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Ordinary People Regularly Reported? Looking for Patterns in
the Presence of Ordinary Citizens in Television News in 20
European Countries
Knut De Swerta and Ine Kuypersb

aAmsterdam School of Communication Research, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, Netherlands;
bDepartment of Political Science, University of Antwerp, Antwerp, Belgium

ABSTRACT
Typically, ordinary people are not the main target sources on
television newsmakers’ radars. Power and higher expertise make
other types of sources safer and more attractive to them,
although journalists may have commercial and/or idealistic
reasons to use ordinary people in the news nonetheless. This
study tries to map the use of ordinary citizens in the news across
Europe, looking for similarities and differences and tries to link the
findings to some of the reasons that may lead to (more) inclusion
of ordinary citizens in the news. Three different types of ordinary
citizens are distinguished and compared between countries,
taking into account various types of news topics and the type of
broadcaster (public or private). To answer these questions, we use
a large dataset containing 28,756 (speaking) actors appearing in
news items from 1096 news broadcasts from 41 television news
broadcasters in 20 (mostly European) countries, taken from a 28-
day constructed sample (2016), identical for all 41 broadcasters.
Findings reveal rather large differences, mainly between countries,
while also broadcaster types and topics influence the presence of
ordinary citizens in the news. Generally, national contexts seem to
matter (even) more than the commercial nature of broadcasters.
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news sources; comparative
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Introduction

Nowadays, ordinary people are found to be largely present in (Western) European televi-
sion news (Cushion 2018; Hopmann and Shehata 2011). Although contested, some studies
in The Netherlands (Kleemans, Schaap, and Hermans 2017; Pantti and Husslage 2009) and
Belgium (Beckers and Walgrave 2015; Beckers and Van Aelst 2019; De Swert et al. 2008)
even claim a trend towards a further increase of their inclusion in the news. This study
wants to add to these mostly single-country based findings by applying a cross-country
comparative approach. Differences between countries and broadcasters may give
insight into the different ways ordinary people are voiced in the news in different contexts.
We will also distinguish different types of ordinary people, i.e., those ordinary people
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somehow personally involved with the item, those who act as a role exemplar, and the
pure vox pops who are totally interchangeable with any other person on the street. The
differences found in this study can help the field to become more conceptually clear
and apply the necessary caution generalizing single-country findings, leading to more
valid normative implications of research results on the use of ordinary people as news
sources.

There used to be a time when newsmakers were focused on elite sources and experts
(De Keyser and Raeymaeckers 2012; Grabe, Zhou, and Barnett 1999), as they were mainly
preoccupied with credibility and political balance (Gans 1979; Sigal 1973). That was a time
when first politics, and thereafter also news media, were the dominant elements in the tri-
angle of political communication, in their battle largely marginalizing the public’s visibility
in the news (Brants and De Haan 2010), and if present, reducing them to curlicues and
curiosa. This has dramatically changed, with increased commercial pressure for nearly
all news broadcasters (Croteau, Hoynes, and Hoynes 2006), with the individualization of
news consumption due to the internet and social media, and with the louder appeals
to “the people” by (mainly) populist politicians and social movements (Brants and van
Praag 2017). This cocktail is described to lead to media populism, a situation in which
media, sometimes led by certain elites, rather tailor to the demands of the audience
(Esser, Stępińska, and Hopmann 2017; Mazzoleni 2008). Growing tabloidization of the
media and the bigger role of entertainment and personalization in the news making
process are often said to go hand in hand with a more prominent role of ordinary
people or vox pops in the news (Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, and Beentjes 2005;
Beckers 2017). This is often seen as a sign of declining news quality. On the other hand,
including ordinary people in the news may also be a much more positive indication of
the way news media fulfill their role in democracy. Using regular people as news
sources can be an important and direct approach to hold the politicians in power accoun-
table on behalf of the general public. More ordinary people in the news can diminish the
monopoly position of elite sources (Beckers 2017) and give access to more diverse voices.
The more a democracy evolves in the direction of a participatory or even a deliberative
democracy (Strömbäck 2005), the more value active participation and visibility of citizens
gets. Therefore, a normative evaluation of the use of ordinary people in the news requires
nuances beyond their mere (quantitative) presence and depends on the model of democ-
racy one has in mind.

It is still up for debate whether the public actually has much control over when and how
people are represented in the news. Contrary to the well-known and extensively studied
power battle between politicians and journalists as chefs determining the news menu, not
much is known about the role of ordinary citizens in this respect. Journalists may have self-
empowering considerations, linked to the opportunity ordinary citizens provide them to
gain (back) power over political actors. A main advantage ordinary citizens have for jour-
nalists, especially in the form of “vox pops” or “men/women in the street”, is that they are
numerous, so journalists are able to cherry-pick them and their opinions according to what
suits their news story best, rather than to represent public opinion. As Lefevere, De Swert,
and Walgrave (2012, 116) state, they could be seen as “puppets on a string held by journal-
ists”. When Cushion (2018) studied the use of vox pops during recent British election cam-
paigns, he concluded that vox pops serve the preconceived narratives of journalists rather
than to portray a representative picture of public opinion. A normative assessment of this
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then depends on the intentions of the journalist and/or media organization, which are
elements we cannot consider with our data, but which we need to be aware of at all
times while interpreting the results.

Clearly, precipitate generalizations based on typically single-country studies and often
vaguely defined notions of ordinary people may not give a sufficient basis to normatively
evaluate this phenomenon in the context of the role of news media in modern democra-
cies. This paper adds a broad comparative account of the presence of different types of
regular people in the news across Europe. The differences found can give this research
field the clues they need to move further into explanatory research. This may also fuel
up the academic and societal debate about the position of the general public in the
news making process, questioning –also at the country level- to what extent the use of
ordinary people in the news is in line with the role of the media in its particular model
of democracy.

