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This research studied the impact of interactive media on sports journalists.
Sports journalists at daily newspapers (N=393) participated in a Web-based
survey. Results indicate that sports journalists working at civic-minded news-
papers do not place more value on citizen input nor do they pay more attention
to sports talk radio and Internet message boards as a source of information or
fan opinion. This may indicate that all sports journalists, no matter the type
of newspaper they work for, embrace the input of regular citizens. The study
produced one counterintuitive finding in that sports journalists employed at
civic-minded newspapers reported less interaction with the public.

Ithough a number of studies have studied the impact of
civic journalism on reporters, media content and even
audience members, little research has been devoted to
the non-traditional, interactive media’s impact on journalists.
Although several newspapers across the country have utilized
the Internet to engage citizens (Bressers, 2003; Bukota, 2001;
Schaffer, 2000), research that explores the Internet’s impact on
journalists, both civic and traditional, is lacking. What influence
does interactive media such as Internet message boards and talk
radio discussions have on journalists and how they perform
their jobs?
Because of the high number of interactive media opportuni-
ties for sports fans, including more than 600 sports talk radio
stations nationwide (Eastman, 2004) and a plethora of fan-based



message boards on the Internet (Strickland, 2004), the authors
chose to focus on sports journalists for this research study. In
fact, “just about every team in every sport has (Web) sites dedi-
cated to the opinion of fans™ (Strickland, 2004, p. 1C). There are
also indications that sports journalists pay attention to interac-
tive forms of media. Some sports writers document fan support
by referring to callers’ comments and predictions on sports talk
radio programs (Bruscas & Skolnik, 2003; Conley, 2003; Vargas,
2003; White, 2002). Others refer to information posted on sports
Internet message boards and correspondence with readers con-
ducted via e-mail (Hruby, 2003; Strickland, 2004; Tramel, 2003).
One sports columnist wrote, “Through the newfound wonders
of e-mail, radio shows and street corners, I correspond with fans
like never before” (Tramel, 2003, p. 1C). Some newspapers even
invite fan participation by encouraging readers to “call the sports
editor” or give reader feedback (“Call the sports editor,” 2002, p.
B2; Jaworski, 2003; “Reader feedback,” 2003).

Although civic journalism has been studied mostly through
a political lens, the authors believe that athletics also offers an
opportunity to engage community members and increase citi-
zen participation in public life. Peck (1999), for one, argues that
“sports should have a civicjournalism component” (9 102) be-
cause focusing only on politics misses large swaths of the public:
What he calls “small ‘¢’ civic journalism” (9 101) is about bring-
ing “interactivity and connection with community to every sec-
tion of the paper where different readers can be found” (9 99).
From professional basketball to peewee football, athletics often
deals with important societal issues, including education, drug
use, and violence. Will the revelation that major league baseball
players use steroids influence young athletes to do the same?
Should college athletes be paid to play sports? Should children
under age 10 be allowed to play peewee football? These are just
a few examples of sports-related issues that can stimulate debate
and engage community members. As Lapchick (2003) notes,
“Sport, from youth sports through the pros, has a role to play in
leadership and public discourse” (p. 79).
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Furthermore, sports engage community members by build-
ing civic engagement, pride, and identity within nations and
communities. Boyle and Haynes (2000) describe sports fans as
carrying “a badge of identity” (p. 13) that connects personal
identity to collective identity and to cultural markers such as
religion, nationality and politics. Long and Sanderson (2001)
emphasize the benefits of athletics to communities including
increased pride, cohesion, and collective identity in the commu-
nity. A study by Sorek (2003) emphasizes how athletics can be
used to encourage discourse among various groups. In his re-
search on Arab soccer players in Israel, Sorek found that various
groups, including fans, players, bureaucrats, and media cooper-
ated to construct an integrative community within the general
Israeli public sphere. Other researchers have emphasized the op-
portunities sports often provide to marginalized and excluded
minorities (Hartmann, 2003; Lapchick, 2003).

The previously mentioned sampling of sports pages across the
nation indicates that non-traditional, interactive media may in-
fluence media gatekeepers in the sports domain. In addition, be-
cause of the proliferation of sports talk radio stations and sports
Internet message boards and the fact that athletics often overlaps
with community issues and societal problems, sports journalism
was selected as the lens through which to explore the impact of
non-traditional, interactive media on both civic and traditional
journalists. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine
the impact of interactive media on sports media gatekeepers and
compare interactive media’s influence on sports journalists who
work at more civic-minded newspapers with those sports jour-
nalists who work at more traditional newspapers.

Literature Review

Civic Journalism

The civic journalism movement began in the late 1980s and
early 1990s because of some journalists” dissatisfaction with the
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profession (Charity, 1995). These journalists thought the profes-
sion “ought to make it as easy as possible for citizens to make
intelligent decisions about public affairs and to get them carried
out” (p. 2). There are a number of definitions of civic journalism,
which is also referred to as “public” or “citizen-based” journal-
ism. Fouhy (1996) describes the process as a way for members
of the news media to “reconnect to their communities so they
can engage citizens in dialogues that lead to problem solving”
(as cited in Eksterowicz, 2000, p. 3). Rosen (1999) defines civic
journalism as:

An approach to the daily business of the craft that calls on
journalists to (1) address people as citizens, potential partici-
pants in public affairs, rather than victims or spectators; (2) help
the political community act upon, rather than just learn about,
its problems; (3) improve the climate of public discussion, rather
than simply watch it deteriorate; (4) help make public life go
well, so that it earns its claim on our attention (p. 22).

