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The influence of newsroom
layout on news

Beate Josephi

Althoughvaluableem pirical re search had beendone on

individ ual jour nal ists, as pects of some of the resultsin
inter na tional sur veys re main puz zling at times. This pa

per arguesthatorganisational and institutional factors
should be taken into ac count to make the ex ist ing data
more meaningful. An ap proach to this is sug gested in

this study of the new news room of the West Australianin
Perth, and com par ing it to the news rooms of a Ger man

re gional news pa per. By look ing at the West Australian’s
new news room, the link age be tween news room lay out
and fi nal print prod uct be comes clearer.

hile much at ten tion has been given to jour nal ists as pri-

mary gatekeepers of news, attention has also been di-

rected towards news as “the product of practicalities
and con straints of the pro cesses by which it is cre ated” (Berkowitz
1997, p.vii). In other words, the fo cus has broad ened from the in di-
vidual to the organisational. The research reported in this article
aims to add to un der stand ing of the im pact of or gani sa tional struc-
ture by looking at the new newsroom of Perth’s morning daily
newspaper, the West Australian.

Themicroissue of news room lay out of fersanim por tantin sight
into news room cul ture, es pe ciallywhen looked at onacom par ative
basis with other countries. In Australia, the final print product is
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the result of a finely-tuned, if enforced, team effort. In Germany,

by con trast, the fi nal prod uct is the sum of in di vid ual ef forts which,
to exag ger ate slightly, hap pen to be con tained in one edi tion.

Research into newsroom work practices

The value of newsroom studies has been the subject of some
de bate. It has cen tred on the ques tion of the in di vid ual (.e. jour nak
ists’ influence on news) versustheinstitutional (i.e. the media or-
gani sa tion as a whole). The two poles of dis cus sion in the US were
articulated by S. RobertLichter and Her bertJ. Gans. (Esser 1998,
p.31)

Lichter con cluded from a sur vey of jour nal ists that news judg -
ment is sub jec tive and that de ci sions about sources, news pegs and
the use of lan guage will partly “re flect the way a jour nal ist per ceives
and understands the so cial world.” (Lichter 1987, p.31) Gans held
that the institutional sphere’s in flu ence was too strong for sub jec-
tive opinion to penetrate. (Gans 1985, p.29)

Pitching the in divid ual against the in sti tu tional leaves out the in -
ter me diary level —the or ganisational. Kepplinger (who orig i nated
the con cept of com par ativeworkpractice stud ies in which I am cur-
rently en gaged) wrote ina con clu sion to the first com par a tive study
of British and Germanjournalists that “[t]he editorial structures
prob ably have asig nificantim pact on the final prod uct ... al though
this aspect has not yet been systematically investigated.”
(Kepplinger & Kocher 1990, p.292). This was al most a de cade ago.

Today we know a lot more about the individual, that is about
jour nal ists, thanks to the work of peo ple like Weaver, Henningham
and many oth ers. In ex plor ing “the global jour nal ist”, Weaver came
to the conclusion that the surveys which have been conductedso
far are valuableinestablishingbasiccharacteristics of journalists
such as age, gender, minorityrepresentation and education levels.
However, with questions such as journalisticautonomy or watch-
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dog role on gov ern ments, it is far more dif fi cult to es tab lish mean-
ingful data, since some of the figures blatantly contradict
observable everyday practice. For example, jour nal istsin the Peo-
ple’s Re pub lic of China said they thought it was more im por tant to
be the watchdog on government than did journalists in France or
Can ada. (Weaver 1998, p.466)

A Dbroadened researchbasis is needed to align already existing
data with a sup porting con text, and the area most con du cive to fur-
ther empirical research is newsroom practice. In their 1986 study,
Weaver and Wilhoit pointed to the organisational environment as
be ing highly pre dic tive of jour nal ists’ role ori en ta tions. (Weaver &
Wilhoit 1986, p.117; also Shoemaker & Reese 1996, p.5). Further-
more, they saw the newsroom environment as “extremely im por-
tant in the ethical decisionmaking.” (p.137). This point was
reiteratedinthefindingsonBrazilianjour nalistswho “[ijn sum . . .
perceived their organisational contexts, which includejournalistic
training, newsroomroutines, moreexperiencededitors, moreexpe
rienced re port ers and other peers, as the most in flu en tial fac tor in
their conceptions of ethics.” (Herscovitz & Cardoso 1998, p.427)

Breed’s 1955 classic, “Social control in the newsroom” (re -
printed in Berkowitz, 1997), came to the con clu sion that a jour nal-
ist looks to his colleagues and superiors, not the public, for
recognition: “In stead of ad her ing to so ci etal and pro fes sional ide-
als, he re de fines his val ues to the more prag matic level of the news-
room group.” (p.120)

