
VARIATIONS ON A THEME: 
mE PROFESSIONAL ROLE CONCEPlTONS 
OF PRINT AND ONLINE 
NEWSPAPER JOURNALISTS 

By William P. Cassidy 

A national survey (N=655) examining the professional role conceptions 
of print and online newspaper journalists revealed the print group per- 
ceived the Interpretivellnvestigative role as significantly more important 
than the online group. No significant diflerences were found between 
the groups in their perceptions of the Adversarial and Populist Mobil- 
izer roles. Results were mixed for the Disseminator role. The online 
group rated getting information to the public as quickly as possible as 
significantly more important than the print group. 

The Internet has become a major source of news and information.’ 
Research shows that 35% of Americans and 57% of American college 
graduates go online for news at least once a week.2 In addition, the 
potential online news audience is growing at an amazing rate. There are 
two million new Internet users in the United States each month? As of 
March 2004, there were more than 114 million active Internet users and 
more than 209 million with Internet ac~ess .~  Web traffic to the leading 
Internet news sites increased 70% from May 2002 to October 2003, and it 
has been predicted that the percentage of Americans who go online for 
news will increase to nearly three-quarters of the population by 2007.5 

This rapid growth is all the more remarkable when one considers 
that it was little more than a decade ago that the first online newspaper 
service appeared. In May 1992 the Chicago Tribune, in partnership with 
America Online, launched Chicago Online? Other newspapers quickly 
followed. By 1998 more than 1,600 newspapers had established an 
online presence including nearly all of the large circulation newspapers 
in the n a t i ~ n . ~  Newslink, one of the leading directories of online media: 
currently lists more than 4,000 U.S. newspapers with online sites, includ- 
ing nearly 1,200 da i l ie~ .~  

Not surprisingly, as the Web began establishing its presence as a 
news source, scholars began exploring this new form of journalism.1° 
However, the topic areas addressed have primarily concerned issues of 
content and the audience, particularly regarding credibility. Several 
scholars and media critics have noted that inaccurate content is more 
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likely to be posted on Internet news sites, due to the speed at which a 
story can be posted online.” These errors can damage a journalistic orga- 
nization’s credibility.12 Brill goes so far as to say that the “rush to produc- 
tion has allowed rumor to pass as reporting and electronic processing to 
pass for editing.”13 A number of studies have also examined audience 
perceptions of the credibility of Internet inf0rmati0n.l~ 

Singer and Thiel note that the focus on audiences and content 
might be explained by the continuing influence of the media effects tra- 
dition in mass communication research.15 While audience research in the 
online environment is no doubt worthwhile, less scholarly attention has 
been paid to the online journalist, even though the Internet could prompt 
a fundamental shift in the journalist’s role in the communication 
process.16 Kovach and Rosenstiel believe that because of the Internet, the 
concept of journalists’ applying judgment as to what constitutes news is 
more important than ever. The journalist in the new millennium, they 
say, no longer decides what information the public should know. Instead, 
he or she is helping audiences make sense of it.’7 With journalists, in 
essence, functioning as forum leaders, and given that some have said that 
the values of online journalists are reflected in the content produced, it 
seems even more important to study these journalists.18 Research inves- 
tigating how journalists view themselves is important to our understand- 
ing of the workings of the profession.” Indeed, the foreword to Weaver 
and Wilhoit‘s The American Journalist in the 1990s notes that ”If who 
American journalists are influences, shapes and biases the news, we 
should care very much about the current inventory of this species.”2o 
This project seeks to add to knowledge in this area by assessing how 
online newspaper journalists view their professional roles and compar- 
ing their responses to those of print newspaper journalists. 