Everette (1995) argues that civic journalism “urges local news
media to take a more active role by encouraging greater public
involvement with public problems and setting the public agenda,
as well as leading public debate” (p. 48). Still others, like Fouhy
and Schaffer (1995), define civic journalism as “initiatives which
make a deliberative attempt to reach out to citizens, to listen to
them, and to have citizens listen and talk to each other (as cited
in Voakes, 1999, p. 757). Apostles of the movement also believe
that civic journalism “represents an attempt to connect journal-
ists with the communities in which they operate. It places citi-
zen input at the center of journalistic concerns™ (Eksterowicz,
Roberts & Clark, 1998, p. 74).

Critics of civic journalism point to the movement’s lack of
a clear definition. These “traditional” journalists, as they are
often called, also have problems with the notion that journal-
ists should operate more as advocates and cheerleaders and less
like watchdogs. Some believe that civic journalism also sacri-
fices journalists” objectivity (Eksterowicz, 2000), and still others
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believe the concept is nothing more than a marketing gimmick
that focuses entirely too much on pandering to a fickle public for
financial gain (Corrigan, 1999). Despite a number of critics, the
Pew Center has funded more than 400 public journalism proj-
ects across the nation (Bloomquist & Zukin, 1997).

Since its implementation in the early 1990s, civic journalism
has been studied by a number of researchers. As stated earlier,
the bulk of the research has focused on the differences in con-
tent between civic media and traditional media, journalists” at-
titudes about civic journalism and civic journalism’s effects on
audiences. In a national survey of newspaper journalists, Voakes
(1999) discovered strong support for practices associated with
civic journalism. Arant and Meyer (1998) found just the opposite
in their survey of newspaper staff members at U.S. daily newspa-
pers. Despite the high number of civic journalism projects that
have been implemented across the nation over the past 15 years,
few journalists in the Arant and Meyer study said they strayed
from traditional journalistic practices. McDevitt, Gassaway and
Perez (2002) surveyed both college students and professional
journalists and discovered that students’ commitment to civic
journalism often fades once they acquire jobs as professional
journalists. Massey and Haas (2002) evaluated 47 civic journal-
ism studies and determined that civic journalism practices had
limited effects on journalists’ attitudes and behaviors.

Researchers have also studied media content as a dependent
variable in civic journalism projects. McGregor, Fountaine and
Comrie (2000) compared the content of both traditional and
civic newspapers during the 1993 and 1996 general election
campaigns in New Zealand and found that newspapers that had
implemented civic journalism projects covered more policy is-
sues, focused less on personalities, were less negative, and were
less likely to cover the campaign from a “horse-race” perspec-
tive. Maier and Potter (2001) studied television broadcasters and
how they covered the 1996 election campaigns in the United
States. The researchers discovered that those broadcasters that
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claimed to practice civic journalism devoted more time to policy
issues and less to election polls, but the differences in coverage
were small and fell short of statistical significance. Both Kurpius
(2002) and Massey (1996) studied source diversity at newspapers
and television stations that were involved in civic journalism
projects. Both researchers found evidence of increased source
diversity. Because one of the goals of civic journalism is to influ-
ence audience members to become engaged in society, a num-
ber of studies have researched audience effects, although a num-
ber have found conflicting results (Bloomquist & Zukin, 1997;
Massey & Haas, 2002; Newby, 1997; Simmons, 1999).

Clearly, technologieslike talk radio and the Internet that make
it easier for citizens to communicate with each other and with
members of the media help facilitate the notion of civic jour-
nalism. However, even though various civic journalism projects
funded by the Pew Center have utilized technology, interactive
media such as e-mail and Internet message boards, few empirical
studies have studied the impact of interactive media on journal-
ists. Kurpius and Mendelson (2002) content analyzed telephone
calls to C-SPAN’s “Washington Journal” program and found
that 27 percent of callers introduced new conversation topics.
However, no empirical research was located that dealt with the
impact of interactive media on journalists. Anecdotal evidence
does exist for interactive media’s role in the civic journalism pro-
cess. The Everett Herald newspaper used the Internet to engage
citizens on a proposed waterfront plan and reported that 1,500 of
the 2,000 responses came via the Internet (Bukota, 2001). Bukota
also found that following the Sept. 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on
the World Trade Center, reporters at the Spokesman-Review used
reader e-mails for input into stories on the local economy and
what military action the United States should take.

Gatekeeping

The key concept behind civic journalism is that citizens and
those in the community will have input into what gets covered
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by members of the news media, therefore they will have influ-
ence on media gatekeepers and what items media gatekeepers
choose to cover. The gatekeeping process, as applied to news
media, can be traced back to a study by White (1950), who stud-
ied how wire service editors selected news items. White found
that Mr. Gates, the lastin a chain of media gatekeepers, used spe-
cific criteria in selecting which stories would be included in the
wire service. White’s study, which has spawned numerous stud-
ies over the years, was the first to look at the journalist’s role as
a person that decides what others should know. Therefore, gate-
keeping, as applied to civic journalism, emphasizes the influence
of citizens on media gatekeepers. Thus, it can be concluded that
citizens will have more influence on gatekeepers employed at
civic newspapers as opposed to gatekeepers employed at tradi-
tional newspapers.