Breed further concluded that this produces results insufficient
for wider democratic needs. More recent research has aban doned
this kind of openly nor ma tive ap proach in fa vour of more guarded
semanticsignifiers,such aslabelling newsroomroutinesasa“set of
constraints”. (Shoemaker & Reese 1996, p.105) This still pitches
the individ ual in con flict with the or gani sational and/or the in sti tu-
tional. How ever, there is also in creas ing rec og ni tion of the fact that
“[p]rofessionalism and (bu reau cratic busi ness) or gani sa tion can not
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be conceived as be ing op po site poles onacon tin uum of free dom
and control.” (Soloski 1989, p.142)

In fact, looking at the changes to the newsroom layout at the
West Australian, as an aspectoforganisational structure, itbecomes
ob vi ous that there is a con scious at tempt to lessen this in her ently

conflictual situation of freedom (in divid ual) and con trol (or gani sa
tional/institutional).

A comparative angle

When discussing the surveys of journalists in many countries,
Weaver, in hisin troduc tion to dataas sem bled in The Global Jour nal
i, found the patterns of similarities and differences “striking and
intrigu ing in their vari ety.” (Weaver 1998, p.6) Hid den be hind this
phrase is the fact that the world of jour nal ists does not di vide neatly
into East and West, or into democratic or non-democratic coun-
tries. There were as many dissimilarities between Western Euro-
pean nations as there were similarities.

The for mer came com pel lingly to my at ten tion when | visited a
Germanregional news paper,the Mainzer Allgemeine Zeitung, in June
1998. The newsroom layout, and the work practices could hardly
have been more different to those | had experienced in Australia.
Most rooms, off on either side of a long corridor, with firmly
closed wooden doors, had no more than one or two work sta tions.
The sports de part ment, with six work sta tions, had the larg est num
ber of computers in one office.

Viathe pag i nation sys tem, into which the dummy had been fed,
the German jour nal ists know ex actly how many centi metres they
have to fill. They write their story from be gin ning to end, and add
their own head ing and any cap tions needed. No-one touches the ar-
ti cle once it has been lodged by the jour nal ist. No sub-editor or ed i-
tor checks it. This is a pattern common to most Germanregional
dailies. (Esser 1998, p.390)
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In other words, the German and the Aus tralian sys tems, or for
that mat ter the Brit ish sys tem on which the Aus tra lian is mod elled,
are significantlydifferent. Even if almost identical percentages of
Australian and German jour nalistsstate that they want to report
news quickly (74% and 73% re spec tively) and want to pro vide anal-
y sis (71% and 74% re spec tively) (Weaver 1998, p.466), they do so
under considerably disparate organisational structures. These dif-
fer ences are re flected in the lay out of their news rooms. | there fore
would like to suggest that news room lay out can be used as a par a-
digm for newsroom culture.

The newsroom at the West Australian

Over the Easter weekend of 1998, Perth’s daily newspaper the
West Australian moved from its location at Forrest Centre, off St
GeorgesTerrace, in the CBD to its newly built pre mises at Herds-
man Lake, eight kilometres north of its previous location. The
move, de scribed by the ed i to rial man ager as a move to a more ef fi..
cientoperation, butlessefficientlo cation,waseconomicallymoti
vated.

The West Australian had moved in 1987 to For rest Cen tre while
being under the ownership of Rob ert Holmes a Court (who had
bought the paper in 1987 from the Herald and Weekly
Times/Murdoch), and who also owned the building. After the
stockmarket crash, Holmes a Court sold the paper to Alan Bond,
and the building to the State Government Insurance Office
(SGIO). When Bond was declared bankrupt in 1991, the banks
wereinre ceiv er ship of the West Aus tralian and itsas so ciated courn
try papers which in January 1992 were floated. With the Forrest
Centre build ing owned by the SGIO, the WestAustralian found it-
self in rented accommodation.

Be fore the move to the For rest Cen tre, the West Australian’s ad-
dress had been 125 St GeorgesTerrace, in premises custom-built
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for the paper in the early 1930s. All editorial sections there except
pho to graphic had been on one floor. For rest Cen tre, which can be
described as approximating an octagonal shape, offered less space
per floor, and the departmentsweredistributed over three floors.
On the first were pho to graphic and de sign, on the sec ond busi ness
and features, and on the third were the editor,general (news), for
eign, sport, the leader writer and the cartoonist.

On the third floor of For rest Centre, which of fered splen did
views over the Swan River, the Narrows Bridge, the offices of se-
nior staff, in clud ing the news con fer ence room, were sit u ated along
the win dow front. Gen eral was to wards the riv er side of the build-
ing, with the chief-of-staff at its cen tre. Sport, and the work sta tions
for subeditors, were towards the St George’s Ter race side of the
build ing. The floors were con nected by lift only — there were no
stairs — which was per ceived as an ad di tional bar rier.

