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Blogging, Citizen Journalism, and the Future of Media: Why Professional Journalism is Still Relevant


News has always found a way of getting delivered. We can delve further and further into history and find that, for essentially every time period, there has been a specific person whose job was specifically to deliver news. In today's age, that job has been designated to the journalists of the world. These people don't just simply “deliver news,” rather, they make themselves knowledgeable about all current goings-on in the world, study common writing and broadcast practices and employ both of these strategies to provide their demographic with news in a timely manner and in a way the general population can comprehend. It's a skill easily dismissed as irrelevant, and in this modern age, becoming increasingly obsolete as the technology continues to improve at a rapid pace and news is delivered over social mediums like blogs or networking sites.


As news media continues to change with the development of technology, the ways in which news is reported continues to change, as well. With the creation of the internet, the concept of citizen journalism is more apparent than ever. Citizen journalism is the idea that, with such easy access to means of reporting, ordinary citizens can uncover something newsworthy and report on it using the medium of their choosing—personal blog, Facebook or Twitter page, or virtually any other social medium.


Current research suggests that the number of Americans who read or publish blogs has dramatically increased over the last several years, inevitably increasing the amount of “news” reported daily. The difference between an ordinary person's blog and a journalism professional's breaking news story is just that—the professionalism. Less people are receiving journalism degrees because of an idea that this type of degree is irrelevant if a person can just start their own website and gain recognition for breaking news stories. Take famous celebrity blogger Perez Hilton for example. Hilton is credited as a reliable source for all things Hollywood, yet has no professional credentials, reliable sources or journalism background. The problem is that, with a lack of journalism experience and credibility, true professionalism falls by the wayside.


Now, it is common practice for any average citizen to create a blog or website on the topic of their choice and deem themselves an expert—offering advice, insight, research or experience. According to research conducted by Amanda Lenhart and Susannah Fox of the Pew Internet and American Life Project, of the 157 million Americans who consistently use the internet, 57 million of those people read blogs and 12 million of them keep blogs. As compared to professional journalists, there are currently only around 9,000 members of the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ Code of Ethics). This is not to say that many professional journalists may not have enrolled in this group, but regardless of that, the number of journalism professionals compared with the number of bloggers is nowhere near the same.


With so many undeniable positives regarding blogging and professional journalism, at first glance, there seems to be no downside. However, with so many average citizens firing up their computer and calling themselves journalists, the line between expert and amateur becomes blurred. More than ever, professional journalists are needed to bridge the gap between the news as it happens and the news as it's seen on television or read in the local newspaper. The skill set learned by journalists during their education is one that cannot be mimicked. “[Journalism schools] offer training in the kind of multimedia skills that are increasingly in demand . . . and journalism degrees give a sense that the graduate has learned the fundamental skills of the profession” (Rogers). 


Blogging is, in essence, like keeping a journal; there are virtually no rules, no boundaries and no time constraints. A person can simply give their feedback on whatever may have happened that day, and that is supposed to be considered “journalism” because, truly, journalism is about making observations and reporting on them. But, it's much, much more than that. It's being able to reach an audience of all ages, backgrounds and education levels, and being able to communicate and report in a way that all of those people will be able to understand. It takes a certain skill to reach an audience in that way while remaining, for the most part, fair and unbiased. Undoubtedly, there is a place for blogging and social media in the world of journalism, but only if used by the professionals. When used by the average citizen, this cannot be considered journalism, but rather, daily observations.


According to author Larry Kramer, “All the new digital platforms have created a proliferation of non-journalistic sources of news and information that has forever changed the media landscape.” Simply put, Kramer is agreeing with the notion that such extensive citizen “journalism” has created the idea that if you find something on the Internet, whether reputable or otherwise, it must be credible simply because it is “published.” Much of this stems from human nature—the fact that people want to hear what they want to hear and generally seek to find information that is consistent with their views. Instead of reading an unbiased report conducted by a reputable news outlet such as The New York Times or The Washington Post, and making their own decision based on the information presented, often times a person reads a post on John Doe's personal blog that agrees with said person's view on a particular topic, and claims to not only be well-versed in this particular topic, but to also have the factual evidence to support their argument.


