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“To Me, It’s Normal Journalism” Professional Perceptions of
Investigative Journalism and Evaluations of Personal
Commitment
Pauline Cancela, David Gerber and Annik Dubied

Academy of Journalism and Media, University of Neuchâtel, Neuchâtel, Switzerland

ABSTRACT
This paper examines how professionals define investigative
journalism, which criteria they use to assess their and others’
work, and how they apply them. Based on 23 in-depth interviews
with Swiss journalists, our research sheds new light on
professionals’ normative assumptions, and provides insights on
how to think about investigative journalism more generally.
Implicit and explicit professional definitions reveal a shared
conception of journalism, which has strong normative
implications. According to their narratives, professionals rely on a
gradual and multilevel definition of investigative journalism, while
often talking about it as an absolute. Rather than a discrete
category, “investigative journalism” is best seen as existing on a
continuum between full-fledged investigative endeavor and the
most basic reporting, with the main cursor being the personal
commitment: professionals value the extent of efforts provided
during the investigative process, as much as other constitutive
elements such as exposing breaches of public trust. They built on
a mix of various elements regarding what constitutes
investigative journalism. We distinguished three types of defining
criteria: motive, extent of efforts and technique involved. These
criteria counterbalance each other in practice. Arguably, these
gradual conceptions allow for adjustments between a clear-cut
ideal and the real work context.
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Introduction

Journalism is arguably undergoing profound reconfigurations in a context often deemed
hostile or at least increasingly difficult. The erosion of audiences for journalistic infor-
mation has been affecting all traditional media. Economic considerations are reshaping
managerial and editorial decisions. There are numerous signs of public mistrust of the
media. And, finally, journalism is experiencing an identity crisis resulting from new tech-
nologies and its loss of monopoly on information and communication (Donsbach 2009).
Following other less techno-economical perspectives, journalism’s crises are better
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understood as cultural expressions of shifting values, discourses and practices (Alexander
2016). Whatever the causes behind the crises of journalism, investigative journalism
appears as a promising field for renewal or evolution of journalism.

The watchdog role of journalism—investigative reporting—is adapting to its austere media
environment. It is enduring, even thriving, in the digital age. […] It is in better shape than
other forms of journalism because of its value to corporate branding and/or the public inter-
est. Evidence-based investigative reporting re-establishes its publishers as quality media
outlets in the digital age—when competition for attention is fierce—by offering unique
public interest stories for which audiences are prepared to pay. (Carson 2019b)

The methods, tools and ethics of journalistic inquiry have become an object of discussion
increasingly taking place on an international level (Harcup 2015, 108). It is the subject of
symbolic struggles over the very definition of journalistic activity, while concentrating
core journalistic values, standards and methods in defense against the others fields of
information (Marchetti 2002; Matheson 2009; Neveu 2013). In the past decade, investiga-
tive journalism has received increased attention from scholars as a sub-field of journalism
studies (Carson 2019a).

Despite its public visibility, investigative journalism is surrounded by definitional
uncertainty, while its myths are enhanced by international leaks and fiction. Defining
what constitutes investigative journalism remains a challenge: be it a journalistic genre,
the practices of a specific subgroup of professionals, a marketing strategy or a pro-
fessional ideal, there are several conceptions of investigative reporting and a variety of
practices (Charon 2003; Bromley 2005; De Burgh 2008; Carson 2019a, 54). This is a
highly normative debate that this study doesn’t aim to resolve, because it refers to
several framings, traditions and contexts (Labarthe 2018). Rather, we aim to analyze
what conceptions of investigative journalism drive professional journalists, in order to
provide insights on how to better study watchdog journalism.

The swiss information media landscape makes for an interesting field of observation.
Journalism there is strongly professionalized, self-regulated and in the grip of media con-
centration. While it encompasses distinct linguistic and journalistic subcultures alongside
a strong vivacity of the press (Bonfadelli et al. 2011; Dingerkus et al. 2018), it is an engaging
illustration of the North-European media system, a “democratic corporatist model” follow-
ing Hallin and Mancini’s classification (2004). This means that Swiss journalists enjoy rela-
tive autonomy in the exercise of their profession with a strong protection of press
freedom, similar to the situation in Germany, Belgium, or in the Scandinavian countries
(press subsidies apart). The way investigative journalists experience their craft and their
professional identity in Switzerland is therefore likely comparable to the overall context
of North European countries. Furthermore, previous research has also shown that Swiss
journalists were similar to their peers in the global North (including France, Italy, Spain,
United Kingdom, United States and Australia) in terms of work conditions and role percep-
tions (Bonfadelli et al. 2011; Hanitzsch et al. 2011; Bonin et al. 2017).