But citizens are not the only ones who influence gatekeepers.
Shoemaker and Reese (1991) state that a variety of factors influ-
ence gatekeepers’ selections including personal interest, work
routines and newsroom norms, interpersonal communication
and public relations specialists. Technology, particularly interac-
tive media, has made it easier for newsmakers, public relations
specialists and common citizens to have immediate access to not
only journalists, but other citizens, and with access comes the po-
tential for influence. Several researchers have studied the impact
of interactive media on online media gatekeepers (Livingston &
Bennett, 2003; Singer 2006a). Singer (2006b) says the traditional
idea of a gatekeeper no longer exists and that journalists no lon-
ger control what information citizens receive. Singer refers to
today’s journalists not as gatekeepers but as “sense-makers” who
interpret for citizens “what is both credible and valuable” (p. 12).
As Singer (2006a) points out “The Internet defies the whole no-
tion of a ‘gate” and challenges the idea that journalists...should
limit what passes through it” (p. 265).

It appears that journalists are adjusting their role as gatekeep-
ers (Singer, 2006a; Singer, 2006b), and nowhere is this more evi-
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dent than in the area of sports, where sportswriters and editors
often encourage fans to provide feedback and discuss sports is-
sues with them and with one another. A review of sports pages
across the nation over the last few years reveals that sports jour-
nalists have embraced this re-defined role of gatekeeper, one in
which readers have input into how the day’s sports events and
issues are covered.

Interactive Media and Sports Journalists

In the sports domain, one can find anumber of instances in which
interactive media, such as sports talk radio and sports Internet
message boards, has impacted gatekeepers. For example, while
some sports writers refer to callers’ comments as “polluting the
airwaves” (“Sports buzz,” 2002), others document fan support
by referring to callers’ comments and predictions on sports talk
radio programs (Bruscas & Skolnik, 2003; Conley, 2003; Vargas,
2003; White, 2002). Occasionally, a sports writer even compli-
ments sports talk radio hosts and callers, as one writer did fol-
lowing a number of radio tributes to the late Los Angeles Lak-
ers’ broadcaster Chick Hearn (Lev, 2002). Information posted on
sports Internet message boards and correspondence conducted
via the convenience of e-mail may also influence what sports
journalists write about (Hruby, 2003; Tramel, 2003).

Some sports columnists admit to the influence of technology
and sports fans’ input in their writing. In fact, one sports colum-
nist wrote, “the best thoughts come from readers” (Tramel, 2003,
p. 2C). Some newspapers invite fan participation by encourag-
ing readers to “call the sports editor” or give reader feedback
(“Call the sports editor,” 2002, p. B2; Jaworski, 2003; “Reader
feedback,” 2003). The best comments are used in future editions
of the newspaper. In addition, a study with sports journalists at
daily newspapers indicated that sports journalists use interactive
media to gauge what sports fans are talking about and interested
in. A few also admitted to getting story ideas from some of these
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discussions (Wigley, 2004). From this sampling of sports pages
and comments from sports journalists across the nation it ap-
pears that non-traditional, interactive media, such as sports talk
radio and sports Internet message boards have changed the way
sports journalists operate while also increasing the influence
that readers and listeners have on these journalists.

Hypotheses

The tenets of civic journalism propose that journalists and gate-
keepers pay close attention to public opinion and engage the
public in discussions on various problems and issues. Some re-
searchers have even extolled the benefits of interactive media,
such as the Internet, in furthering the mission of civic journal-
ism (Bressers, 2003; Bukota, 2001; Payne, 2003). In fact, the Pew
Center’s Web site emphasizes that civic journalists should prac-
tice interacting in useful ways with readers, viewers and listen-
ers, tap into the concerns of various stakeholders, and make use
of the Internet to involve citizens (http://www.pewcenter.org/
batten/enter.html).

Clearly, a proliferation of both sports talk radio stations and
sports Internet message boards offer sports fans a dialogue
with the media and each other like never before. Even though
sports journalists do not refer to their work as “civic” journal-
ism, it could be argued that what many sports journalists are
practicing meets the Pew Center’s definition of civic journalism.
As mentioned earlier, Peck (1999) argued that civic journalism
should not be confined to government issues or the city desk,
but should be a part of every department in the newsroom, in-
cluding sports. Therefore, because sports offers fans numerous
opportunities to engage and interact with each other and mem-
bers of the media like never before, and because both anecdotal
evidence and previous research indicates that sports journalists
often utilize such interactive media in the course of their profes-
sion, the following hypotheses were proposed:
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H,: Sports journalists employed by civic-minded newspapers will
place greater value on the interests and opinions of sports
fans than sports journalists employed by newspapers that do
not subscribe to a civic-minded form of journalism.

H :Sports journalists employed by civic-minded newspapers will
report paying greater attention to public opinion vis-a-vis talk
radio than sports journalists employed by newspapers that do
not subscribe to a civic-minded form of journalism.

H_:Sports journalists employed by civic-minded newspapers

w

will report paying more attention to public opinion vis-a-vis
sports Internet message boards than sports journalists em-
ployed by newspapers that do not subscribe to a civic-mind-
ed form of journalism.

H :Sports journalists employed by civic-minded newspapers
will report that sports talk radio is a greater source of infor-
mation than sports journalists employed by newspapers that
do not subscribe to a civic-minded form of journalism.

H_:Sports journalists employed by civic-minded newspapers
will report that sports Internet message boards are a greater
source of information than sports journalists employed by
newspapers that do not subscribe to a civic-minded form of
journalism.

