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In the last couple of years, hybridity has
become a buzzword in journalism studies.
Hybridity has often been used to describe
ongoing transformations in journalism. In
this sense, the increasing use of hybridity
in the discipline can be seen as an answer,
as Witschge, Anderson, Domingo and Her-
mida (2019, p. 652) declare, “to rising com-
plexity in both journalism practice and
scholarship”. At the same time, however,
the use of the concept has itself become
an object of scholarly debate: while some
reject the notion as an undercomplex
“catch-all” concept, others believe in its
heuristic and analytical prowess. This de-
bate is reinforced by the multiple conno-
tations attributed to the notion, and how
the term is used in positive (“a capacity for
growth”; Stross, 1999, p. 257) or negative
(“diluted version of [the] antecedents”;
Chadwick, 2013, p. 14) senses. Either way,
hybridity’s success in journalism studies
certainly reflects an emancipation from
conventional journalism theory, and as a
call to develop “new conceptualizations,
terminology, and vocabulary” (Witschge
et al,, 2019, p. 652) in order to grasp the
current transformations in journalism —
and the different forms of journalism that
go beyond traditional understandings and
definitions of journalism.

The proliferation of the hybridity no-
tion within journalism studies is also mir-
rored by the different academic events and
scholarly publications. There were several
symposia dealing with the topic, for in-
stance the ECREA pre-conference entitled
“Dissolving Boundaries of Hybrid Jour-
nalism”, which was held at the Universita
della Svizzera italiana in Lugano, Switzer-
land, on October 31 2018. This Themat-

ooce

ic Section contains a selection of papers
presented at this specific pre-conference,
where Adrienne Russell (University of
Washington, USA) was the keynote speak-
er. In addition to such specific events, hy-
bridity has also been discussed in a special
issue of the scholarly journal “Journalism”
(Mast, Coesemanns, & Temmermann,
2017). Moreover, several articles (e.g.,
Deuze & Witschge, 2018; Mellado et al.,
2017; Papacharissi, 2015; Ruotsalainen,
Hujanen, & Villi, 2019; Witschge et al.,
2019) as well as books (e.g., Chadwick,
2013; Deuze & Witschge, 2020) have been
published that discussed the topic from
many different perspectives and contrib-
uted significantly to push the concept to
the core of scholarly debates.

The concept of hybridity understands
journalism as part of a wider network, in
which different fields, actors, genres, and
values come together, blend, and affect
each other (Chadwick, 2013; Witschge
et al,, 2019). In addition, the datafication
of journalism - the fact that journalism is
increasingly produced by different actors
with different backgrounds, intentions
and norms such as hackers, activists or
even by artificial intelligence-led tools —
shows that journalism often transcends
traditional conceptions of journalism.
Speaking with Latour (1993), hybridity
can help us to place journalism in a larg-
er socio-technical environment and to
better understand how new and complex
patterns are formed. However, there are
several open questions with regard to the
concept of hybridity and to its use in jour-
nalism research, which led Baym (2017)
to conclude that hybridity is an under-re-
searched and under-explored topic.

https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2020.02.004
© 2020, the authors. This work is licensed under the “Creative Commons Attribution —
NonCommercial — NoDerivatives 4.0 International” license (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0).


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.24434/j.scoms.2020.02.004
http://www.seismoverlag.ch

206 Porlezza & Di Salvo, Guest Editorial / Studies in Communication Sciences 20.2 (2020), pp. 205-209

First, is the concept heuristically and
analytically robust enough to be applied
in the investigation of ongoing changes
in journalism? As Witschge et al. (2019,
p. 654) state, we need to evaluate hybrid-
ity’s “explanatory value and take the next
step to not only name but also describe
and theorize the complexity of the field” of
journalism. Hybridity entails the risk that
it can be used as a shortcut to describe
and analyze convoluted transformations
in news production, distribution, and con-
sumption. As a consequence, the same
authors who proposed hybridity as a via-
ble analytical concept, later on calling to
deal “with the mess we made” (Witschge
et al., 2019). Instead, they suggested to go
beyond hybridity and to understand it not
as a simple absence of order, as a chaotic
mashup of different things, but rather as a
dynamic order that is more liquid, fragile,
and unstable, and thus more in line with
how journalism actually presents itself
today. Nevertheless, the main goal is to
understand “how that order is construct-
ed, given the complex set of relations in
any given context” (Witschge et al., 2019,
p. 656). Hybridity can thus be understood
as a viable starting point to overcome a
simple “either/or” thinking (Chadwick,
2013, p. 4), and allows us to move more
closely towards a “both” option.

