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Media accountability systems are more necessary now than ever given the unprecedented privat-
ization and deregulation of electronic media throughout the world (Christians & Cooper, 2009). 

Th is statement is only one example of multiple voices claiming for development of 
media accountability instruments in contemporary media, as a countermeasure for 
their numerous defi ciencies. Th e seven articles of this issue of Central European 
Journal of Communication focus on various topics related to media accountability, 
both in the context of traditional and innovative forms. 

Unlike the other contemporary (globalized) industries, aimed at producing 
profi t, the media have another important role in democratic societies — that of 
providing essential information and analysis, and liaising between governments 
and their electorate or, in other words — serving the public interest. However, the 
increasing competitiveness and power to “control the gates of publication” as well 
as impersonality of publication decisions (McQuail, 2004) contribute to disregard-
ing public service obligation. Furthermore, “increasingly conscienceless media have 
become willing to victimize individuals for profi t, in respect of their privacy, reputa-
tion or innocence” (Ibid.). Th e recent News of the World phone hacking case serves 
as an edifying example of how far journalists can go in violating moral and legal 
norms in the hunt for sensational stories. Such cases also demonstrate the scarcity 
of society’s means for holding powerful media corporations within acceptable limits 
without substantially restricting freedom of expression. 

Th e enduring tension and balance seeking between the business and public ser-
vice roles of the media have been articulated in the concepts of media’s social re-

1   I would like to acknowledge the contribution of the research project Media and Democracy in 
Central and Eastern Europe (MDCEE) towards the editing process of this special issue.



Media accountability — between tradition and innovation

CENTRAL EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 2 (2012)               169

sponsibility and accountability since the 1940s (e.g. Hutchins Commission, 1947; 
Hodges, 1986; Christians, 1988; McQuail, 1997; 2003; Bertrand, 2000; Plaisance, 
2000, etc.), and have produced a number of means for monitoring the quality of 
media performance — the more or less institutionalized media accountability in-
struments (e.g. Bertrand, 2003; von Krogh, 2008; Ettema, 2009; Koene, 2009; Eber-
wein et al., 2011). Th e accountability concept is widely contested by media research-
ers who have suggested diff erent defi nitions (the best known one coming from 
Louis Hodges, 1986) and pointed out diffi  culties of its compatibility with the profes-
sional autonomy of journalists and with news organizations’ editorial independ-
ence. McQuail’s defi nition encapsulates the core aspects concerning media account-
ability and its relation to responsibility in the following way: 

Accountable communication exists where authors (originators, sources, or gatekeepers) take re-
sponsibility for the quality and consequences of the publication, orient themselves to audiences 
and others aff ected, and respond to their expectations and those of the wider society (McQuail, 
2003, p. 19).

Th e permeating question in the academic research and discussion, as well as at 
a practical level is about fi nding effi  cient means of accountability, consistent with 
social responsibility and with principles of free expression (McQuail, 2004), and 
which would also contribute to the media’s credibility and trust building between 
the media and their audiences. In the current issue, Torbjörn von Krogh (Changing 
political attitudes towards media accountability in Sweden) gives a diachronic insight 
into Swedish policymakers’ debates in the parliament (in 1967–1970 and 2005–
2010) on media defi ciencies and suggested means for improvement. He demon-
strates the change of attitudes over time towards media accountability measures 
from government to governance. 

