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Abstract: This paper explores the scientific and theoretical underpinnings of journalism principles 

within the broader field of media communication. In an era where digital platforms, citizen 

journalism, and algorithmic content curation challenge traditional media, understanding the 

theoretical basis of core principles – truthfulness, accuracy, objectivity, fairness, accountability, and 

public service – becomes essential. The study traces the evolution of these principles from normative 

theories of the press (authoritarian, libertarian, social responsibility) to contemporary frameworks 

such as constructive journalism, solution journalism, and the concept of “journalistic field” 

developed by Pierre Bourdieu. It also examines how media communication theories 

(agenda-setting, framing, spiral of silence, uses and gratifications) inform and refine journalism 

ethics. The paper argues that journalism principles are not static moral codes but dynamic constructs 

shaped by technological, economic, and cultural forces. Nevertheless, their normative core – serving 

truth and the public interest – remains stable. The conclusion offers a model for integrating 

theoretical insights into practical journalism education and media policy. The paper is intended for 

scholars, students, and media professionals seeking a deeper conceptual grounding. 
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1. Introduction 

The rapid transformation of media ecosystems over the past two decades has raised 

fundamental questions about the role and responsibilities of journalism. Digital 

technologies, social media platforms, artificial intelligence, and new forms of content 

distribution have blurred the boundaries between professional journalism and 

user-generated content. In such a fluid environment, traditional journalistic principles – 

such as objectivity, balance, verification, and independence – are often dismissed as 

outdated or impractical. However, these principles did not emerge arbitrarily; they have 

deep roots in philosophical, sociological, and communication theories. Re-examining their 

scientific-theoretical foundations is crucial not only for defending professional standards 

but also for adapting them to contemporary challenges [1]. 

 

2. Materials and Methods 

The concept of “media communication” refers to the entire process of producing, 

transmitting, and receiving messages through media channels, encompassing both mass 

communication (newspapers, radio, television) and digital communication (social 

networks, messengers, podcasts). Journalism occupies a special place within media 

communication because it claims to provide reliable, timely, and relevant information for 
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citizens in democratic societies. Without journalism principles, media communication 

risks becoming mere noise or propaganda. Therefore, understanding the theoretical basis 

of these principles helps both practitioners and scholars navigate the complex mora l 

landscape of modern media [2]. 

Historically, journalism principles have been codified in various professional codes 

of ethics, starting from the early twentieth century. The American Society of Newspaper 

Editors’ “Canons of Journalism” (1923) and later the Society of Professional Journa lists’ 

Code of Ethics (1973) enshrined values such as truth, accuracy, fairness, and 

accountability. In Europe, similar codes emerged from public service broadcasting 

traditions (BBC, Deutsche Welle) and later from international bodies like UNESCO and 

the International Federation of Journalists. While these codes differed in wording, their 

theoretical foundations drew from several intellectual traditions: Enlightenment 

rationalism (truth as correspondence to reality), Kantian deontology (duty to inform 

without harm), utilitarian ethics (greatest good for the greatest number), and social 

responsibility theory (media as trustee of public interest) [3]. 

3. Results and Discussion 

The academic study of journalism principles gained systematic theoretical grounding 

in the mid-twentieth century through the work of scholars such as Wilbur Schramm, 

Theodore Peterson, Fred Siebert, and later Denis McQuail. Their normative theories of the 

press – authoritarian, libertarian, social responsibility, and Soviet-communist – provided 

a typology for understanding how different political systems shape journalistic norms. 

Social responsibility theory, in particular, argued that media must not only be free but 

also responsible, adhering to professional standards of truth, accuracy, and fairness. This 

theory remains highly influential in contemporary media ethics discourse [4]. 

However, subsequent developments in communication research challenged 

simplistic notions of objectivity and balance. The “limited effects” paradigm (Klapper, 

Lazarsfeld) showed that media influence is mediated by personal relationships and 

selective exposure. Agenda-setting theory (McCombs and Shaw) demonstrated that 

media may not tell people what to think, but they tell people what to think about. Framing 

theory (Goffman, Entman) revealed that how an issue is presented (the frame) shapes 

audience interpretation far more than the bare facts. These theories did not reject 

journalism principles; instead, they refined them by showing that pure objectivity is 

impossible, but systematic methods of verification, transparency about sources and 

methods, and pluralism of voices can approximate it [5]. 

More recent theoretical contributions come from Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory, which 

analyses journalism as a “field” with its own logic, doxa (taken -for-granted beliefs), and 

struggles for legitimacy. According to Bourdieu, journalistic principles are not merely 

ethical choices but also strategic tools used by professionals to distinguish themselves  

from public relations, propaganda, or entertainment. Similarly, the concept of “liquid 

journalism” (Bauman, Deuze) captures the fluid, precarious, and participatory nature of 

digital news production. Despite these critiques, the core principle of “truth -telling as a 

public good” remains intact across most theoretical perspectives [6]. 

