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Abstract

This paper discusses the backgrounds of journalism students from 31 countries
around the world using data from the JSG project. Focusing on their social
backgrounds (gender, age, parents´ education, economic class), previous work-
and academic experience, this paper presents global patterns of the recruitment
of the next generation of journalists in a global perspective, looking both into
how these vary between different countries and between schools in the same
country. The question of recruitment is important not only for suggesting
differences in national journalistic cultures, as suggested by the seminal work
by Splichael and Sparks (1997), but also in understanding the role of different
educational systems and traditions for vocational education as a path - and
form of socialisation - into journalism.

Does it really matter who becomes a journalist?

Does it really matter who becomes a journalism student - and later - a
journalist? The arguments differ, and it is also important here to make a
distinction between arguments related to 1) the effect of social background (in
particular, gender, class, ethnicity, religion, etc.), 2) the effect of educational
experiences and 3) the effect of journalism experience.

In regard to social background, it is often suggested that this is not important,
arguing that whatever personal traits and idiosyncrasies someone might bring
with them to journalism school, these have little effect when doing real-world,
professional journalism. One kind of this argument is that any major personal
bias is removed in the process of professional socialisation, either in journalism
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school or in the newsrooms (see e.g. Breed 1995 for the later argument). Others,
however, have questioned the efficiency of such socialisation processes for
journalism school (see e.g. Bjørnsen et. al 2007). Arguments about the
standardising effect of the routinisation of news work (e.g. the dependance on
sources in many beats, the standardisation of the news article format e.g., see
e.g. Schudson 1989) or the organisational control in newsrooms (through peers
and the editorial process) are effectively forwarding a similar argument: social
background is not important in the hierarchy of influences (Reese 2001) the
average journalist is subject to. Others, however, have criticised such views for
being largely ideological and protective of the sacred barriers of professionalism
(for a general criticism of in this Weberian vein, see e.g. Freidson 1983), arguing
for the fundamental pervasiveness of gender differences (Melin-Higgins 2008)
and class differences (Hovden 2008) in journalistic work, and also criticised
such “socialisation arguments” for completely forgetting that the schools and
newsrooms - which are argued imposing this socialisation independently - are
themselves heavily socially structured in their recruitment (Ibid.). Effects of
social background has been argued linked to a myriad aspects of journalistic
practice, e.g. the preference for various beats, the importance given to stories
given social different kind of actors and social arenas (e.g. politics, sports,
culture), the relationship with sources and identification with the audience, and
so forth (Ibid.).

For the effect of education, the arguments range from education as beneficial to
being irrelevant, or worse, damaging to the practice of journalism. Arguments of
the later sort often originates in the industry, and are voiced both against
journalistic and non-journalistic education. In case of the latter, "academic”
subjects in the social sciences and humanities are often argued being irrelevant.
In case of journalism schools, criticism is often raised that journalism school
either teaches irrelevant skills or just teaches badly (often due to some
deficiency or bias in the teachers, e.g. not being “real” journalists but
academics, lacking knowledge of “todays journalism” or having a political bias)
or that journalism simply cannot be learned in journalism school, but only
through long, real-world journalistic practice. At worst, journalism education is
seen as making journalism students ill-prepared, unskilled and biased towards
journalism, which for the industry offers an additional obstacle to training. In
contrast, having journalistic work experience, is often seen by both the industry
and journalism teachers as beneficial, although critical voices also here exist,
worrying that this hinders learning good journalism because of previous
cultivation to bad habits and ideals.
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While the effects of the social background, educational and professional
experience on the journalism students´ professional orientation and work are
beyond the scope of this paper, what can we can learn from studying the
national variation of such recruitment across the globe?

The first is the basic anthropological insight that while some aspects of
journalism students´ recruitment profiles appear quite common across
countries - like the dominance of female students and students with highly
educated parents, there is also much national variation. E.g. while most
countries in our data have a dominance of female students, Ethiopia does not.
Ethiopia is also a country where less than one in ten students classify their
parents as above average economically - whereas almost everyone in Qatar does
this. In a few countries, like Norway, journalism students commonly have both
some kind of previous journalistic experience and a previous academic degree,
in others, for example Qatar and Oman, both kinds of backgrounds are very
uncommon. In Egypt, work experience is much more common than academic
experience, in Croatia and Chile it is more the other way around. And so forth.
Such differences, in addition to help us denaturalise our ideas of what
constitutes a modal or even “natural” profile of journalism students, also
suggest different models for journalism education in these countries, and with
that, different roles in the national media systems.