Yet, academic research about watchdog reporters has largely focused on North Atlan-
tic countries, mainly the United states where investigative journalism is strongly devel-
oped (Ettema and Glasser 1998; Hallin and Mancini 2004, 233; Kaplan 2008; Carson
2019a). In the past twenty years, Europe has become an important venue for the devel-
opment of investigative reporting, with the recent spread of nonprofit structures (Baggi
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2011) and national or cross-border networks. Only few studies have been published about
European investigative journalists however, notably a report of the Dutch professional
network VVOJ (van Eijk 2005) and more recent PhD works (e.g. Descamps 2017; Labarthe
2019a).

Building on Swiss professionals’ narratives, this paper tries to contribute to this expand-
ing field. It aims at understanding how investigative journalism takes shape by analyzing
and comparing explicit and implicit professional discourses in the Swiss media landscape,
based on 23 in-depths interviews with what can be called watchdog reporters.

Thus, our research questions focused on the particularities of such journalists, their
conceptions of investigative journalism, and their insights into their own practice: how
they define investigative journalism, which criteria they use to assess their and other’s
work, and how they apply them.

The paper first develops on the main concepts related to our research question, and
describes the methodology used. Followed by a presentation and discussion of our
results in two parts. First, we outline our two main observations, namely that respondents
share an ideal conception of journalism, while experiencing difficulties in defining and
theorizing work processes that appear natural and instinctive to them. When it comes
to defining investigative journalism, journalists show forms of reluctance, which can be
explained both by the difficulty of defining a vague object and by the “refusal” to
make it a specific category of journalism. We relate this to the widespread perception
that investigative journalism is not just another form but the very essence of journalism.
The unity of the field of journalism is also at stakes.

Second, we develop on the fact that professionals rely on a gradual and multilevel
definition, while experiencing investigative journalism as a clear-cut category at the
same time. Respondents show flexibility in their discourses about what constitutes inves-
tigative work when assessing their own practice and their peers. This suggests a conti-
nuum between a full-fledged investigative endeavor and the most basic reporting,
with the main cursor being the personal commitment and the extent of efforts provided
during the investigative process. A range of other parameters, namely the degree of rev-
elation, the extent of exposed wrongdoing and so on, takes shape on this continuum. We
describe them and argue that they allow journalists to make adjustments between their
ideals and their practice.

Definition of Investigative Journalism

There is no unanimity on the definition of investigative journalism, either in the scientific
literature or among practitioners. At the very least, academics and professionals agree to
see it as an enthusiastic way to practice conventional reporting to the full extent of its
potential: a “critical and in-depth journalism” (van Eijk 2005, 12). It is considered the
“most active” form of reporting, following McQuail’s continuum of journalistic activity
—the continuum of initiative and activity (2013, 104). This means that investigative report-
ing, more than any other forms of journalism, supposes a lot of personal commitment
from the reporters. The idea of commitment is interesting as it allows for a complex
but functional definition to make sense of a vague concept, as we will see in the following.

Several scholars note that investigative journalism is a challenge to define, as it entails
a lot of different things, ranging from a particular cast of experienced journalists in a
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particular context, to a specific genre, not to mention its mythical nature (Marchetti 2002;
Charon 2003; Bromley 2005; De Burgh 2008; Harcup 2015; Carson 2019a). In France, for
instance, it previously referred to a certain type of journalism—also known as “journalism
des affaires” (Marchetti 2002; Charon 2003). In the United States, on the other hand, it
reflects an evolution of journalism focused on exposing wrongdoing, inherited from
the muckrakers and based on a methodology that took off in the post-Watergate
period (Hunter 1997; De Burgh 2008). “Over time it has been described in various ways:
watchdog or reform journalism, muckracking or exposure reporting, the fourth estate,
detective reporting, adversarial journalism, advocacy reporting, public interest journalism
and campaign journalism”, notes Carson (2019a).

