the practices of asking critical questions to respondents and setting the tone of a conversation. This is especially helpful in addressing viewpoints in news items that might be similar, but where different points of criticisms might be raised by journalists (chief editor VRT NWS). 

Of course, you yourself do not take a stand in the sense that a VRT journalist should not call for the minister's resignation. But even then, of course, in the selection you make, the criticism and critical evaluation you make, the interpretation you give, you make choices and help determine the (journalistic) frame. That's where the biggest danger of impartiality lies, let's say, because it's conceivable that that frame would systematically move you in a certain direction. (interview journalist VRT NWS)

Crucially, this criticism does not stem from the personal opinions of journalists but rather from their expertise, as well as newsroom contributors of the programme or topic itself. This is relevant, as these choices are always embedded in a larger newsroom. This is the reason why a higher diversity in newsrooms is seen by journalists as positive for impartiality, as it provides opportunities for interesting discussions between editorial staff.

Practices of impartiality at the collective level

This combination of elements shows how impartiality is seen as a corrective measure to the journalist’s own background and opinions. Furthermore, respondents also attributed great importance to the newsroom and its collective level of practices that ensure impartial reporting. Within newsrooms, journalists pointed to sufficient feedback mechanisms as relevant to impartial reporting. Staff highlighted that all the practices at the individual level are discussed at the individual newsroom level, allowing for thorough feedback. There, journalists highlighted the importance of diversity in newsrooms as having a positive relation with a more critical engagement: the more diverse a newsroom, the more it is possible to view topics from different perspectives, highlighting blind spots in reporting. Whilst editorial staff was positive about the developments of the VRT over the last years, they highlighted the need to constantly improve it. 

Second, journalists highlighted broadcast meetings as crucial collective practices addressing meetings before and after broadcasts and general VRT NWS meetings. Meetings before broadcasting were presented as fundamental to the news production process as a way to collectively reflect on news topics at hand and receive feedback (if possible) on the previously indicated individual practices. Meetings after broadcasts were fundamental to provide feedback on the way the programme was conducted. The nature of the feedback and meeting depends on the format of the broadcast. For example, feedback for current affairs was conducted in terms of moderation, critical interviewing and mixing of respondents and topics. In the case of news bulletins, reflections were conducted on the presentation of news; whereas in online environments it was on the choice of wording and clustering of information.  These meetings were typically conducted at the level of the single broadcast or programme, with all staff. These meetings were also complemented by general weekly overview meetings on impartiality. During these meetings, meant for heads of networks and chief editors, as well as those in charge, discuss relevant topics and strategies to direct work. 

Third, journalists highlighted sharing of information through digital systems as helping in selecting actors in news, with all journalists at VRT NWS sharing the use of Slack. On this digital system, journalists share relevant news, experts and facts on themes that other journalists can use to strengthen practices of impartiality at the individual level, such as improving one’s knowledge on topics, prepare interviews, but also in selecting actors in news. As such, although a shared concrete list of experts and actors to discuss in news does not exist, journalists point each other in the direction of similar sources of expertise, building a repertoire of possible actors to contact. Exchanges also happen in informal, analogue settings, with journalists discussing topics and asking for advice across newsrooms on the work floor.

Fourth, journalists discussed replying to and addressing audience criticism as an important collective practice in newsrooms. Therein they held the role of the ombudsman in high regard as a necessary supportive position. For many newsrooms, the Ombudsperson acts as both a filter for complaints as well as an additional source of feedback. By filtering complaints directed at programmes he discusses relevant criticisms with chief editors of programmes, aiding in identifying remediating strategies if needed. However, in times of digital transformation, the Ombudsman cannot always act as a filter, as criticism on social media is often seen directly by the journalist in question. Nonetheless, sufficient experience and support mechanisms across newsrooms are able to mitigate unfiltered criticism through digital means. These include the implementation of community guidelines on digital platforms (e.g. Instagram) and sharing the workload in checking comments under posts. The Ombudsperson, together with other deontological collaborators (nominated amongst journalists) are also significant in providing deontological trainings. Journalists viewed these trainings as important practices, building relevant knowledge on the importance of impartiality, but were also critical. Many agreed that trainings were too few and that relevant guidelines and documents could be presented more often, to continuously develop a stronger shared understanding of impartiality. To summarise our findings across the distinct levels, we present the following figure: 



Figure 3. Narrated roles of impartiality at the individual and collective level

Discussion & Conclusion

By analysing narratives of impartiality in daily newsroom processes at the individual and collective level at VRT NWS, we were also able to pinpoint pragmatic risks to the impartial news reporting of the VRT. Therefore, we add to previously established knowledge about boundaries to impartiality (Paulussen et al., 2021). We identified three limitations on practices of impartiality: (i) the speed of information, (ii) funding, and (iii) audience retention and reception. The speed of information highlights the discrepancy between the speed at which information has to be disseminated versus the accuracy of information. Necessary practices that are at the basis of quality information and daily practices such as source and fact checking take time, and that means that often other players are faster to report on newsworthy events. As such, choices of speed over accuracy due to newsworthiness might risk the factual integrity of a news item, which would have to be corrected after the fact, but that would have an adverse impact on the impartial reporting of VRT NWS.

