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Epistemologies of (digital) journalism

• Subgenres of news such as data journalism have developed during covid-19 reporting.

• Shape diverse epistemologies: ways of knowing, claim, and justify knowledge (Ekström, 
Lewis, & Westlund, 2020; Ekström, Ramsälv & Westlund, 2021; Kligler-Vilenchik & 
Tenenboim, 2020; Matheson & Wahl-Jorgensen, 2020).
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The study 
• This study investigates the distinctive epistemology of an emerging form of data journalism.

• It develops a set of fundamental and epistemological questions, to use for a systematic 
multi-method analysis focusing on: knowledge claims; processing of information/data, and  
practices of justification (Ekström & Westlund, 2019).

• It is a case-study that actualizes various critical epistemological issues reaching 
fundamental questions of what journalism is. 
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Divergent epistemologies 
of data journalism 

• First, the processing of “large” datasets in advanced forms of investigative journalism 
(Stalph, 2018; Young, Hermida, & Fulda, 2017).

• Second, data functions a support and complement to more routinized and daily news 
reports, “a daily, quick turnaround, generally visualized, brief form of data journalism” 
(Borges-Rey 2016, p. 841).

• Third, an emerging form of data journalism marked by ambitions of reporting and visualizing 
publicly and personally relevant information relatively independent from traditional news 
values. 
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Epistemology and data journalism
- focus in previous literature

• New (to journalism) epistemological propositions are brought into data journalistic practices 
(Parasie & Dagiral, 2012). 

• A production through hybrid professional inputs across fields (Coddington, 2015). 

• Borges-Rey (2020, p. 916) suggests the approaches of a “newshound” or a “techie” 
approach.
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Research questions

• RQ1 What characterizes the form of knowledge that is presented and claimed?

• RQ2 What audience participation is enabled?
• RQ3 How is data understood and approached?

• RQ4 How are practices of transparency applied?

• RQ5 How are epistemic efforts calculated and balanced in these practices of data journalism?
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• A case of an emerging form of data 
journalism.

• A study of the data journalism team at 
Swedish public service television 
(Quickshot). 

• The team is a legitimized and 
experimenting unit, with various 
professional competences, constituting 
hybrid professional inputs across fields 
(Coddington, 2015). 

• Repeated semi-structured interviews and 
qualitative content analysis of 
publications. 

The case and methods 
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Results: 
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RQ1 What characterizes the form of knowledge
that is presented and claimed?

1) Mostly use publicly available datasets
2) Cover generally interesting topics
3) Report “the whole picture”

= General knowledge, without traditional news features

Examples: 

”You know, we want to inform about the whole phenomenon” - Team member 

“We just want to find all the facts about this and show.” - Team member 
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RQ2 What audience participation is enabled?

1) The possibility for audiences to frame the knowledge in accordance with her situation (geography, age, 
etc.), and, 
2) To explore varying levels of complexity in the visualizations. 

= Adaptable knowledge  
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RQ3 How is data understood and approached?

An embedded empiricist approach existent in the everyday orientation towards data. 

1) Claims data (of quality) to show how it is.
2) Prioritizes the level of the observable of the data, and 
3) Makes use of various forms of discursive resources to balance high truth-claims.   
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RQ4 How are practices of transparency applied?

Practices of transparency are applied through:

1) Detailed methods information, and 
2) Continuous audience dialogue. 

Example: 

“The publication has been alive for a long time, it is gradually built up. It is often that we get a question on 
something and instead of answering 100 of email on the same thing, we simply add it. We strive for 
anticipating our readers through being clear at once.”

- Team member 
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RQ5 How are epistemic efforts calculated and balanced 
in these practices of data journalism?

Five factors in calculating the epistemic efforts spent:

1) Subject in the publication – how important subject?
2) Sources – pre-justified? pre-legitimized? 
3) Visibility – anything deviant? 
4) Reasonableness – is this practically reasonable to do?
5) Audience corrections – what has the audiences discovered? 
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To conclude

When the repertoires of journalism expand through new emerging 
forms, systematic analysis of these epistemologies are crucial to 

continue to understand journalism as provider of knowledge to the 
public. 
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Thank you!

Amanda Ramsälv (University of Gothenburg)
Mats Ekström (University of Gothenburg) 

Oscar Westlund (Oslo Metropolitan University & University of Gothenburg)
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