Among scholars and journalists (Protess 1991; De Burgh 2008, 13; Hunter 2011; Plenel
2014; Carson 2019a), investigative journalism is often also described as “quality journal-
ism”. This implies that its subjects and methods are the same as in journalism in
general; and that its specificity resides in the extraordinarily high quality of work and
“in the manner in which [the reporter] conceptualizes a reporting project” (Aucoin
2005, 85). Some professionals are unwilling to define too precisely what they consider
to be a tautology or the very essence of journalism (Charon 2003, 160; Aucoin 2005).
This view considers investigative work as a fundamental component of journalistic
identity.

Investigative journalism goes beyond description and attributed opinion to uncover infor-
mation, typically about powerful individuals or organizations. Many investigative skills will
be used by “ordinary” journalists every day. […] The concept remains a vital part of the
self-identity even for journalists who themselves rarely conduct in-depth investigations.
(Harcup 2015, 108)

At the opposite, other scholars and professional experts in these definitional issues
defend a clear-cut conception of investigative journalism. As Ettema put it, this is
rather “a special enterprise, an extraordinary confluence of time, talent, and resources”
(Ettema et al. 2006, 126). The superiority of watchdog reporting distinguishes it from
other forms of journalism in the sense that it “contributes to the crafting of the moral
order” (Ettema and Glasser 1998, 185) by pointing out the malpractices and dysfunctions
that require public outrage. Famous US reporters and academics such as Brant Houston or
Mark Lee Hunter emphasize the specificity of the “genre”, which is thought to reach well
beyond the basic journalistic report and cannot be reduced to “good journalism” (Hunter
1997, 2011).

Contrary to what some professionals like to say, investigative journalism is not just good, old-
fashioned journalism that is well done. […] Investigative journalism involves exposing to the
public matters that are concealed—either deliberately by someone in a position of power, or
accidentally, behind a chaotic mass of facts and circumstances that obscure understanding. It
requires using both secret and open sources and documents. (Hunter 2011, 8)

The prestigious American nonprofit organization Investigative Reporters and Editors (IRE)
adopt this stance, even though its definition has been debated and expanded over the
years (Aucoin 2005). Today’s definition is “the reporting, through one’s own initiative
and work product, of matters of importance to readers, viewers or listeners. In many
cases, the subjects of the reporting wish the matters under scrutiny to remain
undisclosed”.
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Despite these contrasting points of view, both conceptions share the idea that inves-
tigative journalism consists of independently exposing wrongdoing based on collecting
information of public interest that was in some way concealed. Implicitly and often expli-
citly, this requires an unusual amount of effort, resources (time, money), methods and
tools. However, such views do not specify how much of any of the above is required
for a journalistic endeavor to qualify as investigative.

Based on the fundamentals of journalism, one could say that investigative journalism
“pushes these standards to the limit” (Lemieux 2001, 56). At a symbolic level, it encom-
passes “the core informational role of journalism” (McQuail 2013, 89). In this way investi-
gative journalism may share a set of techniques with conventional journalism, but it
pushes them to a higher level of complexity, requiring more skills and time to master
its “craft” (Kaplan 2013, 10).

In this perspective, any definition of investigative journalism refers to a journalistic
ideal. At a symbolic level, it entails a legitimizing function (Marchetti 2002) that plays a
key role for the field of journalism insofar as it also has external uses, allowing journalists
to reaffirm their professionalism. This is even more true since the boundaries of journalism
have been increasingly challenged and, with them, the legitimacy and unique compe-
tence of those who practice it (Neveu 2013). Following Neveu, the symbolic challenge
is now to defend oneself against threats to the exercise of the profession or the expansion
of journalistic and peri-journalistic practices, perceived as abuses: the rise of communica-
tors, blogs, fake news, “connivance journalism”, editorialists, etc. In the same time, this
journalistic ideal carries the risk of excluding other forms of legitimate journalistic practice
from the scope of professionalism, while including others that may have little to do with
methodologies specific to investigative reporting.

