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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we explore the ways in which we can employ arts-based
research methods to unpack and represent the diversity and
complexity of journalistic experiences and (self) conceptualisations.
We address the need to reconsider the ways in which we theorise
and research the field of journalism. We thereby aim to
complement the current methodologies, theories, and prisms
through which we consider our object of study to depict more
comprehensively the diversity of practices in the field. To gather
stories about journalism creatively (and ultimately more inclusively
and richly), we propose and present the use of arts-based research
methods in journalism studies. By employing visual and narrative
artistic forms as a research tool, we make room for the senses,
emotion and imagination on the part of the respondents,
researchers and audiences of the output. We draw on a specific
collaboration with artists and journalists that resulted in a research
event in which 32 journalists were invited to collaboratively
recreate the “richness and complexity” of journalistic practices.

KEYWORDS
Arts-based research;
journalism studies;
experientialist methods;
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analysis; boundary work;
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Introduction

The field of journalism is undergoing major changes. The challenges are so profound that
the question that is asked is how it will survive and what shape it will take (Kasem, van
Waes, and Wannet 2015). With new institutions, publishing platforms, news producers,
and ways of working, journalism is more amorphous than ever. In turn, journalists are
increasingly making efforts to defend and define what journalism is and what it is for
(Carlson and Lewis 2015). Such “boundary work” shows that the where, what and who
of journalism are in flux. In this article, we address the need for complementary research
approaches to address the changes in journalism.

First, “where” journalism is produced is no longer easily recognisable. Traditionally, jour-
nalism has been performed in editorial settings such as the newsroom. Today, more and
more work is done in fluid networks that transcend newsrooms (Heinrich 2014; Deuze and
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Witschge 2019). Journalism is done as freelance work, in start-up settings and new constel-
lations. In the Netherlands, for example, already in 2013 more than half of the journalists
worked as freelancers or independently (Vinken and IJdens 2013). This is impacting jour-
nalistic work, as research starts to show (see, for instance, Hunter 2015). With myriad
spaces and ways of working, researchers are realising that it is increasingly difficult to
capture journalistic work (Robinson and Metzler 2016).

Second, and related; “what” is produced “for whom” is also shifting. Given the changes,
it is important to trace what journalism looks like today, and to research these practices in
ways that go beyond current perspectives, distinctions and methodologies. Journalism is
deemed an important media genre because it provides information for citizens, mediates
between them and their representatives, and holds those in power in check (Peters and
Witschge 2014). However, in the current media landscape—where journalists have to
work more like entrepreneurs and find a balance between commercial and editorial
work (Fisher 2015; Vos and Singer 2016)—we need to reconsider “what” journalism is
and how it comes into being (Deuze and Witschge 2019).

Third, there are many new actors in the field of journalism gaining prominence, be they
marketeers, animators, web developers, hackers or others (the “who”). These actors are
looking for new ways to collaborate with each other—in interdisciplinary teams—in
order to produce new kinds of journalism that meet changing habits and interests of
users. We need to reconceptualise who we consider to be a journalist to gain insight
into the broader set of activities performed by those involved in the journalism production
process (see also Lewis and Zamith 2017; Witschge and Harbers 2018).

To this end, we discuss some of our initial experiences using arts-based research
approaches for studying journalism. Arts-based research methods are characterised by
working towards experiential, bottom-up knowledge (re)presented as an open-ended
and imaginative invitation (Shields and Penn 2016). Employing an inclusive and collabora-
tive, open-ended approach allows us to acknowledge that “contingency, creativity and
complexity are fundamental to our understanding” (Nayak and Chia 2011, 283). We first
briefly discuss the challenges that developments in journalism pose for researchers in
this field, as a number have done before us. We then introduce arts-based research,
tracing its origins and discuss the core features that allow us to address the challenges
of journalism. In the main part of this article, we focus on our own recent research projects
to suggest the specific insights that the application of arts-based research can provide. In
our concluding remarks, we discuss some of the challenges that we face in applying this
type of research approach.

Transformations in Journalism

Within academia, there have been a number of calls to alter the way that we define and
research journalism (see for instance Wahl-Jorgensen 2009; Anderson 2011). They offer
complementary ways of conceptualising journalism from a scholarly perspective (see
also the various contributions to the Sage Handbook of Digital Journalism (Witschge
et al. 2016)). These have been important and insightful additions, that we seek to contrib-
ute to by providing a focus on the perspective and experiences of makers. As such we seek
to highlight an approach that allows for:
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. Understanding journalism beyond existing normative frameworks: Inspired by practice
theory (Witschge and Harbers 2018), we acknowledge that journalism is both a dis-
course and a set of activities, and that what we understand to be journalism is ever
evolving. The question of who counts as a journalist, who as source, subject and/or
audience, is even less straightforward given the participatory practices that have
increasingly included non-professionals in production processes. Rather than
defining it a priori, we want to address the diversity and multiplicity present in
the field.

