
AJR 39(1)                                                                                                                                 13

Lifting journalism 
research in Australia: 
confronting issues of 
quality and international 
competitiveness in ERA

      Susan Forde

This series of papers has arisen following an unexpectedly low submission from Australian 
institutions to the 1903 Journalism and Professional Writing code in the 2015 ERA return. Of 
only six institutional submissions to the code, none received an assessment of 4 or 5 (“above 
world standard” or “well above world standard”). Five institutions (Queensland University of 
Technology, Griffith University, University of South Australia, University of Tasmania and Uni-
versity of Melbourne) received a 3; one institution (La Trobe) received a 2. This is a poor result 
for the code and does not reflect well on the place of journalism research within the academy. It 
is also a clear flag from the Australian Research Council that in its view none of the submitting 
institutions is operating above world standard. This may or may not be accurate – certainly, some 
of the institutions named here are carrying out excellent research, receiving strong external fund-
ing from the ARC and have institutional commitment to building on the strength of journalism. 
This commitment did not reap rewards in 2015, and so some recalibrating will occur at both the 
institutional and the Field of Research (FoR) level. This paper sets out to revisit some previous 
discussions about Australian journalism research, and to use recent results from ERA to identify 
issues which might suggest our best way forward beyond 2018.

Initially, I would like to interrogate the 2015 ERA findings a little to identify some patterns 
and key issues for consideration. For those not familiar with the ERA process, the Journalism and 
Professional Writing code (1903) sits within the broader two-digit code, “Studies in Creative Arts 
and Writing”. This immediately places journalism scholars with creative arts researchers, rather 
than with media and communications scholars. It is an important placement, and one that we need 
to keep in mind in understanding the ERA results. While the 2001 code “Communication and 
Media Studies” sits within a broader “Language, Communication and Culture” frame, Journalism 
and Professional Writing exists alongside four creative arts codes – Film, Television and Digital 
Media; Performing Arts and Creative Writing; Visual Arts and Crafts; Other Studies in Creative 
Arts and Writing; and one less-creative code, Art Theory and Criticism. 1903 is the smallest four-
digit code in the 19 category (part from the “Other” category, which is smallest in most codes); 
all other groups within the 19 code received at least some assessments of 4 and 5. So Journalism 
and Professional Writing was alone in having no research identified as above world standard. 

Past discussions within the journalism research community suggest frustration at the lack 
of appropriate recognition for professional journalism work as research. However, only a small 
proportion of submissions to the 1903 code were non-traditional research outputs (NTRO) – the 
other codes of 19 that achieved much higher in international comparisons had a significantly 
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greater proportion of NTROs submitted. Table 1 shows the percentage of submissions in the 2015 
return that were NTROs within the 19 code.

Table 1: Percentage of total submissions that were non-traditional research outputs, FoR 19, ERA 2015
Code Approx. percentage of submissions (%)
1901 Art Theory & Criticism 26

1902 Film, TV and Digital Media 35

1903 Journalism & Professional Writing 10

1904 Performing Arts & Creative Writing 50

1905 Visual Arts & Crafts 84

What this tells us is that non-recognition of professional journalistic practice as research is 
not the issue – the results clearly show that the primarily traditional research being submitted by 
Australian journalism scholars is not above world standard. At the same time, codes that submit 
a much higher proportion of non-traditional research outputs have been judged above world stan-
dard or better. The issue is not, therefore, in the ARC failing to appreciate NTROs. The submis-
sions by the six institutions are out of kilter with other creative arts research codes, also raising 
questions about journalism’s placement in the 19 code (see also Flew, 2011). Of course, these 
results are impacted significantly by the decision of many institutions not to submit in the 1903 
code and to strengthen submissions to cognisant codes, such as 2001 Communication and Media 
Studies, with journalism research submissions. Nevertheless, some of the institutions submitting 
into 1903 are among the strongest in the nation in terms of journalism research, so this does not 
bode well for the rest.

In comparison, about half of the institutions that submitted in the 2001 category, Commu-
nication and Media Studies, received a 4 or 5 in their assessment – either above or well above 
world standard. There was a slightly higher proportion of NTROs submitted in 1903 compared 
with 2001, although it is not significant – 10 per cent vs 5 per cent – so again, the difference is 
not in the NTRO submissions, at least in relation to journalism research and professional practice 
submissions.