The continued use of reporting that appeared to rely on investigative techniques may be
regarded as a way of legitimating a range of activities as journalism. Media organizations
sought to mobilize investigative journalism to meet their own demands for marketable, sen-
sationalist and populist content. This was made more possible by journalism’s own indeter-
minacy over defining what investigative journalism was, and its weak sense of
professionalism. (Bromley 2005, 321)

Investigative Journalism as a Shared Set of Values and Practices

Our theoretical standpoint is based on the discursive conceptions of journalism (Brin,
Charron, and De Bonville 2004; Deuze 2004, 2005; Hanitzsch 2006, 2007; Hanitzsch and
Vos 2017). In this perspective, journalism is understood as “a particular set of ideas and
practices by which journalists, consciously and unconsciously, legitimate their role in
society and render their work meaningful for themselves and others” (Hanitzsch 2007,
369; see also Ruellan 2007, 88). We consider that investigative journalism can be
studied in the same vein: as a shared set of values and practices by a given group of prac-
titioners in a given context, which extends beyond a genre or a conception limited to jour-
nalistic fundamentals: an “occupational ideology” following Hanitzsch.

This approach allows us to apprehend a set of practices and representations shared by
a group of actors with unclear professional boundaries (Ruellan 2007; Descamps 2017). It
emphasizes professional discourses and their legitimization function in parallel with the
practices.
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In this way, we can draw from subjective discourses a shared, intersubjective truth (that
of the actors) and begin to identify the reasons for the gap between discourses and prac-
tices, between journalistic roles and their concrete realization; objects that remain under-
studied in the literature (Raemy, Beck, and Hellmueller 2018).

Methodology

Observing the making of investigative journalism is challenging for several reasons. In
practice as in theory, the line between “regular” journalism and investigative journalism
remains blurry: when do we move from one to the other? In addition, the sensitivity of
some stories keeps investigative processes behind closed doors, making the work near
impossible to observe. Narratives and the question of the definition are thus the first
key elements of our study.

With this in mind, we opted for semi-directive interviews with a narrative focus inspired
by the life story interviews defended by Bertaux (2016) and Kaufmann’s methodology
(2011). Narrative interviews are of particular interest “to address issues related to the
meaning that actors attribute to events or their actions; to events themselves; to rep-
resentations; to values or (in a more descriptive perspective) to practices” (Derèze 2009,
107, our translation). We combined this with an exploratory observational fieldwork in
three different investigative units.

The predominant challenge for the selection of respondents was that investigative
journalists do not form a proper distinctive group in Switzerland. While few news
outlets have dedicated investigative teams and there is a national organization aiming
to unite professionals interested in investigative reporting, our exploratory research
showed that the journalists producing investigative work are to be found in various
places and situations. Also, far from all eligible journalists participate in this national
network which hasn’t yet successfully developed its’ community. This is also a
“symptom” of the vagueness already mentioned above that surrounds the definition of
investigative journalism… and investigative journalists. As De Burgh puts it:

An investigative journalist is a man or woman whose profession is to discover the truth and to
identify lapses from it in whatever media may be available. The act of doing this generally is
called investigative journalism and is distinct from apparently similar work done by police,
lawyers, auditors and regulatory bodies in that it is not limited as to target, not legally
founded and usually earns money for media publishers. (De Burgh 2008, 22)

This description leads to the potential integration of any journalist into the group of inves-
tigators. Besides, in Switzerland, very few journalists can dedicate themselves to investi-
gative missions only. Rather than looking for a clear-cut list of professionals, we thus
identified journalists who could be said to be somehow deemed to be investigating at
least occasionally—most of the time unlikely to present themselves as investigators as
a matter of fact.

We used a combination of selection methods. We selected our respondents trough key
informants (experts of the field), our own professional network and preliminary knowl-
edge of the sector, “self-proclaimed” investigative journalists (i.e., presenting themselves
as such on their personal webpage or social media, for example) and “snowball” sampling.
To ensure the largest possible diversity of profiles in the corpus, we included borderline
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cases (1 journalist ostensibly not practicing in-depth reporting, 2 foreign journalists, 1
former journalist working for a NGO, 1 culture journalist, 1 very local journalist). The tar-
geted population is in fact constituted by very diverse journalistic profiles, including
managers.

Our final corpus consists of in-depth interviews (between 60 and 120 minutes each and
conducted between October 2017 and June 2019) with 23 journalists (11 female), whose
anonymity was preserved. Twenty of them worked in the Swiss French-speaking media
field at the time we collected the data and one journalist worked for a German-speaking
media. Two were senior French journalists. Out of the 23 journalists interviewed, 17
worked for the written press, and 14 were considered “confirmed” investigators in the
sense that they conduct in-depth investigation on a regular basis and are known for it
by their peers, most of them having won one or more awards. Given the market concen-
tration in the Swiss press, several of these journalists worked for the same publishers
(Tamedia and SSR, among others), but in different publications. In the following, we
choose to refer to them with pseudonyms.