Furthermore, studying the composition of today´s journalism students can
suggest upcoming changes in the nation´s journalists of tomorrow (Splichael
and Sparks 1994), journalism´s rising or falling status and social exclusivity in a
country, and changing roles for journalism education - e.g. (de)academization
or not - to name but a few. A requirement of such insights, however, is
knowledge of the society in question, and the lack of such knowledge can lead
to all sorts of mistakes. For example, the fact that Canadian and Mexican
journalism students have comparable proportions of fathers with some kind of
higher education (respectively 59% and 53%) do not mean that their fathers are
socially equal. Quite the reverse: the Canadian students fathers appear quite
average (54% of the comparable male population in Canada have attained
tertiary education), whereas the Mexican students appear much more highly
socially selected (as only 14% of the “father population” has such education).

In this paper, we will offer mostly a basic, descriptive view of the differences in
recruitment as they appear in the data of journalism students in 31 countries
across the globe, with some comparisons to national OECD data where
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available. After a short note on the data and methodology, we will focus on three
aspects of the students recruitment: Age and experience (including previous
work experience and education), gender and class, first in form of national
comparisons, later with some thoughts on differences between schools and
intra-nation differences.

The data used here is based on surveys of 18,776 journalism students in 31
countries from all parts of the world, collected as part of the Journalism
Students Across the Globe project in the period 2014-2016. The samples include
both undergraduate and postgraduate students, and a varying number of
schools in each country. Sample size averages to 606 per country, ranging from
2411 (Mexico) to 64 (Estonia). For additional methodological details of the data
set, see Hanusch and Mellado (2017).

Age and experience

On average for the countries under study, the mean age of journalism students
was 22.1 years, ranging from 18.8 in Philippines to 24.1 years in Estonia. This
number however, includes both undergraduates (mean age 21.8) and post-
graduates (mean age 23.9). To get a better view of age differences as a factor in
the recruitment of journalism students, we will focus at median differences
between first- and second year undergraduate students (Figure 1).  As can be
seen, with exception of Philiphines, the median age for this group varies
between 18 and 22 years for the countries (median for countries is 21.3 years,
IQ13=20.9-22.9).

Figure 1: Median age of journalism students by country. First- and second year
undergraduate students. Boxplot.
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The reasons for these age differences are complex. Some are related to the large
variation in the educational systems of the countries studied (in de jure school
leaving age, in the length of secondary education, the requirements for
admission to higher education, and so forth), and is also directly influenced by
factors like compulsory military service and the time commonly spent in the
higher educational system (which is again, for example, related to subsidies
provided by the state). For such reasons, typical age of entry for a longer
academic subjects is for example 20 in Mexico and 24 in Norway, and varies
much more for vocational subjects .

Journalism schools regulate the typical age of their recruits further through
their particular entry requirements (often mixing state-enforced and self-
imposed criteria) related to e.g. age, gender, ethnicity, previous higher
education or job experience - and of course, grades. Sometimes this happen
through quotas, but just as often by improving the chances for admission given
to such factors (e.g. giving points for job experience). Very probably, age also
correlates with success via entrance exams, motivational letters, interviews etc.
Finally, one should keep in mind that entry requirements - and also status of the
schools, and thus competition - varies greatly from school to school in each
country.

2
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These national age differences do not appear to clearly align with media systems
or global geographical patterns. For the OECD countries in our data, first-year
undergraduate journalism students seems to be - compared with students in
their own country - usually somewhat older than the average for new entrants
to the more academic programs (ISCED 5A), but younger than new entrants to
more vocational programs (ISCED 5B) . Country averages for age, proportion of
male students and students with previous professional or academic experience
can be found for undergraduate students in Table 1.

Table 1: Selected properties of undergraduate journalism students, by country.
Mean (age) and proportions (male, having some form of previous paid journalistic
experience or previous academic degree)

While the odds of having previous journalistic job experience or some form of
higher education does - as we should expect - increase with the age of the
student, the relation is not extremely strong (the partial correlations  with age
are respectively .13 and .20, and the odds improve by 8% and 13% for each year

3

4



7

of age). On average (again, we are always speaking of country averages unless
specified otherwise), only a minority of undergraduate students in journalism
(31%) have any form of previous paid journalistic experience, and very few (14%)
have some of academic degree beforehand (Figure 2).

In regard to previous journalistic job experience, this varies enormously for
undergraduate students between countries (IQ13 11-36%), from almost no-one
in Qatar, Oman, Ethiopia and the Philippines to close to or over half in
Germany, Norway and Egypt. Similar variation can be found in previous
academic experience (IQ13 5-23%): Where half of the undergraduate students in
Norway have this, this is the exception, as less than one in four in most
countries have such backgrounds.

Figure 2: Proportion of undergraduate journalism students having some form of
previous journalistic and educational experience. Scatterplot.

