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Abstract

This paper critically examines how audience analytics, digital metrics, and algorithmic tools are
transforming editorial judgment and professional practice in contemporary newsrooms. Drawing
on the foundational ethnographic research of Christin (2020) and Petre (2021), complemented by
Carlson’s (2018) concept of “measurable journalism” and Lewis and Westlund’s (2015) “4 E’s”
framework (Epistemology, Expertise, Economics, Ethics), the study analyzes the mechanisms
through which quantified audience data reshapes what counts as newsworthy, how stories are told,
and which voices are amplified. The paper synthesizes findings from recent empirical studies
across multiple national contexts, including comparative research on American, French, and
Scandinavian newsrooms, to identify five interconnected transformations: (a) the shift from
professional intuition to data-informed decision-making in story selection and resource allocation;
(b) the reconfiguration of journalistic expertise through the integration of data analytics roles; (c)
the emergence of new tensions between audience demand metrics and public interest mandates;
(d) the adoption of predictive analytics and automated content generation; and (e) the cultural

negotiation of metrics within professional identity frameworks. The analysis reveals that the
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relationship between metrics and editorial judgment is neither deterministic nor neutral but socially
mediated through professional cultures, organizational structures, and regulatory environments.
Newsrooms that develop reflexive, critical approaches to metrics-treating them as informational
resources rather than performance mandates-can preserve editorial autonomy while benefiting
from audience intelligence. The paper concludes by proposing a framework for “ethical analytics”
that balances data-driven insights with democratic journalism values, emphasizing the need for
analytics literacy among journalists, transparent metric governance, and institutional safeguards

against metric-driven erosion of public interest reporting.
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Introduction

The contemporary newsroom operates in an environment of unprecedented audience visibility.
Where once journalists relied on intuition, professional experience, and delayed feedback
mechanisms-letters to the editor, circulation figures, ratings surveys-to gauge audience interest,
today’s digital newsrooms have access to real-time, granular data about virtually every aspect of
audience behavior. Platforms like Chartbeat, Parse.ly, Google Analytics, and proprietary social
media dashboards provide second-by-second metrics on pageviews, unique visitors, time on page,
scroll depth, social shares, referral sources, and audience demographics. This data deluge has
created what Carlson (2018) terms “measurable journalism”-a paradigm in which the
quantification of audience attention becomes central to editorial decision-making.

The implications of this transformation extend far beyond operational efficiency. Metrics
reshape the fundamental questions of journalism: what to cover, how to cover it, for whom, and
with what resources. When real-time audience data reveals that a celebrity scandal generates ten
times the engagement of a municipal budget investigation, the economic logic is clear-but the
democratic consequences are significant. The tension between audience metrics and public interest
journalism represents one of the defining challenges of twenty-first-century media, with
implications for press freedom, democratic governance, and the quality of public knowledge.

This paper critically examines the mechanisms through which audience analytics are

transforming editorial judgment, the professional and organizational dynamics that mediate this
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transformation, and the emerging frameworks for reconciling data-driven practices with
democratic journalism values. The analysis draws on the foundational ethnographic research of
Christin (2020) and Petre (2021), complemented by Carlson’s (2018) conceptual framework,
Lewis and Westlund’s (2015) “4 E’s” analytical lens, and recent empirical studies from multiple

national contexts.

Theoretical Framework: Conceptualizing Data-Driven Editorial

Transformation

Measurable Journalism and the Quantification of News Value

Carlson’s (2018) concept of measurable journalism provides the central theoretical lens for
understanding how metrics reshape editorial practice. Carlson argues that digital audience metrics
have introduced a fundamentally new way of knowing audiences-one that is immediate,
continuous, granular, and behavioral rather than the delayed, periodic, aggregate, and demographic
knowledge characteristic of pre-digital audience measurement. This epistemological shift
transforms the relationship between journalism and its publics: audiences are no longer abstractly
imagined (Anderson, 1991) but concretely measured, their preferences algorithmically quantified
and translated into real-time feedback signals that enter editorial decision-making processes.