Interviews were divided into four parts: (1) a description of the interviewees’ pro-
fessional activities and the organization of work in their media outlet, (2) narratives
about in-depth investigations conducted by the respondents, (3) their perceptions and
understandings regarding investigative journalism in general (definitions) and (4) pro-
fessional and educational paths which lead them to the current position. With an
open-ended approach, we decided not to confront the journalists to any available
definition of investigative journalism, and instead to let them describe their own con-
ceptions, sometimes outlining an explicit definition and sometimes implicitly suggesting
one through their narrated practices.

Regarding coding and analysis, we conducted a thematic content analysis of all inter-
view transcriptions, by applying codes to text segments with the help of qualitative analy-
sis software (Atlas-ti). The list of codes was created semi-inductively, starting with a set of
predefined themes based on the interview guide. Since the definition of investigative
journalism came out as a major theme in our transcripts, we focused our coding on
how the journalists’ expressed their views thereof. These expressed views were some-
times in strong contradiction with the narrated practices of the actual investigative
work experiences, and we decided to code for explicit as well as implicit criteria. Following
a basic content analysis procedure, these codes were assembled into categories, and the
categories were adapted and expanded as the coding progressed.

Results and Discussion

Despite a variety of profiles in our sample, our first analyses of the implicit and explicit
definitions of investigative journalism reveal a strong homogeneity on three aspects.
This section describes these three similarities found in our respondents’ narratives. We
then identify observed variations and suggest several interpretations.

First, all journalists referred to investigative journalism as a higher form of journalism—
more “successful”, “noble”, “demanding” or “complex” in the words of our interviewees.
This was an expected result, as the literature review suggests. Second, our interviewees
presented difficulties and reluctance when it came to defining investigative journalism,
which we relate to their explicit and implicit definitions. And third, the interviewees
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nuanced and adjusted their definition of investigative journalism depending on what they
were talking about. We argue that this allows them to develop a flexible viewpoint to
assess their own journalistic work and engagement, while maintaining an ideal con-
ception of investigative reporting.

Idealistic Conception and Definitional Challenges

Although it might seem that defining what constitutes investigative journalism is a basic
question, all of our interviewees either showed reluctance or encountered some difficulty
in formulating what precisely it meant to them. Few respondents were comfortable with
articulating a definition and many showed some sign of embarrassment or reluctance:
“I’ve always had a lot of trouble with this term, it makes me uncomfortable because we
all do the same job, more or less”, commented Peter for instance, an experienced inves-
tigator working for a country-wide publisher.

It proved easier for them to say what investigative journalism is not, which is con-
gruent with previous research (Lacan et al. 1994, quoted in Descamps 2017, 296). We
then started questioning the interviewees on this fact, and the obstacles to defining
investigative journalism became a topic of discussion in itself. A first explanation
that emerged was that to many of our interviewees, investigating was in fact what jour-
nalism in general is all about, as Patricia, a senior journalist in a regional daily newspa-
per, put it:

The word investigation, in a sense, doesn’t mean much because when you’re doing your job,
you’re always investigating a little.

Patricia’s remark suggests that there is no use for a proper definition of investigative jour-
nalism because it is an oxymoron, since journalism itself is about investigating. This idea,
as mentioned earlier, appears in both the professional and academic literature. Journalists
from very different backgrounds expressed a similar stance in our interviews. “Investi-
gation, to me, is the very essence of our profession”, said Gaelle, a young journalist
working for a local radio station. Melanie, an investigator in an I-team for a nation-wide
press group, also stated:

I consider it to be the most essential part of the practice of journalism; it is the closest thing to
the definition of journalism. To me, it’s normal journalism.

Given this common stance that investigative work represents the core of journalism, it is
obviously a challenge to identify what sets it apart. If it is just “normal journalism”, then
defining it implies defining what journalism in general is—or what it should be. Thus
saying something about investigative journalism has strong implications on how to
assess one’s own and others’ work. This is made clear for instance by Paul, working for
a rural daily newspaper: “Every journalist should investigate. That’s the point [of
journalism]”.