Theoretical Framework. This study is grounded in the large body 
of literature examining the sociology of news work, which documents 
the influence of media routines along with organizational and profes- 
sional norms.*l 

Media routines, the “patterned, routinized, repeated practices and 
forms that media workers use to do their jobs,” are responsible for much 
of the news content in the mass media.” Fishman calls routines the ”cru- 
cial factor which determines how newsworkers construe the world of 
activities they confront.’’u From this perspective, news itself is the out- 
come of routinesz4 and news stories are not naturally defined as such, but 
instead are occurrences journalists have learned to view in certain ways 
in order to define them as predictable events that can be handled through 
r0utines.2~ The ability to implement routines, according to Tuchman, 
serves to make journalists Similarly, Soloski terms news 
professionalism as knowledge of the ”norms and standards of behavior” 
used by journalists to perform their jobs.27 He says news organizations 
rely on the interaction between news professionalism and their own spe- 
cific policies to establish a framework and boundaries for the behavior of 
journalists.28 

Literature 
Review 
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In his seminal study, "Social Control in the Newsroom," Breed 
found that news organizations never specifically outlined their policies 
to journalists; instead, policy was enforced indirectly and subtly, learned 
through on-the-job-socialization which encourages the formation of ref- 
erence group behavior whereby journalists identify with and share the 
norms of executives and senior staffers of a news organizati~n.~~ 

Professional Roles of Journalists. Johnstone, Slawski, and 
Bowman, in a nationwide survey, addressed journalists' beliefs regard- 
ing their roles in newsgatheringW They found that some journalists 
were proponents of a "neutral" role, seeing themselves as an "impartial 
transmission link dispensing information to the These journal- 
ists felt their jobs were best accomplished by adhering to the norms of 
objectivity and reporting accurate, factual, and verifiable information. 
Other journalists, however, saw themselves as "participants," believing 
it was their responsibility to play a more active role in sifting through 
the information provided by sources to find the "real" story. 

Neutral journalists viewed their primary functions as getting 
information to the public as quickly as possible, staying away from sto- 
ries where information cannot be verified, concentrating on news that is 
of interest to the widest possible audience, and providing entertainment 
and relaxation. Participants saw their primary functions as investigating 
claims and statements made by the government, providing analysis and 
interpretation of complex problems, discussing national policy, and 
developing the intellectual and cultural interests of the public. 

Overall, however, their results suggest that the majority of journal- 
ists endorse elements of both perspectives. For example, only 8.5% were 
predominantly participant in their outlook and 9.7% were predominant- 
ly neutral. What the researchers termed "balanced views" were held by 
35.4% of journalists; 25.1% were moderately neutral and 21.4% were 
moderately participant. 

Weaver and Wilhoit repeated many of the same questions posed 
by Johnstone and Their analysis came up with three cate- 
gories of professional role conceptions for journalists: (1) interpretive; 
(2) disseminator; and (3) adversarial. Nearly 60% of journalists scored 
high for the interpretive role, while nearly half also did so for the dis- 
seminator role. Only 17% of respondents scored high for the adversary 
role. An even smaller percentage (2%) scored high for only one catego- 
ry, while most journalists tended to view their roles as a combination of 
interpreter and disseminator. 

A decade later, Weaver and Wilhoit came to similar conclusions.33 
Respondents were asked thirteen questions about their conceptions of 
"things the media try to do today." Through factor analysis, the respons- 
es were aggregated into four attitudinal clusters: (1) interpretive/ inves- 
tigative; (2) disseminator; (3) adversarial; and (4) populist mobilizer. 

The interpretive / investigative role conception was the leading 
category with nearly 63% of journalists rating it as very important. This 
role conception is a combination of three dimensions: investigating gov- 
emment claims, analyzing and interpreting complex problems, and dis- 
cussing public policy in a timely manner. 
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The disseminator role conception was very important to 51% of 
respondents. This function was a blending of two dimensions: getting 
information to the public quickly and avoiding stories with unverifiable 
facts. The adversarial role conception was rated important by 18%. This 
role conception consisted of being constantly skeptical of both govern- 
ment and business interests. 

The populist mobilizer role conception, rated as very important by 
6% of respondents, meshed together four dimensions: developing cultur- 
al interests of the public, providing entertainment, setting the political 
agenda, and allowing ordinary people to express their views. 

The overall findings of the study concluded that most journalists 
saw themselves as a combination of two, and sometimes three, of the role 
conceptions. For example, 33% of respondents scored high in both the 
interpretive/ investigative and disseminator role conceptions. 

Studies of Online Journalists. All the studies discussed in the pre- 
vious section were conducted before the development of the World Wide 
Web. Therefore, online journalists were not included. However, several 
studies of the roles and professional practices of online journalists have 
appeared in recent years. 