. Including seemingly opposing values and practices: Journalists are important but also
contested knowledge producers, as many do not simply aim to mirror society, but
rather aim tomove society (Gyldensted 2015). Previous classifications of media practices
would try to understand these practices in either/or binary oppositions: objective vs
subjective; fiction vs nonfiction; journalism vs art or activism (see, for instance, Wage-
mans, Witschge and Harbers 2018). By acknowledging that media making processes
transcend such theoretical frameworks and classifications, we aim to contribute to
research approaches, theories and vocabularies that allow us to reflect this. Acknowled-
ging that the media field is characterised by hybridity, “contradictions”, and messiness
(Witschge et al. 2019), we provide examples of how to research this in a way that
engages with the “richness and complexity” (Knowles and Cole 2008, 6) of journalistic
practices.

. Exploring the experiential dimension of practices: By considering journalism as complex
and as featuring inconsistencies and dissonances, we aim to provide an understanding
of the making processes that corresponds with makers’ experiences. An experientialist
approach (how do makers experience making?) provides insights into “feelings, aes-
thetic experiences, [and] moral practices” (Lakoff and Johnson 2003, 193).

. Knowledge from within the field: Recognising and embracing the need for experiential
knowledge (Wagemans and Witschge 2019), we here explore ways to tap into the
knowledge of those we are studying in such a way that their insights and knowledge
queries are at the heart of the research, rather than an addendum. Including “prac-
titioners as partners in the work of knowledge creation” (Bradbury–Huang, cited in
Wagemans and Witschge 2019, 214), we explicitly position and consider those involved
in the making process as partners rather than “mere” research participants.

As Lewis and Zamith (2017, 111) point out, “the difficulty [is with] (…) understanding
this thing called journalism”. To address this difficulty, we propose a methodology that
allows us to broaden our perspective to include creativity, diversity and doubt (Costera
Meijer 2016).

Arts-based Research

As a response to the limits of existing methodologies, and particularly to include non-tra-
ditional perspectives and provide other ways of viewing and presenting research, qualitat-
ive research has increasingly employed artistic tools and strategies. There are different
terms to denote this development, including artistic research (Borgdorff 2012), a/r/togra-
phy (Springgay, Irwin, and Kind 2005) and scholARTistry (Cahnmann 2006). We will in this
article refer to the commonly used term of arts-based research. In this section, we outline
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the affordances of arts-based methods for researching how journalists experience their
profession.

In the early 1980s, arts-based research methods were developed to complement exist-
ing forms of data collection (Cahnmann-Taylor 2017). The early arts-based researchers
echoed concerns that were at the heart of representational concerns in the social sciences
(Cahnmann-Taylor 2017). Because of the complexity of our world, social scientists, among
other researchers, challenged key assumptions of dominant scholarly knowledge-making
practices, including the “presumption of representing or speaking for others” (Brosius
2006, 684). This “representational crisis” brought about “multifaceted debates on reflexiv-
ity, objectivity, epistemology, culture, ethnography of the world system, and the politics of
representation” (Zenker 2014: online). The underlying argument is that traditional research
methods are insufficient to address the complexity, diversity and messiness of the socio-
cultural and political environment (Springgay, Irwin, and Kind 2005). Researchers identified
the need to reflect on the politics of representation and positionality, making room for
more open-ended, participatory, inclusive and experimental ways of conducting research
(Cahnmann-Taylor 2017). Within anthropology, for instance, this led to the increased
popularity of visual anthropology and sensory ethnography—employing film as a partici-
patory and open-ended medium to address cultural diversity (Sniadecki 2014).

Arts-based research methods gained momentum parallel to these debates and devel-
opments. Though the practices that can be considered part of this research approach have
a longer history, the actual term arts-based research was coined by Eisner in 1993 at a con-
ference that was designed to develop research strategies that include aesthetics, artistic
expression and methodological experimentation (Barone and Eisner 2012a). One of the
principal aims is to overcome the dualism between science and the arts. Arts-based
research is considered as “an effort to utilize the forms of thinking and forms of represen-
tation that the arts provide as a means through which the world can be better understood”
(Barone and Eisner 2012a, xi).