In addition, by stating a clear definition, one would at the same time specify the stan-
dards by which to measure the degree to which their own work is truly journalistic. Living
up to the ideals of investigative work can be quite difficult when juggling with day-to-day
news routines (Labarthe 2019b). Especially so for journalists working in local newsrooms
or small teams, with no explicit investigative prerogative at all.
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Michel, a specialist investigator working for a non-profit structure, underlined that
there is something at stakes relating to the unity of the field:

Well, I don’t really like the idea of making a distinction between journalism and investigative
journalism (…) it actually suggests a two-step journalism, two categories of journalists: those
who do what is the most noble art of journalism and then the others. And that’s fundamen-
tally wrong. Especially since this distinction is precisely the whole problem of the definition. It
is finally quite a challenge. […] Is an investigation about asking yourself a question in the
morning and then answering it in three phone calls or is it about spending months and pro-
ducing a book at the end? I don’t know really… You tell me, and then I can tell you if I have
already done any in my life or not (laughs).

The journalists are conscious of the definitional vagueness and the high expectations
about what makes an ideal investigative journalist. In fact, investigators were more
likely to attribute themselves some “investigative traits” rather than a particular label.
As they said, they prefer to identify themselves as journalists with a particular level of
“curiosity”, “courage”, “tenacity”, “critical thinking”, and so on. The open-ended discus-
sions that emerged in our interviews suggest that what makes journalism investigative
in the eyes of professionals is mainly a question of how they individually approach
their work. They spoke about “ways of approaching journalism”, “investigative reflexes”
and “investigative state of mind”. Eventually, all these things fall into the category of per-
sonal commitment:

The job, it remains the same. It’s the time we put in, the involvement we put in, uh… the
tenacity we can put in that will make the difference. (Peter, specialist senior journalist for a
large media group)

This is consistent with the notion of “degree of activity”, which according to McQuail
(2013, 104) acts as the distinctive criteria in evaluating journalistic activity. This
however raises the question of boundaries: from what point does journalism start to be
investigative?

Investigative reporter Jonathon Calvert described the time commitment this way: “some
stories you make five calls on, some twenty. When you are making a hundred, that’s investi-
gative journalism”. (De Burgh 2008, 7)

To our interviewees, investigative journalism simply refers to a form of advanced report-
ing. The line between basic reporting and investigative work is thus a moving one. It also
often comes with the underlying idea that there should always be more of it, a strong nor-
mative implication.

We found further insights with the narrative-oriented questions in our interviews,
where the journalists were asked to recount how they worked on one or several investi-
gative pieces. In these segments, we identified that when talking about—and simul-
taneously assessing—their own work, our respondents systematically relied on a
distinction between process (investigative work) and product (investigative publications).
When assessing their own work (answering our question: “what makes this piece investi-
gative?”), they would refer to the process involved. They would say: It was an in-depth
investigation, because I did this and that… . This was a good piece, because I did this in
that way… This way, the ideal conception of investigative journalism is made compatible
with each respondent’s experience.
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Ultimately then, professionals show amore flexible understanding of investigative jour-
nalism than idealized discourses suggest. We further describe this flexibility by looking at
how journalists rely on a gradual and multilevel conception of investigative work, which
makes it possible to be in agreement with both a purist understanding of what journalism
is and should be all about, and with the diversity of actual journalistic practices.

A Gradual and Multi-Level Investigative Commitment

To further understand how journalists deal with the difficulties of defining investigative
journalism as “just regular journalism”, we had to abandon a dichotomous categorization:
analyzing their narratives suggests that the definition unfolds on a continuum stretching
from basic reporting all the way to full-fledged investigative endeavor. The interviewees
used words like “levels”, “degrees”, “gradation” to talk about what counts as investigative
reporting. They also mentioned various investigative pieces as “models” or “best
examples”, some of which were “little stories” and others “big ones”.

Some respondents explicitly conceptualized this. For instance Sally, who was running a
small investigative unit in a local daily, said: “There are different degrees of investigations
… investigations at various levels”, and Fabrice, a journalist for the public broadcast told
us: “I don’t know if there are diverse forms of investigative work but maybe a gradation”.
When they were not explicit, interviewees’ explanations still referred to a gradual frame-
work in more implicit ways. For instance Richard, a senior local journalist, said:

When you’re the one who got the information, and you have to go check things out and
everything, you’re already de facto in the investigation mode, to a certain extent. But then,
when the stakes aren’t incredible, when there’s no anonymous stuff, then it’s just a little
investigation, I’d say. (our italics)

While coding the interview data for implicit and explicit definitions, it appeared that the
interviewees’ narratives built on a variable blend of elements regarding what constitutes
investigative journalism. These definitional elements, or criteria (Figure 1), appeared more
or less explicitly when the journalists were talking about their own practice or someone
else’s story. We compiled them and analyzed how they related to each other in the
narratives.