Arant and Anderson surveyed the online editors of 203 daily news- 
papers in an effort to measure their views regarding ethical values and to 
see if those values differed because of the online environment at online 
daily newspapers.34 Nearly all (98%) respondents agreed that journalism 
ethics and standards should be the same for both print and online pub- 
lishing. However, almost half (47%) said that the high speed at which a 
story can be posted online has cut down the time spent on verifying the 
facts of a story before it is published. Thirty percent reported that the 
online sites of daily newspapers are not as likely to follow the general 
ethical standards as are the print versions of daily newspapers. 

A pair of studies conducted by Singer offer some evidence that 
online journalists see their gatekeeping roles as changing, rather than 
disappearing, with the advent of the Internet.35 In a case study of online 
personnel at three newspapers, Singer found that online journalists see 
themselves as credible interpreters of the quality of the large volume of 
information available to readers online.36 Through content analysis, 
Singer discovered that the online editions of six Colorado newspapers 
were much more likely to run local stories and leave out nonlocal stories, 
thereby giving readers a much narrower view of the ~ o r l d . 3 ~  She argued 
that by doing so, online journalists are giving up a crucial gatekeeping 
function. ”In a world as tightly interconnected and interdependent as 
ours has become,” she wrote, “we are poorly served by a myopic view of 
the place in which we live.”% 

Brill surveyed the professional role conceptions of sixty-six journal- 
ists working for twelve online newspaper sites.39 Using questions adapt- 
ed from the studies of Weaver and Wilhoit,40 she compared her results to 
those of newspaper journalists in the 1996 study. Brill found close align- 
ment in how both groups viewed elements of the disseminator role con- 
ception. Half of each group said it was very important to avoid reporting 
unverified facts, while 70% of the print journalists and 62% of online 
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journalists agreed that getting information to the public quickly was 
very important. 

Online journalists were less likely to view elements of both the 
interpretive / investigative and adversarial role conceptions as very 
important. For example, only 24% of online journalists viewed investi- 
gating government claims as very important, compared with 70% of 
print journalists. Fifty-four percent of print journalists saw interpreting 
complex problems as very important, while only 35% of online journal- 
ists agreed. This result contrasts with Singer who found online journal- 
ists view the interpretive role as crucial to their Being an adver- 
sary of government officials was deemed very important by 13% of 
online journalists, while 26% of print journalists felt this way. 

Regarding the populist mobilizer role conception, the two groups 
were closely aligned in three of the four elements. As an example, 59% 
of online journalists and 52% of print newspaper journalists said it was 
very important to let ordinary citizens express their views. However, 
online journalists were more likely (29%) to say it was very important to 
entertain the audience than were print journalists (16%). 

Research Questions. The sociology of newswork literature sug- 
gests that, with minor variation, online newspaper journalists working 
for daily newspapers, as members of "traditional" news organizations, 
would be subject to the same influences as their counterparts and per- 
haps have similar professional role conceptions. However, given that 
much of the research in this area was conducted prior to the develop- 
ment of the Web, and that scholarly research into online journalists is a 
developing area, no hypotheses are proposed. Instead, the following 
research questions are examined: 

RQ1: What are the professional role conceptions of 
online newspaper journalists and print newspaper journal- 
ists? 

RQ2: How do the professional role conceptions of 
online newspaper journalists compare with those of print 
newspaper journalists? 

Examining the professional role conceptions of these two groups 
of journalists seems a logical starting point from which additional 
research could emanate. Furthermore, daily newspapers are the largest 
employers of journalists in the United 

Method Sample. Closely guided by measures employed by Weaver and 
Wilhoit, the sample for this study was drawn from the population of 
journalists working for English-language mainstream general interest 
daily newspapers in the United 

Weaver and Wilhoit define journalists as "those who [have] 
responsibility for the preparation or transmission of news stories or 
other information-all full-time reporters, writers, correspondents, col- 
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umnists, photojournalists, news people and editors.”” But, as previous- 
ly noted, their study took place before the advent of the Internet, and 
therefore, did not take into account online journalists. Thus, the question 
becomes one of defining what makes an online journalist. 