The concept of news value-the professional judgment about what makes something
newsworthy-is central to this transformation. Traditional news values, as theorized by Galtung and
Ruge (1965) and refined by Harcup and O’Neill (2001, 2017), include criteria such as relevance,
significance, proximity, timeliness, prominence, and conflict. These criteria reflect professional
norms developed over centuries of journalistic practice, encoding judgments about what the public
needs to know rather than merely what it wants to consume. The introduction of audience metrics
adds a new, quantitative dimension to news value assessment: the measured audience interest in a
topic, as revealed by clicks, shares, time spent, and other engagement indicators.

The relationship between professional news values and audience metrics is neither
straightforward nor uniform. Tandoc’s (2014) early empirical research demonstrated that web
analytics were already reshaping story selection and placement at online news sites, with editors
increasingly factoring audience data into traditionally intuition-based decisions. However,

subsequent research revealed that the impact of metrics on editorial judgment varies significantly
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across organizational contexts, professional cultures, and individual journalists’ orientation toward

audience engagement.

The 4 E’s Framework: Epistemology, Expertise, Economics, Ethics

Lewis and Westlund’s (2015) “4 E’s” framework-Epistemology, Expertise, Economics,
and Ethics-provides a comprehensive analytical structure for examining big data’s implications
for journalism. The epistemological dimension concerns how data-driven approaches alter what
counts as journalistic knowledge: when audience behavior becomes quantifiable, the basis for
editorial decisions shifts from professional judgment grounded in journalistic training and
experience to data-informed assessments grounded in computational analysis. The expertise
dimension examines how new data skills reconfigure professional hierarchies and jurisdictional
boundaries within newsrooms. The economic dimension addresses how data monetization
imperatives reshape the business models supporting journalism. The ethical dimension concerns
the responsibilities journalists bear when using audience data, including privacy, consent, and the
potential for metrics to distort editorial priorities.

Each dimension reveals specific tensions. Epistemologically, the authority of the
experienced editor’s “nose for news” confronts the authority of real-time engagement data. In
terms of expertise, traditional journalistic skills (source cultivation, investigative technique,
narrative craft) must negotiate with new data competencies (analytics interpretation, A/B testing,
SEO optimization). Economically, the pressure to maximize digital advertising revenue through
high-traffic content conflicts with the mission to produce public interest journalism that may not
generate comparable engagement. Ethically, the granular tracking of audience behavior raises
questions about surveillance, consent, and the commodification of the news consumption

experience.

Boundary Work and Professional ldentity

The concept of boundary work (Gieryn, 1983), applied to journalism by Lewis (2012) and
Carlson and Lewis (2015), provides a theoretical framework for understanding how journalists
negotiate the integration of data-driven practices into their professional identities. Boundary work
describes the discursive and practical strategies through which members of a profession define
who belongs, what counts as legitimate expertise, and where the boundaries of acceptable practice

lie. In the context of data-driven journalism, boundary work manifests in journalists’ negotiations
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over the appropriate role of metrics in editorial decision-making-how much influence data should
have, whose interpretation prevails, and whether data competencies enhance or threaten traditional
journalistic identity.

Lewis’s (2012) research on the tension between journalism’s culture of control and the
open-participation ethos of digital culture established that journalists engage in active boundary
work to manage perceived threats to professional authority. The integration of audience analytics
into newsrooms represents a specific instance of this dynamic: metrics can be perceived either as
empowering tools that enhance professional judgment or as threatening instruments that
subordinate editorial expertise to audience demand. How newsrooms negotiate this perception—
and the organizational structures they develop to manage the relationship between metrics and

editorial judgment-is a critical determinant of data-driven journalism’s democratic consequences.
Empirical Landscape: How Metrics Transform Newsroom Practice

Ethnographic Evidence: Christin’s Comparative Study

Christin’s (2020) comparative ethnography of American and French newsrooms represents
the most rigorous empirical study of how metrics reshape editorial practice across cultural
contexts. The study reveals a paradox: American journalists, working within a market-oriented
media system that emphasizes audience sovereignty, professed to ignore metrics while nonetheless
orienting their practice around them-a pattern Christin terms “defensive discounting.” French
journalists, operating within a more state-supported media system with stronger traditions of
journalistic autonomy, openly engaged with metrics but maintained more explicit boundaries
between metric performance and editorial judgment.