McQuail outlines two components of accountability for free media: answerabil-
ity and liability. Th e “liability model” is realized through legislation and aimed at 
preventing (or punishing for) harm with material penalties (McQuail, 2003, p. 203). 
However, the statutory regulation and laws do not much contribute to trustful com-
municative relations with the audiences, based on moral and professional values and 
adherence to quality standards of content and performance. Considering the cur-
rent media political developments, especially in the light of EU directives and guide-
lines, which emphasize “light touch regulation” (less state intervention) and self-
regulation,2 the importance of the “answerability model” appears higher than ever. 
Answerability is most consistent with freedom of expression and is based on volun-
tary dialogue and debate without a threat of material penalties (Ibid.). Answerabil-
ity presupposes openness and readiness of news media organizations and journalists 
for accepting criticism, either internal or external. It also presupposes focusing and 

2   E.g. European Audiovisual Media Services Directive. Retrieved March 18, 2012, from http://
ec.europa.eu/avpolicy/reg/tvwf/index_en.htm.
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keeping public attention to media quality issues. Th erefore, answerability seems 
to have the greatest potential of raising media’s credibility among their users. 

On the other hand, in practical application, the strengths of the “answerability 
model” oft en appear as its weaknesses: media organizations are not eager to open 
up debates on their newsgathering and publication practices; adherence to ethical 
principles is voluntary and can be easily ignored; the threshold for accepting critic-
ism, especially from outside the media, is oft en very high.  

Various established “answerability”-based mechanisms exist in order to meet the 
accountability demand, such as codes of ethics, press councils, ombudsmen and 
readers’ editors and “public hearings” or “social auditing” (cf. Bardoel & d’Haenens, 
2004; Jaehnig & Onyebady, 2011). Th ere are also a number of non-institutionalized 
forms of accountability, such as media critical pages and articles, correction corners 
in the newspapers, academic media criticism (studies), journalists’ blogs, etc. Along 
with the spread of the Internet and social media, new accountability instruments 
that involve active participation of audience have appeared: users’ comments to the 
articles and broadcasts, blogs, various Facebook groups and pages, etc. Th e Internet 
has undoubtedly enlarged the range of accountability instruments, but the question 
is if (and how) can they make media organizations more accountable to the public? 
Is the Internet solving old problems or rather creating new problems with media 
accountability? Susanne Fengler in her article (From media self-regulation to ‘crowd-
criticism’: Media accountability in the digital age) examines potentials of new online 
forms of media accountability, emerging in the era of dynamic development of me-
dia technology (especially in context of Web 2.0), and their impact on traditional 
instruments of media self-regulation. 

Th e effi  ciency of the “traditional” self-regulative accountability instruments, the 
press councils and codes of ethics, has been largely questioned. As a concept, self-
regulation clearly aims at ensuring quality of journalistic performance in serving 
the public interest. On the other hand, “they protect professionals by letting practi-
tioners decide for themselves and by themselves what matters in the realm of ethics” 
(Glasser & Ettema, 2008, p. 528). Quite obviously, from the perspective of the media 
industry, the major incentive of self-regulation is not serving public interest but 
avoiding external, especially state, intervention and not to explain, but justify their 
activities. In some countries (e.g. Finland, Norway, the Netherlands), ethical codes 
and press councils have a long tradition and tangible prestige among journalists and 
public. Th eir relative success is, among other factors, based on a developed civic 
culture and public control able to keep the critical attention on media’s ethical 
issues. Th ese countries are also known as having news cultures that encourage re-
fl exivity and debate about journalistic standards. Mostly, however, where the press 
councils exist, they have been described as dysfunctional and having little author-
ity and infl uence on journalists’ behaviour and news media’s performance at large 
(Eberwein et al., 2011). Furthermore, cases of using self-regulation as a blind be-
hind which business interests are pursued have also been described (e.g. Lauk, 
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2008). Th e codes and self-regulatory bodies remain toothless and have limited im-
pact as accountability instruments as long as they continue functioning as a “shelter 
for the guild” and do not prove the validity of their practices through an open pub-
lic debate. However, as Glasser & Ettema (2008) argue, the public seldom plays a mean-
ingful role in creation, application or revision of the codes. Very oft en, the larger 
public is even unaware of the existence of such codes, although they may help the 
readers and viewers to acknowledge where journalists are committed to the profes-
sional norms and where the norms are breached. A study presented in the current 
issue by Harmen Groenhart (Users’ perception of media accountability) investigates 
the rather neglected, but very important, fi eld of media accountability research, 
concentrating on public perception of media accountability. He argues that com-
munication about the quality of the professional process is important for giving the 
media users insight in the profession. Th e awareness of the existence, variety and 
nature of accountability instruments used by the media increases the public’s trust 
in the news media. News media “may improve their image by creating and main-
taining an infrastructure of accountability instruments that is accessible for those 
who are looking for it.” 