H :Sports journalists employed by civic-minded newspapers
will report more interaction with the public vis-a-vis talk ra-
dio than sports journalists employed by newspapers that do
not subscribe to a civic-minded form of journalism.

H_: Sports journalists employed by civic-minded newspapers

~

report will more interaction with the public vis-a-vis sports
Internet message boards than sports journalists employed by
newspapers that do not subscribe to a civic-minded form of
journalism.
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Methodology

Selection of Subjects

A Web-based survey was selected for the study not only because
of convenience and cost, but also because it was the most ap-
propriate method for a study dealing with interactive media. A
purposive sample of subjects was selected from Editor and Pub-
lisher’s online directory of daily newspapers. The Editor and
Publisher directory was used because it is the most well-known,
respected and credible reference source about the newspaper in-
dustry (Singer, Tharp & Haruta, 1998). Sports journalists at all
daily newspapers that listed an e-mail address were selected for
participation in the study. Because so many of the daily newspa-
pers did not include the e-mail addresses of sports journalists,
the researchers accessed Web sites of the daily newspapers and
searched for the e-mail addresses of all sports editors and report-
ers. Sports copy editors and sports photographers were not in-
cluded in the study. In all, a total of 3,383 sports journalists were
e-mailed and asked to participate in the study during spring and
summer 2004. Of that number, 362 e-mails were returned be-
cause of bad e-mail addresses or identified as duplicate e-mail
addresses. This resulted in a sampling frame of 3,021. Of that
number, 393 sports journalists participated in the online sur-
vey, for a total response rate of 13%. Although the response rate
appears low, previous published research has shown response
rates for Web-based surveys as low as seven percent and as low
as six percent for e-mail surveys (Schonlau, Fricker & Elliott,
2001). A number of research studies have indicated that online
or Internet-based surveys traditionally generate lower response
rates than traditional mail or phone surveys (Northey, 2005; Sax,
Gilmartin, & Bryant, 2003). One researcher has attributed the
low response rates often seen in online surveys to respondents’
suspicions about who is administering the survey and the con-
fidentiality of their responses (Sax, Gilmartin, & Bryant, 2003).
Additionally, of the 393 responses, 34 indicated they were em-
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ployed by civic-minded newspapers and 238 indicated they were
employed by traditional newspapers. Six respondents chose not
to reveal the names of their employers. The results appear to
reflect the extent of civic journalism practiced in the real world.
For example, a Pew Center study by Friedland and Nichols
(2002) found that nearly one-fifth of U.S daily newspapers prac-
ticed some form of civic journalism. The results of this study
found that just under 15% of respondents reported working at
newspapers that had practiced some form of civic journalism in
the past.

For this study, the e-mail message sent to sports journalists
included a link to the survey’s host Web site. The authors did
take precautions to ensure that participants knew the e-mail
message was legitimate. The subject line of the e-mail message
gave the topic of the message (“sports media survey”), while the
text of the message explained the survey topic, why the sports
journalist was selected for participation and the approximate
time needed to complete the survey. The message also included
assurance of confidentiality for participants and contact infor-
mation for one of the authors, including name, title, university
affiliation, address, and phone number.

Measures

The independent measure was newspaper civic-mindedness.
Civic-minded newspapers were identified from The Pew Cen-
ter’s list of previous Batten Award winners and Pew Project
awardees. According to the Pew Center’s Web site, the organi-
zation provides funding for civic journalism experiments in an
effort to improve news reporting and re-engage people in public
life. Traditional, or less civic-minded, newspapers were identi-
fied as those newspapers that did not appear on the list of either
previous Batten Award winners or Pew Project awardees. Ac-
cording to the organization’s Web site, Batten Award for Excel-
lence in Civic Journalism was created to spotlight journalism

12 Journal of Sports Media, Vol. 3, No.1, Spring 2008



that is more than exemplary public-service journalism. It specifi-
cally seeks to reward journalism that tries, from the outset, to
engage people in community issues and to support their involve-
ment - active and deliberative - in the life of their community,
without advocating a particular outcome. The competition is
for a $25,000 cash prize, and Past Batten Award winners have
developed journalism projects that interact in useful ways with
readers, viewers and listeners. They also tap into the concerns of
various stakeholders, engage people in considering choices and
make use of the Internet to involve citizens.

These awards are now known as the Knight-Batten Awards
and are administered by the J-Lab Institute for Interactive Jour-
nalism at the University of Maryland. Until 2003, the Pew Center
also provided modest funding to help news organizations create
and refine better ways of engaging people in public life via news
reporting. Known as Pew Projects, these efforts helped support
more than 120 initiatives that gave ordinary people a voice in
coverage of their communities. The center shared lessons from
these efforts with other journalists through workshops, publica-
tions, videos and trainings.

The dependent measures and their operationalizations were as fol-
lows:

1) The value sports journalists place on fan interests and opinions.
This was assessed through two items that used response scales
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree): “I value sports
fans” opinions” and “I want to know what sports fans are inter-
ested in.” The correlation between the two was .55 (p < .001).

2) Sports journalists’ attention to interactive media as an indica-
tor of public opinion. This was assessed with three questions
for each medium, all of which used scales from 1 (never) to 5
(daily): “How often do you (listen to sports talk radio/ read

2 e

sports Internet message boards)?” “How often do you (listen
to sports talk radio/read sports Internet message boards) to

find out what sports fans are saying?” and “How often do
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you (listen to sports talk radio/read sports Internet message
boards) to find out what topics sports fans are interested in?”