This paper has three objectives. First, to trace the historical evolution and 

philosophical roots of key journalism principles. Second, to examine how major 

communication theories (agenda-setting, framing, spiral of silence, uses and 

gratifications) inform, complicate, and reinforce these principles. Third, to propose a 

synthetic theoretical model that can guide both journalism education and media policy. 

The methodology is qualitative and hermeneutic: a systematic review of seminal texts, 

comparative analysis of normative frameworks, and synthesis of insights from multiple 

disciplines (philosophy, sociology, communication studies). The paper proceeds as 

follows: the main part first discusses the foundational normative theories, then analyses 

contemporary theoretical challenges and responses, and finally integrates findings into a 
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coherent framework. The conclusion summarizes key arguments and offers practical 

recommendations [7]. 

Main Part. Foundational normative theories of journalism principles. The most 

comprehensive theoretical account of journalism principles comes from the tradition of 

normative media theory, particularly the four-theory model proposed by Siebert, 

Peterson, and Schramm (1956). Although later criticized for its Cold War bias a nd 

oversimplification, this model provides a useful starting point. The authoritarian theory 

posits that media exist to serve the state; journalism principles are defined by loyalty, 

obedience, and avoidance of dissent. The libertarian theory elevates individual reason and 

free expression; journalism principles include truth-seeking, independence from 

government, and the marketplace of ideas. The social responsibility theory (which 

emerged as a reaction to the excesses of libertarianism) adds that freedom entails duty: 

journalists must provide accurate, contextualized, and ethically framed information, and 

they must be accountable to society [8]. 

Social responsibility theory, articulated by the Hutchins Commission (1947) and later 

refined by McQuail, has become the dominant normative framework for professional 

journalism worldwide. It grounds five main principles: (1) truth and accuracy – not just 

factual correctness but also completeness and avoidance of distortion; (2) objectivity – 

procedural detachment, separating facts from opinions, and presenting multiple 

viewpoints; (3) fairness – giving subjects a right to reply and avoiding harm; (4) 

accountability – willingness to correct errors and engage with audience feedback; (5) 

public service – prioritizing citizen needs over commercial or partisan interests. These 

principles are not arbitrary moral commands; they are derived from the social role of the 

press as a “fourth estate” and a watchdog of democracy [9]. 

Critiques of objectivity. Starting in the 1970s, scholars such as Gaye Tuchman, Herbert 

Gans, and Todd Gitlin argued that objectivity is a “strategic ritual” – a set of routines  

(quoting authoritative sources, balancing opposing claims, using inverted pyra mid 

structure) that journalists use to deflect criticism and manage uncertainty. They pointed 

out that pure objectivity is impossible because selection of facts, sources, and framing 

always involves value judgments. Moreover, false balance (giving equal weight to climate 

scientists and deniers) can mislead audiences. These critiques led to alternative 

formulations: “interpretive journalism,” “analytic journalism,” and “objective reporting 

with transparency.” The contemporary consensus is that journalists should not pretend to 

be value-free but should be transparent about their methods, sources, and limitations 

while still striving for fairness and evidence-based reporting [10]. 

Contemporary theoretical refinements. Several communication theories have 

enriched the understanding of journalism principles. Agenda-setting theory (McCombs & 

Shaw, 1972) shows that media influence public opinion not by direct persuasion but by 

highlighting certain issues. For journalists, this means that the principle of “relevance”  

(selecting what is newsworthy) carries enormous responsibility. Choosing which topics 

to cover and how prominently shapes public priorities. This theoretical insight has led to 

the principle of “proportionality” – covering issues in proportion to their actual 

importance to citizens’ lives, rather than sensationalism [11]. 

Framing theory (Entman, 1993) explains that every story is told from a certain angle. 

Frames define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments, and suggest remedies. 

Journalists cannot avoid framing, but they can practice “reflective framing” – being aware 

of the frames they use, checking if alternative frames are suppressed, and providing 

enough context for audiences to recognize bias. This aligns with the principle of “fairness” 

understood as epistemic humility rather than false neutrality [12]. 

The spiral of silence theory (Noelle-Neumann, 1974) describes how individuals 

fearing isolation may keep minority opinions quiet. For journalism, this implies that 

principles must include “protecting dissent” and “amplifying marginalised voices.”  

Democratic journalism should not merely mirror majority views but actively seek out and 
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present counter-narratives, especially when they are evidence-based. This is a direct 

application of the public service principle [13]. 