Gender
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International research has been much concerned about the ‘feminisation’ of the
newsroom (Steiner 2009) in view of the increasing share of female journalists
(e.g., Weaver & Willnat 2012). In the case of journalism schools, this trend seems
to be still very strong.

On average for the countries under study, only 31% of the undergraduate
students are male (IQ13: 24-37%). In only two countries - Turkey and Ethiopia -
are male students equal or larger in size than female students. In most
countries, male students compose less than 1/3 of the journalism students,
dropping to 1/5 in Croatia, Austria and Kyrgyzstan. While the ratio of male and
female students are known to vary somewhat between nations and, even more,
between various parts of the educational systems , women are clearly strongly
overrepresented in journalism school in most countries (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Male and female journalist students, by country. Percentages.

Class

5
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Class is a touchy subject in all research on occupations, including journalism, as
it, as already said, implies a break with the fundamental professional ideology
where professional practice are (or at least, strives for being) “uncontaminated”
by one´s non-professional life and experience, which in Durkheimian terms can
be thought of a division between the sacred and profane (Durkheim 2001,
Hovden 2008). It does not help that class is a social phenomena which usually
do not easily follow simple social characteristics as measured in surveys and
public statistics, and can only be faintly suggested by such indicators. Class,
most fundamentally, is linked to an individual´s access to the various forms of
fundamental resources in a society (forms of capital) which are linked to one´s
life chances (Weber 1978). Typical, cultural, social and economic capital have
been emphasised as important for western societies (Bourdieu 1984), but other
basic forms have been suggested, including symbolic capital in less
differentiated countries (Bourdieu 1977) and political capital in socialist-type
states (Bourdieu 1992). Both the fundamental resources that make up the class
system of a society (what Bourdieu calls the social space) and their relative
importance varies somewhat from country to country. It also follows the logic of
inflation: holding a form of capital (if “holding” here is a somewhat unfortunate
word, as it ignores the link between such assets and the mental predispositions
linked with them - via one´s habitus) - e.g. educational capital - has its value
due to its relative rarity in a particular society. For such reasons, comparison of
class differences across nations is an immensely complicated task, and we can
here merely suggest some differences which should be explored in more detail
later, by a brief look at some simple measures of parental (in other words, the
inherited) educational and economic capital of the journalism students.

Figure 4: Indicators of inherited educational capital. Journalism students with
fathers with tertiary education, compared to average for 45-54 year olds (OECD).
Scatterplot. Reference line = no difference.
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As can be seen from the placement of the countries mostly above the dashed
line (where placement towards the upper left indicate various degrees of over-
representation) in Figure 4, journalism students in most countries have a higher
proportion with fathers with higher education than the OECD average for adults
in comparable age.

In regard to economic resources in their parental homes (Figure 5), journalism
students in most countries tend to rank these as average (national average: 52%)
or higher than average (33%). Knowing that such questions usually leads to
“averaging” (e.g. people are reluctant to describe themselves as clearly higher or
lower than others), these numbers suggest that in most of the countries studied,
journalism students seldom recruit from lower economic classes of the society.
Again the variation is quite large. In Qatar, almost everyone classify themselves
as having come from economic conditions above average, in countries like
Turkey, Ethiopia and Egypt, very few do.

Figure 5: Indicators of inherited economic capital. Proportions of journalism
students with self-reported economic conditions “below average”, “average” and
“above average”. Triplot.
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“How were the economic conditions in your immediate family environment in
which you grew up? Please relate these to the national economic average of your
country.”

NATIONAL VARIATIONS

So far, we have looked at aggregated, national-level differences. It is important,
however, to remind ourselves that differences in recruitment between
journalism schools in the same country are often quite large, in some cases
often greater than similar schools in neighbouring countries (for a Nordic
example, see Hovden & Ottosen 2016). To provide a brief example, consider the
figures below, which shows the distribution of 48 schools of journalism in
regard to the students´ academic and professional experience (Figure 6), and
their mean age and gender balance (Figure 7) . As can be seen for example in
the case of Germany, few schools have many undergraduate students with a
previous academic degree, which appear as a national characteristic. On the
other hand, the proportion with previous professional experience varies from

6
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78% (Dortmund) to 23% (Jade). The percentage of male students varies from
69% in Köln to 27% in Eichstatt, which also have a very low average age (20.7
years) compared to Darmstadt (23.9 years).

One should also note that while schools of the same country tend to have
similar recruitment profiles (clustering together in these maps), in many cases
schools are more similar in their recruitment profile to schools in other
countries (e.g. Uwa and Windesheim) than in their own (e.g. Uwa and UIPL in
the case of Poland). There differences seems related to many factors (e.g.
differences between more vocational or academic programs, between old versus
young universities, schools in the geographical centre and its peripheries,
between longer and shorter programs, different specialisations, and so forth).