So much for the old. The pres ent re search ex am ines the im pact
of the new newsroom on editorial staff. Informationwas gained
throughindividualin ter views witharange of jour nal ists, in clud ing
re porters, sub-editorsand ed i to rial ex ec u tives. At least one jour nak
ist from each section of the newspaper was interviewed.

The new News pa per House at Herds man Lake isrectan gu larin
shape, containingwithinitalongrectangularentrance, like an open
air atrium, be fore one steps into the build ing. This means that pho-
tographic and the library are on the same floor as the newsroom,
but on the other side of the atrium.

Given again the chance to de sign a news room, the West Aus tra-
lian opted for one large floor. The editor, Paul Murray, made the
point that, in draw ing up the plan, ev ery one was con sulted. How-
ever for most staff the level of con sul ta tion was at the “mi cro” level
— that is, concerning the size and design of their own work sta-
tions.
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Astheratio nale be hind joining ev ery one on one big news floor,
Paul Murray primarily pointed to the earlier “geographical isola-
tion” of the various sections, including the library, which led to
their not be ing used or in ter acted with to their full est po ten tial. As
Paul Murray put it, “our principal wish was that everyone be to-
gether. That was our first designim perative.” (Paul Murray, 4 Nov
'98)

The idea of greater staff co he sive ness seems to have been suc-
cess ful. Every one | talked to wel comed the new news room’s pos si-
bilities for interaction, especially the staff in those sections which
were previouslyremoved from the decision centres. | did get the
odd ironic state ment, though, men tion ing that “even if they [in the
news de part ment] still don’t talk to us, at least we can talk to them”.
There was over all agree ment that the new lay out made com mu ni ca
tion easier, and more per sonal, since it now was frequently done
face to face rather than by phone or email message.

Other major changes in the new design were to bring the
artroom more into the newsroom, and to po si tion the sub-editors
as a “cen tral core” down the mid dle of the build ing, “much more
into the path of reporters.” (Murray, 4 Nov '98) Moving the
sub-editors was a de lib er ate strat egy, aimed at eas ing their iso la tion
and im prov ing on their pre vi ous work en vi ron ment — a choice of
either staring at one’s own screen or at the back of another sub’s
computer. In their new location in quad rants, they can talk more
easily to each other and to reporters. Paul Murray remarked with
plea sure that he sees re port ers far many more times stand ing with
sub-editors, discussing the treatment of their stories.

This re sults in a change in cul ture, away from the old ad versarial
roles played by subs and reporters. But it is not a sudden change:
Murray says he has tried to change the sub-reporter relationship
since taking over as editor in 1989. But it was only now that the
change could be given physi cal ex pression in hav ing the sub-editors
form ing the spine of the room.
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Also of im por tance is the re la tion ship be tween sub-editors and
sectioneditors. Thecooperationbetweeneditorandsub-editorwas
particularly noticeable in Foreign and Sport. The foreign editor
who, on the whole, works en tirely from wire ser vices, is in con stant
con sul ta tion with his chief sub-editor, who is also his dep uty. Sim
larly the sports ed i tor (head ing a de part ment of 28 peo ple), named
his chief sub ed i tor as his main dis cus sion part ner.

According to Murray, putt ing the sub-editors along the cen tre
of the building is also aimed at greater pro duc tiv ity. The same drive
towards multi-skilling, which can be observed in newsrooms
around the world, is here at work. Sub-editors are en cour aged to be
flexible, and in par tic u lar are able to give as sis tance to other ed i to-
rial sections.

The open news room floor un der lines the ease with which subs
or reporters can move or be moved from place to place. But this
also applies to senior staff. | happened to do my research at the
West Australian at a time when the editor was over seas, and ev ery
one, except for the chief-of-staff, had played musicalchairs. The
deputy editor was editor, the night editor was deputy editor,the
newseditor nighteditoretc. Inaworkingen viron ment, which pro-
duces a fresh prod uct six days a week when most peo ple only work
five, this flexibility seems entirely appropriate.