Why do ordinary people get a voice in television news?

Following Grabe, Zhou, and Barnett (1999), this study considers as “ordinary people” all
citizen sources who are presented in the news as “unknown” to the general public and
unaffiliated to any organization. Traditionally, journalists do not consider ordinary
people as the best information providers. The traditional journalistic routines and practices
are a clear disadvantage for ordinary citizens to get a voice in the news (Lewis, Wahl-Jor-
gensen, and Inthorn 2004; Reich 2015). Driven by the need for credibility, which elite news
sources have more than ordinary citizen sources (Miller and Kurpius 2010) and the con-
sideration that elites’ opinions have a much greater societal impact, journalists rather
turn to official sources, representatives and experts (Austin and Dong 1994; Bennett, Lawr-
ence, and Livingston 2007; Cottle 2000; Gans 1979). However, several reasons have been
coined why ordinary people would be used in television news nonetheless (Hopmann and
Shehata 2011; Vliegenthart and Boukes 2018). These can have two very different bases:
commercial considerations and idealistic motives.

First, commercial considerations build on the fact that ordinary people are widely avail-
able, at barely any cost, potentially reducing the production costs for newsmakers in an
increasingly competitive news environment (McManus 1994; Vliegenthart and Boukes
2018). At the same time, using ordinary citizens is also considered a good technique to
add vividness to the news and making the news more proximate to individual news con-
sumers, attracting viewers or avoiding them to lose interest in overly general, abstract or
elite-focused news (Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, and Beentjes 2005).

Second, idealistic considerations of how good journalism can and should work, are
often built on the ideas of civic journalism or public journalism, a set of “journalistic
ideals and practices, which emphasize the importance of citizen involvement in the jour-
nalistic process and public discussion” (Ahva 2013, 791). Kurpius (2003) even explicitly dis-
cussed civic journalism as a countermovement to the commercial pressures mentioned
above. Yet another example of an ideal-type of journalism involving active citizen input
is “public quality news” by Costera Meijer (2003), who tried to overcome the criticism
that this kind of news would not be quality news due to the lack of the (dominant) pres-
ence of power elites. In this approach, ordinary citizens are voiced in the news as a serious
alternative for power elite sources, complementing or even replacing them as sources in
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the news. In this line of thinking, using ordinary citizens can be a tool to truly engage citi-
zens in political discourse, which benefits society and democracy. Views on journalism and
the need for such public engagement (and the particular ways this is done) are likely to
vary by country because of different journalistic traditions, education and professional
socialization. These journalistic cultures, defined by Hanitzsch (2007) as “a particular set
of ideas and practices by which journalists legitimate their role in society and render
their work meaningful”, differ by country and region. The professional ethics of journalists
are largely determined by the national contexts within which they work (Berkowitz, Limor,
and Singer 2004; Hanitzsch et al. 2011).

In varying degrees, these reasons may lead journalists to give voice to ordinary people
in their reporting. If commercial reasons prevail, we would expect a much more similar use
of ordinary citizens across countries than if it depends more on the journalistic culture.
From the rare comparative studies (over time) enlightening us about this, the findings
of Cushion (2018) stand out, pointing out that second-order elections come with more
vox pops in the news, mainly commenting on the importance of the elections. This indi-
cates that UK newsmakers were inspired by more than just a commercial interest to air
ordinary people’s voices, since they show variation following the political context.
Others were more interested in general trends over time (e.g., Hopmann and Shehata
2011), but results from studies like that are very inconclusive (Reich 2015) and due to
the various contexts they are dealing with, they do not allow for general conclusions.
Up till now, these studies have been waiting for cross-country comparative studies to
compare contexts. A notable exception is the comparative study by Belo, Godo, De
Swert, Sendin and Cohen (2013), but this study was primarily interested in the differences
between foreign and domestic news, lacked a specific categorization of ordinary people
(focusing on “low status”) and had a global perspective with probably too many contextual
differences between the studied countries. The main findings were that ordinary citizens
were largely present in news across the globe, but not as much in countries with large
media control like China and Egypt. Moreover, Belo et al. (2013) found clear but largely
unexplained country differences in the presence of ordinary citizens in foreign versus
domestic news. Another interesting study in this respect is the Worlds of Journalism initiat-
ive, a comparison of journalistic cultures across 18 countries (Hanitzsch et al. 2011). Particu-
larly interesting to our study is that they do not only focus on Western democracies but
also include developing or transitioning countries like Russia and Turkey, noting that in
such countries, the watchdog role of journalists is much less prevalent due to high
levels of media control and low levels of press freedom (Pasti, Chernysh, and Svitich
2012). At the same time, Turkey proved to have a high market orientation, leading
again to (very different, commercial) reasons to include ordinary citizens. Our study will
be able to compare the use of ordinary people as sources across contexts, with a larger
and more geographically focused (European) 20-country sample. Only this way, we can
know whether voicing ordinary people in the news is a general phenomenon or rather
contingent on context.

That is why the first research question is whether ordinary people are as clearly present
in the news everywhere in Europe, and if not, whether differences in presence can shed
light on the conditions under which ordinary people become an important part of the
news.