Figure 6: Proportion of undergraduate journalism students having some form of
previous journalistic and educational experience. 48 Schools of journalism.

Figure 7: Mean age and proportion of undergraduate journalism students being
male. 48 Schools of journalism.
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Whereas differences in class backgrounds are difficult to compare in this way
across very different countries, we can suggest some social variation by
focusing on a single country - in our example 11 schools of journalism in UK
(Figure 7). Here, we clearly see that students at the universities of Leeds, Bristol
and Strathclyde much more often appear to recruit from socially privileged
backgrounds than do students from Liverpool John Mores and the Universities
of Northampton and Teesside.

Figure 7: Social inheritance. Proportion of undergraduate journalism students in
48 journalism schools with economic conditions “above average” and a father
with higer education.
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DISCUSSION

To sum up, we can first suggest some remarkably common traits in the social
recruitment of journalism students in the countries we have studied.
Journalism students are in most countries quite young, with little experience
from professional journalism, and often no previous educational background.
They are predominantly female, and tend to recruit from higher than average
social backgrounds . Within these similarities, some differences emerge (Table
2).

Table 2: Some national differences in social recruitment (undergraduates)

ASPECT MORE COMMON/HIGHER LESS COMMON/LOWER

Male (>50%) Ethiopia†, Turkey (<30%) Austria, Canada, China,
Croatia, Egypt, Estonia,
Finland, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzthan, Phillipines, Qatar,
Serbia, Singapore, South
Africa, USA

Age (median) (>21) Estonia, Finland, (<21) Albania, Australia,

7
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Age (median) (>21) Estonia, Finland,
Netherlands, Norway, Serbia,
South Africa, Macedonia,
Denmark

(<21) Albania, Australia,
Canada, Chile, China,
Kazakhstan, Mexico,
Philippines†, UK

Previous higher education (>25%) Chile, Croatia,
Netherlands, Norway†, USA

(<5%) China, Egypt†, Estonia†,
Germany, Oman†, Singapore

Professional journalism
experience

(>45%) Egypt†, Germany,
Norway

(<15%) Australia, China,
Ethiopia†, Indonesia, Oman†,
Philippines, Qatar†, Mexico,
Serbia, UK

“Above average” economic
class (self-reported)

(>40%) Australia, Canada,
Denmark, Kazakhstan,
Netherlands, Oman, Qatar†,
South Africa, USA

(<25%) Albania, Egypt,
Ethiopia†, Indonesia,
Macedonia†, Philiphines,
Serbia

Proportion of educated fathers
(compared to OECD)@

Chile, Denmark, Mexico, South
Africa†, Indonesia†, Turkey

Australia, Austria, Canada, UK

@=only OECD countries †=outlier countries

Second, while the analysis singles out some countries as interesting outliers
which merit closer examination as deviant cases, e.g. Philippines (low age),
Ethiopia (many males, low economic class), Qatar (high economic class),
Norway (many with higher education and previous academic experience),
Germany (few with higher education), Chile (many with academic backgrounds,
fewer with work experience) etc., the relationships between the societies and the
social recruitment of journalism students are clearly complex, and do not neatly
sort into geographical boundaries, media systems or political or developmental
characteristics of the nations involved. This is of course not to say that there are
no such patterns. For example, in countries where higher education is less
common, often few journalism students have completed a previous academic
degree, and they are often younger. But not always.

The great variety in recruitment identified between schools of journalism -
often in the same countries - suggest that a focus on the aggregated, national
level to explain such differences need to always be accompanied by close
attention into the variations between journalism schools.
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Additional tables and figures

Table A1: Selected properties of journalism students, by country. Mean (age) and
proportions (male, having some form of previous paid journalistic experience or
previous academic degree)
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Table A2: Selected properties of journalism students´ bacgrounds, by country.
Proportions having a father, mother or both with master degree or some form of
higher education, and growing up in a home with economic conditions below or
above average.
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1. New Zealand is removed due to having only 2 students in this category. Also note

that the numbers for Macedonia are based on only 11 students.

2. OECD (2017: Table C3.1a), data for 2012. Tertiary-type A programs (ISCED 5A) are

“largely theory-based programmes designed to provide suffiient qualifications for

entry to advanced research programmes and professions with high skill

requirements”. Type B-programs are often shorten and of more vocational kind.

3. Ibid.

4. Controlled for country.

5. Table C1.4

6. Only schools where the sample of undergraduate students >20 is included.

7. Pairwise corrleations for countries (undergraduates: AgeMale -.28, AgePaid.exp .35,

AgePrev.degree .05, MalePaid.exp .34, MalePrev.degree .30, Paid.expPrev.degree .33.


