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Journalism and News Quality

Executive synthesis
News quality is best understood as a contested, normative, and multidimensional construct—not as a 

single property that can be captured by one universal score. Its meaning depends on what journalism is 

expected to do, who is evaluating it, and whether the object is a news item, a newsroom, a media outlet, 

a media system, or an audience experience (Bachmann et al., 2021; Geuß, 2018; McQuail, 1991).

The literature nevertheless offers a stable starting point. Across different traditions, recurring concerns 

include factuality and accuracy, relevance, completeness and context, diversity, fairness, independence, 

transparency, professionalism, comprehensibility, public connection, and democratic contribution. The 

difficulty is that these criteria do not automatically belong to the same level of analysis or the same theory 

of democracy. “Diversity,” for example, can mean variety of topics, actors, viewpoints, outlets, ownership 

structures, or audience exposure; each requires different indicators and may imply a different democratic 

goal (Joris et al., 2020; Magin et al., 2023).

A defensible measurement strategy should therefore produce a quality profile rather than a single 

composite ranking. It should make its normative reference explicit, separate content from production 

conditions and audience reception, combine complementary methods, preserve important trade-offs, 

and report uncertainty and context. This approach can serve both academic research and professional 

accountability.

1. The conceptual problem

Quality is normative and relational

Journalistic quality is not simply an intrinsic feature of a text. It is a judgment about how well journalism 

performs valued functions under particular social conditions. Those functions may include informing 

citizens, enabling public deliberation, scrutinizing power, representing social groups, helping people 

understand events, or serving specific information needs (Geuß, 2018; McQuail, 1991).

This makes quality partly normative: the criteria depend on beliefs about the desirable relationship 

between journalism, society, and democracy. A deliberative model may emphasize reasoned public dis

cussion, inclusion, civility, and mutual understanding. A liberal model may give greater weight to choice, 

pluralism, and access to competing views. A public-service model may prioritize universal reach and 

social cohesion. These differences are not merely semantic; they change what counts as a good indicator 

(Bachmann et al., 2021; Magin et al., 2023; Nascimento et al., 2023).

Quality is also relational. The same news product may be valuable to one audience and inaccessible 

or irrelevant to another. Audience-oriented research therefore treats quality as connected to usefulness, 

understanding, trust, recognition, and public connection, while warning that audience approval alone 

cannot establish normative quality (Hasebrink & Hölig, 2020; Meijer & Bijleveld, 2016).
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Five layers that should not be collapsed

Layer Central question Typical criteria Common unit of 

analysis

Normative reference What should journalism 

contribute to society?

Informed citizenship, 

deliberation, 

accountability, pluralism, 

social cohesion

Democratic model, public-

interest standard

Content or product What is present in the 

published journalism?

Accuracy, sourcing, 

context, diversity, fairness, 

clarity, relevance

Article, broadcast item, 

edition

Production and institution What conditions and 

practices generate the 

journalism?

Independence, staffing, 

training, editorial rules, 

verification, corrections, 

resources

Journalist, newsroom, 

outlet

Audience or received 

quality

What do people encounter, 

understand, value, and 

trust?

Reach, usefulness, 

learning, relevance, trust, 

perceived watchdog 

performance

Audience, user, social 

group

System and ecology How does the media 

environment enable or 

constrain quality?

Ownership pluralism, 

regulation, platform 

distribution, access, safety, 

sustainability

Media system, market, 

platform, country

The main analytical error in the field is to treat evidence from one layer as if it measured all the others. A 

well-sourced article does not automatically demonstrate an independent newsroom; high reach does not 

prove high quality; and audience trust may reflect brand reputation as much as the content itself (Geuß, 

2018; Hasebrink & Hölig, 2020).

2. The main traditions in the literature

Media performance and the public interest

The media-performance tradition derives quality criteria from public-interest and social-responsibility 

ideals. McQuail’s framework organizes assessment around principles such as independence, diversity, 

objectivity, solidarity, and cultural quality, while also examining how these can be operationalized through 

empirical research (McQuail, 1991, 1992). Its enduring contribution is to connect measurement with an 

explicit account of what media are for.

Its limitation is that public-interest criteria can appear universal while concealing a particular political 

theory or cultural setting. Contemporary studies therefore need to state which democratic functions are 

being protected and whose interests are represented.