Whereas in the 1980s and early 1990s most arts-based methods employed writing and
linguistic modes of communication and dissemination, currently the research practice
includes a broader variety of methods, such as theatre, filmmaking, dance, sketching
and printmaking. The proliferation and diversity in these practices have resulted in the
proliferation of terms for, and alternatives to, arts-based research such as “(critical) arts-
based inquiry” (Finley 2005) and “art for scholarship’s sake” (Haywood-Rolling 2010), in
addition to the ones mentioned above (artistic research, a/r/tography and scholARTistry).
The aims and definitions differ slightly, but there is a shared interest in employing artistic
tools to study the complexity of lived experience. Arts-based research methods “adapt the
tenets of the creative arts in order to address social research questions in holistic and
engaged ways in which theory and practice are intertwined” (Leavy 2015, 4). In doing
so, arts-based researchers aspire to speak to audiences and participants both within
and outside scholarly environments, with the aim of presenting open-ended research pro-
jects as an imaginative invitation (Shields and Penn 2016).

Because of journalism’s ever-changing nature and its rapid socio-cultural and techno-
logical developments, we have found arts-based research methods useful to reconsider
epistemological and methodological assumptions. Arts-based research allows for the
kind of intervention in journalistic practice that enables us to elicit, question and “re-
create” its complexity. We highlight three features of arts-based research methodologies
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that make them particularly complementary to existing methods used in journalism
studies. First, the research is participatory, which allows for a bottom-up understanding
of the journalistic profession. At various levels, arts-based research strives for inclusivity
—echoing the diversity of our cultural and socio-political landscape. Arts-based research
allows us to “study with people, rather than making studies of them” (Ingold 2018, 11) and
as such allows us to include a diversity of perspectives.

Second, arts-based research is specifically suited to research experiences, using artistic
forms that are “attentive to the sensual, tactile, and unsaid” (Springgay, Irwin, and Kind
2005, 899). It allows us to tell new, experiential stories from the field of journalism (see
also Archetti 2017). Whether it is via creative writing, filmmaking, drawing or the performa-
tive arts, arts-based research methods aspire for ways of knowing that are situated, prac-
tical, tactile and lived.

Third, arts-based research can be viewed as an invitation towards interpretation (Shields
and Penn 2016, 9). Its outcomes are not limited to conference papers and academic
writing. Rather, the output of arts-based research may include the production of films,
dances, theatre performances, drawings, installation pieces, to name but a few artistic
forms. Within arts-based research, knowledge and meaning reside in the production of
the research outcomes and artworks, as much as in the interpretation of these works by
its audience. Documentary maker and visual anthropologist Sniadecki (2014) summarises
a comparable process of “reader” interpretation in his discussion on using film for research:
By drawing on the “expansive potential of aesthetic experience and experiential knowl-
edge” we do not suffer from the “reductionism of abstract language” (Sniadecki 2014,
26). In this way, we are able to draw from “an expanded field of knowledge production
that entails greater involvement from the audience/reader” (Sniadecki 2014, 27). The ima-
ginative invitation to interpretation done with arts-based research means that the “the
viewer/audience [is invited] to participate in the interpretive processes, rather than craft-
ing definitive representative products” (Shields and Penn 2016, 9).

Applying Arts-based Research in Journalism Studies

Arts-based research thus offers ways of understanding the messiness, hybridity and incon-
sistencies moving through journalism, and does so by positioning the knowledge and
experiences from within the field at its core. Providing multiple viewpoints and experien-
tial knowledge on journalism, arts-based research has the potential to challenge strictly
defining roles (researcher/practitioner), aims (knowledge/making) and frameworks
(theory/practice). Thus, these methods have the potential to do justice to the complexity
of a phenomenon, community or issue, by refusing absolutes whilst working towards pro-
visional, perspectival and intersubjective knowledge. In this section, we provide insight
into how and to what end we can use arts-based research methods in journalism
studies by drawing on our experiences in employing such methods.

As part of two projects funded by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research
(Exploring Journalism’s Limits: Enacting and Theorising the Boundaries of the Journalistic
Field, number 314-99-205; Entrepreneurship at Work: Analysing Practice, Labour, and Crea-
tivity in Journalism, number 276-45-003), we experimented with a number of arts-based
research methods to study the lived experiences of journalists in the Netherlands. The
journalists who took part in the research projects are mostly working in a new start-up
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environment, are self-employed or are otherwise at the margins or outside of established
legacy media self-representation, but to compare these data we have also included those
working at more traditional media outlets. We particularly aimed to address the journalists’
working environments, everyday routines and self-understanding. The art-based projects
were conducted between 2017 and 2019, in close collaboration with artists, VersPers
(Dutch platform for emerging journalists) and A-Lab (a creative incubator space). The
research included visiting newsrooms, organising research workshops and developing
interactive assignments in collaboration with artists and journalists.