RQ1. Are ordinary people equally important sources in television news across Europe?
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In line with theoretical considerations aligning the grown attention for the public in the
news with larger societal trends like individualization and commercialization which are
playing beyond the single country context, we expect ordinary people to be a consider-
able part of the news in all European countries, but not necessarily alike. Theories like med-
iatization suggest that trends in the relationship between media and politics are
multidimensional and not linear (Brants and van Praag 2017; Strömbäck 2005). Media
systems, and more specifically the conditions under which journalists have to work,
differ by country (Brüggemann et al. 2014) and over time. According to Hanitzsch and
Mellado (2011) there are political, economic, institutional and organizational influences
on the production of news, and these influences and how powerful they are, vary
between countries. Where professionalization is low, commercial pressure is high, and
working conditions do not allow reporters the time to collect their own news sources
for a story. For example, under these circumstances, one could expect citizens to be
less present in the news at the expense of politicians, who are good at reaching (and
sometimes pressuring) journalists with their network, resources, and experience, reducing
journalists’ costs of gathering information with “information subsidies” (Berkowitz and
Adams 1990). Not everywhere, journalists see themselves embracing the rather adversarial
role of holding those in power to account in the name of the general public, at least not to
the same extent. For example Deuze (2002) found rather large differences relevant to the
use of ordinary sources between journalists of Germany (least adversary of government
officials and businesses and least concerned about reaching a broad audience), the UK
(most adversarial, most concerned about a broad audience) and The Netherlands
(middle position), three countries represented in this study.

Also within-country differences in commercialization may play a role, for example the
difference between private and public ownership. As Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, and
Beentjes (2005) suggest, ordinary citizens add vividness to a newscast, which could be a
crucial element attracting a larger audience. That is utterly important in a media landscape
that is increasingly commercialized, where public funds are cut down for public service
broadcasters and advertiser revenues are shrinking for private news broadcasters
(Croteau, Hoynes, and Hoynes 2006). At first glance, it may sound logical to expect
private broadcasters to be most affected by this pressure, since the connection
between viewer ratings and advertisement revenues (and ultimately survival) is more
direct than for public service news broadcasters. In comparative study of television
news in 14 countries, Arbaoui, De Swert and Van der Brug (2020) found that vivid story-
telling, operationalized by the use of ordinary people in the news, was significantly
more present in private compared to public television news. However, other studies
about this hardly found any difference (e.g., Kleemans, Schaap, and Hermans 2017). This
suggests that public broadcasters also have their arguments to use ordinary citizens.
Viewer ratings may be equally important to them, in this case to justify governmental/
public support, or they feel the need to follow suit when a private competitor decides
to give prominence to ordinary citizens in their newscasts. If the amount of ordinary
people used in the news is much more different between countries than between
private and public broadcasters within a country, we could maybe counter-argue a
quite common expectation about content differences between private and public
broadcasters.
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RQ2. Are ordinary people more present in private news broadcasts than in public service
newscasts?

A third question that needs to be addressed is whether the use of ordinary people is
confined to certain news topics. This may give us a better impression of the reasons
why ordinary people are used in the news. Studies like Pantti and Husslage (2009) and
Kleemans, Schaap, and Hermans (2017) have done this, but we will use another, shorter
list of topics (pure politics, policy-related news, and event-related news). Typically, news
is not only about politics and policy. Television news contains considerable levels of
event-related news, often referred to as soft news, although it may be better to avoid
this last term since it is very contested and has many confusing operationalizations (Rein-
emann et al. 2012). According to a study by De Swert, Belo, Kamhawi, Lo, Mujica, Porath
and Cohen (2013), in a European context, this can vary from barely 60 percent (Italy) to
80 percent policy/politics related news (Germany), either way leaving a large part of the
news to purely event-related news like human interest stories and cultural events. If
most ordinary people are voiced in the latter stories, this would point towards predomi-
nantly commercial considerations, while if they are more used in political or policy-
related news items, that may indicate that ordinary people’s opinions are (also) voiced
contributing to societal debate.

RQ3. Are ordinary people equally present in news items, regardless of their topic?
For all three research questions above, it may matter which kind of ordinary people are

considered in the analysis. As Kleemans, Schaap, and Hermans (2017) already found out,
there is a big difference between presenting ordinary people who were directly involved in
the news event or have a specific reason to be part of the report because of anything par-
ticular they have seen or done, compared to an interchangeable citizen, who has no
specific involvement with the news topic other than any other regular citizen. This
latter category of ordinary people can be referred to with the more commonly used
term “vox pops”. While also the presence of other ordinary people (like witnesses and
exemplars from affected groups) in the news matters, and they do get full consideration
in this paper, the pure representation of ordinary people by vox pops may be a finer and
more enlightening indicator of the importance of the voice of ordinary people in the news.
Therefore, we will consider these different types of ordinary people separately in our analy-
sis of the above research questions, which will allow us to answer our fourth research
question:

RQ4. Do different types of ordinary citizens in the news occur to the same extent, and if not,
are there any patterns to be observed?

Data & methods

To answer the research questions in this study we applied a quantitative content analysis
on a large-scale comparative dataset. We collected TV newscasts from twenty (nearly)
European countries: Belgium (Flanders and Wallonia separately1), Bulgaria, France,
Germany, Greece, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Russia, Serbia, Sweden,
Switzerland, Spain, The Netherlands, Turkey and United Kingdom. With our selection of
countries we strive to cover all different geographic regions in Europe, although Eastern
Europe is slightly less represented in the sample, and even some countries at (or just
over) the borders of Europe like Israel, Russia and Turkey. Various media systems are
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represented in this sample, varying in the strength of market mechanisms, level of com-
petition and the role of the state. In Russia, for example, we see a strong control and
influence of the political elite on the public broadcasters and of the economic elite on
the private broadcasters. News editors can feel the owners’ influence and may include
their opinions while considering general guidelines for news policy (Koltsova 2001). As
another example, the Turkish media system is characterized by mass commercialism
where the incorporation of entertainment in informative programs is very common and
the distinction between hard news and editorial comments has virtually vanished (Kaya
and Çakmur 2010). However, also in Turkey journalists experience low autonomy. Includ-
ing all this variety, this dataset should provide a robust check of similarity, which is necess-
ary to answer our main research question about the generalizability of single-country
findings about the presence of ordinary people in the news. If less free media systems
like Turkey, Russia and to some extent Serbia would stand out, this would point at the
need for future research to study these systems more in depth to uncover the particular
factors leading to such differences.