Christin’s analysis demonstrates that identical analytics tools-both newsrooms used
Chartbeat-produce different outcomes depending on the professional culture, organizational
incentives, and regulatory environment in which they are deployed. This finding has profound
implications for governance: it suggests that the impact of metrics on editorial judgment is not
technologically determined but socially mediated, and that institutional design and professional

culture can either amplify or mitigate metrics’ distortive potential.

Petre’s Ethnography of Metric Power
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Petre’s (2021) ethnographic study of the New York Times, Gawker Media, and Chartbeat
provides complementary evidence from within the American context. Petre describes digital
metrics as simultaneously addictive and anxiety-inducing for journalists-functioning as “addictive
games” that provide immediate gratification through visible evidence of audience engagement
while generating chronic stress about performance. The study documents how Chartbeat’s real-
time dashboard-showing concurrent readers, trending stories, and engagement metrics on wall-
mounted screens visible throughout the newsroom-creates an ambient awareness of audience
behavior that pervades editorial consciousness even without explicit management mandates to
maximize metrics.

Critically, Petre identifies the analytics company itself-Chartbeat-as an active agent in
shaping how newsrooms understand and respond to audience data. Analytics companies do not
merely provide neutral measurement tools; they construct metrics, define what counts as
engagement, and through their dashboard designs and client consulting, actively shape the
interpretive frameworks through which journalists make sense of audience behavior. This finding
extends the analysis beyond the newsroom to the ecosystem of technology companies, consultants,

and industry conferences that collectively constitute the infrastructure of measurable journalism.

Scandinavian Newsrooms and Data Journalism Epistemologies

Ramsilv, Ekstrom, and Westlund’s (2024) research on data journalism epistemologies in
Scandinavian public service media provides evidence from a media system with strong public
service traditions and relatively robust institutional insulation from market pressures. Their
findings suggest that public service newsrooms develop distinctive approaches to data-driven
journalism that prioritize accuracy verification and democratic relevance over audience
engagement metrics. The public service context-with its statutory mandate to serve the public
interest and its funding model relatively insulated from advertising revenue-creates institutional
conditions that enable more reflexive and critical engagement with audience data.

This finding reinforces Christin’s cross-cultural evidence that institutional context
mediates the impact of metrics on editorial judgment. Media systems with strong public service
traditions, statutory public interest mandates, and funding models not entirely dependent on
commercial revenue appear better positioned to integrate audience analytics without subordinating
editorial judgment to audience demand metrics. The policy implication is clear: protecting the

institutional conditions that enable editorial autonomy-public media funding, journalistic
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independence protections, regulatory frameworks that privilege public interest over commercial
metrics-is essential for ensuring that data-driven journalism serves democratic rather than merely

commercial purposes.

Generative Al and the New Frontier of Automated Journalism

The integration of generative Al into newsrooms represents the latest and potentially most
consequential development in data-driven journalism. Cools, Dierickx, Goyvaerts, and
Hendrickx’s (2024) semi-structured interviews with Dutch and Danish journalists identified 16
different uses of generative Al across news production, including research assistance, content
drafting, headline optimization, translation, and content summarization. The study found that
journalists grounded their use of Al tools in professional judgment and “gut feeling” rather than
organizational mandates, suggesting an emergent negotiation between Al capabilities and
journalistic expertise similar to the earlier negotiation with audience metrics.

A 2026 systematic review synthesizing 185 peer-reviewed studies on automated journalism
documented a 172% year-over-year publication increase in 2024 linked to generative Al adoption,
reflecting the field’s explosive growth. The Reuters Institute’s 2025 report on generative Al and
news found that among UK journalists, 49% use Al monthly for transcription, 33% for translation,
and 22% for story research. However, public acceptance remains limited: only 12% of respondents
across surveyed markets were comfortable with entirely Al-generated news, compared to 62%
who preferred entirely human-produced journalism.