Another aspect is how to increase people’s fastidiousness towards media content 
and performance. Hence a degree of media literacy among the public is vital. Media 
literate citizens may create a substantial source of pressure against the media’s com-
mercial goals and for their public service duties. 

Ombudsmen are seen as mediators between the news organizations and their 
audiences, functioning as transparency agents for the public. Giving regular account 
of their outlet’s successes and failures, ombudsmen have great potential of generat-
ing and keeping up public attention on media critical issues. Effi  ciency of their activ-
ity, however, does not solely depend on professional competence of individual om-
budsmen, but far more on the economic situation of their media organizations, who 
tend to give them up when facing budget cuts, as Huub Evers tells us on the Nether-
lands’ example (Th e news ombudsman: Lightning rod or watchdog?). Moreover, the 
double loyalty problem — being simultaneously the readers’ “ambassador” and 
the company’s representative — generates a dilemma between the commitment to pro-
fessional values and commitment to company’s other interests (e.g. avoiding from 
damaging its imago). However, Fernando Oliveira Paulino, Laurindo Leal Filho and 
Luiz Martins da Silva (Radio ombudsman services of Brazilian Public Radio (EBC) as 
media accountability instruments) describe a positive experience of introducing an 
Ombudsman’s Offi  ce in Brazilian public service radio, where the ombudsman con-
tributes to the dialogue with various sectors of public, and transparency. 

Meaningful accountability presupposes self-examination and refl exivity of the 
news media. First of all, it means developing and maintaining a “tradition of sus-
tained, systematic, and intellectually sound criticism of the press” (Carey, 1974, 
p. 227). Th is defi nitely presupposes admitting and correcting mistakes and expos-
ing unethical practices of journalists. Principally, the journalists should apply 
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to themselves and their professional behaviour the same high standards to which 
they hold others (Glasser & Ettema, 2008). In practical terms, however, there is little 
readiness and initiative of the news media and journalists for such critical scrutiny. 
As a recent survey on 12 countries3 confi rms, journalists cross-nationally tend 
to assess the impact of the criticism in news media on their professional behavior 
low (54% of respondents). Th e proportion of journalists who are actively involved 
in media criticism is small (16% of respondents). Th e majority of journalists (59%) 
occasionally or never publish media critical articles. On the other hand, journalists 
are highly committed to their news organizations’ internal rules and regulations, 
which journalists mentioned as the most infl uential factor that motivates their be-
havior. Th is also indicates that journalists tend to internalize the newsroom’s re-
quirements and act accordingly. Loyalty to the employer’s interests and solidarity 
with the peers in the fi eld seem to be strong barriers to refl exivity. News organiza-
tions, even if they are able, are not motivated to exercise self-examination. Th e 
British Guardian is the only newspaper in the world with transparent practice of 
auditing organization’s performance from ethical and journalistic perspectives 
(Jaehnig & Onyebady, 2011). 

An integral element of any form of accountability is “responsiveness” — listening 
to, and considering the public (cf. Bardoel & D’Haenens, 2004). “Responsiveness” 
refers to an ongoing dialogue and debate between the media professionals and their 
audiences, as well as a readiness to explain the motives behind editorial decisions, 
to justify argumentations, etc. (Lauk & Denton, 2011, p. 223). Certain traditions of 
media critical debate exist in countries with a high level of journalistic professional-
ism and developed civic culture (e.g. Germany, the Netherlands, UK, Switzerland). 
In the countries without a tradition of public dialogue in combination with low 
level of professionalism, media critical issues are discussed rarely if at all. However, 
increasing economic pressure and market competition are de-motivating factors for 
such dialogue cross-nationally. 