Deuze argues that online journalism is distinct from other forms of 
journalism because its technological component serves as a determining 
factor in terms of an operational definition. For example, the online jour- 
nalist has to make decisions on which formats are the best to use to tell a 
particular story, must allow for options of interactivity, and also has to 
consider issues of hypertextuality, such as the connecting of the story to 
other stories and archives.& While this is true, the definition offered by 
Weaver and Wilhoit can nonetheless also be applied to online journal- 
ists.& Allowing for interactivity and hypertextuality, and deciding which 
media formats best serve a story certainly seems consistent with Weaver 
and Wilhoit’s ”responsibility for the preparation or transmission of news 
stories.” 

This study thus defines an online newspaper journalist as one who 
meets Weaver and Wilhoit’s criteria for being defined as a journalisP7 
and whose job primarily entails working on the online edition of a daily 
newspaper with the job title editor, producer, or reporter?* Similarly, a 
print newspaper journalist is defined as one who meets Weaver and 
Wilhoit’s criteria for being defined as a journalisP9 and whose job prima- 
rily entails working on the print edition of a daily newspaper. 

The sample was drawn from the 1,191 daily newspapers listed as 
of February 2003 in Newslink, a major database listing of online newspa- 
pers.” The study was designed to provide a systematic probability sam- 
ple of daily newspapers proportionate to the size of daily circulation.5I 
Print circulation figures were used, because, as Singer notes, it is likely 
that familiarity with the print edition of a newspaper is what leads read- 
ers to seek it out 

While there is currently no published directory of online newspa- 
per staff members, Singer found that most provide listings of both print 
and online staff members, with e-mail contact information on their Web 
~ites.5~ Web sites of each newspaper were visited to see if such a list was 
available. When no list was available, the researcher contacted the news- 
papers to see if one could be provided. If a newspaper failed to provide 
a staff list, stories on the newspaper’s Web site were randomly examined 
to see if contact information for the reporter was available.% 

Data CoZZection Procedures. Data for this project were gathered 
via a Web-based survey. These types of surveys have been shown to be 
an effective method of gathering information from people (such as jour- 
nalists) who have e-mail addresses and access to the World Wide Web.55 
The author contracted with Survey Professionals, Inc., a company based 
in Provo, Utah, to host the survey on the World Wide Web and ware- 
house the data from the survey until it was completed. 

A total of 3,330 invitations to participate in the survey (2,050 print 
newspaper journalists and 1,280 online newspaper journalists) were sent 
via e-mail from 15 July 2003 to 25 August 2003.56 Of these 3,330 invita- 
tions, 325 invitations to the print newspaper journalist sample and 119 to 

VARIATIONS ON A THEME 269  at UNIV OF SOUTH FLORIDA on April 17, 2015jmq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jmq.sagepub.com/


the online newspaper journalist sample were undeliverable for a total of 
4.44 (13.3%). Additionally, 51 individuals (37 print and 14 online) who 
received the invitation declined to participate. 

Within three days after sending the survey invitations, an e-mail 
message containing the URL of the survey was e-mailed to the sample. 
In total, 2,835 messages (1,688 to the print sample and 1,147 to the online 
sample) directing recipients to the survey URL were sent between 17 
July 2003 and 27 August 2003. Two reminder messages also containing 
the survey URL were sent one and two weeks respectively after the ini- 
tial mailing. 

A total of 656 responses were received, for a 23.1% response rate. 
Only one response was incomplete to the point where it could not be 
used for analysis and was eliminated from the study, resulting in a final 
sample size of 655 (456 print newspaper journalists and 199 online news- 
paper journalists). Responses were obtained from 271 newspapers in all 
50 states and the District of Columbia. The distribution of the sample is 
similar demographically to results of a 2002 census of daily newspaper 
employees conducted for the American Society of Newspaper Editors.57 
For example, 61% of respondents in this study were male, compared to 
63% in the ASNE study. Minorities in both studies made up 12% of the 
sample. The sample distribution also corresponds favorably to earlier 
studies of journalists in terms of regional representation and newspaper 
circulation size.58 

The data reported here are taken from a larger study?9 The profes- 
sional role conceptions of both groups were determined from their 
assessments of 13 statements, taken directly from Weaver and Wilhoit's 
1996 study, asking how important they think "a number of things the 
media do or try to do today" are.6o It was from these statements that 
Weaver and Wilhoit came up with the four major role conceptions of 
journalists.61 The level of importance respondents assigned to each state- 
ment was measured using a 7-point Likert-type scale (l=not really 
important, 7= extremely important). 