This discussion has history – both the “media wars” of the late 1990s and more recent dis-
cussions since the beginning of the ERA period have elicited contributions from the scholarly 
community. In 2011, Graeme Turner wrote in this journal about the need for journalism research 
to take seriously the ARC’s and ERA’s enunciation of what constitutes journalism professional 
practice as research. Early ERA rounds suggested the Australian journalism research community 
had not yet come to terms with correct submissions as professional practice: 

They have interpreted what is in fact a highly specific claim as having opened 
the door to the full range of journalism production: as a consequence, dozens of 
entirely routine, even trivial, pieces of professional writing with no plausible re-
search component have been listed in university submissions as research outputs. 
The submission of such works can be regarded, at best, as an attempt to “game” the 
system or, at worst, as an attempt to mask the fact that some academics can report 
no research activity at all. (2011, p. 6) 

Turner was scathing in his assessment of journalism research at the time of his writing, in 2011, 
and I will quote this at length because, while the positioning and outlook of journalism research 
has improved, there is little doubt that it could not completely turn around from 2011 to now:

… in my view, the major issue to be addressed remains the fact that the quality and 
quantity of the overall output in this field – despite its having been in existence 
for decades – is poor. There is virtually no ongoing tradition of academic research 
within journalism studies in Australia. Yes, there are very small pockets of excel-
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lent critical and historical work, but mostly we have short-term commentary, a little 
bit of empirical data-gathering and some low level activity in journalism education. 
For a demonstration of the best that Australia research can offer in this field, you 
have to look elsewhere – into political science, or government, or history, or media 
and communication studies. It should not be that way. It is not like that in the UK, 
nor in the US, so this is not inherent to the discipline. The field would do well to 
think about the reasons for this situation.

The circumstances that Turner describes as having led to this scenario have changed a little in 
the intervening years. He observes that Australian journalism scholars seem reluctant to criticise 
the industry from whence they came – this is also not the case in journalism scholarship in the US 
or the UK. He notes that Australian newspaper editors “have been prone to congratulate them-
selves for holding a university education in contempt” (2011, p. 6) and that this seems to filter 
down to some journalism scholars (mostly former practitioners). Meadows turned his mind to this 
in the same special issue of this journal in 2011, and noted that all journalism research in Australia 
would never be captured in the 1903 code – and nor should it be (2011, p. 10). In the first ERA 
submission, almost 60 per cent of 1903 submissions were NTROs and the discipline, as a whole, 
was evaluated at sitting just under world standard (2011, p. 10; a similar finding was arrived at in 
2015). Meadows suggests that the notion within Australian journalism research at the time that 
we operated within a “unique fiefdom” should be put to rest, as most people within journalism 
studies work across “disciplinary boundaries in our application of theory and method, whether we 
recognise it or not” (2011, p. 10). Of greater concern to Meadows was an ongoing conversation 
through the journalism education chat list, JEA-net, in which journalism academics were debat-
ing whether they were still practitioners, or whether they had become scholars – Turner also notes 
this reluctance as one of the biggest hurdles facing the elevation of journalism research in univer-
sities (Meadows, 2011, p. 10; Turner, 2011, p. 7). Bromley identifies many journalism academics 
as “neophytes” who, in his study, were “predominantly comprised of middle-aged women who 
were surveyed about their personal attitudes to research. They were mostly open to the idea of 
becoming researchers but were inclined to proceed cautiously without necessarily severing their 
ties with practice” (2012, p. 569). He usefully outlines that many journalists assumed that the 
“transfer from the newsroom to the academy involved no fundamental re-orientation: ‘if you’re 
teaching journalism or mass communication, you’re still basically a journalist, right?’ ” (Brom-
ley, 2012, p. 570, citing Joseph, 2009). 