In this section, we discuss the employment of three arts-based methods to highlight the
added value of these approaches for journalism studies. Specifically, we draw on three
workshops that we conducted as part of the journalistic research event “Academic
(re)searches Journalist” which was organised in collaboration with our partners VersPers
and A-lab in May 2018, Amsterdam. The event was open to anyone who was interested
in reflecting on the profession and their own role in it. It consisted of five workshops,
three of which we unpack in this article (for a discussion of all five workshops, see
Witschge, Deuze, and Willemsen 2019): (i) The production of a collaborative artwork
that represents journalists’ perspectives on their role in society in the form of a cityscape;
(ii) Elicited graphic visualisations of journalistic networks to gain insight into how journal-
ists experience the boundaries of journalism; (iii) A fictional letter of resignation, which is
based on multiple resignation letters written by journalists and addressed to the journal-
istic profession.

The Multiplicity of Journalists’ Roles in Society: A Collaborative Artwork

During the past couple of decades there have been myriad attempts to understand and
analyse how journalists define their societal roles and profession, whether it presents
the journalist as watchdog, lapdog, guard dog, whistle-blower (Christians et al. 2009) or
how journalists conceptualise journalism—as “selection”, “construction”, or “power
game” (Gravengaard 2012). With the first study we present here, we aspired to gain
insight into the multiplicity of conceptualisations of journalism’s role in society. Rather
than suggesting that there is one or a handful of ways in which journalists view their
role, we aimed to inspire journalists to consider their envisaged role in society more
freely and fully (allowing them to move outside mainstream metaphors and
understandings).

To this end, we initiated a collaboration with Yotka Kroeze and Jobbe Holtes from
artists’ collective OneDayArtist (https://www.onedayartist.nl), and together designed a
workshop for the research event. After a series of conversations with OneDayArtist,
specialised in providing workshops using art to broaden perspectives, we settled on
the following assignment: Guided by Yotka and Jobbe, journalists would visualise the
object in the public realm that represents best their role in society. After a general intro-
duction, participants were invited to consider and write down which three values they
deemed key to their work. The workshop (bringing together 10–12 journalists per 30-
minute workshop) continued with a meditative visualisation guided by the two artists,
who played soundscapes of the built environment, musicalised by nearly imperceptible,
low-frequency melodies. They asked participants to close their eyes, so as to fully experi-
ence the depth of the soundtrack and to imagine themselves walking around a self-
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chosen city. The journalists were then asked to think of an object that they could ident-
ify with, that is, an object that had the potential of representing and perhaps even
embodying their self-image as a journalist, particularly in relation to the key values
they identified in the beginning. The participants spent the remaining minutes sketching
the object that they felt represented their role best, exchanging thoughts with fellow
participants or the workshop leaders if so desired. As such, it was not an entirely indi-
vidual process: in conversation with artists and other participants, the journalists
would also at times reconsider their chosen object.

The final artwork (Figure 1) shows the diversity as well as the interrelatedness of the
objects, which include a mailbox, a Wizard of Oz-esque yellow brick lane, four trees that
symbolise the four seasons, a sponge, clotheslines, a lighthouse, trees, water sources, a
hot dog stand, lamp posts and roundabouts. Figures 2, 3 and 4 show a range of individual
sketches of the participants that were then integrated into the final artwork, where the
artists incorporated journalists’ responses, sketches and discussions. What is interesting
is that although the sketches are already evocative in themselves, the combined
artwork, enhanced with composition and colour by the artists from OneDayArtist, is
even more powerful in showing how journalistic self-conceptualisations are as expressive
and heterogeneous as the built environment (for an explanation of all the different
objects, please see the online version of the artwork1).

The final artwork provides an imaginative invitation to contemplate what the current,
dynamic landscape of journalism could look like. It shows the myriad of roles and per-
spectives next to each other. Rather than looking for patterns in journalistic self-percep-
tions about their role in society, and focussing on these, the piece allows for the
connections, overlaps and tensions to co-exist. Instead of having individual input
which is then analysed for patterns and incongruencies, OneDayArtist created a
shared experience within which journalists developed their self-image alongside

Figure 1. OneDayArtist’s Cityscape, based on the sketches drawn by workshop participants, 2018.
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peers and colleagues, and where each perspective is integrated in the whole (see
Figures 5 and 6 for examples of how the sketches (Figures 2–4) above are integrated
into the whole) . Encouraging participants to narrow down a complicated process of
reflecting on their identity to three keywords and, ultimately, one sketch, OneDayArtist,
opened up a space for imagination, experimentation, associative thinking and, above
all, rich storytelling.