Uses and gratifications theory (Katz, Blumler, Gurevitch) shifted focus from what 

media do to audiences to what audiences do with media. It highlighted that people select 

media to satisfy needs – information, identity, entertainment, social integration. This 

theory complicates the principle of “truth” because audiences may prefer comforting 

falsehoods over inconvenient truths. Journalists therefore face a tension between 

attracting audiences (commercial survival) and upholding truth. The theoretical  

resolution lies in the principle of “public good” – a responsible journalist does not simply 

give audiences what they want, but what they need as citizens. This requires a delicate 

balance between popularity and integrity [14]. 

Another important theoretical lens is Bourdieu’s field theory (1998). Journalism is a 

field with its own capital (source networks, exclusive scoops, reputation), rules of entry, 

and internal struggles. Journalistic principles (objectivity, accuracy, fairness) serve both 

as professional ideologies that legitimise the field’s autonomy and as weapons in 

struggles against external pressures (political, economic, technological). Understanding 

this helps explain why principles are sometimes violated: short-term commercial interests  

(ratings, clicks) may override long-term professional capital. The theoretical implication 

is that strengthening journalism principles requires not only ethical education but also 

institutional reforms that reward quality over quantity [15]. 

Synthesis: a theoretical model for media communication. Based on the above 

review, journalism principles in media communication can be understood as a multi -level 

system. At the macro level (society), principles derive from normative theories of 

democracy and public sphere (Habermas). At the meso level (institutional), principles are 

shaped by field dynamics, organisational routines, and economic incentives. At the micro 

level (individual), principles are internalised as professional virtues through socialisation 

and education. An effective theoretical model must integrate these levels, avoiding both 

naively idealistic and cynically relativistic extremes. 

Within media communication, journalism principles must also adapt to 

platform-specific characteristics. For example, online news requires updating the 

principle of “accuracy” to include hyperlinks, version control, and correction policies. 

Social media blurs the line between private and public, requiring revised guidelines for 

verification and source protection. Artificial intelligence challenges the principle of 

“accountability” – who is responsible for algorithmic errors? Despite these adaptations, 

the normative core remains: serve truth, minimise harm, be transparent, and act in the 

public interest. This core is not culturally relative but grounded in universal human needs 

for reliable information about shared reality. 

The theoretical synthesis also suggests that journalism education should move 

beyond simply teaching codes of ethics. It should cultivate theoretical literacy – ability to 

recognise framing, to understand agenda-setting effects, to apply knowledge of media 

economics – along with practical skills. Research shows that journalists who understand 

the theoretical basis of their principles are more resilient to external pressures and more 

innovative in ethical problem-solving. 

4. Conclusion 

The scientific-theoretical foundations of journalism principles in media 

communication reveal that these principles are neither timeless commandments nor 

obsolete relics. They emerged from specific historical and philosophical contexts – 

enlightenment rationalism, liberal democracy, social responsibility theory – and have 

been continuously refined by communication research. Agenda-setting, framing, spiral of 

silence, uses and gratifications, and field theory each contribute to a more nuanced 

understanding of how truth, objectivity, fairness, and accountability operate in practice. 
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Three main conclusions arise. First, journalism principles are best understood as 

“regulative ideals” (in the Kantian sense) – they guide practice even if never perfectly 

achieved. The impossibility of pure objectivity does not justify abandoning the pursuit of 

verifiable facts and procedural fairness. Second, media communication theories  

demonstrate that journalism principles must be applied contextually, taking into account 

platform, audience, and institutional constraints. A one-size-fits-all ethical code is 

inadequate. Third, strengthening journalism principles requires simultaneous efforts at 

individual (education, reflection), institutional (reward systems, editorial policies), and 

societal (media literacy, legal frameworks) levels. 

Recommendations for practice. Journalism programmes should incorporate 

theoretical modules on media communication theories, not just practical training. Media  

organisations should develop evidence-based ethics guidelines that recognise framing 

and agenda-setting effects. Regulatory bodies should support public service journalism 

that prioritises quality over sensationalism. Further research should explore how artificial 

intelligence and automated content generation affect the possibility of upholding 

traditional principles, and how cross-cultural differences in normative values can be 

reconciled in global digital media. 

In the age of misinformation and algorithmic amplification, the theoretical grounding 

of journalism principles is more relevant than ever. Returning to first principles – why do 

we value truth? what does objectivity mean in a fragmented world? – can help journalists 

and citizens alike navigate the turbulent media landscape. The principles may evolve, but 

their foundation in human dignity, reasoned discourse, and democratic participation 

remains unshaken. 
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