Integrative and multi-level models

Integrative work treats quality as a relationship among contents, structures, and actors. Geuß’s matrix 

crosses these objects with political, journalistic, and economic or audience perspectives, showing why 
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product criteria alone cannot explain the full quality of a media organization (Geuß, 2018). The framework 

also captures recurring tensions between citizen value and consumer value, between accessibility and 

complexity, and between editorial standards and audience judgments.

Romero-Rodríguez and colleagues offer a more expansive taxonomy for digital information quality. 

Their expert-validated model groups 75 dimensions into 21 areas and three broad domains: the media 

organization and its pre-informative conditions, the social and labor characteristics of media workers, and 

the final informational product (Romero-Rodríguez et al., 2016). Its strength is coverage; its challenge is 

keeping a large taxonomy usable and comparable.

Product and newsroom measurement

The VAP tradition offers one of the clearest operational models. It separates the selection process—how 

news is chosen, prioritized, and sourced—from the creation process—how information is structured, 

explained, contextualized, and narrated (Alessandri et al., 2001). Its instrument included indicators for 

source access, relevance, fairness, narrative processing, context, and emphasis. This makes VAP useful 

for systematic content analysis and newsroom comparison, while its own authors acknowledge that it 

measures proximity to professional norms rather than an absolute standard of quality.

Quality-management approaches extend the analysis upstream. Guerra’s model treats journalism as an 

organizational process organized around truth and relevance, with separate assessments of institutional 

commitments, production processes, and products (Guerra, 2011). This is important for professional use 

because many failures visible in published content are rooted in staffing, workflow, training, documen

tation, or economic pressure.

Audience and user-value approaches

Audience research adds a necessary but distinct perspective. Hasebrink and Hölig define media perfor

mance through contacts with news media, audience motivation, and communicative impact. Their 

indicators include reach, audience structure, news and political interest, trust, perceived relevance, 

immediacy, depth, and watchdog performance (Hasebrink & Hölig, 2020).

This approach demonstrates why reach and engagement should not be treated as simple quality scores. 

Serving a broad population, reaching politically disengaged citizens, and serving highly motivated 

audiences can all have democratic value, but they represent different forms of performance. Audience 

indicators become more meaningful when combined with evidence about what audiences actually receive 

and learn.

Diversity and democratic models

Diversity is one of the most widely used and least stable quality concepts. Joris and colleagues identify 

distinctions among source, content, and exposure diversity; internal diversity within one outlet; external 

diversity across outlets; and production, distribution, and consumption stages (Joris et al., 2020). Their 

review found a strong concentration of production-side content studies and very little work on algorithmic 

distribution or actual exposure.

Magin and colleagues show why democratic theory must guide diversity measurement. Liberal and delib

erative models imply different operationalizations of topic and actor diversity, and diversity alone does 

not guarantee a good public discourse; neutrality, rationality, discursivity, and civility may also matter 

(Magin et al., 2023). A diversity indicator without a stated normative basis is therefore incomplete.
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Accountability and system indicators

At the institutional and system level, media indicators are used for public accountability, policy, 

organizational learning, and civic oversight. These frameworks assess ownership transparency, editorial 

independence, governance, professional capacity, audience interaction, pluralism, gender equality, safety, 

infrastructure, and public-service performance (García & Ballesteros-Aguayo, 2024).

Their value is that they move beyond the published article. Their risk is proliferation: competing indices 

often use the same terms for different constructs, apply unvalidated checklists, or impose uniform stan

dards across settings with different political and media conditions (García & Ballesteros-Aguayo, 2024; 

Nascimento et al., 2023).

3. A practical taxonomy of quality dimensions
The following taxonomy combines recurring dimensions while keeping their distinct measurement 

problems visible.

Dimension What it means Possible indicators Main caution

Factuality and accuracy Claims are supported, 

correctly represented, and 

responsibly attributed

External verification, 

source corroboration, 

correction rates, error 

severity, attribution quality

Accuracy is not the same 

as neutrality or 

completeness

Relevance and public 

importance

Coverage addresses 

matters that affect public 

understanding or 

legitimate audience needs

Consequence, proximity, 

public-interest criteria, 

audience relevance, agenda 

comparison

“Relevant” depends on 

whose needs and which 

public-interest theory

Completeness, context, and 

depth

Journalism explains 

significance, background, 

causes, uncertainty, and 

consequences

Contextual links, causal 

explanation, source 

diversity, explanatory 

passages, follow-up 

coverage

Raw length or source 

counts are weak proxies 

for understanding

Diversity and pluralism News offers meaningful 

variation in topics, actors, 

viewpoints, voices, or 

outlets

Topic and actor 

distributions, viewpoint 

coding, diversity indices, 

ownership and exposure 

measures

Define open versus 

reflective diversity and 

internal versus external 

diversity first (Joris et al., 

2020)