Creating New Variables. To answer the research questions of this 
study, four summative indices were created, each named after one of 
the professional role conceptions addressed by Weaver and Wilhoit.62 
The means for the individual dimensions of each index are reported in 
Table 1. 

The Interpretive/ Investigative variable summed each of the scores 
from three questions which ask how important it is that the news media 
(1) provide analysis and/or interpretation of complex problems; (2) 
investigate claims and/or statements made by the government; and (3) 
discuss national policy while it is still being developed. Cronbach's 
alpha for this variable was .76 for the print sample and .71 for the online 
sample. 

The Disseminator variable summed the scores from two questions 
which ask how important it is that the news media (1) get information 
to the public quickly; and (2) stay away from stories where factual con- 
tent cannot be verified. Cronbach's alpha for the print and online sam- 
ples was .30 and .28 respectively, well below recommended values. 
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TABLE 1 
Means of Dimensions of the Professional Role Conceptions 

Role Conception 
Dimension Print s.d. Online s.d. 

(n=456) (n=199) 

Interpretive/hvestigative 
Investigate Official Claims 6.32 1 .oo 
Analyze Complex Problems 6.29 1.01 
Discuss National Policy 5.70 1.25 

Disseminator 
Getting Information to the 6.03 .97 

Public Quickly 
Avoiding Unverifiable Facts 5.65 1.51 

Adversarial 
Adversary of Government 

Officials 4.73 1.65 
Adversary of Business 4.41 1.63 

Populist Mobilizer 
Allow Public to 

Express Views 5.59 1.33 
Develop Cultural Interests 4.82 1.42 

of Public 
Provide Entertainment 4.69 1.35 
Set the Political Agenda 3.23 1.61 

Note: l=not really important, 7=extremely important 

5.95 
5.92 
5.32 

6.46 

5.86 

4.53 
4.29 

5.72 
5.01 

5.02 
3.09 

1.06 
1.10 
1.30 

.70 

1.31 

1.63 
1.61 

1.51 
1.36 

3.09 
1.53 

Therefore, this variable was discarded and the two dimensions of this 
variable were analyzed individually. 

The Adversarial variable summed the scores from two questions 
whch ask how important it is that the news media (1) be an adversary 
of public officials by being constantly skeptical of their actions; and (2) 
be an adversary of businesses by being constantly skeptical of their 
actions. Cronbach's alpha for this variable was .95 for the print sample 
and .98 for the online sample. 

The Populist Mobilizer variable summed each of the scores from 
four questions which ask how important it is that the news media 
(1) provide entertainment and/or relaxation; (2) develop intellectual 
and/or cultural interests of the public; (3) set the political agenda; and 
(4) give ordinary people a chance to express their views of public affairs. 
Cronbach's alpha for this variable was .60 for the print sample and .67 
for the online sample. 

The mean scores for the Interpretive /Investigative, Adversarial, 
and Populist Mobilizer role conception indices were then calculated, as 
were the means of both dimensions of the Disseminator role conception 
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variable. Then independent sample t-tests were performed. Table 2 dis- 
plays the results of these analyses. 

As shown in Table 2,63 the mean Interpretive / Investigative role 
conception score for print newspaper journalists was 6.10 (out of a pos- 
sible 7) with a standard deviation of .89. For online newspaper journ- 
alists the mean Interpretive / Investigative role conception score was 
5.74 with a standard deviation of .92. The independent samples 
T-test revealed a significant difference between the groups (t=3.76, 
d.f.=653, p < .001) with print newspaper journalists perceiving this role 
conception as significantly more important than online newspaper jour- 
nalists. 