This also puts the question of job autonomy, raised earlier in
com par i son with the Ger man system, inanew light. The as sess ing
of auton omy should possi bly be weighed againstavail able re spon si
bilities. If the lines of re spon si bil ity are kept fluid, with cer tain tasks
not permanently appropriated by certain people, then the clearly
drawn work demarcation lines exemplified by the one person of-
ficesin Ger many, seemun necessary. Re sponsi bil ities are be stowed
as part of a flex i ble sys tem, which ex pects peo ple to take them on
— or hand them over — due to the incongruity of peo ple’s work-
ing week or year and the 24-hour nature of news.
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Impact of interactions between departments

In con duct ing my re search | could not help real is ing that in ex-
pecting the newsroom would impact on the product,| may have
put the cart be fore the horse. If re struc tur ing of the news room is to
re sultin changes in the prod uct (the con tent of the West Australian),
such changes are evident only to a small degree as yet, although
they may fil ter through in time. For the mo ment, it is far more ev i-
dent that the new newsroom fPrmalised changes which had re-
cently been initiated.

The re turn of the fea tures de part ment to the same news floor is,
inpart, rec og nition of the im por tance of en ter tain ment seg ments to
the paper. In Australian newspapers the percentage of entertain
ment in fea tures and lift-outs over the last de cade has in creased by
7 per cent (while news has decreased by 8 per cent), as highlighted
by Grattan (1998, p.26) This phenomenon has been observed in
other countries,including Germany. (Kepplinger 1998)

The features ed i tor is in no doubt that his de part ment has bene-
fited most from being on the same floor. Apart from the fact that
the other staff can see “that we work as hard as they do and don’t
drink cham pagne all day,” he no tices a far greater cross-fertilisation
be tween news and fea tures. Fea tures now can alert news to a good
general story, and they also can add to the creative input.

Putting the arts and design department on the same floor is a
further great ad van tage for fea tures which, of all the de part ments,
in ter acts most with art, lay out and de sign staff. These now at tend
news conferences. (The features editor began attending confer
ences some six months be fore the move.) In the morning news
conference, the features ed i tor gives no tice of the point ers he needs
on the front page, and what the main stories of the day’s lift-out
are.

The sports department, too, although previously on the same
floor, feel more in cluded. With se nior staff of fices be ing part of the
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central spine, consciously offering an “open door policy”, as
Murray put it, sport finds it easier to talk to editorialpeople. A¢
cording to dep uty sportseditor TrevorGilmour (interview 22 Oct
'98) this has re sulted in sport sto ries get ting more fre quently into a
prominent place outside their own section, especially page 1 (and
the tab loid West Australian’s front page has room for only two sto-
ries).

The compartmentalisationwhich had been in place, due to the
geographical separation of departments, is breaking down. The
news pa per “dummy” still al lo cates space to de part ments, but where
a story eventually finds its place is now more open.

Theac ces si bil ity of pho to graphic, lay outand de signhas led toa
greater in volve ment of these de part ments in the work ing of some
staff. For exam ple, the for eign ed i tor now gets the first batch of po-
tentially interesting wire photos when he comes in at around
10a.m., rather than searching later for the pictures to go with the
stories. This does not mean that the stories are now pictorially
driven, al though an el e ment of this may have come to bear on the
selection.(According to for eigneditor P.T. Singham, the avail abil
ity of pic tures makes the choice of sto ries eas ier, as the choice be-
tween stories of similar level of interest can be made on the
strength of the photo.)

The department which appears to have been least affected by
the changes is news (or gen eral, as it is called at the West Australian).
The chief-of-staff is now, as it were, sidelined, look ing down on his
re port ers from a kind of raised com mando bridge, rather than be-
ing at their centre as before. Apart from his seating, little has
changed. Whether this constancy can be interpretedas meaning
that news is an area of stagnation, not affected by new ideas or
changes, is open to discussion. News, as research has shown
(Grattan 1998, p.26), is fighting a battle for the attention of the
pub lic, and has to prove its rel e vance. The break ing down of bar ri-
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ers between various segments of the paper might be, in the long
run, more a benefit to them than a danger.

Conclusions

For the moment, the new newsroom exemplifies rather than
generates the changes which are occurring in the news product.
These prod uct changes — higher pro file of fea tures, more em pha-
sis on lay out — pre ceded rather than fol lowed the move to Herds-
man Lake. But they have been main tained and strength ened. Other
changes, such as a continuing breaking down of barriers between
sec tions, may possibly be ob served in the fu ture.

The new floor designemphasises flexi bil ity and trans par ency.
Job auton omy, in places like Ger many, is achieved by strict seg re ga-
tion of jobs which, in turn, are entirelyoneperson’sresponsibility.
At the West Australian the re verse is the case. By ex pect ing staff to
take on — or hand over — responsibilities, which are linked to a
po si tion rather than a per son, the feel ing of be ing stuck in one em-
ployment sit uation does not arise easiily.

Surveys on journalistsmay produce similar answers to ques -
tions, but the way mean ing is given to cri te ria such as job au ton omy
can be very dif fer ent in deed. With out a closer look at the or gani sa-
tional level these embedded differences will not be revealed.
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