The generative Al integration raises distinctive epistemological questions. Unlike audience
metrics, which provide information about audience behavior that journalists can interpret and
weigh against professional judgment, generative Al systems produce content-text, summaries,
headlines, even draft articles-that directly substitutes for traditional journalistic labor. The
boundary between tool and agent becomes blurred: when an Al system drafts an article based on
structured data, generates a headline optimized for engagement, and recommends story angles
based on trending topics, the locus of editorial judgment shifts in ways that challenge conventional

understandings of journalistic authorship, accountability, and professional identity.

Five Transformations of Editorial Practice

From Intuition to Data-Informed Decision-Making
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The first transformation concerns the shift from professional intuition to data-informed
decision-making in story selection and resource allocation. Traditionally, editorial decisions about
what to cover, how prominently to display stories, and how to allocate reporting resources relied
on editors’ professional judgment-an accumulated expertise comprising news sense, source
knowledge, institutional memory, and implicit understanding of audience needs. While this
judgment was never purely autonomous (advertising pressures, ownership influence, and
organizational routines always played roles), it was at least identifiable as a form of professional
expertise with a recognizable normative basis.

The integration of audience metrics into editorial workflows introduces a new, quantitative
input into these decisions. Editors can now see in real time which stories are attracting readers,
which topics are trending, which headlines generate clicks, and which content formats hold
attention. Nelson and Tandoc’s (2019) research found that journalists perceive pursuing mass
audience metrics and producing mission-driven public interest reporting as “mutually exclusive”
goals-a perception that, whether accurate or not, shapes editorial behavior by framing data-driven

and values-driven journalism as competing orientations.

Reconfiguration of Journalistic Expertise

The second transformation involves the reconfiguration of journalistic expertise through
the integration of data analytics roles into newsroom organizational structures. The emergence of
positions such as audience editor, engagement editor, analytics director, and data journalist reflects
a broadening of what counts as newsroom expertise. These roles occupy a boundary position
between traditional journalistic values and data-driven optimization logics, serving as translators
between the language of metrics and the language of editorial judgment.

Kellogg, Valentine, and Christin’s (2020) framework of algorithmic control in
organizations provides useful analytical leverage for understanding how these new roles
restructure workplace authority. They identify six mechanisms of algorithmic control-restricting,
recommending, recording, rating, replacing, and rewarding-each of which is observable in metric-
driven newsrooms. Analytics dashboards restrict editorial attention to measured dimensions of
audience behavior, recommend story selection and placement decisions, record individual
journalists’ metric performance, rate content effectiveness through engagement scores, partially
replace editorial judgment with algorithmic optimization, and reward metric-maximizing behavior

through performance evaluations tied to traffic targets.
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Tensions Between Demand Metrics and Public Interest

The third transformation concerns the emerging tensions between audience demand
metrics and public interest mandates. This tension is not new-commercial pressures have always
influenced journalism-but metrics make it acute by providing continuous, quantified evidence of
the gap between what audiences demonstrably want (as measured by engagement) and what
journalism’s democratic function requires providing (comprehensive coverage of public affairs,
accountability reporting, coverage of underserved communities). Usher’s (2021) analysis of how
data-driven audience targeting skews coverage toward wealthy, white, liberal audiences-the
demographics most attractive to advertisers-demonstrates how metrics can systematically

disadvantage communities already underserved by journalism.

Predictive Analytics and Content Automation

The fourth transformation involves the adoption of predictive analytics and automated
content generation. Diakopoulos’s (2019) comprehensive analysis of algorithmic news production
identified multiple applications: automated news article generation from structured data (sports
scores, financial results, weather reports), predictive models identifying emerging stories before
they break, recommendation algorithms personalizing content for individual readers, and
computational tools assisting investigative journalism through large-scale data analysis. Each
application restructures the relationship between human judgment and computational processing
in journalism, with distinct implications for accuracy, accountability, and editorial autonomy.