As discussed earlier, the two questions constituting the 
Disseminator role conception variable were analyzed separately. Table 1 
shows that online newspaper journalists scored higher in both dimen- 
sions of this role conception than print newspaper journalists. The mean 
for the question asking the importance of getting information to the 
public quickly was 6.46 (l=not really important, 7=extremely important) 
for the online group with a standard deviation of .70. The mean score for 
print newspaper journalists was 6.03 with a standard deviation of .97. 
However, while both groups placed high importance on this dimension 
of the Disseminator role conception, Table 2 results show that the differ- 
ence was significant ( t  = -4.30, d.f.=653, p. < .001). The online newspaper 
journalists perceive this dimension of the Disseminator role conception 
to be significantly more important than print newspaper journalists. 

The second dimension of the Disseminator role conception asks 
the importance of staying away from stories where the factual content 
cannot be verified. The mean for the print group was 5.65 with a stan- 
dard deviation of 1.51. For online newspaper journalists the mean was 
5.86 with a standard deviation of 1.31 (Table 1). The independent sam- 
ples T-test found no significant difference between the groups in their 
perceptions of this dimension of the Disseminator role conception 

The mean scores for the Adversarial role conception were 4.62 for 
print newspaper journalists and 4.35 for online newspaper journalists. 
The standard deviation for both groups was 1.60. The differences were 
not significant (t=1.61, d.f.=653, p = .108). 

The results were similar for the Populist Mobilizer role concep- 
tion. The mean for print newspaper journalists was 4.58 with a standard 
deviation of .90, while the mean was 4.70 with a standard deviation of 
.91 for online newspaper journalists. Results show no significant differ- 
ence between the means of the two groups (t= -1.28, d.f.=653, p = .202). 

Results 

(t= -1.29, d.f.=653, p =.198). 

Discussion This study compared the professional role conceptions of print 
and online newspaper journalists. As one of the first to survey a nation- 
al sample of both print and online newspaper journalists, this project 
found some differences, as well as similarities, between the two groups. 
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TABLE 2 
Means of Role Conception Indices 

Role 
Conception Print s.d. Online s.d. P 

(n=456) (n=199) 

Interpretive/ 6.10 .89 5.74 .92 < .001 

Getting Information 6.03 .97 6.46 .70 < ,001 

Investigative 

to the Public Quickly 
(Disseminator) 

Avoiding Stories 5.65 
where Content 
Cannot Be Verified 
(Disseminator) 

1.51 5.86 1.31 .198 

Adversarial 4.62 1.60 4.35 1.60 .lo8 

Populist 
Mobilizer 4.58 .90 4.70 .91 .202 

Note: d.f.=653. To aid interpretation, means and standard deviations were divided by the number of 
items in each index, so are all based on a 7-point scale (l=not really important, 7=extremely impor- 
tant). 

Both the print and online groups perceived the Interpre- 
tive / Investigative and Disseminator role conceptions as more important 
than the Adversarial and Populist Mobilizer role conceptions. This result 
is similar to the findings of Weaver and Wilhoit.6P 

Print newspaper journalists, however, rated the Interpre- 
tive / Investigative role conception as significantly more important than 
online newspaper journalists. This result is interesting in light of the fact 
that the Interpretive / Investigative role conception is closely aligned with 
the recommendations of the Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the 
Press in 1947, and thus can be seen as one which espouses more “tradi- 
tional” journalistic values.65 It appears that online newspaper journalists 
do not hold these ”traditional” values in as high regard and that there 
may be differences in conceptions of newsworthiness in the online envi- 
ronment. 

A potential reason for this difference is offered by Boczkowski in 
his recent analysis of online newspapers. ”Rather than arising mostly 
from exchanges between reporters and their sources and negotiations 
between reporters and editors,” he wrote, ”the news online seems to be 
also significantly informed by the relationships among the other 
groups that increasingly populate the news world.”66 The audience, 
along with advertising and design personnel, have an increased role in 
online news production, and online journalists may place greater impor- 
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tance on the goals and values of these groups when assessing newswor- 
thiness. 

Online newspaper journalists rated getting information to the 
public quickly as significantly more important than did print newspaper 
journalists. Given the speed at which information can be posted online,67 
it is not surprising that online journalists would perceive this dimension 
of the Disseminator role conception as very important. 