Second, in terms of funding, we highlight that in recent years the information remit of PSM has become increasingly more complex, with their presence expected across a multitude of platforms. However, this increasing complexity was not paired with an increase in funds, but rather with a decreasing commitment of politics in protecting PSM funding. Whereas this has aided, in the case of the VRT, the multiskilling of journalists and a higher degree of collaboration across mediums, there is a risk of stretching personnel too thin across a multiplicity of platforms and topics. This in turn risks hindering the preparation and research necessary for critical engagement with news, as well as pursuing the presentation of news across all relevant (digital) platforms, where PSM are expected to be present. 

Third, impartiality and audience retention is problematic due to the high variety of topics presented in news and current affairs, as journalists are aware that it is necessary to provide light topics and, to a certain extent, entertainment, to retain their attention. The issue of retention is also pressing in online environments, where audiences do not necessarily read all articles within one topic and may judge reporting on a topic solely on the basis of one article rather than a series of articles. For that reason, journalists are aware that impartiality across programmes can only be achieved by providing impartiality within singular news items. Finally, audience perception exemplifies the understanding by journalists that impartiality is not only internally constructed but is also perceived, and that audiences might interpret impartiality in a different way and therefore experience impartiality differently.

Analysing these practices according to the process model of journalistic roles (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017), we can interpret results from interviews by discussing the relation between narrated roles and normative aims and impartiality as institutional value. We analyse narratives of practiced role by journalists as fitting into norm consolidation processes, whereby trustworthy information and the representation of viewpoints and actors, necessary for fostering public debates, is recognised and internalised through impartiality. Reflecting on the level of impartiality as cognitive role, we observe a process of role assimilation and appropriation as described by Hanitzsch & Vos (2017): new journalists learn from older journalists about the application of impartiality through socialisation processes and existing newsroom practices. Simultaneously, they appropriate these practices and combine them with knowledge they obtained through vocational education. Interestingly, part of this process of norm assimilation is the reiteration of different definitions of impartiality, establishing it as a clear institutional value in role performance that nonetheless lacks a concrete definition. This can be positive, as different definitions are complementary to each other, highlighting different aspect of the broader concept of impartiality as defined through literature (non-partisanship and balance).  

As practices remain clearly embedded in routines, we raise an important concern about the discursive nature of impartiality. In the case for PSM, institutional values are discussed at policy level during government formations, and official definitions are constructed by actors that might have conflicting views on the term. This could potentially be problematic if more extreme governments with less commitment to the role of PSM enforce an interpretation of impartiality that could hinder journalistic practices at PSM. Hindering this value would be detrimental to the role orientation of journalists, complicating the renegotiation of the normative roles of PSM in society. This worry is especially pressing in the case of the VRT, where defending journalistic values during government formations is paramount due to growth of the extreme right-wing party Vlaams Belang in past elections and their outspoken criticisms of PSM news reporting. This focus on narrative roles can complement the existing efforts in assessing impartiality and can help establish the need for more comprehensive methodologies. 

Our study only focusses on the case study of the VRT, and, although contributing to knowledge on narrated roles of journalists in relation to impartiality as institutional value; it is not sufficient to make generalisable claims on the entirety of the state of European PSM. As such, further research could focus on narrated roles of impartiality in other case studies, analysing practices, routines at individual and collective level within PSM. Comparing results on practices can expand upon the way in which impartiality is embedded within routines and practices and a basis to reflect on the way impartiality is approached and defined as core value of PSM. 
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Individual Level


Selection of actors in news:
- Diversity in gender
- Diversity in societal relevance


Balancing viewpoints:
- Accounting for extreme viewpoints
- Accounting for policy relevance of views


Critical engagement with news:
- Choice of wording
- Critical behaviour during preparation of interviews and broadcasts


Collective Level


Sharing of information:

- Slack as platform for sharing of news and expert voices

- Sharing of opinions across newsrooms


Newsroom meetings:

- Feedback mechanisms during and after the preparation of news items

- Overview of impartiality across news items and brands


Deontology Sessions:

- Value attributed to organised sessions but too few available so far

Role of the Ombudsman:
- Filter for criticism
- Support to newsrooms 
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