Figure 2. Sketch of journalism’s role represented as a public bench: a place to listen to and look at one’s
surroundings, 2018.

Figure 3. Sketch of journalism’s role represented as a hot dog salesman: in touch with everyone,
regardless of their social background or viewpoints, 2018.
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This provides space for the “viewer” of the artwork to interpret the input of the partici-
pants more directly; they are invited to participate in making sense of the data. The jour-
nalist-made and journalism-inspired city allows for multiple scales, networks, meanings,
textures, affectivities, viewpoints, roles, experiences, affordances to come to the fore
within one whole. As such it provides not only a unique insight into but also a unique
experience of, the significance of multiplicities, differences and discrepancies in journalists’
experience of their roles and profession, especially given the sensory nature of the artwork.

It is important to note, that though the act of visualising and drawing of objects allowed
participants (and the viewer of the artwork) to move beyond the limits of verbal language,
discourse is still very much present in the artwork. More often than not, participants dis-
cussed, tested, and explained their object before, during and after drawing. These verbal
explanations are helpful insofar as they elicit a particular way of interpreting the sketches

Figure 4. Sketch of journalism’s role represented as a telecom shop: connecting members of society
with each other, 2018.

Figure 5. Close-up of public bench and four-season trees in OneDayArtist’s Artwork, 2018.
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and artwork: they can contribute to understanding whether the litter bin represents a
place where stories are dropped and thus collected, indiscriminate of the types of
stories “dropped” into it, or whether it’s the place where the dirt of society can be
found. Indeed, the value of such contextualisation made us decide to publish a digital
version of the artwork that includes written explanations of the objects on the basis of
verbal explanations expressed during the workshop (https://adobe.ly/2lGR0El). At the
same time, we might argue that the real promise of such methods of collecting and repre-
senting data is actually their open-ended and multi-interpretable nature: adding words,
even to contextualise, may strip away from this key feature. It is clear that the two versions
of the artwork (a printed version which speaks for itself and a digital interactive version
which gives the contextualisation of the objects) provide different experiences of the jour-
nalists’ perceived and aspired societal role, as it facilitates a different type of engagement
with the material for the audience of the artwork.

Experiencing the Complexity of Professional Boundaries: Metaphorical Network
Visualisations

Whereas the artwork provides insight into how the journalist’s role in society is imagined,
the second study we discuss here focuses on how the profession of journalism itself is con-
ceptualised. In the current media landscape, there is an increased effort undertaken by
journalists to defend and define both what journalism is and what it is for (Carlson and
Lewis 2015). Studies that focus on such boundary work often aim to define where bound-
aries emerge in a changing journalistic landscape (see for instance Borger 2016), or how
they are forged (see, for instance, Lewis 2012). Such research, however insightful, does
not really give us insight into how such boundaries are experienced from a more individual
and temporal point of view. Rather than suggesting that boundaries are monolithic and

Figure 6. Close-up of hot dog stand, roundabout, artwork, lamp post and telecom shop in OneDayAr-
tist’s artwork, 2018.
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suggestive of a fixed understanding of where journalism ends and something else begins,
we are interested in the individual experiences of boundaries in journalism.

To this end we invited the participating journalists to visualise their own network, indi-
cating with whom they collaborate in making journalism, representing who they deem
within and who outside the field of journalism, thus identifying its boundaries. We
asked them to reflect both on the people, disciplines and professional skill sets that
they engage with in their current practice and those they would like to bring in in
future work. To include an experiential perspective of these boundaries, we asked them
to indicate the network graphically, using colours, boxes, lines, etc., but also, if desired,
words to delineate and to denominate, including visualising the quality of the relationship
to the people, disciplines and skills depicted (e.g., close collaboration or not as close as
desired)—see Figure 7 for an example of these visualisations.

The collection of produced networks reflected multidimensional complexity in form,
content and visual language. Rather than looking for patterns and commonalities
between these visualisations, we are interested in the diversity of personal perspectives
and experiences (and the ways in which these gain shape in the drawings). Such an artistic
and sensory methodology allowed us to make sense of this multidimensionality and the
fluid nature of the definition and boundaries of journalism as held by the participants. One
of the interesting elements in the network map, and a theme we followed up on, was how
journalists self-identified in their visualisation: how they describe themselves in the
network. Participating journalists did not self-identify as simply “journalists”, if they use
the term at all. If they did use the word journalist to signify themselves in the network
map, they either added the medium they work with (e.g., a newspaper, magazine or
social media), the skills they apply (e.g., photography or writing) or even a second pro-
fession (e.g., advisor or researcher). Others did not use the word “journalist” at all and
used labels such as “digital nomad”, “storyteller” and “entrepreneur”. These ways of self-

Figure 7. Example network visualisation, 2018.
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denoting helped us understand that we need to explore in more detail how participants
identify and position themselves respective to the boundaries they draw, acknowledging
that “journalism” does not exist as a fixed or homogenous category (see also Deuze and
Witschge 2019). In what ways, then, can we research how journalists relate to surrounding
professional fields and practices?

