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Abstract 

Science journalists are confronted daily with a high number of possible issues. Their 

publication decision is influenced by selection criteria. However, a systematization of 

science journalists‟ selection criteria is still missing. This paper therefore applies 

assumptions of the Gatekeeping theory to investigate the most important selection criteria 

in science journalism. Semi-structured interviews with German science journalists (n = 

21) from different media were conducted. The results reveal that main factors influencing 

the science journalistic selection of science issues predominantly included their 

professional role as information provider, their own personal interest in issues, the fact 

that issues need to be new and relevant (news factors), and organizational criteria. Other 

aspects on the selection process were of minor importance. 

 

Science journalists’ selection criteria 

Journalists are confronted daily with a high number of possible issues (Clark & 

Illman, 2006); selection criteria help them to select what topics will be analyzed and 

expressed to the public. Journalistic selection criteria are a research field that already 

gained some attention in general journalism theory. However, a systematic analysis of 

such selection criteria for science journalism is still missing. Conventional views on 

journalism theory can be tailored to science journalism, with validating general 

journalism theories for science journalism (Badenschier & Wormer, 2012). The 

theoretical approach applied here is based on Gatekeeping (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). In 

the following, the main assumptions of the different influencing levels on the journalistic 
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selection according to Gatekeeping will be introduced sequentially. They will be 

extended to research results of previous investigations on selection criteria in science 

journalism. There are five levels to study in terms of Gatekeeping, all of which 

influencing journalistic selection:  

At the individual level (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) personal 

interest on an issue can be significant for science journalists when selecting issues: White 

(1950; 1964) already pointed out that Mr. Gates selected and rejected stories because of 

personal evaluations and judgments. Next to personal interests, the professional role 

conceptions of science journalists are important on the individual level. According to 

Weischenberg, Scholl and Malik (2006) and assumptions of general journalism theory, 

professional role conceptions can be divided into information providers, critics and 

entertainer/service provider. For the field of science journalism, there are some initial 

results: Science journalists tend to see themselves predominantly as information 

providers, less dominantly as critics and even more rarely as entertainers or service 

providers (Bloebaum et al., 2003; Stamm, 1995; Wolff, 2003). 

Communication routines or practices are a set of impartial rules that can be 

medium specific, with TV journalists more frequently identified to reject news items 

lacking good visuals than non-TV journalists (Shoemaker, 1991). This was also found for 

science journalism (Milde & Hoelig, 2011). But not all communication routines or 

practices are medium specific: Restrictions like time and limited space can guide 

journalists in their selection of issues (Shoemaker, 1991; White, 1964). Furthermore, in 

terms of Gatekeeping news values are understood as working rules to guide the choice of 

selection and salience. In German research and according to Schulz (1976) there is a 

distinction between news value and news factor: new factors can be seen as particular 

features, attributed to an event that lead journalists‟ selection. Depending on combination 

and intensity of news factors an event gets a certain news value influencing the 

journalistic decision on selection or non-selection. Badenschier and Wormer (2012) 

interviewed five science journalists and compared their results with a content analysis of 

one stratified week. Factors like unexpectedness and composition (variety of issues) were 

both highly ranked by the journalists and frequently found in the coverage. The 

journalists also listed factors like range (number of affected people) and relevance to the 
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public, but these factors had low scores in content analysis. Initial results also show that 

the identification of news factors in science journalism is a research field deserving more 

attention. 

At the organizational level, characteristics such as organizational hierarchies, 

organizational size and socialization like norms and values of the organization (e.g. the 

media company) are of importance (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). As 

journalists are individuals within an organization, the selection of a scientific issue also 

depends on editorial processes such as the science journalists‟ professional relationships 

with both other journalists and news editors (Hodgetts et al., 2008). According to 

hierarchies, the editorial department and ultimately the chief editor has the position to 

decide which issues should be covered and which should not; they can act as a strong 

selection criterion. In most media companies the agenda is set by news conferences, this 

is also true for science journalism (White, Evans, Mihill & Tysoe, 1993).  

Science journalism is also influenced by factors at the social institutional level 

(Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) like sources, public relations (PR), audience perceptions, and 

the coverage of other media. Firstly, what comes to attention by the media is strongly 

influenced by the sources the (science) journalists use to obtain information about 

(scientific) issues (Shoemaker, 1991; Corbett & Durfee, 2004; White et al., 1993). 

Secondly, the influence of PR on journalistic coverage is increasing, even in science 

journalism (Goepfert, 2006). Thirdly, audience perceptions are also located at this level: 

nowadays coverage of science tends to be more entertaining and understandable as it is 

focused on the needs of the audience (Hodgetts et al., 2008¸ Schneider, 2010; Weitkamp, 

2010). Fourthly, the coverage of other media can also be influential in leading attention to 

certain topics in science journalism (Ebeling, 2008; Shoemaker, 1991). 

At the last level, the journalistic decision which issues to select is influenced by 

the social system level. This level is not relevant here, as this paper exclusively 

investigates the German context. As can be seen by the theoretical approach, a high 

amount of influencing factors on different levels can be identified. However, it is still 

unclear which factors affect the work of a science journalist the most. Hence, this paper 

asks: What are the most common factors influencing issue selection for science 

journalists? 
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Method 

Qualitative, semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with German science 

journalists (n = 21) were conducted. Their ages were between 31 and 63 (M = 44; SD = 

8.7). Fourteen of them were male. The sample consisted of journalists from different 

media channels: Seven television science journalists from the most important German 

public channels, six journalists from the most important daily newspapers, five journalists 

from monthly science print magazines for a general audience and three journalists from a 

weekly news print magazine. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted in person by a trained researcher from 

a German university at the offices of the journalists between February and April 2012. 