Cronbach’s alphas were .87 for talk radio and .93 for message
boards.

3) Sports journalists’ use of interactive media as a source of ideas
and information. This was measured with four questions for
each medium: “How often do you get tips/inside information
from (listening to sports talk radio/reading sports Internet
message boards)?”; “How often do you get story ideas by (lis-
tening to sports talk radio/reading sports Internet message
boards)?”; “How often have you covered a topic because it
was receiving discussion on (sports talk radio/ sports Inter-
net message boards)” and “How often do you use information
from the following sources when deciding what sports stories
to write about or cover?” Cronbach’s alphas for the four-item
indices were .86 for talk radio and .85 for message boards.

4) Sports journalists’ interaction with the public through inter-
active media and references to ideas expressed therein. This
was measured through three questions for each medium:
“How often have you responded to something that was (said
on sports talk radio/posted on a sports Internet message
board) by (calling in/posting a response)?”; “How often have
you referred to something that was said on sports talk radio/
posted on a sports Internet message board) by referring to it
in a column or sports report?” and “How often you use the
following methods to interact with sports fans?” Cronbach’s
alphas were .52 for radio and .67 for message boards.

The hypotheses were tested with independent-samples t-tests to
examine any differences between sports journalists employed
by civic-minded newspapers and others in their approach to
interactive media, such as sports talk radio and sports Internet
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message boards. The results of the statistical tests are reported
in Table 1.

The first hypothesis, that sports reporters from civic journal-
ism newspapers will place more value on fans” opinions than oth-
er sports journalists, was the basis for the rest of the hypotheses,
but there is no evidence of any difference. H, was not supported.

The second and third hypotheses contended that sports jour-
nalists at civic-minded newspapers would pay more attention to
sports talk radio (H,) and sports Internet message boards (H,)
as a source of fan opinion than would other sports journalists.
Means for the civic group were slightly higher, but the differ-
ence was nowhere near significance. Neither H, nor H, were
supported.

The fourth and fifth hypotheses posited that sports journal-
ists at civic-minded newspapers would consider sports talk radio
(H,) and Internet message boards (H,) a greater source of in-
formation than sports journalists from other newspapers. What
differences there were between the groups ran counter to the
hypotheses, and in any case were not large enough to be signifi-
cant. Neither H, nor H, were supported.

The sixth and seventh hypotheses were that sports journalists
at newspapers practicing civic journalism would interact more
with the public through sports talk radio (H,) and Internet mes-
sage boards (H,) than their counterparts at other newspapers.
We found some differences here, although they were not in the
predicted direction. Sports journalists at newspapers that did not
subscribe to civic journalism reported significantly greater in-
teraction with the public through Internet message boards than
journalists at civic-minded newspapers, and a similar difference
in interaction through sports talk radio approached significance.

Discussion

We start by addressing the non-findings for H, first. Based on the
values espoused by civic journalism and previous studies that
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TABLE 1. Civic Journalism Newspapers vs. Others in Sports
Journalists’ Attitudes and Behaviors Regarding Sports Talk
Radio and Internet Message Boards

VARIABLE (RANGE) CIvVIC others T
Values public’s opinions 8.55 8.59 184
(Range: 2-10) (1.42) (1.43) ’
Attention to talk radio 9.60 9.50 188
for opinions (3-15) (3.58) (3.65) '

Attention to message
8.68 8.45

boards for opinions 456
(3.68) (3.51)
(3-15)
Use of talk radio for 7.78 8.20 927
information, ideas(4-20) (2.48) (3.17) '
Use of message boards
. . . 7.71 7.76
for information, ideas -.116
(2.57) (2.87)
(4-20)
Interaction with talk 4.35 4.71
. -1.6877
radio (3-15) (1.43) (1.66)
Interaction with mes- 4.00 4.53 5 694*+a
sage boards (3-15) (1.19) (1.80) ’

Note. For civic group, n = 55 to 62. For other group, n = 247 to 307.
Values listed are means; values in parentheses are standard deviations.
Ranges for each scale (which each include two to four items using a
1-to-5 Likert-type scale) are given in parentheses.

*t value does not assume equal variances for both groups due to signifi-
cance of Levene’s test.