Second, even if we argue that the main
advantage of the concept of hybridity is to
allow us to move beyond simplistic and
dichotomic notions of what journalism is
and what it is not, approaching hybridity
as “a particularly rich site for the analysis
of forms and processes of experimenta-
tion, innovation, deviation and transition
in contemporary journalism” (Mast et al.,
2017, p. 3) would alter it into a one-size-
fits-all concept used to explain what we are
unable to grasp. Nonetheless, the “hybrid
turn” was a refreshing — and necessary —
transformation in the way journalism
scholars understood journalism, which in
the past has far too often focused “on a sta-
bilized and homogeneous understanding
of the field” (Witschge et al., 2019, p. 652).
As the journalism field changes not only
at its peripheries, but increasingly also at
its core, the concept of hybridity is able to

push the field forward. As Zelizer (2009,
p. 1) wrote way before the hybridity con-
cept became widely used in journalism
studies, news and journalism have al-
ways been “multiple, multi-dimensional,
multi-directional and multi-faceted”. Hy-
bridity is thus able to depict “the develop-
ment of journalism towards a networked,
de-bounded and de-institutionalized fu-
ture” (Ruotsalainen et al., 2019, p. 2).

Third, the notion of hybridity pre-
sumes a logical dependence that there was
something “pure” before (Chadwick, 2013,
pp- 14-15) that needs to be combined in
a new blend, from which, in turn, a new
hybrid would emerge. However, there has
never been something like “pure journal-
ism”. This can be seen in the relation be-
tween journalism and business practices
that are often more complex than theo-
retical principles of newswork and pure
logics might suppose (Raviola, 2014). Sim-
ilar phenomena can be observed when it
comes to promotional news discourses
(Erjavec, 2004), different values and norms
(Porlezza & Splendore, 2019), or different
cultures (Mellado et al., 2017).

The notion of hybridity has been ap-
plied — although not exclusively — to var-
ious areas of contemporary journalism
characterized by a strong reliance on dig-
ital technologies and practices or where
forms of innovation take place on the ter-
rain of “new” technologies entering the
journalistic field. In particular, this has
happened, in relation to data journalism,
interactive journalism, forms of reporting
influenced by either activist, hacktivist or
hacker stances and automation and artifi-
cial intelligence. All these forms of journal-
ism, although different in various regards,
are characterized by an interplay between
pure journalistic elements and others,
non-journalistic ones. This introduction
certainly doesn’t aim at providing a full
literature review about how the notion of
“hybridity” has been used to analyze and
define crossover typologies of journalism.
Thus, the four aforementioned macro-
areas appear to be the most fruitful ones in
terms of making sense of innovation and
change in contemporary journalism.
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Starting from data journalism, Mark
Coddington (2014, p. 337), in one of the
most influential papers about computa-
tional journalism, pointed to this form
of reporting’s “cross-field hybridity” to
highlight its relationships with the cod-
ing world and the open source culture in
particular. Drawing on Chadwick’s notion
of “hybrid media system” (2013), instead,
Alfred Hermida and Mary Lynn Young
(2016, p. 59) have proposed a “hierarchy
of hybrid” culture for Canadian journal-
ism based on the encounters between
older media logics and newer “data” logics.
Their results show the existence of a “hier-
archy of hybridity” among different media
and based on the agency/ power acquired
thanks to the presence of technologists in
the newsroom and the overall blending of
journalism and technology.