Lester finds this is a tired and old argument, one indulged during the 2014 Journalism Educa-
tion and Research Association of Australia (JERAA) conference and which conference keynote 
Barbie Zelizer seemed to respond to with “genuine surprise” that the debate was still occurring 
in Australian journalism research circles (2015, p. 179). Lester noted at the time that the 2012 
ERA assessment was “not pretty” for journalism research – the 2015 assessment was even less 
encouraging. The reason for this is that the 1903 code has “exposed” journalism research in Aus-
tralia to a great extent – we put our hands up to be identified as our own research code, but that 
only works for us if we kick goals and demonstrate good performance in ERA. If our submissions 
start falling, and institutions start withdrawing from the code, we start to look like our discipline 
is declining (and indeed, this is the assertion that Vine et al. make in their 2016 work). Lester 
clarifies that “our area has been exposed as research weak, internationally uncompetitive and vul-
nerable. ERA made it impossible to hide these frailties” (2015, p. 181). Others have contributed 
to this discussion – among them Hannis, who reports on the New Zealand experience relatively 
early in the research quality framework process (2007), Flew (2011), Richards (2013), Bacon 
(2012), Nash (2013) and more recently Pearson, Patching and Wilshere-Cumming (2015), who 
revisit the “media wars” and make a case for improved positioning of journalism in the academy 
since the scathing attacks on journalism research in Australia in the late 1990s (2015, pp. 15-16). 
Nash is firm on the separate place of journalism as a discipline within the ERA, mirrored in the 
academy, and takes several to task over the suggestion that journalism is something of a sub-set 
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of communications and media studies (2013, pp. 124-125). This, of course, is one of the options 
currently before us – that as a scholarly collective, journalism researchers advance suggestions 
that Journalism and Professional Writing or perhaps a newly named Journalism Research and 
Practice be moved out of the creative arts research 19 code, and moved into the 20 Language, 
Communication & Culture code as a six-digit code under the broader four-digit umbrella of 2001 
Communication and Media Studies. 

What we know from past discussions about the place of journalism in the academy, particu-
larly vis a vis media studies, communication studies, cultural studies and so on, is that most jour-
nalism researchers now work alongside colleagues from broader disciplines. In a few cases, this 
is alongside more traditional disciplinary colleagues (as it is at Griffith University), with history, 
sociology, literature, linguistics, security studies, Islamic studies and Indigenous studies sitting 
alongside journalism, public relations, and film and television studies in the same broad School 
(Humanities, Languages and Social Science) and for most, in the same research centre (Griffith 
Centre for Social and Cultural Research). At other institutions, journalism scholars might be sit-
ting in larger media and communications schools or departments; even fewer – and, I would ven-
ture, a decreasing number – remain within their own School of Journalism and Communication. 
Journalism researchers clearly have much in common with their media and communications col-
leagues, and sometimes with history, sociology and political science colleagues as well. For most 
of us, our research crosses several FoR codes. Our own community media work, for example, 
which Meadows refers to in his 2011 article in this journal, was sometimes located in 1903 and 
sometimes in 2001. The broader code allowed us as journalism researchers to consider the true 
role of the media we were researching and to accept that, in fact, some of the work carried out in 
community media had little to do with journalism and everything to do with community building, 
well-being and social cohesion (Meadows et al., 2007). 

It may be that the increasing submissions in FoR 2001, and falling submissions in 1903, sim-
ply recognise the breadth of the Communication and Media Studies code, which enables institu-
tions to submit large, strong returns to one code rather than dividing good work across two codes 
and risking the outcome in both. There are also several other possible reasons why submissions 
to 1903 are falling, and speculations here include:

 ► 2001 Communication and Media Studies has more prestige/quality than 1903; 
 ► The inclusion of Journalism & Professional Writing (1903) in the 19 code, essen-

tially a creative/practice-based code, impacts on its “weight” within the institu-
tion;

 ► Submitters in the past have decided that as the number of NTROs was down due 
to the culling of poor-quality professional practice compared with 2010 and 2012, 
the 2001 code was a more appropriate landing place;

 ► There’s a general, national move away from ghetto-ising journalism research 
through recognition that many of our scholars work with and publish in broader 
media and communication journals as well as targeted journalism journals.