**p<.01 ~p<.10
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found differences in news content between news media imple-
menting civic projects and traditional media, we presumed that
a civic journalism ethos evidenced in the newsroom would ex-
tend to the sports desk, and that consequently sports journalists
at such newspapers would value citizen opinions more than oth-
er sports journalists. Instead, it appears that sports journalists
value fans’ opinions highly (both means were greater than 8.5
on a scale of 2 to 10) no matter where they work. This may be a
function of the nature of the beat. While political scientists have
expressed alarm at the public’s trend toward civic disengage-
ment (Patterson, 2003), sports fans have remained passionately,
vocally engaged. Although there are few civic journalism proj-
ects that explicitly involve sports journalists (for an exception,
see Sands, 2002), sports journalists across the board may none-
theless feel compelled to listen to and interact with their fervent
sports public. In other words, listening to and interacting with
readers may be commonplace among all sports journalists. If so,
then we might not expect significant findings between sports
journalists employed by civic newspapers and those employed at
other newspapers. However, can the same be said for journalists
that work at the city desk and in other areas of the newsroom?
Future research should look at the differences between sports
journalists and news reporters in regards to civic journalism
practices. Perhaps sports journalists do a better job of reaching
out and interacting with the public, one of the main tenets of
civic journalism, than do those journalists in the newsroom.
More pessimistically, another explanation for our null find-
ings is that it may be that civic journalism projects don’t have
much long-term impact on journalists, sports or otherwise.
Our data include only sports journalists, but Arant and Meyer
(1998) discovered that despite the high number of civic journal-
ism projects that have been implemented across the nation over
the past 15 years, few journalists stray from traditional journal-
istic practices. Massey and Haas (2002) evaluated 47 civic jour-
nalism studies and determined that civic journalism practices
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had limited effects on journalists’ attitudes and behaviors. One
explanation might be that once the media outlet’s civic project
is over, reporters go back to their traditional ways. If this is the
case, a journalist, including a sports journalist, who works for
a newspaper that once did a civic journalism project would be
no more a “civic journalist” than any other, and our measure of
what makes a newspaper a “civic journalism” newspaper would
have little validity. If so, we would not expect to find any differ-
ences between our two groups of sports journalists.

Given the findings for H,, it is not surprising that sports jour-
nalists at civic journalism newspapers would pay no more at-
tention to fan opinions expressed on sports talk radio or sports
Internet message boards than other sports journalists. Nor is it
surprising that they do not consider these interactive media a
greater source of information than their counterparts do. It is
also worth noting that sports journalists as a whole were am-
bivalent about talk radio and message boards as indicators of
fan interest. In fact there was a clear hierarchy of fan interest
indicators in journalists’ eyes, F (5, 1520) = 230.05, p < .001, > =
.43. They viewed attendance at sporting events (M = 4.36 on a
1-to-5 scale, SD = .81) as the best indicator, followed by personal
conversations with fans (M = 4.02, SD = .98), then conversations
with other journalists (M = 3.30, SD = .96). All three were seen
as better indicators than talk radio (M = 2.95, SD = 1.05), which
in turn was higher rated than message boards (M = 2.54, SD =
1.07). Radio (but not message boards) was significantly better
regarded than the lowestrated indicator of fan interest, sports
information directors (M = 2.39, SD = 1.10). All post-hoc com-
parisons were Bonferroni-corrected paired-samples t-tests with
all t values greater than 4.7 and all p values less than .001.

The more puzzling finding was that sports journalists at less
civic-oriented newspapers would interact more with the public
through sports Internet message boards and perhaps sports talk ra-
dio. One possible explanation for this finding would be that sports
journalists at civic newspapers may interact more with sports fans
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through more traditional, interpersonal means such as telephone,
face-to-face conversations, or even e-mail and fax. However, we
measured frequency of these types of interactions as well. We cre-
ated an index of these four (« = .73) to test this explanation, and
the result was similar: if anything, sports journalists from civic
newspapers appear to interact with the public less frequently (M =
13.02, SD = 3.04) than do their counterparts from other newspa-
pers (M = 13.85, SD = 3.17), t (300) = 1.763, p < .10).

This leaves us at even more of a loss to explain. These dif-
ferences could be chance, but they are consistent with each
other. Given our relatively low response rate, there could be a
self-selection bias that affected the results here. Perhaps only the
most interactive of non-civic sports journalists responded, while
the civic sports journalists most committed to interacting with
their communities considered this study from outside research-
ers irrelevant to them. An alternative perspective is that perhaps
those sports journalists employed by civic newspapers feel more
“in touch” with their readers and that they “have a pulse” on
their audience because of the ethos of the newspaper, or because
their newspapers have taken the inventory of reader interest for
them through focus groups and polls. Therefore, they would
feel less inclined to interact with readers and the public. Further-
more, sports journalists employed at what were categorized as
less civic-oriented newspapers may interact more with readers
and the public through both interactive and interpersonal chan-
nels because they feel “out of touch” and therefore need audi-
ence feedback. This begs the question: could a civic journalism
ethos at newspapers actually distance reporters from their audi-
ence members by decreasing the reporters’ reliance on reader
input and feedback? Future research should explore this concept
in-depth in both the sports and news domains.

As for the larger implications of this study, we believe the
lack of significant findings between traditional and civic sports
journalists is a signal that all sports journalists, regardless of
what type of newspaper they work for, have embraced the input

Wigley and Meirick: Interactive Media and Sports Journalists

19



of regular citizens. One only has to look at the overwhelming
anecdotal evidence which includes numerous sports talk radio
stations, sports Internet message boards, sports fan Web sites
and the plethora of newspapers that invite reader comment and
participation. If this is the case, it also means that readers are
helping drive content, at least on the sports pages. Logically, this
input should lead to more loyal readers and even increased read-
ership because sports fans will feel listened to and empowered.

Additionally, it may be that sports journalists and gatekeepers
have adapted to citizen input via interactive media because they
simply could not ignore it. After all, numerous passionate, vocal
fans have been discussing sports issues on sports talk radio and
sports Internet message boards for more than a decade. People
are passionate about sports, much more so than issues at city
hall, and therefore, they want to engage in dialogue and com-
miserate or rejoice with others.