For each country an equal amount of newscasts from the public channel and largest
private broadcaster (in terms of reach for their main newscasts) was recorded and ana-
lyzed. For every country and every channel we selected the most prominent evening
newscast available, with as leading criterion the viewer ratings of the newscasts.
Because news is very sensitive for (large) event bias, we used a constructed sample of
28 newscasts per broadcaster, to assure that all days of the week were equally represented
and that the sample was spread over time, avoiding consecutive days to be coded. Never-
theless, we need to acknowledge dominant news topics in the sample, like the Brussels
terrorist attacks at the beginning and the Brexit referendum at the end. The sample
period ran from 11/03/2016 to 27/06/2016, allowing for as little interference of national
parliamentary elections as possible in the selected countries. The sample had a random
starting point and a four-day interval. The same days were coded for all broadcasters. In
total 1094 newscasts (including 31.281 actors) were coded. Opening headlines, announce-
ments (of later news items or other TV programs), and commercials were not coded. For
this study, we also excluded sports news and weather forecasts. Actors that could not be
categorized because of lacking information were made missing. In total 28.756 actors were
left in the analysis.

All newscasts were split into news items and coded manually. Coders were recruited
from University of Antwerp and the University of Amsterdam and were selected based
on their specific language skills and availability for training sessions at either one of the
two training sites. Coders were financially compensated for both their training and
coding efforts according to the ruling standards. Only coders who were native speakers,
or had an equivalent high level in the required languages were engaged in the coding
process. They were trained intensively (in English) and had to pass several reliability
tests before starting the coding process. During the actual coding process, the Inter-
coder reliability of all variables used in the analysis was also calculated (Krippendorff’s
alpha values are reported in Table 1), based on a sample of 52 (English-spoken, but
besides that randomly selected) news items coded by five of the coders. Reliability of
the actor-based variables was excellent, while reliability of the topics was acceptable to
good.
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In this study, we will analyze the data at the actor-level. An actor is defined as any
person in the news who communicates for at least three seconds or one sentence (speak-
ing, singing, sign language) on screen, with the exception of news anchors and reporters
(they were excluded). Unfortunately, a limitation of this study is that we did not register
what the ordinary people actually said, as Beckers, Walgrave and Van Den Bulck (2018)
did and proved to be a valuable addition. For all actors, the name and the capacity or func-
tion in which they appeared in the news were coded. For the purpose of this study, we
categorized these actors into several groups (see Table 1). “Politicians” include both dom-
estic and foreign politicians, “Experts” include mainly academic or medical people expli-
citly labeled as sharing their expertise, “Representative elites” capture all actors
speaking for an organization, business or the government, and the category “Others”
mainly contains celebrities, athletes, and royals. Finally, our main category of interest is
“ordinary people”, including all people who are speaking without a formal role and who
would not be recognized by the news audience. These were further categorized into
three groups: Event experiencers, Role exemplars, and Vox pops. Vox pops are random
people (or at least presented that way) who are asked to comment on a case or issue.
They could be replaced by any other person because they do not have any exclusive infor-
mation on the matter or the event. These actors are presented in their role of citizen, and
could easily be seen as representing public opinion (Lefevere, De Swert, and Walgrave
2012). Event experiencers are people who are speaking in the news because of a particular

Table 1. Description of the variables with N-value in the dataset and inter-coder reliability
(Krippendorff’s α).

Variable Explanation
Presence in
dataset & ICR

Topic: Politics Elections, international and national politics (reforms, resignation of ministers,
party conventions, etc.)

N = 5995
α = .62

Topic: Policy-related
news

All news related to policy domains in general terms (beyond event reporting).
These topics can be framed as societal issues, no need for political
involvement per se.

N = 13,997
α=.71

Topic: Event-related
news

All news related to specific events or specific people or situations. N = 8118
α=.77

Actors: Politician Domestic and foreign politicians (elected and candidates) N = 7843
α=.95

Actors: Representative
Elites

Business leaders, people in representative functions like spokespersons of
government and civil society organizations, lawyers etc.

N = 9219
α=.87

Actors: Experts Actors included because of their (academic) specialization like professors and
doctors, and anyone labeled as specialist.

N = 1757
α=.98

Actors: Others Others include celebrities, athletes, royals and criminals. N = 1808
α=.95

Actors: Ordinary people Any unaffiliated actor, i.e., not speaking or presented as an official
representative of a group or organization.

N = 8130
α=.95

Specification ordinary
people

Event Experiencers Ordinary people who are not replaceable because they personally experienced
something (e.g., as a victim or eyewitness) or have a relation with another
relevant actor (e.g., father of the victim).

N = 1984
α=.93

Role exemplars Ordinary people who are unofficially but in some way explicitly labeled as part
(and in a way representing) a larger group or occupation (e.g., teacher,
traveler or student). They are to a certain extent replaceable.

N = 5105
α=.90

Vox pops Ordinary people who are completely replaceable. They are not presented as
anything else than as a regular citizen or without any function (sometimes
also without name). These vox pops are often seen/intended to represent
general public opinion.

N = 2056
α=.75
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involvement or experience they have related to the event the news item is about, directly
(e.g., by witnessing a crime) or indirectly (e.g., by being related to a victim of an accident or
crime) and who are in that way not replaceable by just anyone else. Finally, Role exemplars
refer to ordinary people who are presented as exemplars for something they are doing, a
role they have or play, or what they are. In that capacity, they are more easily replaceable
by other exemplars from the same group. An example would be an interview with a
teacher (or a student) when a news item is about educational reforms. On the other
hand, when they would ask a random citizen on the street about his or her opinion
about educational reforms (at least if this is the way the journalist is presenting it), this
person would be categorized as a vox pop.