The German tabloid Express.de’s use of an Al bot to author over 1,500 stories comprising
10% of stories read represents an advanced case of content automation. While such automation
may be efficient for structured, data-driven content (weather, sports results, traffic reports), its
extension to news content requiring judgment, context, and ethical sensitivity raises fundamental
questions about journalistic quality and accountability. When errors occur in automated content-
and they inevitably do-the question of responsibility becomes complicated: is the error attributable
to the Al system, the engineers who designed it, the editors who approved its deployment, or the

organization that prioritized efficiency over human oversight?

Cultural Negotiation of Metrics Within Professional Identity
The fifth transformation concerns the cultural negotiation of metrics within professional

identity frameworks. Journalists do not passively receive metrics but actively interpret, resist,
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appropriate, and negotiate them within existing professional identity frameworks. Christin’s
(2020) concept of “defensive discounting” captures one common strategy: journalists maintain
professional self-concept by professing indifference to metrics while behaviorally orienting toward
them. Other strategies include strategic metric deployment (using favorable metrics to justify
editorially valued projects), metric skepticism (questioning the validity and relevance of specific
metrics), and metric literacy development (developing sophisticated understandings of what

metrics can and cannot reveal about audience needs).

Toward an Ethical Analytics Framework

The analysis presented in this paper suggests that the relationship between metrics and
editorial judgment is neither inherently beneficial nor inherently harmful but contingent on the
institutional, cultural, and organizational conditions under which it develops. This section proposes
a framework for “ethical analytics” that identifies principles and practices for integrating audience
data into editorial workflows while preserving the democratic functions of journalism.

The first principle is analytics literacy. Journalists need not become data scientists, but they
require sufficient understanding of how metrics are constructed, what they measure, what they
omit, and how they can mislead. Analytics literacy includes understanding the difference between
pageviews and depth of engagement, recognizing that social media shares measure virality rather
than quality, appreciating that metrics capture behavior of existing audiences rather than the needs
of underserved publics, and understanding how algorithmic amplification can inflate apparent
demand for certain content types.

The second principle is transparent metric governance. Newsrooms should develop explicit
policies governing how metrics are used in editorial decision-making, who has access to
individual-level performance data, how metric targets interact with journalistic quality standards,
and what accountability mechanisms exist for metric-driven decisions. Making these policies
transparent—to staff, to audiences, and to the public-creates accountability for the values
embedded in metric use.

The third principle is mission-anchored analytics. Rather than treating metrics as ends in
themselves or as neutral indicators of audience preference, newsrooms should develop analytics
practices anchored in their editorial mission. This means defining success not solely in terms of
engagement metrics but in terms of mission-relevant outcomes: informed publics, accountable

institutions, diverse voices, and community engagement. Mission-anchored analytics might track,
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for example, whether coverage reaches underserved communities, whether investigations produce
institutional change, or whether explainer content improves public understanding of complex
ISSues.

The fourth principle is institutional safeguards. Organizational structures can protect
editorial judgment from metric-driven distortion. These include editorial independence provisions
that insulate story selection from commercial metric pressures, resource allocation policies that
ensure investment in public interest reporting regardless of predicted engagement metrics, and
performance evaluation criteria that balance quantitative metrics with qualitative assessments of

journalistic quality, impact, and public service contribution.

Discussion and Conclusion

This paper has argued that the integration of audience analytics into editorial workflows
represents a fundamental transformation of journalistic practice with significant democratic
implications. The ethnographic evidence from Christin (2020), Petre (2021), and subsequent
studies demonstrates that metrics reshape editorial judgment not through technological
determination but through socially mediated processes in which professional cultures,
organizational structures, and institutional contexts shape how quantified audience data is
interpreted, valued, and acted upon.

The cross-cultural variation in metric engagement-American journalists discounting
metrics they nonetheless follow, French journalists openly negotiating with them, Scandinavian
public service journalists maintaining mission-anchored approaches-suggests that the democratic
consequences of data-driven journalism are not inevitable but contingent on institutional design
and professional culture. This finding has important implications: it means that the negative
consequences of metric-driven journalism (sensationalization, audience pandering, erosion of
public interest reporting) are not technologically determined but amenable to intervention through
professional education, organizational reform, and institutional design.