Interviews were tape recorded with participants‟ consent and fully transcribed afterwards. 

The semi-structured questionnaire contained open-ended questions according to the 

different Gatekeeper-related levels (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). 

Furthermore questions were based on research results already outlined in the theoretical 

part (e.g. Badenschier & Wormer, 2012; Clark & Illman, 2006; Milde & Hoelig, 2011; 

Schneider, 2010; Weischenberg, Scholl & Malik, 2006; Weitkamp, 2010). At the end of 

the interview, participants provided sociodemographic information. 

A qualitative content analysis was conducted on interview data. Transcripts of the 

interviews were the coding unit of the content analysis; two trained coders worked on the 

transcripts. Coding book categories were developed inductively from a sample of 

answers, with categories emerging from the interview data. 

The content analysis revealed selection criteria on science journalists‟ decisions 

according to the different Gatekeeping-related levels: professional role conceptions, news 

values, the importance of visual materials for TV science journalists, influence of 

professional and personal acquaintances (first three Gatekeeping-levels). Answers 

corresponding to the social institutional level were divided into subcategories: sources 

and situational factors. 

 

Results 

At the individual level, fifteen science journalists stated that their work is 

influenced by their personal interest in issues. For instance an editor from a daily 
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newspaper said: “To be honest, a lot is influenced by my subjective perception and really, 

issues should meet my personal interest to be selected.” Furthermore, at that level we 

were interested in the professional role conceptions of science journalists. We asked 

participants to state the targets of their communication when reporting on science; 

answers were classified with respect to the main statements. Eighteen science journalists 

aimed their coverage to be a fact-orientated and neutral reporting of science; this result is 

related to the role of the information provider. Seven participants wanted their recipients 

to get a more critical view regarding science issues, comparable with the role of a critic. 

Furthermore, five of the science journalists wished their reporting to show visions and 

arouse curiosity, which is comparable with the role of entertainer/service provider. 

At the communication routines or practices level there are some medium-specific 

differences. But science TV journalists‟ issue selection did not depend on the availability 

of appropriate visual materials as much as was anticipated; only one journalist said that it 

is not possible to select an issue when there is no appropriate visual material. Conversely, 

five journalists said that creativity is necessary to make issues become news. At this level 

of analysis, a few journalists considered resources like time (n = 3) or space (n = 2) 

required to cover stories (i.e., length of articles or TV clip), and the financial resources 

available (n = 2). This is one influencing factor which is not specific to the type of media 

the journalists work for. Furthermore, we were interested in news factors of science 

journalism. Twelve participants said that issues have to be new to be selected for 

coverage. Ten of study participants mentioned audience relevance as a selection criterion 

for coverage. Another important factor mentioned by eight participants is connections to 

applications. Six participants took into account the immediacy of an event, others felt that 

issues need to be an astonishment (n = 3). What we identified is that next to news factors 

of science journalism, the participants in this study named factors that cannot be defined 

as news factors, but are important selection criteria as well. Hence, we would like to 

expand the communication routines or practices level to a category we define as 

frameworks. Ten participants said that they predominantly select issues when those issues 

are suitable to give them a narrative structure. Other factors influencing selection on the 

category we define as frameworks included visuality (n = 4), exclusive nature of the story 

(n = 3) and composition (variety of issues in one media outlet) (n = 2). 
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The next level important for this investigation is the organizational level. We 

were interested in the professional (in comparison to the personal) relationships science 

journalists have with their editors and other journalists. Fourteen interviewed journalists 

said that every issue they want to cover is discussed in editorial conferences, and sixteen 

got important advice from their peers. Only five participants stated that the final decision 

is made by the chief editor. In comparison, personal acquaintances are a less important 

factor, with only four participants taking them into account. 

For the social institutional level and the high amount of possible influencing 

factors we asked the science journalists to state other criteria that come to their mind 

having an influence on their issue selection. We classified answers according to their 

main statements: (1) sources and (2) situational criteria. Sources were mentioned as 

influential selection criteria. For eleven journalists, public relations (PR) are the key to 

their work and help them to get attention on certain issues. Further, five participants said 

that articles in publications such as Nature or Science were main sources, additionally 

three of the science journalists listed scientific conferences as important source. Some 

science journalists mentioned situational factors like the coverage of other media (n = 8), 

when an issue occurs (e.g., lots of people get sick when winter starts) (n = 6), or the 

general attention to issues during a certain time (n = 5) as selection criteria. 

 

Conclusion 

Science journalists can only cover some topics out of a variety of issues; selection 

criteria help them to make decisions. The results in this study base on qualitative 

interviews but they provide insights into the most important selection criteria of science 

journalists by using different influencing levels related to Gatekeeping (Shoemaker, 

1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) to give a systematization of selection criteria in science 

journalism. For the journalists interviewed in this study, factors influencing their 

selection of science issues predominantly included their perceived professional role as an 

information provider, and their own personal interest in issues (both individual level), the 

fact that events need to be new and relevant (news factors at the communication routines 

and practices level), and organizational influences like the discussion of issues in 
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editorial conferences and the work with other science journalists (both organizational 

level, compare Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1 

 

This study was explorative in nature, interviewing only 21 journalists, all of them 

working in Germany. On the basis of promising findings, we propose developing a 

standardized questionnaire to be tested it in a representative sample. Such a survey can 

reveal the most important selection criteria of science journalists and ask – according to 

the influencing factors detected in this study – how much they impact the selection choice 

of science journalists. Cultural differences in selection criteria might be detected if this 
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study would be repeated in different countries; with the help of that approach the social 

system level of Gatekeeping (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) can also be 

included. 
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