For the research question about the topics of the news items in which ordinary people
appear, we divided the news items in the database into three groups: “Politics” contains
purely political news items about appointments and resignations of ministers, party con-
ventions, institutional reforms, elections, and international relations. Items that were also
related to actual policy on a certain domain were excluded here – and counted with
“Policy-related topics”. These involve all news items beyond mere events, usually talking
about proposed, planned or debated policy. Touching upon a societal issue from a the-
matic, not just episodic perspective, sufficed. The third group of news items are the
mainly “event-related” news items, which are specifically about incidents, events, and con-
crete happenings, for example a car accident, an earthquake or a report on a bank robbery.

Given the fact that our coders were allowed to assign up till three topic codes per news
item, there are news items that are both policy-related and event-related, and thus there is
a limited (7.8 percent) overlap between both. Items about international terrorism and
conflicts (apart from international relations as such) were not classified in any of the
three categories (11.6 percent).

Results

The main goal of this study is to find out to what extent ordinary people are present in
television newscasts and if their presence is similar across country borders. Table 2, in
which the 41 broadcasters in this study are ranked based on the percentage of ordinary
people in their newscasts (column 4), shows that this is clearly not the case. A large vari-
ation appears to exist between broadcasters. Even if we do not take the outlier Telecinco
(the commercial broadcaster in Spain, of which half of the actors shown in the news are
ordinary people) into account, the difference between the broadcasters voicing most
ordinary people and those most hesitant to use them is large, from over 40 percent
ordinary people to barely 10 percent. Ordinary people do not seem to be regularly
reported in all European countries, at least not to the same extent. This means scholars
should be cautious in generalizing single-country findings beyond borders. The differ-
ence does not seem to be totally random. Towards the East of Europe, much less ordin-
ary people are seen on television news, notably in Poland, Russia, and Serbia. An
illustrative example is a relatively long item about abortion at the Polish public broadcas-
ter, including experts, civil society actors, a politician, and several religious representa-
tives, but no ordinary people. But also the more Central-European German-speaking
public broadcasters (ARD and ZDF for Germany, and SRF1 for Switzerland) prefer to
keep the share of ordinary people in the news very low. On the high end, we do see
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the commercial news broadcasters of the latter countries appear, but most notable is the
position of the French television news. Both public and commercial television news in
France give a large platform to ordinary people, to some extent followed by the
French-speaking Belgian newscasts. Generally, some notable exceptions not considered,
most differences between broadcasters within countries are relatively small. This clearly
indicates that factors related to the national context matter, and outweigh commercial
factors in a cross-country comparative account. In countries like France, Belgium (both
Dutch and French-speaking), Serbia, Ireland, Italy and Norway, the margins between
the public and the commercial broadcasters are very small and totally insignificant in
comparison to the cross-country differences. Finally, it is noteworthy that both broadcas-
ters of the Netherlands have fairly high amounts of ordinary people in their newscasts,
leading to some caution to generalize findings of studies like Kleemans, Schaap, and
Hermans (2017) on Dutch news to other European country contexts.

Table 2. Presence of different types of actors in television news by broadcaster.
Broad-caster Country-Pub/priv N Ordinary people Politicians Repr. elites Experts Others

Telecinco Spain (Pr) 1023 49.5 25.0 16.6 3.9 5.0
France2 France (Pub) 969 42.0 12.8 32.9 6.9 5.4
TRT Turkey (Pub) 631 40.9 28.5 20.8 4.8 5.1
TF1 France (Pr) 1196 40.6 6.7 36.3 6.0 10.5
RTL4 The Netherlands (Pr) 630 39.5 15.1 32.5 7.9 4.9
RTL-tvi Belgium Fr. (Pr) 1018 37.1 13.5 39.7 5.0 4.7
TVI Portugal (Pr) 1388 36.5 19.5 32.3 2.2 9.5
ALPHA Greece (Pr) 864 35.5 28.1 28.1 2.5 5.7
RTL Germany (Pr) 405 33.8 16.3 30.1 11.6 8.1
TV4 Sweden (Pr) 337 32.6 16.9 34.1 8.3 8.0
NOS The Netherlands (Pub) 594 32.5 21.7 35.4 5.6 5.1
RTBF Belgium Fr. (Pub) 913 32.5 15.6 37.5 7.1 7.3
TeleZuri Switzerland (Pr) 292 32.2 17.8 36.3 5.5 8.2
SVT1 Sweden (Pub) 583 29.7 21.6 39.8 7.7 1.2
Artuz2 Israel (Pr) 488 29.3 20.9 31.8 6.4 11.7
NOVATV Bulgaria (Pr) 680 28.8 28.5 32.9 6.6 3.1
BBC UK (Pub) 480 28.5 33.1 24.4 7.3 6.7
NRK Norway (Pub) 885 28.2 17.5 36.2 7.5 10.6
VRT Belgium Nl. (Pub) 912 28.0 23.7 36.2 4.4 7.8
VTM Belgium Nl. (Pr) 883 27.9 24.0 36.6 4.1 7.5
RTP Portugal (Pub) 1147 27.7 33.2 30.9 3.1 5.1
Canale5 Italy (Pr) 543 27.1 34.6 32.0 2.9 3.3
TV2 Norway (Pr) 466 27.0 25.3 36.3 4.5 6.9
Fox Turkey (Pr) 680 26.9 49.0 19.0 1.9 3.2
TVE La1 Spain (Pub) 1067 26.5 32.6 23.7 5.9 11.2
RAI Italy (Pub) 698 26.2 35.2 24.6 4.3 9.6
ZDF Germany (Pub) 376 25.8 34.0 29.8 8.2 2.1
NTV Russia (Pr) 599 24.5 25.9 35.2 8.5 5.8
RTE Ireland (Pub) 447 23.7 38.3 30.9 5.1 2.0
ITV UK (Pr) 404 23.5 31.4 27.0 10.9 7.2
TV3 Ireland (Pr) 209 23.4 38.3 34.0 3.3 1.0
BNT Bulgaria (Pub) 785 20.0 38.5 31.2 5.5 4.8
IBA Israel (Pub) 327 19.0 29.7 30.3 8.0 13.1
Russia1 Russia (Pub) 1172 17.7 27.6 40.0 6.1 8.6
RTS1 Serbia (Pub) 740 17.3 36.2 32.3 8.0 6.2
PRVA Serbia (Pr) 573 15.2 46.6 26.4 7.5 4.4
TVP1 Poland (Pub) 1072 13.7 30.0 36.8 16.4 3.1
SRF1 Switzerland (Pub) 430 13.5 32.1 39.8 9.8 4.9
ARD Germany (Pub) 299 12.7 52.8 28.8 3.7 2.0
TVN Poland (Pr) 1143 12.2 40.5 36.6 8.2 2.5
ERT1 Greece (Pub) 408 11.3 57.1 25.7 2.0 3.9
Average 28,756 28.3 27.3 32.1 6.1 6.3
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Even if it is certainly not a black and white story of private broadcasters voicing more
ordinary people than public broadcasters, eight out of the ten broadcasters with most
ordinary people are private broadcasters. Our second research question focused on the
difference between public and private broadcasters. The overall results (see Table 3)
show a clearly significant difference between both broadcaster types when it comes to
ordinary people. The presence of ordinary people on private broadcasters is almost six
percent higher, and the table also reveals that instead, public broadcasters seem to
voice politicians and experts significantly more. In only one out of 20 countries, the
public channel has significantly more ordinary people in the news and that is Turkey (U
= 184,556, p = .000), while for ten countries, i.e., Russia (U = 326,868, p = .001), The Nether-
lands (U = 173,952, p = .011), Germany (U = 70,027, p = .014 with ZDF; U = 47,761, p = .000
with ARD), Israel (U = 71,536, p = .001), Portugal (U = 726,519, p = .000), Switzerland (U =
51,038, p = .000), Bulgaria (U = 243,350, p = .000), Belgium (French-speaking) (U =
343,333, p = .034), Spain (U = 420,574, p = .000) and Greece (U = 139,500, p = .000) the
private broadcaster has significantly more.