Fairness and impartiality Coverage avoids distortion 

and gives relevant parties 

appropriate treatment

Right of reply, proportional 

representation, evaluative 

language, framing, 

attribution, balance

Balance can create false 

equivalence and should not 

be reduced to equal space

Independence and 

transparency

Journalism is protected 

from undue control and 

makes its methods and 

interests visible

Ownership disclosure, 

conflict disclosure, source 

transparency, editorial 

policies, autonomy 

measures

Independence requires 

both structural and 

content-level evidence

6 / 13

https://undermind.ai
https://undermind.ai
https://undermind.ai


 Undermind Journalism and News Quality Report September 20, 2026

Dimension What it means Possible indicators Main caution

Comprehensibility and 

accessibility

People can understand and 

access the journalism

Readability, explanation of 

technical terms, 

translation, accessibility 

features, platform usability

Simplification can trade off 

against precision and 

depth (Geuß, 2018)

Audience value and public 

connection

Journalism helps people 

understand, orient 

themselves, participate, or 

feel represented

Perceived usefulness, 

learning, trust, relevance, 

recognition, civic 

connection

Trust and popularity can 

be shaped by brand effects 

and prior beliefs

Professional and ethical 

process

Production follows reliable 

routines and professional 

norms

Verification protocols, 

training, corrections, 

editorial review, source 

practices, ethics 

compliance

Product-only measures 

miss the conditions that 

enable or undermine 

quality

Democratic and social 

contribution

Journalism supports 

accountability, 

deliberation, informed 

participation, or social 

cohesion

Watchdog performance, 

deliberative quality, 

inclusion, public debate, 

reach across groups

Social impact is difficult to 

attribute to journalism 

alone

These dimensions should not be presumed to form a single additive scale. Some are complementary, 

while others involve trade-offs. Maximizing speed may reduce depth; broad reach may require simpler 

presentation; proportional representation may conflict with equal access; and a strong watchdog stance 

may not appear neutral to all audiences.

4. Measurement approaches and their limits

Content analysis

Content analysis remains the dominant method in the literature. It can assess large samples systemati

cally and make editorial patterns visible. VAP demonstrates how a detailed coding scheme can measure 

selection, sourcing, narrative processing, context, and emphasis (Alessandri et al., 2001). Diversity studies 

use categorical distributions, entropy measures, concentration indices, and coding of actors, topics, 

viewpoints, and tone (Geuß, 2018; Joris et al., 2020).

Its limits are equally important. Content analysis measures what is published, not necessarily what 

audiences encounter or understand. It also favors features that are easy to code, such as topic, gender, 

geography, or word count, while under-measuring argument quality, causal explanation, and nuanced 

fairness (Joris et al., 2020). Coding schemes should therefore distinguish between a variable that is easy 

to count and an indicator that is valid for the construct of interest.

Audience research

Surveys and experiments reveal perceived quality, usefulness, trust, learning, and received diversity. They 

are essential for assessing whether journalism reaches different groups and fulfills communicative func

tions in practice (Hasebrink & Hölig, 2020). Computational models can also connect textual features with 
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audience ratings; Choi and colleagues found that believability, depth, and diversity predicted audience-

rated quality more strongly than several formal features such as readability or sensationalism (Choi et 

al., 2020).

Audience measures should not replace normative or content measures. People may reward familiarity, 

entertainment, ideological agreement, or brand prestige. A useful design therefore separates perceived 

quality from demonstrated performance and tests where the two converge or diverge.

Process and institutional audits

Process measures examine the conditions under which journalism is produced. Relevant evidence includes 

staffing and training, reporter autonomy, source verification, correction systems, editorial standards, 

internal review, audience feedback, and financial or political dependencies (García & Ballesteros-Aguayo, 

2024; Guerra, 2011). These measures are especially useful for professional improvement because they 

identify causes rather than only symptoms.

The main challenge is validation. A newsroom may have formal policies without applying them, and 

strong procedures do not guarantee high-quality output. Process audits should therefore be paired with 

samples of published work and, where possible, interviews or observation.

System-level indicators

System indicators assess the environment in which journalism operates: ownership concentration, 

pluralism, legal protections, safety, infrastructure, public funding, institutional independence, and access. 