In our research, we used the concept of metaphor to access an immediate and embo-
died understanding of the journalists’ experience of the self, other actors, and their pro-
fession. As Lakoff and Johnson (2003) argue, metaphors are not just words. They
emerge from thought patterns—and in turn, structure them. We understand the world
through embodied experience and interaction with the physical and socio-cultural
world. Metaphors, therefore, allow us to gain rich insight into how journalists experience
their profession and its boundaries, and to represent this in such a way that it reverberates
the richness and variety of the experiences. To gain more insight into exactly these experi-
ences, as well as further develop our thinking on how best to represent them, we followed
up with in-depth interviews with four makers.

One of the interviewees developed a ludic metaphor to describe their relation to their
profession and to other disciplines they interact with (see Figure 8). Although they never
use the actual word “game”, they repeatedly mention how creating a story feels like
“playing” to them and, furthermore, explains that they experience the different disciplines
that they employ (writing, video and sound) as separate “playing fields”with their own sets
of “rules”. These rules are attributed to an external authority, who akin to a referee might
“catch” them on the foul play if they do not follow them. They struggle with the friction
between the different playing fields and describes their switching between each discipline
as “roleplaying”. The “journalism as a game” metaphor becomes particularly clear in their
drawing of a scene from the video game Super Mario Bros, including both a springboard to
jump higher and a mushroom that gives them superpowers. These objects represent the
business agent, an actor, who they earlier referred to as someone who operates outside
the field of journalism and helps them to access new opportunities. In their drawing,
the opportunities that this agent provides them with are depicted as higher grounds
that would be difficult to access without such a springboard or superpowers.

Figure 8. Image drawn by journalist during interview, 2019.
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This example, which demonstrates what metaphor underlies the journalist’s relation to
her profession and the disciplines they work with, displays how we can move beyond
literal meanings of words used in in-depth interviews. It allows us to tap into everyday
lived experiences and expressions of “meanings that otherwise would be ineffable”
(Barone and Eisner 2012a, 1). Not only does such an analysis bring about rich descriptions
that reveal personal meaning and association, but it also makes it easier to “read” the
network visualisations in such a way that we can critically address their richness, multi-
plicity and complexity. A graphic representation can help us retain the evocative nature
of metaphors, and as such we are currently working to translate the insights into
another kind of representation that represents the complex, multidimensional experience
of journalistic boundaries.

The Affective Nature of Journalistic Work: Resignation Letter

The last example we explore here focuses on the affective dimensions of journalistic
work. It is clear that journalists are working under great pressure. Long working hours
and low pay are quite common, even if generally accepted as an implicit norm in the
field of journalism (see also Brouwers and Witschge 2019). Because these norms are
implicit, it can be challenging to research whether and how journalists question them,
and more broadly how they relate to the challenges they face professionally and person-
ally in their work. To tease out the frustrations, anxieties, disappointments and tensions
that journalists experience in their everyday work, we organised a workshop in which
participants were invited to write a letter of resignation to their profession. Participants
were asked what kind of motivations they would provide were they to quit the pro-
fession as a whole. Each journalist was given a piece of paper which was blank apart
from the start that read “Dear Journalism, Herewith I resign. In this letter, I share my
main reasons for my resignation. When I started working as a journalist…”, a middle
part “But now, after [blank space] years, I noticed that…”; and a closing “Yours sin-
cerely, a journalist”.

Individually, each of these handwritten letters provides unique and very lively insights
into the challenges and developments of contemporary journalism, and showcases the
affective ways in which journalists relate to their profession. Encouraged to freely write
a hypothetical resignation letter, participants expressed their feelings, thoughts and con-
cerns on their own terms. Collectively, these letters proved to provide highly powerful and
moving access to current concerns in the field of journalism: Sofie Willemsen reorganised
the fictitious resignation letters into one that empathically depict the sentiments
expressed (for a full version of the letter, see: Witschge, Deuze, and Willemsen 2019).
What is most striking is how this letter of less than 1000 words is able to make some of
the practitioners’ key concerns come alive: financial instability and job insecurities, compe-
titiveness, confirmation bias, a lack of proper research and click bait articles. As Witschge,
Deuze, and Willemsen (2019, 3) highlight, this method provides “an alternative, and we
hope, engaging way to present the ways in which journalists experience their profession”.

