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You are holding a special issue focusing on what it exactly means to be a professional 
journalist today and in the near future in terms of required journalistic competencies. 
Journalism practice has changed rapidly and dramatically in the first decade of the 21st 
Century. Digitization has put pressure on conventional business models, transformed the news 
production process and redefined the relationship between newsmakers and their audience. 
Due to the Internet and citizen journalism, professional journalism has lost its monopoly on 
news. Unfortunately, news media and professional journalists have reacted rather late to these 
new technological, economic and audience-specific realities, the major obstacles hampering 
innovation in the press being its very structure as well as the culture that has long dominated 
the sector. Publishers continue to focus on the production and distribution of a physical 
newspaper, and this focus is also characteristic for the culture of the sector. There is a strong 
fear of cannibalization, a very marked feeling of competition and there are few contacts with 
players outside the newspaper’s own field. Moreover, one of the alarming drawbacks is that 
professional journalism might be considered as indefinable or even obsolete, in times when 
the value of journalistic products and accurate reporting remains as important as ever. 
Journalists and editors indeed produce added value by revealing interrelations in the daily 
deluge of news facts and information, by sketching the background to stories and by checking 
facts. The readers’ appetite for news and background information has not diminished. What 
has changed, however, is the way in which people absorb journalistic content.   

We wonder how journalists can cope with these changes and show resilience by 
turning risks into opportunities, by examining which skills in newsgathering and news 
production are important, and what personality traits are necessary to work within a 
(crossmedia) news organization. Journalists’ coping with change entails, among others, 
producing distinctive journalistic products, working online within a multichannel strategy, 
involving users in experiments, looking for ways to stop the culture of the free availability of 
content on the net, and more generally, exploring new models in co-operation with parties 
from outside the press industry.  

The aim of this special issue is to map crossnational answers (by way of research 
conducted in different continents) to the numerous challenges at stake in the digital age. By 
understanding the changing nature of journalism practice with a focus on the contemporary 
and future skills needed, in this issue we not only hope to describe the ways in which recent 
evolutions affect journalism practitioners in different regions throughout the world, but also 
aim to address the possible mismatches between journalism practice on the one hand and 
journalism studies and journalism education on the other. These insights are meant to not only 
describe the ways in which recent evolutions have changed journalism throughout the world, 
but also to provide in-depth information on how professional and starting journalists can mark 



their positions and even reclaim their professional status now and in the next decade by 
incorporating new ways of news reporting (e.g., through crowd-funding, creative storytelling, 
efficient uses of social media, data-driven journalism, hyperlocal journalism). 

This issue starts out with an introductory article providing a cross media competency 
matrix by way of a methodology to study both general and specific journalistic competencies 
so as to test the match (or lack thereof) with journalism education and scholarship. 
Furthermore, subsequent contributions review the current state of research on journalistic 
competencies in different continents (Europe, the US, South East Asia, Australia, and South 
Africa) and across the globe. Each region-specific contribution deals with a region-relevant 
topic: the feasibility of a pan-European journalistic competency profile; global trends in the 
journalistic profession; the focus on skill sets in multimedia and social media alongside 
ethical behaviour and good storytelling that remained fundamentally unchanged in the 
journalistic profession in the US; competencies needed for functioning ‘on the ground’ in 
complex multi-ethnic and multi-religious Indonesia; the position of investigative journalism 
in Australia; the impact of macro themes such as race, gender, development, indigenization in 
South Africa’s journalism education. 

This special issue, spanning a regional variety that goes beyond the usual North 
Atlantic zone, presents contributions by experts in journalism studies. Each article offers 
findings on journalistic competencies in different geographical and cultural areas, paying 
attention to recent and future technological, cultural and economic evolutions in journalism 
that ask for new journalistic skills and attitudes, and addressing the possible mismatch 
between journalism practice on the one hand and journalism education and research on the 
other. 

In their piece ‘Journalistic tools of the trade in Flanders’, Michaël Opgenhaffen, Leen 
d’Haenens and Maarten Corten investigate the (mis)match between the needs of Flemish 
professional journalism on the one hand and the Flemish journalism curricula on the other. 
Through a survey among 600 professional journalists, competencies that are felt required on 
the job are mapped in a so-called journalistic competency matrix. This snapshot provides us 
with a relatively monomedia or serial monomedia journalistic profile and a sector that does 
not ask for far-reaching, medium-specific specialization. In parallel, professional and 
academic journalism education programs are analyzed. Both types of findings are put together 
so as to identify the degree of congruence (or lack thereof) between the professional field and 
the educational programs on offer. Although education curricula and their media-wide study 
programs seem to sufficiently prepare aspiring journalists to a serial monomedia career, there 
are a number of striking discrepancies between the sector and journalism education with 
respect to topical focus.  

Commissioned by the European Journalism Training Association (EJTA), Nico Drok 
draws Europe-wide views on future qualifications for journalists among journalism 
professionals and future professionals. Shifts expected in the qualification profile and in views 
of important stakeholders are assessed. Drok’s research shows a high level of consensus 
between students and professionals when it comes to the fifty qualifications in the European 
profile. A ‘back to basics’ strategy is put forward in an attempt to face current turbulence in 
the journalistic field. The author concludes that perhaps European schools of journalism, and 
by extension all journalism schools around the globe, should switch from a ‘follower’ mode to 
an ‘innovator’ mode. 

Lars Willnat, David Weaver and Jihyang Choi go crossnational in their contribution 
on the global journalist in the 21st century, taking on the complicated task to look for general 
patterns and trends in journalistic competencies, and hereby selecting findings from surveys 
of about 29,000 journalists working in 31 countries or territories, conducted between 1996 
and 2011. The authors do not observe clear worldwide patterns of such competencies, except 



for a tendency in some countries of younger, less experienced, less formally educated 
journalists, lacking the necessary multimedia skills, who do not highly value the interpretive 
or analytical role of journalism, and consequently feel less work-related freedom and 
satisfaction.  
 David Ostroff looks into journalistic competencies in the US, summarizing viewpoints 
of academic practitioners and professional journalists. While he sees some disconnect 
between both groups on the depth and breadth of skills needed, and enough reason to believe 
that the gap identified between school and practice may never fully disappear, both groups 
agree on the basic skills and technologies to be taught, recognizing that the essential skills of 
journalism, such as the ability to be a good storyteller and to behave ethically, have not 
fundamentally changed.  
 Moving on to South East Asia, and more in particular to multi-ethnic and multi-
religious Indonesia, Thomas Hanitzsch and Nurhaya Muchtar touch upon the difficulties that 
face international media education/donor agencies that have been offering media training in 
Indonesia in an effort to improve democracy and civil society. Indonesian journalists report 
on the incompatibilities with the normative underpinnings in the training materials used. 
Moreover, complex situations ‘on the ground’ tend to substantially hamper training 
effectiveness and the adoption of news skills and knowledge. 
 Staying in the same geographical area, Beate Josephi and Ian Richards document the 
strong presence of investigative journalism in the journalism programs of Australian 
universities, delivering journalism graduates who have the skills and understanding necessary 
to conduct serious investigative work, thus positively impacting on the overall quality of 
Australia’s journalistic output. Notwithstanding this key responsibility that journalism schools 
take on, the wider context within which universities are operating currently puts a lot of 
pressure on journalism education.  
 Finally, concluding this tour d’horizons, Pieter Fourie convincingly argues that 
journalism education is embedded in the socio-cultural and political realities of the society it 
covers. Hence, South African journalism theory and discourse about journalism skills are 
greatly dominated by issues of race, gender, identity, development and democracy.      
 
 