They are necessary for comparative and policy research, but they should not be treated as direct measures 

of individual article quality (García & Ballesteros-Aguayo, 2024).

Cross-national comparisons require contextual calibration. A common indicator may have different 

meanings where public-service media, commercial media, political ownership, regulation, or journalistic 

safety differ. The indicator framework should remain comparable at the level of constructs while allowing 

locally appropriate evidence.

Mixed-method designs

The strongest designs combine methods that answer different questions. Bachmann and colleagues pro

vide a model by comparing content-based assessments with representative audience surveys and testing 

whether a deliberative conception of quality is shared by the public (Bachmann et al., 2021). Hasebrink 

and Hölig likewise argue that audience data should be merged with manual or automated content analysis 

(Hasebrink & Hölig, 2020).

A mixed-method design should not simply average results. It should use each method to test a different 

link in the quality chain:

• Process evidence: whether conditions and routines support quality

• Content evidence: what journalism actually provides

• Audience evidence: what people encounter, understand, value, and trust

• System evidence: what structural conditions enable or constrain performance
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5. Recurring measurement failures

Hidden normative assumptions

Many studies invoke “quality,” “objectivity,” “diversity,” or “democracy” without specifying the ideal they 

assume. Joris and colleagues found that normative standards were often left implicit, especially in diversity 

research (Joris et al., 2020). This makes results difficult to interpret and compare.

Solution: State the normative reference before selecting indicators. Identify whether the framework 

prioritizes deliberation, liberal pluralism, public service, participation, social cohesion, or another democ

ratic purpose.

Construct and level mismatch

The same label may refer to an article, an outlet, an audience, or a media system. “Independence” can mean 

ownership structure, editorial autonomy, source selection, or absence of political influence. “Relevance” 

can mean public consequence, audience interest, or agenda prominence.

Solution: For every indicator, specify its construct, unit, level, population, time frame, and intended 

inference. Do not infer outlet-level quality from a small sample of articles without stating the limits of 

that inference.

Overreliance on product measures

Published content is visible and relatively easy to sample, so it dominates research. This leaves out news

room routines, labor conditions, management, ownership, platform distribution, and audience reception 

(Nascimento et al., 2023; Santos & Guazina, 2020).

Solution: Treat product analysis as one module in a broader design. Add process and structural measures 

when the research question concerns organizational quality or the causes of content patterns.

Confusing popularity with quality

Reach, clicks, shares, and time spent are useful indicators of distribution and engagement, but they do not 

establish factuality, fairness, depth, or public value. Audience performance can be normatively positive 

when it reaches underserved or disengaged groups, but only if the content itself meets relevant quality 

standards (Hasebrink & Hölig, 2020).

Solution: Report reach and engagement as audience-performance variables, not as universal quality 

scores. Pair them with content and audience-value measures.

Composite-score inflation

Large indices can create an appearance of precision while hiding arbitrary weights, compensatory trade-

offs, and weakly validated components. The proliferation of branded indicator systems has also reduced 

comparability (García & Ballesteros-Aguayo, 2024).

Solution: Prefer dimension-level reporting. If an overall score is required, publish the weighting rule, 

sensitivity analysis, missing-data treatment, uncertainty, and the profile that lies beneath the aggregate.
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Method-driven indicators

Indicators that are easy to automate can crowd out concepts that are harder to observe. Topic counts, 

word counts, sentiment, or source numbers may be useful, but they are not interchangeable with context, 

reasoning, fairness, or explanatory value (Joris et al., 2020).

Solution: Begin with the construct and its theory, then choose the method. Use automation to scale 

coding, not to define quality by what software can currently detect.

6. A proposed framework for conceptual and operational use
The literature supports a theory-explicit quality profile with six steps.

Step 1: Declare the public purpose

Specify what the assessment is intended to judge. Examples include informing citizens, enabling deliber

ation, monitoring power, representing social diversity, serving public information needs, or improving 

newsroom practice. If several purposes are relevant, keep them as separate dimensions rather than hiding 

them in one score.

Step 2: Select the level of analysis

Define whether the object is:

• A news item or broadcast segment

• A recurring topic or beat

• A journalist or editorial team

• A newsroom or outlet

• A media market or national system

• An audience or social group

• A platform-mediated information environment

A report can connect these levels, but it should not treat them as interchangeable.