Using creative writing methods, both the individual letters and the composite resigna-
tion letter allow us to evoke the affective dimensions of journalism, which provides an
important point of access if we want to understand journalism as it is currently practiced
(Deuze and Witschge 2019). As Stewart (2007, 1–2) states, affects:
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are the varied, surging capacities to affect and to be affected that give everyday life the quality
of a continual motion of relations, scenes, contingencies, and emergences. They’re the things
that happen. They happen in impulses, sensations, expectations, daydreams, encounters, and
habits of relating.

It is how the world impacts on our body and emotions (Eagleton 1990): affects are atmos-
pheric, aesthetic, bodily, sensory, intuitive, emotional, and, above all, experiential (White
2017). To access such affective dimensions, we, like Archetti (2017), deem creative
methods highly suited: “considerable part of the reality and practices of journalism we
study can be neither captured nor expressed through academic enquiry (and texts)
alone” (Archetti 2017, 1123).

Addressing the affective dimension through an arts-based research approach enables
us to access and theorise journalists’ emotional ties to the profession and practice.
Making room for experiencing, feeling and articulating one’s hopes, doubts, desires,
motivations and frustrations, the letters of workshop participants point towards some
shared doubts, hesitations and frustrations, such as the commercialisation of journalism.
A striking example from the letters is how one of the journalists shared their experiences
as a non-male and non-white practitioner, pointing towards a lack of diversity within the
profession:

You kept telling me that my otherness is what you need, but that’s not enough. Words are not
enough. I want to have the space to tell stories, including those you wouldn’t write and make
yourself (…) Do you know what I find challenging? Insecurity. I don’t know what I can expect
from you and whether I can make it as a journalist.

Another journalist highlights disappointment in the lack of professionalism within the
field, written as a postscript to the letter:

Ps. What didn’t help are all those times that my ideas were stolen. And all those test assign-
ments that “I was allowed to” make. Being kept in suspense. For me it’s the last time!

These examples show that there is much power in relating to the words that journalists
use to present frustrations with the profession. Much more than statistics or even dis-
courses expressed in in-depth interviews, this creative genre provides insight into frus-
trations with the perceived state of journalism, and into how journalists cope with the
existing parameters and status quo. Crucially, we argue, we gain an empathic under-
standing of what it feels like to have had enough in a profession that is driven as
much as it is by passion (see Deuze and Witschge 2019 on journalism as a passion
project):

I got caught in a chasm between form and content. It’s exhausting! That’s how I feel. And
because I’m a human with feelings, because I’m blood and flesh, and because I’ve got a
family with whom I want to spend time. And because I want to sleep, recover, rest. And
because I want to acquire new powers, whatever they will be… . That’s why I resign.

Writing these letters, though a private and anonymous endeavour in the way that we
organised the workshop, is ultimately a highly performative and experiential act that
taps into and calls attention to the journalist’ emotional and affective relationship with
their profession: the words “I resign” trigger affect and allow for a range of otherwise
more latent feelings to powerfully rise up, we found. Non-discriminatory, this arts-based
method provides equal space to voices from all backgrounds and career stages to
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address their myriad of feelings towards the profession. What is more, using this fictional
genre brought forth an empowerment of sorts: as became obvious from the gusto with
which participants worked on this particular assignment, the feelings of frustration, of
having had enough, of having plenty of reasons to resign, were not difficult to access
and articulate. At the same time, these letters demonstrate the drive for, engagement
with and care for the future of journalism, both the participant’s individual futures in jour-
nalism and the future of journalism as a profession.

Concluding Remarks: How to Deal with Open-Endedness in Research

In this article, we aimed to demonstrate how arts-based research methods provide alterna-
tive perspectives on a field that is in flux. It is important to note that we do not suggest that
these methods need to be employed as stand-alone, nor do we necessarily advocate that all
journalism researchers should work towards employing them. Rather, we see this approach
as complementary to other methodologies, in particular given the specific difficulties we
currently face in trying to “get journalism to hold still for a moment” so that “we might
assess what has happened to it, as an occupational field and paradigmatic form during a
period of seemingly unending and upending change” (Lewis and Zamith 2017, 111). In
this light, arts-based research allows us to ask a number of crucial questions around the
nature of our research practices, how we access this thing called “journalism” and how
we aim to make an impact on the field. Arts-based research may help us raise and consider
these questions. It, however, does not provide ready-made answers, and also comes with a
range of questions itself: What is the nature of knowledge? How do we view our research
subjects and the knowledge they have? And what methods allow us to gain access to
the richness and diversity of journalistic practices, self-understanding and output?