We gathered the criteria into three a-posteriori categories: motive, extent of efforts and
technique, each providing answers to one of three related questions: (1) what drives jour-
nalistic activity?, (2) what amount of work was provided?, and (3) what particular means or
techniques were deployed? They are all complementary indicators of what counts as an
“investigative commitment” of various degrees.

A first basic observation provided by this categorization is that the main defining
aspects of investigative journalism focus on civic engagement, rigor, method and depth;
which fits well with contemporary conceptions of investigative reporting mentioned
above.

Motive and Extent of Efforts as Key Criteria
Expectedly, we found criteria that match those provided by the professional and aca-
demic literature. A very common aspect was for instance the importance of Expose wrong-
doing and Reveal secrets:
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[Investigative journalism] is about uncovering facts that some people often wish they didn’t
want to see in writing, showing what one doesn’t really want to see. (Carole, investigative
journalist for the Sunday press)

However, these criteria were not deemed sufficient to qualify the work as an investigative
process. Interviewees were cautious not to endorse a conception of investigative journal-
ism reduced to what is called “revelation journalism” (Marchetti 2000). This caution might
stem from a growing sense of familiarity with a US-American investigative culture, as
suggested in Sally’s statement:

When I was in New York, American journalists were saying ‘Yes, the French talk about inves-
tigations, but all they know how to do is scare things away and their investigations are uni-
lateral; they rely on a good leak and that’s enough to say it’s an in-depth investigation. We go
deeper, we do a pre-investigation, we don’t rely only on a leak, but we start from that leak to
build something, to look further’.

Disclosing secret facts or breaking the news alone does not guarantee that there was an
in-depth investigation process. This distinction was very clear in our respondents’ state-
ments, such as in Alice’s wording, a local journalist in a small I-team:

There must be a whole job behind an investigative piece that highlights a machinery, a dys-
function. Just because you a get a confidential record does not mean […] You just pass on a
document; you’re just an intermediary.

The criteria hardly materialize all together in practice and they are permutable: they
can be used to fill in, as our respondents’ narratives suggest. Each criterion is not of
equal importance, but none is sufficient or even necessary, at least in its completed
form. Only by combining several criteria was it possible to apply the label “investiga-
tive”, meaning none of these criteria is sufficient by itself. A story with no reported
illegality nor a revelation of secrets, for instance, can still qualify as investigative, as
Alice stated, because it took a lot of work and provided a new original angle
(Novelty):

Figure 1. Set of criteria of investigative journalistic commitment.
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All the data were public. But you have to go get them, and then you have to report them. No
one else was going to look for them, no one had thought that [it could be interesting]. To me,
that is still in-depth investigation.

Along with Reveal secrets, Expose wrongdoing and Novelty, the Initiative criterion was often
crucial to our respondents. “I wasn’t given any information, I was the one who dug it up, I
wasn’t brought anything. I asked questions and then I dug until I got it, until I could recon-
stitute a truth”, explained Patricia when describing her story. “As soon as you’re not at the
origin of the story, you’re just a spokesperson”, said Melanie.

Although the criteria of the group “Motives” (Expose wrongdoing, Reveal secrets,
Novelty, etc.) are usually those invoked in explicit discourses, journalists’ narratives
often resort to the extent of efforts (for instance Initiative, but also other criteria such
as Time and money, Quantity of sources,…) to claim legitimacy as “investigative”. In
other words, the amount of work is just as important as the underlying motive.

In addition, elements regarding the techniques and methods process were mentioned.
Certain type of tools and methods (datajournalism, “shoeleather” fieldwork) and sources
(confidential, high-level) are seen as more investigative than others, which confirms the
trend noted above. The ways stories are told (Storytelling) was also mentioned as an indi-
cator: a compelling demonstration, a step-by-step narrative, etc. But overall our respon-
dents regarded these elements as secondary when evaluating an investigative story.
Which is why they will not be detailed here.