Step 3: Build a dimension-to-indicator map

Each dimension should have a short definition, a justification, one or more indicators, a measurement 

method, and a known limitation. The map should distinguish formative indicators—conditions that help 

produce quality—from reflective indicators—observable manifestations of an underlying construct.

For example, training and verification protocols are process conditions; corrections and source corrobo

ration are product or process manifestations; perceived trust is an audience response. Combining them 

without distinction makes interpretation difficult.

Step 4: Use complementary evidence

A practical minimum design is:

Evidence module Core question Suitable methods Output

Product What quality 

characteristics appear in 

the journalism?

Manual or automated 

content analysis, external 

verification

Dimension-level content 

estimates
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Evidence module Core question Suitable methods Output

Process What routines and 

conditions support or 

weaken quality?

Protocol audit, interviews, 

observation, organizational 

data

Process and capacity 

profile

Audience What do people encounter, 

understand, value, and 

trust?

Surveys, experiments, 

exposure measures, user 

research

Received-quality and reach 

profile

System What external conditions 

shape performance?

Policy and ownership 

analysis, pluralism and 

safety indicators

Structural context

The modules should be linked through explicit hypotheses. For example, stronger verification routines 

may predict fewer factual errors; greater source diversity may predict broader viewpoint coverage; and 

contextual reporting may predict perceived understanding. These relationships should be tested rather 

than assumed.

Step 5: Validate indicators

Validation should address at least four questions:

• Content validity: Does the indicator cover the intended concept?

• Construct validity: Does it relate to other measures as theory predicts?

• Reliability: Can different coders, organizations, or time points produce consistent results?

• Consequential validity: Does using the indicator create incentives that support or distort quality?

The last question matters for professional dashboards. A newsroom that rewards only speed, reach, or 

correction counts may improve those numbers while weakening less visible forms of quality.

Step 6: Report profiles, trade-offs, and uncertainty

The final output should show performance by dimension and level, with methodological limitations and 

uncertainty. It should identify trade-offs rather than conceal them. A concise professional dashboard might 

report:

• Factual reliability

• Context and explanatory depth

• Diversity and inclusion

• Independence and transparency

• Audience usefulness and reach

• Editorial process capacity

• Democratic contribution

Each result should be accompanied by the evidence source, time period, sample, and interpretation. 

Comparisons should be made only where the constructs, units, and measurement rules are sufficiently 

aligned.

7. Implications for academic research
Academic studies can improve cumulative knowledge by making five commitments explicit:
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• Define quality before selecting variables.

• State the democratic or public-interest model that grounds the criteria.

• Separate content, process, audience, and system levels.

• Report coding rules, weighting, reliability, and missing data in enough detail for replication.

• Use mixed methods when the claim concerns more than published content.

The field would benefit from shared core constructs with optional context-specific modules. A common 

core might include factuality, relevance, context, diversity, fairness, independence, transparency, and 

audience understanding. Additional modules could address gender, minority representation, local rele

vance, platform distribution, climate reporting, safety, or public-service obligations. This structure would 

preserve comparability without pretending that every setting has identical quality needs.

8. Implications for journalism and accountability practice
Professionals need measures that are actionable without reducing journalism to a production scorecard. 

A newsroom system should combine leading indicators—staffing, training, source verification, editorial 

review, correction routines—with outcome indicators such as factual reliability, context, diversity, audi

ence understanding, and public usefulness (Guerra, 2011).

Three safeguards are especially important:

• Keep engagement metrics separate from editorial quality metrics.

• Use representative or community-informed audience research rather than relying only on platform 

analytics.

• Publish the definitions and limits of the assessment so that indicators support accountability rather 

than merely reputation management.

For regulators, funders, and civil-society monitors, system-level measures should include ownership 

and editorial independence, pluralism, professional capacity, legal protection, safety, public access, and 

audience participation (García & Ballesteros-Aguayo, 2024). These measures should be adapted to local 

conditions and accompanied by evidence about how they affect actual journalism.

Conclusion
The literature does not support a universal definition or single metric of news quality. It supports a 

more useful conclusion: quality is a theory-laden relationship among journalistic content, production 

conditions, audience experience, and democratic purpose.

The most defensible solution is therefore not to search for one final score. It is to build a transparent quality 

profile whose dimensions are normatively justified, operationally defined, measured at the right level, 

tested with complementary evidence, and reported with trade-offs and uncertainty. Such a framework 

can make the field more cumulative for academics and more useful for journalists, media organizations, 

policymakers, and publics.
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