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Foreword

When I took my first tentative steps into online journalism at the BBC in London in the late 
1990s, the small team was manually hand-coding story pages using HTML. Fast-forward into 
the 2020s and technologies like generative AI can create websites, write the content and 
generate images with little to no human involvement. Such a prospect would have seemed 
miraculous in the 1990s. Yet this is the reality in 2024 as I write this. The example of 
generative AI highlights how journalism practitioners and scholars have had to contend not 
just with the pace of technological transformation, but the seismic economic, social and 
cultural shifts in journalism. 

After 25 years of digital journalism, it is fitting to take stock of the nature of the media 
landscape. The picture shows a news industry that has changed dramatically and yet, at 
the same time, remained remarkably constant in its norms, values and practices. Despite 
pronouncements about the death of print, newspapers are still around even if they are in 
decline in many countries. In others such as India, which is the second largest newspaper 
market in the world, they are booming. In addition, television continues to be a main source 
of news, for example, reaching more than 50 % of the audience in countries such as Spain 
and Canada. Globally, radio remains a source of news for millions of people both over the 
airwaves and through smart speakers. 

At the same time, though, journalism as a profession and industry has undergone, and 
continues to undergo, massive changes. These range from a more participatory media 
environment to the ubiquity of mobile phones to the emergence of platform power over 
the distribution and consumption of news. Viewing the past 25 years through a purely 
technological lens misses the broader societal, cultural and economic waves of change that 
have buffeted journalism.  

History shows how newsrooms have embraced innovation as a technological response and 
solution to the transformation of journalism. Innovation is a double-edged sword. It holds the 
promise of progress but, at the same time, it can be a straitjacket if it is seen purely through 
the lens of technology. Innovation is not just about the latest shiny tech. It is about shifting 
practices, considering novel business ideas, rethinking the people in the newsroom, changing 
culture, and reworking the leadership. 

A prime example of a focus on innovation as technology was the March 2014 Innovation 
Report produced by The New York Times. The report was a response to the changes in the 
media environment. It framed the challenges facing the newspaper as a technological, rather 
than editorial, issue. This view was encapsulated in the first line of the report, which said: 
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“The New York Times is winning at journalism.” Innovation, though, is about journalism even 
more than it is about technology. It is about the norms, values and practices of journalism, 
and whom it is for. Assuming otherwise is misguided. 

Journalists and media organisations are contending with a generational shift in audiences, with 
many readers, viewers and users today having never known an analogue world. Today, these 
younger audiences are far more likely to be found in media spaces like TikTok, Instagram 
or YouTube, than on a news website or app. Reaching and engaging with these audiences in 
meaningful ways is not just about having a TikTok account. It is about creating journalism that 
resonates and connects with these audiences. it is about bridging the gap between what news 
organisations provide and what these audiences want and need. To do this means innovating 
in what journalism is and what it could be. 

There is no room for complacency. If the internet and social media were not enough to 
contend with, media organisations are scrambling to make sense of the rapid advances in 
artificial intelligence. Developments in generative AI are already changing the information 
environment for journalism. Against a background of 25 years of challenges and opportunities 
for journalism, one thing is certain. Change and continuity are constants, as they have been 
in the past, and will be in the future. What journalism has been, what it has become, and 
what it will become, is up to all of us. 

Alfred Hermida, PhD


