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Introduction

This year in 2020, China’s Xinhua News Agency and Sogou company worked together
and rolled out in May their first 3D version of Al news anchor mimicking the looks and
voices of a female human journalist, adding to the current line of virtual presenters.
This 3D Al news anchor can move around the studio in a smoothly manner, and claims
to be able to go out of the studio doing reporting in the near future. “She” can even
change her hairstyles and outfits accommodating to various scenarios.!

The concept of “artificial intelligence” as we know it, can be traced back to the middle
of the last century. In 1950, in his paper Computing Machinery and Intelligence, the British
mathematician Alan Turing attempted to answer the question of machine intelligence
by formulating a thought-experiment, also known as the Turing test, which is
considered as the foundation of the philosophy of artificial intelligence. The
fundamental question of “Can machines think ?”(p.433) is increasingly valid today. The
machines could learn and develop in their own way. Actually many predictions of
Turing has come true. One example is that machines will compete with human in
nearly all intellectual areas, such as playing chess ! The program AlphaGo beating the
top human player serves as sound evidence of the potential of what computer
intelligence could achieve.
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Narrow Al, General Al and Super Al

These sensitizing concepts are useful to help understand the evolvement of Al before
the discussion goes further. Narrow Al is also known as “weak” Al that has no self-
consciousness or emotions. It is programmed in such a way that only a single task is
performed at one time, such as collecting raw material to produce news reports.
Currently we are still in the narrow Al age and this type of Al is what is mainly
discussed about in this study. General Al or “strong” Al is considered to be able to make
decisions as human intelligence does, acting equivalent to human beings. General Al
possesses human emotions and intelligence such as self-awareness, sentiment or even
cross-cultural consciousness. Super Al, however, is predicted to excel human in every
aspect such as innovation or the ability of multi-tasking (Jajal, 2018). Some of the most
high-profile figures in the field have raised concerns about the rise of artificial
intelligence. Scientist Stephen Hawking warned that Al could become the “worst event
in the history of our civilization” unless the humans are prepared for the possible risks
it poses (Molina, 2017).

As Al technology progresses from simple computational Al to perceptual Al and then

to complex cognitive Al, and with the advancement of computer language processing
technologies, Al is gradually finding its way into the areas of, finance, medical
treatment, security, aerospace and auto piloting, retail, education and so on. In
particular, it is eyeing the huge user appeal from the media industry and the prospect
of tremendous economic benefits. While the approach is broadly welcomed by media
organizations, who see the potentials offered by such development, the feelings of the
human journalists are less cared about.

This article aims to explore the perceptions of media practitioners in Chinese media
outlets as to the impact of Al on their employment prospect, and attempts to gain a
better understanding of how talk/discourse about Al is shaping perceptions at the
individual (micro) level and institutional communication at the organizational (meso)
level.

Social ecological framework

Social ecological framework is regarded as an interdisciplinary approach that evolved
and culminated in the 1960s and 1970s to better understand the interplay between
social and cultural contexts and human development, and to address the impact of
structural and situational factors (Brofenbrenner, 1973 ; Ting-Toomey & Oetzel, 2013 ;
Rosa & Tudge, 2013). This theory has evolved over several phases since its incarnation,
among which phase one (1973-1979) was characterized with the fullest definitions of
the multiple levels of the ecological environment factors in relation to human
development (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). This model points out that the ecological
environment contains multiple systems and structures, namely microsystem,
mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem, each nested within the next (Brofenbrenner,
1977). One core assumption of social ecological approach emphasizes the
interconnections and the mutual influences between the social and physical settings
and the participants in those settings (Stokols, 1996). That perspective is relevant with
this research when the media industry is conceived as an ecological setting. This media
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ecology exerts influence on the well-being of its participants and vice versa, among
which the perceptions of human journalists (micro-level) and how the media
organizations communicate the workplace automation (meso-level) are of particular
interest to this study. As such, two research questions are developed as follows :

RQ1: How do human journalists working in Chinese media industries make sense of/
perceive the impact of artificial intelligence (AI) technology on their employment
prospect ? (micro level)

RQ2 : How do Chinese media organizations communicate with human journalists about
the adoption of Al ? (meso level)

Method

This study employs qualitative methods to explore the media practitioners’ perceptions
of the impact of Al on their job prospect and how media organizations approach and
communicate this issue. In-depth interviews were utilized so that the participants feel
comfortable sharing their perceptions and comments in a private setting (Harris et al,
2019). The participants in this study all have experiences of working in Chinese media
agencies.