Our third research question involved the topics of the news items in which ordinary
people appear. The differences are large in this aspect. Ordinary people may be voiced
quite often in the news, their presence does not seem to be equally divided over
topics. Unsurprisingly, purely political news items contain the least ordinary people.
Two-thirds of the actors in these political news items are politicians, who are the expected
main protagonists in news items like this. But also in the other news items, there is a clear
difference between event-related news items (in which ordinary people appear very fre-
quently, about one-third of the actors) and policy-related news items (in which a
quarter of the actors is an ordinary citizen). Generally, ordinary people are still clearly out-
weighed by the more representative actors like politicians and other elites representing
government, businesses and civil society organizations. But, interestingly, voices of ordin-
ary people are clearly preferred over the input of independent experts. This result seconds
recent research by Beckers and Van Aelst (2018) and Cushion (2018) who found that citi-
zens’ voices are more prevalent than expert sources on television news in Flanders and in
UK elections.

Finally, in line with RQ4, we look a bit closer into what kind of ordinary people are
featuring European television news broadcasts. When thinking about ordinary people
in the news, one might spontaneously think about vox pops, but the distribution as
presented in Table 4, shows a different pattern. Only in Spain (both private and

Table 3. Presence of type of actors by broadcaster type and topics (in % of all actors).
N Ordinary people Politicians Elites Experts Others

Broadcaster type
Public 14,935 25.4 29.1 32.4 6.7 6.4
Private 13,821 31.3 25.3 31.7 5.5 6.2

*** *** NS *** NS
Topics
Politics 5995 12.4 66.9 14.7 4.1 1.9
Policy-related 13,997 27.4 21.9 38.9 8.1 3.7
Event-related 8118 36.4 11.6 34.5 4.7 12.7

Average 28,756 28.3 27.3 32.1 6.1 6.3

Note: Significance: ***(p < .001) Using Mann-Whitney U-test.
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public broadcaster) and in Italy (private broadcaster), vox pops are the most promi-
nent type of ordinary people in the news. On average, only about a quarter of all
ordinary people in the news are vox pops (corresponding to just over seven
percent of all actors in the news). The most frequently found ordinary people in the
news are “Role exemplars”, people who used by the journalist as an exemplar of a
certain group of people in a certain role, be it a situation or profession. They speak
for themselves, and they are still interchangeable with many other people who
belong to the same group, but not by just anyone. This type of regular person
seems to be very popular across Europe, and the high proportion of this type
seems to be responsible for the very intensive use of ordinary people in general by
the French news broadcasters, not the vox pops. For example in France, several
items on economic issues were found in our sample, often including experts or repre-
sentative elites, but usually also one or even several role exemplars, like employees of

Table 4. Presence of different types of ordinary people in television news by broadcaster.
Broad-caster Country (Pub/Pr) N Ordinary people Event experiencers Role exemplars Vox pops