Arts-based research is certainly not the only answer to address the methodological
challenges that exist in the field (for a consideration of the need for new research strat-
egies in journalism studies, see, for instance, Witschge 2016; Karlsson and Sjøvaag
2017). Creative methods, and in particular arts-based methods, though, have the potential
to provide us with alternative viewpoints to our object of study. The application of these
methods is not without challenges. In this section we highlight three issues that we have
encountered and that we view as particularly relevant to consider in light of the theme of
this special issue of Journalism Studies: (i) How to deal with the open-ended nature of arts-
based research; (ii) How to (re)present findings while staying true to the nature of arts-
based methods; (iii) Where does the role of the artist end and that of the academic start?

First, we have argued that one of the main features of arts-based research is its open-
ended nature. Indeed, arts-based research is not “a quest for certainty” (Barone and Eisner
2012a, 1). However, this challenges many of the ways of researching and writing that are
rather common in academia, including journalism studies. When doubt and uncertainty
are central to a method, rather than a mere corollary, how does this manifest in the
way we present our research? Arts-based research may indeed play “by rules that differ
from those applied to more conventional (…) research” (Barone and Eisner 2012b, 101–
102), but if the rules to which we are held are those of conventional research, how do
we get to include results from arts-based research without moulding them into a shape
that would entail reducing the presentation in such a way that it loses the exact qualities
that it is meant to show: multiplicity, messiness and open-endedness? Barone and Eisner
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(2012b, 102) suggest four criteria to critically appraise arts-based research, which may
allow us to assess the quality of arts-based research while staying true to its nature: its “illu-
minating effect”, “generativity”, “incisiveness” and “generalisability”. Illumination is the
extent to which research reveals something that was not noticed before. Generativity
denotes the potential of research to generate more questions and broaden perspectives.
Incisiveness refers to its capacity to address core issues. And generalisability questions the
relevance of research beyond a particular case study. Some of these may look more fam-
iliar than others, and, ultimately, the qualitative appraisal of the application of arts-based
research is as much a matter as the receptive predisposition of the intended audience
(Barone and Eisner 2012b, 102–103).

This leads us to our second question: How do we then reach and reach out to this
audience? Who is the audience of arts-based research? Does this differ from other aca-
demic research output? And perhaps most importantly, how do we disseminate the
“results” while staying true to the open-ended nature of arts-based approaches.
“Messy data spills over in messy analysis and in messy dissemination” (Brown 2019),
but can we leave our audiences with a mess, or do we find ways to tidy it up and
guide our audiences in certain directions? To this end, we have found the viewpoint
that we “invite” our audiences towards interpretation very helpful. (Re)presenting our
findings as an imaginative invitation, we respect the open-ended and shared nature of
knowledge. Imaginative invitations, as conceptualised by Shields and Penn (2016, 9),
mean that we ask “the viewer/audience to participate in the interpretive processes,
rather than crafting definitive representative products”. The imaginative invitation is
then an “open request to engage in the action of forming new ideas”, encouraging
“the reader to question and seek out their own understandings” (Shields and Penn
2016, 10). (Re)presentation in this view is a process that invites multiple interpretations,
acknowledging that experience, context, and reference all matter. If we want to show the
processual nature of journalism—meaning that it is not a fixed stable phenomenon, but
constantly becoming (Deuze and Witschge 2019)—we cannot reduce the messy,
complex and multiple experiences uncovered by our research to singular explanations.
Precisely by viewing the artistic expression that is at the basis or the product of arts-
based research as “an affective site of individual experience” (Shields and Penn 2016,
9), we are able to expand our perspective of journalism.

Last, our experiences with this approach have left us with the question of what the role
of the academic is: Where does the role of the artist end and that of the academic start?
And are installations, artworks and media productions valid academic representations by
themselves? This remains a site of contention, even within our team of researchers, which
includes those with an artistic background: what can we legitimately produce? And
related: How open can open-ended be? Do we need to layer the work with further analysis
and reflection in the form that is more “common” to academia? How far can we push our
experientialist research approaches? Do we view arts-based methods as complementary
to the textual presentation of findings? Or are experiences, complexity and multiplicity
best represented through equally multiple, complex and experiential translations? We
hope that the reader views this article as an open invitation to explore these questions
with us, reflecting on the opportunities and limitations of arts-based research in the critical
interrogation of current journalistic practices.
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Note
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