The largely null findings from the study could also indicate
that sports journalists are performing much like Singer (2006a;
2006b) described, and thus doing a better job overall of embrac-
ing their new role as gatekeepers. Anecdotal evidence suggests
sports journalists and gatekeepers are doing a good job of engag-
ing readers in sports stories and how they are covered. Perhaps
because of the nature of sports, citizens naturally have more
influence on sports gatekeepers than news gatekeepers. That is
why future studies should explore differences between sports
and news gatekeepers based on their use of interactive media
and classification as civic or traditional journalists.

Finally, if our counterintuitive finding is true that traditional
journalists interact more with readers through Internet message
boards and perhaps sports talk radio, this means that those sports
journalists working at civic newspapers may need to remember
they still must engage with the public, even though their news-
paper may have been involved with a civic-journalism project in
the past and may even still profess a civic-minded ethos through-
out the newspaper. Sports journalists at these newspapers need
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to keep in mind that a civic-minded ethos does not end there, but
must involve a continued outreach to readers via dialogue, open
discussions, and feedback.

Limitations of the present study include a low response rate,
although it was almost double that of some previously published
studies using Web-based or e-mail surveys (Schonlau, Fricker &
Elliott, 2001) and closely reflected the break-down of the num-
ber of newspapers estimated to practice civic journalism nation-
ally, according to the Pew Center. Future research should strive
for an increased response rate and should utilize traditional
mail or telephone surveys either alone or in combination with
Web-based surveys to ensure a higher response rate. Future re-
search also should utilize qualitative methods such as in-depth
interviews and focus groups with sports journalists from both
traditional and civic newspapers to explore the present study’s
counterintuitive finding that traditional sports journalists,
rather than civic sports journalists, interact more with the pub-
lic through both interpersonal and interactive communication
channels. Finally, it would be important for future researchers
to investigate to what extent civic journalism projects affect
the long-term values and behaviors of all journalists, including
sports journalists, who work on them, as well as other journal-
ists who work for that media organization.

References

Arant, M.D., & Meyer, P. (1998). Public journalism and traditional jour-
nalism: A shift in values? Journal of Mass Media Ethics, 13, 205-218.

Bloomquist, D., & Zukin, D. (1997). Does public journalism work? The
‘Campaign Central’ experience. Washington, D.C.: The Pew Center
for Civic Journalism.

Boyle, R., & Haynes, R. (2000). Power play: Sport, the media & popular
culture. Harlow, England: Longman.

Bressers, B. (2003, March 1). Civic journalism goes online. Quill, 91, 25.

Bruscas, A., & Skolnik, S. (2003, June 7). Fans have plenty to say about
Neuheisel ordeal. Seattle Post-Intelligencer, p. Al.

Wigley and Meirick: Interactive Media and Sports Journalists

21



Bukota, G.N. (2001, November). Civic journalism and the online
world. Quill, 89, 44-45.

Call the sports editor: Remember. (2002, Aug. 23). Tulsa World, p. B2.

Charity, A. (1995). Doing public journalism. New York: Guilford Press.

Conley, C. (2003, March 28). War in Iraq invades sports talk radio. Con-
tra Costa Times, p. B2.

Eastman, ST. (2004). Sportscasters. In C.H. Sterling (Ed.), Museum of
Broadcast Communications Encyclopedia of Radio, Vol. 3 (pp. 1311-1320).
New York: Fitzroy Dearborn.

Eksterowicz, A.J. (2000). The history and development of public journal-
ism. In A.J. Eksterowicz & R.N. Roberts (Eds.), Public journalism and
political knowledge (pp. 3-20). Lanham, Maryland: Rowan & Little-
field Publishers.

Eksterowicz, A., Roberts, R., & Clark, A. (1998). Public journalism and
public knowledge. Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics, 3,
74-95.

Everette, D.E. (1995, July 29). Raising questions about civic or public
journalism. Editor & Publisher, 128, 48-49.

Friedlan, L.A., & Nichols, S. (2002). Measuring civic journalism’s prog-
ress: A report across a decade of activity. A Study Conducted for the
Pew Center for Civic Journalism.

Hartmann, D. (2003). What can we learn from sport if we take sport
seriously as a racial force? Lessons from C.L.R. James’s ‘Beyond a
Boundary.” Ethnic & Racial Studies, 26, 451-483.

Hruby, P. (2003, May 21). Internet rumors from fans take on a life of
their own. The Washington Times, C1.

Jaworski, M. (2003, July 1). We want to know what you think about
sports. The Fort Wayne Journal Gazette, 4B.

Kurpius, D.D. (2002). Sources and civic journalism: Changing patterns
of reporting? Journalism ¢ Mass Communication Quarterly, 79 (4),
853-866.

Kurpius, D.D., & Mendelson, A. (2002). A case study of deliberative
democracy on television: Civic dialogue on C-Span call-in shows.
Journalism ¢~ Mass Communication Quarterly, 79(3), 587-601.

Lapchick, R. (2003). Sports and public behavior. In J. Rodin & S. Steinberg
(Eds.). Public discourse in America: Conversation and community in the
twenty-first century, pp. 71-79. Philadelphia: University of Pennsyv
nia Press.

22 Journal of Sports Media, Vol. 3, No.1, Spring 2008



Lev, M. (Aug. 8, 2002). Sports-talk shows good at bad time. The Orange
County Registet, p. 1.

Livingston, S., & Bennett, L.W. (2003). Gatekeeping, indexing, and
live-event news: Is technology altering the construction of news?
Political Communication, 20(4), 363-380.