Sample selection

The snowball sampling of the eighteen journalists was finalized considering several
factors, so that different types of Chinese media outlets and various posts were
represented in order to reduce bias to minimum. The media outlets selected cover both
government-funded media, commercial media and mixed ownership media
organizations. All have established prestige on the Chinese mainland in their respective
areas in terms of traditional radio, TV, newspapers, social media etc. The journalists’
length of service in the media outlets ranged from two to over thirty years. Their
current posts are various, such as news anchor, reporter, feature editor, producer, copy
editor, social media editor, editorial board member, talk show host, social media
director, commentator, correspondent stationed overseas etc. A total of 18 media
practitioners participated in the interviews, among them 13 Chinese nationals, 1 British
national, 1 Canadian national, 1 Russian national and 2 American nationals.

Data analysis

The length of interviews ranged from 40 to 90 minutes. 14 interviews were conducted
in English, while 4 interviews in Chinese. For the interviews conducted originally in
Chinese, they were translated into English verbatim. The lead researcher transcribed
the data into written texts, yielding 458 double-spaced pages.

That was then followed by a coding process with mark-up, categorization, and theme
development (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). The data analysis went through three stages of
coding. During the “primary-cycle of coding” (Tracy 2013, p. 189), data was read closely
twice and coded line by line for descriptive codes. This initial stage was open to
creating and refining codes as meaning emerges. Then the secondary-cycle coding
began to “organize, synthesize, and categorize codes” (Tracy 2013, p. 194). During the
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second stage, analytical leaps were made to move from descriptive codes to
interpretive codes by referring to extent literature and theoretical knowledge and
reviewing first-level descriptive codes in an iterative approach. The third stage was for
axial coding where smaller codes were combined into larger categories and
subcategories based on identifying patterns and links between recurring codes (Oliha-
Donaldson, 2020). Exemplars employed for the assistance of analysis were edited for
clarity while preserving the original meaning.

Findings and Discussion

Concluding remarks

The findings of this exploratory study have some limitations. Though the participants
cover a range of media outlets and professional positions, they do not represent the
whole landscape. More lesser known media outlets need to be included in the future
study. In addition, the perceptions of Al's impact on media scholars’ employment are
yet presented in this study, which are likely to be included for comparison and contrast
in the future research.
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ABSTRACTS

Artificial Intelligence’s cost-efficient nature and speed of operation has naturally prompted
many media organizations to consider its broader application in the media industry. But it has
also prompted concern among human journalists that they will be marginalized and ultimately
replaced by AL This study employs qualitative methods to explore the perceptions of media
practitioners working in Chinese media context in relation to the impact of Al on media
employment, and attempts to shed light on how talk/discourse about Al is shaping perceptions at
the individual (micro) level and institutional communication at the organizational (meso) level.

La rentabilité et la rapidité de fonctionnement de l'intelligence artificielle ont naturellement
incité de nombreuses organisations médiatiques a envisager une application plus large dans les
médias. Mais elle a également suscité 'inquiétude des journalistes humains qui craignent d'étre
marginalisés et finalement remplacés par l'intelligence artificielle. Cette étude utilise des
méthodes qualitatives pour explorer les perceptions des professionnels des médias chinois sur
l'impact de l'intelligence artificielle sur 1'emploi et tente de mettre en lumiére la fagon dont le
discours sur l'intelligence artificielle fagonne les perceptions aux niveaux individuel (micro) et

organisationnel (méso).

La eficacia en funcién de los costos y la rapidez de funcionamiento de la inteligencia artificial ha
impulsado naturalmente a muchas organizaciones de medios de comunicacién a considerar su
aplicacién mdas amplia en los medios de comunicacién. Pero también ha suscitado la
preocupacién de los periodistas humanos que temen ser marginados y eventualmente
reemplazados por la inteligencia artificial. En el presente estudio se utilizan métodos cualitativos
para explorar las percepciones de los profesionales de los medios de comunicacién chinos sobre
la repercusién de la inteligencia artificial en el empleo y se intenta arrojar luz sobre la forma en
que el discurso sobre la inteligencia artificial conforma las percepciones a nivel individual
(micro) y organizativo (meso).
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