This leads to one of the fundamental claims against citizen journalism, and blogging in particular, being recognized as a reputable source. Take this example from Kramer's study regarding the problems with bias in blogging and dissemination of information:



Someone writing about new television sets for BestBuyOn.com clearly works for 
a business that has an interest in people buying more TV sets. If you are thinking about 
buying a TV set, and you believe a BestBuy employee may know more about TV’s than 
most people, that may not bother you.



So while I believe Journalists and the lack of bias will play a role in information 
dissemination, it’s also true that we have to allow for the fact that our readers are looking 
for the best information for themselves, and that may not always have to come from an 
unbiased journalist.



But it also means that the business of journalism must clearly differentiate itself 
and constantly remind the public of the difference between a journalist and someone who 
writes with a vested interest. It is particularly important because in the new digital world 
the content offered by both worlds looks the same. BestBuyOn.com sure looks a lot 
like CNET. But at least BestBuyOn.com is obviously produced by BestBuy. Joe’s TV 
blog may not be so obviously sponsored by Reebok if he doesn’t say it.

In pursuing a journalism education, being unbiased and unaffected is constantly taught throughout the many years of schooling. It is unethical to accept even a thank you gift from a person you have interviewed in the past let alone work for a company and report for them (SPJ Code of Ethics), as is shown in Kramer's example.


Credibility means as much to a journalist as their ability to go out and report the news. The whole idea behind journalism is that a reporter reports and citizens consume this information which they rightfully assume to be true. In recent years, mainstream media has already endured criticism for being controlled by few conglomerates, insinuating that the information being reported is filtered and controlled—the end product being information the heads of these corporations feels most important for citizens to be conscious. “The authority of being able to say 'I read that in The Washington Post' has unraveled and weakened in the wake of the Net and news-as-entertainment,” according Mark Morford, journalist for the San Francisco Chronicle.


Not only does credibility come from unbiased reporting, but from reporting that follows standard journalistic conventions and employs the writing practices generally accepted by journalists as the norm. Former journalist for the Toronto Globe and Mail, Jack Kapica, suggests: 





Much of the writing I’ve read, on most citizen journalism sites, shows little 
understanding of the process of gathering the news and writing it in a conventional form. 
Conventionality of presentation is important because it can give readers a recognizable 
framework to assess and understand what’s being written.

If, for example, a person were to go to a doctor to get treated for an illness, and this doctor had little to no professional medical experience and wrote prescriptions and reports in a completely unconventional way, this doctor would have no credibility not just among the medical community, but among patients and doctors alike. The same can be said for journalism, yet a strange distrust for mainstream media and Internet publishing accessibility has created the idea that any ordinary person can credibly report the news. We have even named this concept—citizen journalism. Imagine citizen medical practice or citizen attorneys.


Ultimately, a lack of credibility has fostered the continued decrease in the value of quality journalism. It can be explained simply: material items, ideas and concepts, professions—generally, the rarer these things are, the more they are valued by the general public. Journalism is becoming increasingly more common with every new website such as The Huffington Post. Extreme technological advancements that have given even the most basically educated person the ability to report to the public can be accredited with the weakened value of journalism and an education in journalism. Throw in a growing societal distrust and journalism is steadily becoming a dying art. Author Angela Saini said that the “problem is that the profession is being devalued. . .by magazines and newspapers that are turning to bloggers for content instead of experienced journalists.”


Rather than accept the conclusion that journalism and an education in such skills will one day become obsolete, it is important to recognize that the field is going through a drastic change with such advanced technology, and that, as other professions have had to adapt, professional journalism needs not to be discredited, but adapted to fit the growing needs of the public. Bob 

Giles said:



This should not be a discussion of how to graft the latest onto the existing. Tear 
up the 
current models that perceive journalism as a craft. Rethink the field as one of 
rigorous scholarship and practice. And build anew around one truth: journalism matters.

Indeed, journalism matters. Unbiased news reporting still has its place in the world, and always will. It's simply a matter of connecting with the public and truly showing the value of what professional journalism has to offer—news reported accurately that is able to be understood across all demographics.
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