Long, J., & Sanderson, I. (2001). The social benefits of sport: Where’s
the proof? In C. Gratton & I. Henry (Eds.). Sport in the city: The
role of sport in economic and social regeneration, pp. 187-203. Lon-
don: Routledge.

Maier, S.R., & Potter, D. (2001). Public journalism through the lens: How
television covered campaign ’96. Journal of Broadcasting ¢ Electronic
Media, 45(2), 320-334.

Massey, B.L. (1996). Civic journalism and non-elite sourcing: Making rou-
tine newswork of community connectedness. Journalism &~ Mass Commu-
nication Quarterly, 75(2), 394-407.

Massey, B.L, & Haas, T. (2002). Does making journalism more public
make a difference? A critical review of evaluative research on pub-
lic journalism. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 79(3),
559-586.

McDevitt, M., Gassaway, B.M., & Perez, F.G. (2002). The making and
unmaking of civic journalists: Influences of professional socializa-
tion. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 79(1), 87-100.

McGregor, J., Fountaine, S., & Comrie, M. (2000). From contest to con-
tent: The impact of public journalism on New Zealand election cam-
paign coverage. Political Communication, 17(2), 133-148.

Newby, C. (1997). Issues and agendas: The case of Wichita, Kansas, revis-
ited. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Association for
Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, Chicago, Au-
gust 1997.

Northey, W.E,, Jr. (2005). Studying marriage and family therapists in
the 21* century: Methodological and technological issues. Journal of
Marital & Family Therapy, 31(1), 99-105.

Patterson, T.E. (2003). The vanishing voter: Public involvement in an age of
uncertainty. New York: Vintage Books.

Payne, R.A. (2003). Can new information technologies promote demo-
cratic deliberation? In J. Harper & T. Yantek (Eds.). Media, profit,
and politics: Competing priorities in an open society, pp. 215-231. Kent,
Ohio: Kent State University Press.

Wigley and Meirick: Interactive Media and Sports Journalists

23



Peck, C. (1999). Civic journalism: The savior of newspapers in the
21 century? Keynote speech, Pew Center for Civic Journal-
ism luncheon, Association for Education in Journalism and Mass
Communication annual meeting, New Orleans, August 1999. Re-
trieved March 17, 2005 from http://pewcenter.org/doingcj/pubs/
chrispeck.html.

Reader feedback. (2003, Feb. 18). Mansfield News Journal, p. B1.

Sands, K. (2002). Blogs: Sports fans play Web journalists. Retrieved
Nov. 2, 2007, from http://www.pewcenter.org/doingcj/civiccat/
displayCivcat.php?id=330.

Sax, LJ., Gilmartin, S.K., & Bryant, A.N. (2003). Assessing response
rates and nonresponse bias in Web and paper surveys. Research in
Higher Education, 44(4), 409-432.

Schaffer, J. (2000, Fall). Civic journalism. National Civic Review, 89,
267-269.

Schonlau, M., Fricker Jr., R.D., & Elliott, M.N. (2001). Conducting Re-
search Surveys via E-mail and the Web. Santa Monica, CA: Rand Cor-
poration Retrieved January 17, 2005, from http://www.rand.org
publications/MR/MR1480/.

Shoemaker, PJ., & Reese, S.D. (1991). Mediating the Message: Theories of
Influence on Mass Media Content. New York: Longman.

Simmons, H. (1999). How public journalism set the agenda for a public
safety complex. Newspaper Research Journal, 20, 82-90.

Singer, J.B. (2006a).Stepping back from the gate: Online newspaper
editors and the co-production of content in campaign 2004. Journal-
ism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 83(2), 265-280.

Singer, J.B. (2006b). The socially responsible existentialist: A norma-
tive emphasis for journalists in a new media environment. Journal-
ism Studies, 7(1), 2-18.

Singer, J.B., Tharp, M.P., & Haruta, A. (1998). “Superstars or second-
class citizens? Management and staffing issues affecting newspa-
pers’ online journalists.” Paper presented at the annual meeting of
AEJMC, Baltimore, Maryland, August 1998.

Sorik, T. (2003). Arab football in Israel as an ‘integrative enclave.’” Eth-
nic & Racial Studies, 26(3), 422-450.

Sports Buzz. (Dec. 8, 2002). The Press of Atlantic City, p. E2.

Strickland, C. (2004, May 8). Message boards give fans a forum, and
they're just a click away. The Oklahoman, p. 1C.

24 Journal of Sports Media, Vol. 3, No.1, Spring 2008



Tramel, B. (2003, April 2003). Miles’ latest zinger underscores fact
OSU-OU rivalry has come up in world. The Oklahoman, p. 1C.

Vargas, N. (2003, March 15). The fans react: Many ways to say “ow.”
The San Diego Union-Tribune, p. D9.

Voakes, P.S. (1999). Civic duties: Newspaper journalists’ views on pub-
lic journalism. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 76(4),
756-774.

White, D.M. (1950). The gate keeper: A case study in the selection of
news. Journalism Quarterly, 27(3), 383-390.

White, R. (2002, Nov. 28). Rookie season: Harrington in the NFL —
can-do guy in a can’t-win town. The Oregonian, p. D1.

Wigley, S. (2004). “Who's setting the media agenda? A look at non-
traditional interactive media and the gatekeeping process.” Paper
presented at the annual meeting of the Association for Education in

Journalism and Mass Communication, Toronto, August 2004.

Wigley and Meirick: Interactive Media and Sports Journalists

25