The idea of blending between journal-
ism and tech is at the core of various forms
of reporting where hacker-journalists and
their computational backgrounds play
a major part in shaping new journalistic
cultures and practices. Without explicitly
referring to hybridity, Seth C. Lewis and
Nikki Usher have explored an array of the
areas where the encounter of journalists
and technologists has brought to crossover
forms of journalism: they indicated the “fu-
sion of computer science and journalism”,
for instance, as the core of technology-
focused journalism innovation based on
open source culture (Lewis & Usher, 2013,
p- 603) and have looked at the “Hacks/
Hackers” conference series as a case study
to see how “the journalism and technolo-
gy worlds came together” (Lewis & Usher,
2014, p. 384). Usher, instead, has looked at
“interactive journalism” — a broader cate-
gory that includes multimedia, immersive
storytelling, data visualization, data-driv-
en stories, explanatory graphics or other
interactive features — as a terrain to look at
in order to understand how practitioners
with a coding background contribute in
bringing new knowledge to the practice of
journalism (Usher, 2016).

When it comes to activist, hacktivist or
hacker stances influencing the journalistic
field, instead, forms of hybridity — again in
Chadwick’s terms (2013) — have emerged

in various contexts and Adrienne Russell
(2016, p. 12) has offered some insights
about how “hacker-activist or hacktivist
sensibilities are gaining increased media
capital across fields, including journalism,
activism and government”. This has been
visible, in the journalistic field, especially
on the level of the adoption of tools and
software that are common among hackers
and hacktivists for communication, secu-
rity and organizing. Hackers, in particular,
as it will be discussed in one of the articles
included in this Thematic Section, have
gained increased prominence in the jour-
nalistic field, as providers of technological
solutions for information security or as
sources.

“Combining human knowledge and
expertise with the capabilities of machi-
nes to cope with an immense scale of da-
ta” is instead one of the instances where
“hybridity” emerges in the relationship
between journalism and artificial intelli-
gence, according to Nicholas Diakopoulos
(2019, p. 245). According to Diakopoulos,
human-machine hybrid systems, such as
those created by the interplay between al-
gorithms or bots and human journalists,
will have a decisive role in shaping jour-
nalism in the future, as more and more
forms of artificial intelligence and ma-
chine learning come to support, enhance
or even substitute human journalists in
the making of various journalistic tasks.

This brief overview of how various
interpretations of the notion of “hybridi-
ty” has been used in research about new
forms of crossover journalism sets the
stage for the contributions included in this
Thematic Section of Studies in Communi-
cation Sciences (SComS). The Section aims
at contributing to the analysis of the phe-
nomenon of hybridity in journalism both
by providing theoretical reflections about
the conceptualization of “hybridity”, and
some case studies that look at particular
aspects of hybridity. On the theoretical
side, an interview with Andrew Chadwick,
authored by Adrienne Russell, opens the
Thematic Section and brings new insights
about the evolution of the “hybrid media
system” (Chadwick, 2013), particularly
in light of recent global political turmoil
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and uncertainty. Christopher Buschow,
instead, discusses practice theories as in-
novative ways of looking at empirical chal-
lenges in journalism studies, especially
in regard to the journalistic production.
Finally, Di Salvo and Porlezza, who are also
the editors of this Thematic Section, dis-
cuss how hackers can become journalis-
tic sources, forcing reporters to re-discuss
their role, professional norms and practic-
es, while dealing with controversial hybrid
players.

As both this Introduction as well as
the three papers in the Thematic Section
show, hybridity is more than just a heu-
ristic notion that allow us to go beyond
a binary understanding of journalism. It
goes beyond re-mixing genres, new blends
of journalism and entertainment or activ-
ism, and collaborations between journal-
ists, hackers, computer scientists, or even
Al-driven tools. As Mast et al. (2017, p. 9)
declare, hybridity “can be a fruitful con-
cept to study from an interdisciplinary
perspective the creative transformations,
productive collaborations and innovative
developments, witnessed in contempo-
rary journalism, which is always ‘in prog-
ress’ or ‘under construction’””. However,
while the notion’s deployment remains
problematic given its multiple connota-
tions, often loose meanings, and manifold
normative associations, it definitely holds
the power to challenge traditional under-
standings of journalism — which may be
necessary if we want to capture and un-
derstand the increasing complexity of the
journalistic field.
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