The generative Al integration into newsrooms represents an escalation of these dynamics,
introducing not merely new measurement tools but new production capacities that further blur the
boundaries between human editorial judgment and computational processing. As Al tools move
from assisting journalists to partially replacing journalistic labor, the questions of accountability,

quality, and democratic purpose become more urgent. The ethical analytics framework proposed
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here-emphasizing analytics literacy, transparent governance, mission-anchored metrics, and
institutional safeguards-provides a starting point for ensuring that data-driven journalism serves
democratic rather than merely commercial purposes.

Future research should extend the cross-cultural comparative framework to include Global
South newsrooms, where the dynamics of metric-driven journalism may differ due to different
media system configurations, economic pressures, and platform ecosystems. Longitudinal studies
tracking how newsroom metric cultures evolve over time-particularly as generative Al tools
become more deeply integrated-are also urgently needed. The democratic stakes of getting this
right are high: in an era when journalism’s institutional foundations are eroding and algorithmic
systems increasingly mediate public knowledge, how newsrooms navigate the relationship
between data and editorial judgment will shape the quality of democratic information for decades

to come.

References

Anderson, C. W. (2018). Apostles of certainty: Data journalism and the politics of doubt. Oxford
University Press.

Carlson, M. (2018). Confronting measurable journalism. Digital Journalism, 6(4), 406-417.
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2018.1445003

Carlson, M., & Lewis, S. C. (Eds.). (2015). Boundaries of journalism: Professionalism, practices
and participation. Routledge.

Christin, A. (2020). Metrics at work: Journalism and the contested meaning of algorithms.
Princeton University Press.

Cools, H., Dierickx, L., Goyvaerts, T., & Hendrickx, J. (2024). Uses of generative Al in the
newsroom: Mapping journalists’ perceptions of perils and possibilities. Journalism
Practice, 19(5), 878-896. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2024.2394558

Diakopoulos, N. (2019). Automating the news: How algorithms are rewriting the media. Harvard
University Press.

Galtung, J., & Ruge, M. H. (1965). The structure of foreign news. Journal of Peace Research, 2(1),
64-90.

Gieryn, T. F. (1983). Boundary-work and the demarcation of science from non-science. American
Sociological Review, 48(6), 781-795.

Harcup, T., & O’Neill, D. (2017). What is news? Journalism Studies, 18(12), 1470-1488.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2016.1150193

Kellogg, K. C., Valentine, M. A., & Christin, A. (2020). Algorithms at work: The new contested
terrain  of control. Academy of Management Annals, 14(1), 366-410.
https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2018.0174

Lewis, S. C. (2012). The tension between professional control and open participation. Information,
Communication & Society, 15(6), 836-866.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2012.674150

Page 63



Media Medley | Volume 2, Issue 1, Jan-March 2024

Lewis, S. C.,, & Westlund, O. (2015). Big data and journalism: Epistemology, expertise,
economics, and ethics. Digital Journalism, 3(3), 447-466.
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2014.976418

Nelson, J. L., & Tandoc, E. C., Jr. (2019). Doing “well” and doing “good”: What audience
analytics reveal about journalism’s competing goals. Journalism Studies, 20(13), 1960—
1976. https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.2018.1547122

Newman, N., Fletcher, R., Robertson, C. T., Arguedas, A. R., & Nielsen, R. K. (2025). Reuters
Institute digital news report 2025. Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism.

Petre, C. (2021). All the news that’s fit to click: How metrics are transforming the work of
journalists. Princeton University Press.

Ramsalv, A., Ekstrom, M., & Westlund, O. (2024). The epistemologies of data journalism. New
Media & Society, 26(2), 891-910. https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448221150439

Tandoc, E. C., Jr. (2014). Journalism is twerking? How web analytics is changing the process of
gatekeeping. New Media & Society, 16(4), 559-575.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444814530541

Usher, N. (2021). News for the rich, white, and blue: How place and power distort American
journalism. Columbia University Press.

Page 64