Arguably, the continuum we presented above allows practitioners to make sense of
their work while staying in agreement with an ideal gold standard. The model suggests
the standards a perfect in-depth story would have to comply with: meeting and maximize
all the criteria identified in Figure 1. However, in order to qualify as investigative, a story
requires only a combination of these criteria, those regarding “Motives” and “Extent of
efforts” being central.

Conclusion

Our interview data shows that there is a shared sense of the importance of investigative
journalism, which sets the standards of good if not the best journalism. This entails a
strong normative implication which is at odds with actual practice however, since
these standards aren’t always met. It is consistent with a conception of investigative jour-
nalism as an occupational ideology (Hanitzsch 2007). The disconnection between ideal
and practice is nothing new to journalism studies, but our research takes a closer look
at how it is built into professionals’ conceptions of investigative journalism.

The analysis of the explicit and implicit definitions of our respondents shows that they
endorse far more nuanced conceptions of investigative journalism than one might
expect. Interviewees’ narratives built on a mix of various elements used to specify what
constitutes investigative journalism. We distinguished three types of defining criteria:
motive, extent of efforts and technique involved. These criteria hardly materialize simul-
taneously in practice and they are permutable: they can be used to fill in for and counter-
balance each other. Professionals rely on a gradual and multilevel definition. We showed
how, to them, investigative journalism exists on a continuum between a full-fledged
investigative endeavor and the most basic reporting.
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The empirical scope of our research was restricted to a reduced linguistic area, in a
single small country, but whose situation is comparable to other (European) countries
on these points (Hallin and Mancini 2004; Bonfadelli et al. 2011; Bonin et al. 2017).
Given these similarities we described earlier, we believe that the idea of a continuum
which allows for intermediary forms of investigative work can help understand journalistic
realities beyond geographical boundaries. This speaks in favor of taking into account the
multiple aspects of investigative journalism rather than a single elitist definition, which
would exclude various forms of in-depth journalistic work. And it has significant impli-
cations for instance when thinking about investigative journalism in a newsroom; by sep-
arating journalists entitled to investigate from the others, the latter are disqualified even
though they share the same occupational ideology.

Our results also suggest that professionals engage with investigative journalism in a
perspective of personal commitment. Interviewees tend to value the extent of efforts
that were deployed for a given story, and not just traditional constitutive elements
such as exposing wrongdoing and revealing news of public interest. We can hypothesize
that this dimension of personal commitment is key to the experience of journalists enga-
ging in investigating a story. This centrality of personal commitment in journalists’ rep-
resentations is also noteworthy given the collective effort often required by
investigative work, especially in large-scale consortiums or networks. This and the
results presented above raise three further questions which fit into our wider research
program.

First, the question of how the criteria journalists use relate to the individuals’ status and
their organizations’ specificities. For instance, the interviewees’ narratives seem to vary
based on their professional status. The width of the continuum of possible investigative
commitment seems to be inversely proportional to the status of investigator: the less
“legitimate” the journalist, the blurrier the line between conventional reporting and inves-
tigation. An “illegitimate” journalist would be one who does not enjoy a formal recog-
nition—job title, awards won, official member of a dedicated unit—from their peers,
even if they may conduct in-depth investigations.

Second, these insights about definitional stances of professional journalists can
provide a basis to applied studies in the management of investigative journalism. Com-
bined with other data and methods, such as observational newsroom fieldwork, the
analysis of investigative criteria might help shed light on the conditions and managerial
strategies to help more journalists in the newsroom to engage in investigative work.

Third, this analytical perspective should be applied to cases in other linguistic and cul-
tural contexts. In French, the term “investigative journalism” translates quite easily with
“journalisme d’investigation” or “journalisme d’enquête” but depending on the journalis-
tic vocabulary in use in a given language, the scope of relevant criteria may vary. Extend-
ing the research to other local cultures of journalism and structural (legal, political,
economic) contexts will also provide interesting results to compare to.

These avenues of research are increasingly important given that the field of journalism
is searching to consolidate or re-establish its democratic function and that investigative
journalism is often considered crucial in this regard. How to enhance the role and the
image of journalism are key issues, and the positive aura of investigative journalism
can imbue journalists, perhaps encouraging them to push their investigative commitment
further up the continuum to perfect their motives, efforts and technique. Celebrating
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investigative journalism uncritically may on the contrary produce the undesired effect of
embroiling journalists in a mythical, self-justifying conception, which would be sterile in
terms of renewal of the field.
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