Th e Internet has created an unlimited opportunity for networked individuals 
to monitor and critically analyze the performance of journalists and the news me-
dia. New practices and instruments, including user generated content and citizen 
journalism have emerged in the online space, allowing users to take an active part 
in the media critical debate today. It means that also the number of stakeholders 
involved in media accountability processes has increased signifi cantly. Research 
however, shows that the potential is still much larger than the actual use of these 
means for media critical purposes. Th e most popular means for public feedback 

3   Th ese are preliminary results of the 2011 online survey of an EU funded MediaAct research 
project (Media Accountability and Transparency in Europe) among journalists in 12 countries: 
Austria, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Jordan, Italy, Netherlands, Poland, Romania, Spain, Switzerland, 
Tunisia; total 1732 respondents. Th e project’s homepage: www.mediaact.eu.



Media accountability — between tradition and innovation

CENTRAL EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 2 (2012)               173

and criticism are online comments to articles and broadcasts. Th ey are, however, 
very seldom analytical, but more oft en than not emotional and opinion-loaded. 
Competent analyses appear more likely in the blogs of journalists, academic re-
searchers and independent analysts. Empirical evidence, however, tells us that so 
far, the potential of journalists’ blogs as means of journalistic accountability seems 
to be problematic for many reasons. Halliki Harro-Loit, Juhan Lang and Marju 
Himma-Kadakas in their article (Assessing potentials of journalists’ blogs as an in-
strument of media accountability in Estonia) demonstrate that journalists hesitate 
to criticize peers or another publication; they rather use their blogs “for self-pro-
motion than expressing the mode of personal freedom and responsibility,” and for 
some journalists, the blog serves as their personal portfolio. Th e authors conclude 
that making use of a blog as a journalistic medium largely depends on the indi-
vidual journalist’s personality.

Individual journalists are not necessarily free to take responsibility for their ac-
tions (cf. Phillips et  al., 2010). As Bourdieu (2005, p.  41) argues, journalism is 
a “weakly autonomous fi eld” where the freedom of action of a journalist depends 
on where she is situated within a particular fi eld. Editors-in-chief, sub-editors and 
reporters all have diff erent degrees of freedom for personal decision-making within 
a news organization. Journalists’ ability to independently solve ethical dilemmas 
depends on the internal climate and commercial or political ambitions of news 
organizations, as well as the level of professionalism and journalistic culture at large. 
In highly commercially oriented media the working environments are not condu-
cive to supporting journalists’ ethical considerations, but heavily infl uenced by eco-
nomic interests of advertisers and owners. In her article, Anastasia Grynko (Ukrain-
ian journalists’ perceptions of unethical practices: Codes and everyday ethics) argues 
that accepting cash for news coverage is a widespread practice in Ukrainian news 
organizations. Majority of journalists regard this practice unethical from their per-
sonal point of view, but they also tend to justify it with low salaries and general high 
level of corruption. Th ey do not much feel personally responsible regarding cash 
payments on the organizational level (to the editors-in-chief or other high ranking 
staff ), as this seems to be beyond their control. Th is attitude also seems to harmon-
ize with the aforementioned survey’s results revealing that journalists feel fi rst of all 
responsible for their own conscience and only aft er that their sources, public and 
other stakeholders. 

Th e question of media’s social responsibility and accountability goes back to the 
1940s and has been topical ever since. However, as Bertrand (2000) observes, we can 
fi nd also the interesting paradox that “media are accused of every sin at the time 
when they have never been better.” It means that the expectations towards the me-
dia have increased signifi cantly in the process of their historical development, espe-
cially in the era of the Internet. Th e question remains, how the media will respond 
to these expectations. 
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