Given that many journalism researchers have gained their research experience through ap-
plying cultural studies or media studies frameworks, it may be difficult to continue to maintain 
that “journalism research” needs to exist as its own four-digit code in ERA under the creative arts 
research umbrella. Increasingly, more journalism researchers who also teach journalism (and are 
therefore former practitioners) will find their work more comfortably placed in broader codes 
rather than in the strict boundaries around “journalism and professional writing”. 

There is a significant hurdle to this, though, and it is well-identified by Turner (2011) in ear-
lier iterations of this debate. The subtle message that comes through much of the discussion is 
that journalism as a field, and journalism scholars, occupy a unique place in the academy – and 
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the message goes something like this. Journalists are a special group of people with a particular 
knowledge of their “craft”, and only former practitioners can teach journalism (we might accept 
that rationale). Further, anybody who teaches into a journalism program, even if they are teaching 
journalism “studies”, should have some practical knowledge so they can better understand the 
daily difficulties and challenges that journalists face. You cannot critique journalism unless you 
properly understand it, and you cannot understand it without having “done it”. This assertion is 
more problematic. Further still, broader media and communications scholars, and cultural studies 
scholars, who critique journalism and the news media have no place doing so – we, as journalism 
scholars, are the best placed to do this so others should step outside the circle and leave us to it. 
This is also clearly problematic. 

In enabling these messages, journalism scholars may have boxed themselves into a corner. In 
an effort to get the attention of institutions and be recognised as a “real” discipline, we may have 
exposed the lack of development, depth and the relatively short trajectory of journalism research 
in Australia (journalism education has a much longer tradition). Although there is now some 
excellent, critical work being done, it was not that long ago that journalism educators were just 
that – ex-practitioners who taught increasing numbers of students and who had minimal require-
ments to produce research and generate external income. We are all now responding to increasing 
pressure from institutions to do this, but it is relatively recent (particularly compared with tradi-
tional disciplines, and media studies and communication studies) and there is evidence of a lack 
of mentoring and senior leadership for many early-career and mid-career journalism scholars. We 
have much to learn, in this way, from more established research in the media and communica-
tion studies disciplines. There is significant benefit for our early-career and mid-career scholars 
to be mentored by researchers with ARCs, who are being published in the very top international 
journals – and scholars who meet this criteria within Australian journalism research are present, 
but not in every institution. We generally lack depth in this area of senior researchers with an 
international reputation.

To me, this is a simple issue – news and journalism form a part of the media landscape and as 
such, the research that occurs about news and journalism forms part of studies of the media, and 
studies of communication forms. We are enriched – as all scholarship is – by engagement with 
other disciplines, theories previously unknown to us and broader thinking. The JERAA annual 
conference, for example, could be much larger and more inclusive if we were able to open up be-
yond the traditional – and dated – “journalism education” focus. I know there have been attempts 
to do that in recent years, but it is time to push that in a more overt way. There are too many papers 
delivered which simply recount a particular experience in a particular journalism course – de-
scriptive, but not analytical; interesting, but not real research that will ever be published in a peer-
reviewed journal. This might elicit some disagreement, but the shape of the annual conference 
and the continuing arguments around journalism vis a vis media and communications studies are 
integrally related – we are a collegial but too-insular group, and we contain a faction that is resist-
ing change and the opening up of our discipline on the basis that we will be threatened if we do so.

On the contrary – our field will be enlivened, and will gain depth, if we place our work with 
scholars from broader fields who also have an abiding interest in journalism, the news, the im-
pact of the digital revolution on both the shape of our industry and the nature of our practice and 
so on. Certainly, and as Flew (2011) has previously argued (and cited Zelizer, 2011 in making 
this argument), communication and media studies is similarly enriched by journalism research’s 
practical grounding and perhaps a form of “inside knowledge” about the terrain of media and 
communication. In fact, while ERA would suggest our discipline is shrinking, we have more and 
more people carrying out strong research about journalism and the news media. ERA is not the 
right vehicle to showcase this and is harming our reputation in the academy at this stage. And 
as we are, we are failing new entrants in to journalism scholarship as we are providing narrow 
frameworks for their publishing, and low benchmarks for their achievements in terms of external 
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research funding, international impact and research innovation. We can do better by the next gen-
eration of journalism researchers, and can emerge with a more developed and inclusive approach 
to Australian journalism research. 
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