Telecinco Spain (Pr) 1023 49.5 6.6 16.3 28.5
France2 France (Pub) 969 42.0 10.6 30.1 8.3
TRT Turkey (Pub) 631 40.9 12.8 22.7 9.7
TF1 France (Pr) 1196 40.6 6.5 36.1 5.8
RTL4 The Netherlands (Pr) 630 39.5 10.3 21.4 12.1
RTL-tvi Belgium Fr. (Pr) 1018 37.1 6.6 18.4 16.3
TVI Portugal (Pr) 1388 36.5 6.3 30.6 4.6
ALPHA Greece (Pr) 864 35.5 10.5 25.8 6.1
RTL Germany (Pr) 405 33.8 5.7 21.7 9.4
TV4 Sweden (Pr) 337 32.6 7.4 15.4 12.8
NOS The Netherlands (Pub) 594 32.5 4.7 18.5 13.6
RTBF Belgium Fr. (Pub) 913 32.5 6.6 18.5 10.2
TeleZuri Switzerland (Pr) 292 32.2 4.8 22.6 5.8
SVT1 Sweden (Pub) 583 29.7 5.5 21.8 7.2
Artuz2 Israel (Pr) 488 29.3 19.5 7.6 3.1
NOVATV Bulgaria (Pr) 680 28.8 10.3 17.4 3.2
BBC UK (Pub) 480 28.5 7.7 15.6 9.4
NRK Norway (Pub) 885 28.2 3.1 19.9 9.2
VRT Belgium Nl. (Pub) 912 28.0 4.3 19.3 7.6
VTM Belgium Nl. (Pr) 883 27.9 6.2 20.4 5.3
RTP Portugal (Pub) 1,147 27.7 5.8 23.2 2.4
Canale5 Italy (Pr) 543 27.1 7.0 10.7 12.2
TV2 Norway (Pr) 466 27.0 6.2 16.3 8.2
Fox Turkey (Pr) 680 26.9 12.8 10.9 7.9
TVE La1 Spain (Pub) 1067 26.5 4.7 11.4 12.4
RAI Italy (Pub) 698 26.2 11.0 12.6 4.2
ZDF Germany (Pub) 376 25.8 1.3 16.5 9.8
NTV Russia (Pr) 599 24.5 9.8 16.9 1.0
RTE Ireland (Pub) 447 23.7 9.4 10.3 6.3
ITV UK (Pr) 404 23.5 9.2 9.4 8.2
TV3 Ireland (Pr) 209 23.4 9.6 12.0 2.4
BNT Bulgaria (Pub) 785 20.0 5.9 14.3 2.5
IBA Israel (Pub) 327 19.0 11.3 8.0 0.6
Russia1 Russia (Pub) 1172 17.7 5.1 15.7 1.8
RTS1 Serbia (Pub) 740 17.3 3.2 13.2 2.8
PRVA Serbia (Pr) 573 15.2 1.0 13.8 4.5
TVP1 Poland (Pub) 1072 13.7 6.3 7.6 1.2
SRF1 Switzerland (Pub) 430 13.5 0.7 10.9 4.2
ARD Germany (Pub) 299 12.7 2.0 7.0 4.0
TVN Poland (Pr) 1143 12.2 5.8 8.5 0.3
ERT1 Greece (Pub) 408 11.3 3.2 6.4 2.5
Average 28,756 28.3 6.9 17.8 7.1
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affected businesses. The third category of ordinary people is the one that is hardest to
avoid/replace. The Event experiencers are ordinary people who have been a victim or
have been otherwise involved in a certain situation (like witnessing something or
being related to a victim). Journalists may not be able to replace them so easily
with another ordinary person, but they could of course use an elite source (police
representative) or avoid using actors altogether. It looks like this practice is very
much linked to country-specify factors, possibly elements of news cultures. In some
countries, journalists may not have learned to make news with certain sources, or
are discouraged to use them by professional socialization. While for example in
Serbia, none of the broadcasters is inclined to use this type of ordinary people, they
seem to be quite commonly used by both broadcasters in Israel, where one, on the
other hand, would rarely see a vox pop. Clearly, not only the extent to which ordinary
people are used in news varies across Europe, but also the way they are used.

Finally, linking up RQ4 with RQ2 and RQ3, we combine these types of ordinary people
with broadcaster type and the topic division we discussed before. From Table 5, it
becomes clear that not just the total proportion of ordinary people in the news varies sig-
nificantly between private and public broadcasters, but that this is also valid for each of
these subtypes separately. Private broadcasters, generally, give more voice to Event
experiencers, Role exemplars, and vox pops. When looking at the different topic cat-
egories, we see that Event experiencers are best represented in the event-related news
items, although they are still outweighed by Role exemplars here as well. The latter are
most common in policy-related news items. Vox pops are not confined to a specific
type of news topic and are well-represented in the political news items, where the
other two types are largely absent.

Conclusion and discussion

The main goal of this study was to find out whether ordinary people are equally and
similarly reported in various (European) countries, in order to have a better idea of the
generalizability of some of the findings by recent scholars, based on single-country
studies. The answer is negative. This study urges for much more caution in generaliz-
ing findings beyond country borders. While on average ordinary people are clearly
present in European newscasts, we found that variation between countries is quite
large, which is noteworthy given the lack of any explicit claim in current research

Table 5. Type of ordinary people by broadcaster type and topic (in %).
N Ordinary people Event experiencers Role exemplars Vox pops

Broadcaster type
Public 14,935 25.4 6.0 16.4 6.2
Private 13,821 31.3 7.8 19.2 8.2

*** *** *** ***
Topics
Politics 5,995 12.4 1.4 4.2 7.6
Policy-related 13,997 27.4 4.5 21.6 6.5
Event-related 8,118 36.4 13.6 18.9 7.0

Average 28,756 28.3 6.9 17.8 7.1

Significance: ***(p < .001) Using Mann-Whitney U-test.
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that would point at country/media system differences when it comes to the specific
topic of ordinary people, or more specifically vox pops in the news. This study
seems to confirm that the use of ordinary citizens is yet another element of news
making that is linked to, largely nationally determined, journalistic cultures (Hanitzsch
at al. 2011). The results of this study clearly invite future research to find out what
could be behind these cross-country differences. Since some geographical clustering
can be observed, the rather scattered pattern of media system characteristics in
Europe (Brüggemann et al. 2014) could be a starting point. But with great differences
between countries like Spain and Greece, other factors must be playing as well.
Factors related to journalistic cultures, linked to journalistic education, professional
training and socialization, role conceptions and working conditions are other promis-
ing and necessary avenues. As our results often show similar sourcing within country
borders, outweighing commercial factors, future studies may be inspired to shift focus
from commercialization and market pressure towards country-specific journalistic
cultures.