There were no significant differences between the two groups in 
their perceptions of the importance of staying away from stories where 
factual content cannot be verified. Both held this dimension of the 
Disseminator role conception in high regard. This result is somewhat 
surprising, especially since some concerns have been expressed that 
online journalists are not as credible as "traditional" journalists and 
are more likely to report incorrect information.@ Perhaps online journal- 
ists are simply getting a bad rap from these journalists. Indeed, studies 
have shown that the public perceives information found on online news 
sites about as credible as that found via other sources.@ Or perhaps, 
given that this study looked at online newspaper journalists, as opposed 
to online journalists who work for a Web-only entity, the online journal- 
ists in this study are more aware of the traditional concerns and the pit- 
falls of publishing incorrect information.m 

There were also no significant differences concerning the Adver- 
sarial role conception. Historically, American society thinks of journal- 
ists as being "watchdogs" and adversaries of government and big busi- 
ness even though there is some indication that journalists do not neces- 
sarily equate the watchdog function with being ad~ersar ies .~~ There- 
fore it is interesting that journalists in this study, in keeping with Weaver 
and Wilhoit,n only perceive this role conception as moderately impor- 
tant. 

The Populist Mobilizer role conception as been called a potential 
"harbinger of change in the field of journalism.n However, no signifi- 
cant differences exist between the two groups in their perceptions of this 
role conception. Online newspaper journalists, however, did rate pro- 
viding entertainment (one of the four dimensions of this role concep- 
tion) as significantly more important (p=.023) than print journalists. 

Conclusion While this study has generated some useful findings, it is not 
without limitations. Response rates for all types of surveys have 
declined in recent years7* and while the 23.1% response rate reported 
here is in keeping with other studies of online jo~rnalists,~~ the high 
level of nonresponse is certainly a limitation. There is a possibility that 
nonrespondents would differ from respondents in their assessments of 
the questions asked in this study. 

Another limitation is the lack of responses from online newspaper 
journalists. Only 199 online newspaper journalists responded to the sur- 
vey, which limits the generalizability of the results to the online newspa- 
per journalist population. While it is not possible to report the exact 
response rate for each group because there is no way of knowing 
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whether a respondent who was initially targeted as a member of one 
group was actually a member of the other, it appears that online newspa- 
per journalists were less likely to respond to this survey. Whether this is 
a trait of online journalists remains to be seen. 

This study is also limited by the sampling design. Following the 
example of Arant and Me~er ,~~ th i s  study was designed to provide a 
systematic probability sample of daily newspapers proportionate to cir- 
culation size. Thus, the larger the circulation, the more survey invitations 
sent to that paper. However, some newspapers have small online journal- 
istic staffs in relation to print circulation and as a result, were unable to 
fulfill the number of survey recipients accorded them in the sampling 
design. This limited the number of online newspaper journalists receiv- 
ing the survey. 

Despite the above limitations, this study adds to our knowledge of 
both print and online newspaper journalists. The overall results are 
mixed and certainly not definitive, but the findings do suggest some 
similarities. As noted earlier, while there was a significant difference 
between the groups regarding the Interpretive/ Investigative role con- 
ception, this role conception was held in high regard by both groups, as 
were the dimensions of the Disseminator role conception. 

Furthermore, both groups placed less overall importance on both 
the Adversarial and Populist Mobilizer role conceptions. Perhaps an 
underlying reason for these similarities is that the online journalists in 
this study were associated with a ”traditional” media outlet: the daily 
newspaper. The large body of research of the sociology of news work 
suggests that journalists discover and internalize norms and values of 
the profession as well as those of the organization for which they are 
working. Similarly, Boczkowski contends that the interactions and rela- 
tionship between the online and print newsrooms of newspapers play an 
important role in the production of online newsn But, despite all this, 
there are some significant differences. The question is: why? Are on- 
line journalists fundamentally different from traditional journalists? 
Furthermore, are online journalists working for Web-only media outlets 
different from those working for the online operation of a more ”tradi- 
tional” entity and does working for that “traditional” entity lessen the 
differences? Research into the dynamics of the online and ”traditional” 
newsrooms of media organizations may offer some insight, along with 
inquiries into what factors (such as the audience) influence professional 
role conceptions. In the meantime, much remains to be discovered and 
answered. 
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