Another invitation to future scholars based on this study is to be clear and explicit about
their conceptualization of ordinary people in the news. Some of the current inconsisten-
cies in extant research seem to be due to differences in who is considered an ordinary
news source, since this study shows that there is more than the pure vox pop, and that
other categories expose differential use of ordinary sources across countries and broadcas-
ters. Whether it is the Spanish love for vox pops, the Israeli tendency to give voice to Event
experiencers or the impressive soundboard Role exemplars get in France, new and specific
studies, using additional methods are needed to find the origin of and mechanisms
behind these specific country differences. Again, specific journalistic traditions, role con-
ceptions and practices may explain e.g., the particular focus on Role exemplars in
France, much more than any commercial factor. Content analysis alone may not suffice
to get to the bottom of this. Collecting comparative data on media systems and journal-
istic cultures is hard, but keeps on developing. It is an important limitation of this study
that considering these factors in the analysis was beyond its scope, but the results may
indicate promising points of departure for future studies, at least.

At the moment, it seems like there is much more we do not know about the mech-
anisms behind using ordinary people as sources in the news than we may have thought.
Variation is larger than expected, and the reasons for including them may be more
diverse and complicated than expected as well. Earlier, we considered using ordinary citi-
zens as news sources interesting from a commercial, idealistic and practical journalistic
self-empowering perspective. The finding that in most countries, the private news broad-
casters voiced significantly more ordinary people than the public broadcasters, which is
also confirmed by an aggregate analysis, confirms the well-supported idea that commer-
cial arguments are at play when newsmakers choose ordinary people as sources in the
news. Public broadcasters cannot (or will not) look away from this phenomenon, but can
permit themselves to follow the trend a bit more moderately. However, the commercial
factors seem to be much weaker than commonly assumed. As also Beckers and Walgrave
(2015) found in their study about Flanders, differences can become very small, and as our
results show, national factors seem to be much stronger, leading to much more country
clustering than broadcaster type clustering. Another important limitation of this study
prevents us from firm conclusions here. Although large-scale and comparative, this
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study remains a snapshot of the situation in 2016. Previous studies (Beckers and Wal-
grave 2015; Hopmann and Shehata 2011; Kleemans et al. 2017; Pantti and Husslage
2009) have shown that the use of ordinary people in the news is prone to considerable
changes over time. If the use of ordinary sources is prone to interactive or dialectic pro-
cesses over time, our study would not pick this up, while these processes could explain
cross-country differences within this snapshot.

From a normative perspective, our study may be received with moderate enthusiasm
by those who value the presence of ordinary people in the news from a perspective of
democratic inclusion, since our results give them ammunition against cynics claiming
ordinary people would only be in the news for commercial reasons, or strictly about
events. Regular citizens, sufficiently visible in the news and expressing themselves in
news items about politics and policy, are empowering for the populace. Civic and
public journalism believers will welcome this (Kurpius 2003). The results in this study
clearly show that in most European countries, when newsmakers turn policy-related
issues into news items, elites and politicians are not the only definers. Elites still dominate
(even for event-based items), but they do not monopolize the range of voices in the news
as much as some claim (Bennett, Lawrence, and Livingston 2007). Mainly as Role exem-
plars, ordinary people are heard in the news, and in some countries like France and
Spain, their voice is even very loud. On the other hand, the outspoken country differences
we found, also in the kind of ordinary citizens presented in the news, warn for superficial
and generalized optimism, as careful monitoring and scrutiny of the use of ordinary citi-
zens seems to be needed, linked to the specific media system’s role in the particular
democracy it is serving. Since our findings also support the existence of deeply-rooted
journalistic cultures, it does not give solid ground to expectations of swift changes in
the presence of ordinary citizens in the news. Future longitudinal research needs to
confirm this.

A worry that was coined earlier in this manuscript was that the use of ordinary citizens
would facilitate journalists to control the news content. While this study certainly is not a
formal test of this thesis, it does show that in most countries, journalists have the oppor-
tunity to do this. The relatively limited share of real vox pops, the kind of totally inter-
changeable ordinary citizens who would be the easiest to manipulate, indicates that
journalists are clearly not using their full potential in this respect, especially in some
specific countries. When news media want to pick up an adversarial role, acting in the
interest of the general public, they may consider using more of this potential to directly
challenge power elites with these ordinary alternative sources.

In its rather unique comparative nature, this rather descriptive study can be a valuable
benchmark and inspiration for future research on the use of ordinary sources. Follow-up
studies including an over-time comparison may tell us more about the direction certain
systems of media and politics are heading. Commercial factors may have paved the
way for ordinary citizens to become part of the news in many European countries. Com-
mercial arguments remain, but for all broadcasters. National contexts and journalistic cul-
tures seem to be strong factors, especially in determining how these ordinary citizens are
used. Our data indicate that there are large variations in this respect. Only based on further
scrutiny of the actual considerations of journalists while making news with ordinary citi-
zens, we may be able to know whether these ordinary sources can be beacons of hope
for public opinion to be part of deciding what is news. Combining an account of the
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use of ordinary sources with reporters’ journalistic role conceptions, studied with an eye
for national system characteristics and news cultures, seems to be the way to move
forward in this field.

Note

1. For Belgium, we treat the two language-based regions, Flanders and Wallonia, as two different
countries in this research. Belgium is a federal state with two completely separate media
systems, which urges us to consider them separately.
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