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INTRODUCTION

Apart from objectivity, few other elements of journalism have elicited
so much debate and discussion in both the academic and professional
fields. From the normative point of view, objectivity has become a shared
ideal to define good journalism. Objectivity has been defined as a group
of strategies (Tuchman, 1972) that journalists use to demonstrate the
truthfulness of their information. These strategies or practices should
be identified by the public for journalists to keep their legitimacy as
communicators. This identification is channelled through the news
text. For that reason, even though specialized literature has focused on
the analysis of objectivity through the perception of journalists —it is
important to explore how the objectivity method is reflected in news
content (Esser & Umbricht, 2013; Mellado &Humanes, 2015).

Moreover, the study of objectivity has revealed how journalists
from different political, cultural or mediated contexts give varying
degrees of importance to different strategies of the objectivity model
(Donsbach & Klett, 1993; Donsbach & Patterson, 2004; Pleijter,
Hermans & Vergeer, 2012; Hanitzsch & Hidayat, 2012; Oi, Fukuda
& Sako, 2012; Skovsgaard Albeek, Bro & de Vreese, 2013). As Hallin
and Mancini (2008) have asserted, objectivity is an indicator that
serves to characterize journalism across different media systems.

In theory, the objectivity method is typical of the liberal media
systems and is less common in the Pluralist Polarized model.
Following from this rationale, and based on content analysis of
Chilean, Mexican and Spanish newspapers, this article analyzes the
extent to which news content reflects the strategies typical of the
objectivity method. Moreover, we are interested in ascertaining the
differences and similarities of the presence of such methods in the
press from the three countries, since, as Esser and Umbricht (2014)
claim, the variation in journalistic styles can only be adequately
studied through content analysis.

This article is part of the Journalistic Role Performance Project
Across the Globe, a comparative study that analyzes journalistic
performance in different media systems.
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MEDIA SYSTEMS IN CHILE, MEXICO AND SPAIN

Journalistic models in Chile, Mexico and Spain are highly connected
to the development of their economic and political systems, and
share important historical, cultural and sociopolitical links (Hallin &
Papathanassopoulos, 2002). Throughout the twentieth century, their
press development was shaped either by dictatorial and authoritarian
periods in Chile and Spain, or by formal but controlled democracies
in the case of Mexico, both of which discouraged the development of
a liberal journalistic culture or the early development of professional
standards that characterized, for instance, Anglosaxon countries
(Hallin 2000a). In countries across Iberian America the political and
economic conditions did not develop fully in order to guarantee press
freedom, journalistic autonomy, the functioning of the press as Fourth
state, the early development of objectivity as a professional standard
of journalism —that is: factual and descriptive over interpretive— or the
development of a media market oriented towards mass markets and
readerships (Hallin & Papathanassopoulos, 2002).

Despite sharing similarities in their authoritarian periods, the three
countries experienced their political transitions at a different pace. Spain
was the first to restore a democratic government in 1975, then Chile
followed suit with the downfall of its military dictatorship in 1988 and
finally Mexico did so with the electoral victory of the opposition in
2000 that ended a 70-year rule of the PRI-party hegemonic government.
In the three cases, these processes were accompanied by widespread
economic reforms that entailed the gradual adoption of the market
economy and deregulation of sectors that allowed for the consolidation
and concentration of large media consortiums (Fernandez & Santana,
2000; Fox & Waisbord, 2002; Mastrini & Bolafio, 2000; Mastrini &
Becerra, 2006; Sinclair, 1999).

These aspects make media systems in Latin America comparable to
the Polarized Pluralist model to which Spain belongs (Hallin & Mancini,
2004). Journalism models in Spain, Chile and Mexico therefore share
traits such as newspaper markets with low readerships and oriented
towards politicized elites; high political parallelism; and a clientelistic
political culture that favours the political instrumentalization of media
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owners and journalists, as well as a low level of professionalization
(Hallin & Papathanassopoulos, 2002; Hughes & Lawson, 2005).

Still, countries in Latin America share specific characteristics not
completely compatible with the Polarized Pluralist Model developed
by Hallin and Mancini (2008). Guerrero and Marquez (2014) propose
to see the media systems in Latin America not as an extension of the
Polarized Pluralist model, but instead as ‘liberal-captured’ models. They
argue that in the highly concentrated, private media models of media
systems, a clientelistic culture functions as the engine of an extensive
machinery for the exchanging of favours and benefits, for example:
positive coverage of political leaders in exchange of extensions to
broadcast licenses. This exchange would not always qualify as formal
political instrumentalization or State intervention, but instead as an
informal capture of the monitorial function of the media, and therefore
of their watchdog role on the part of private interests, be it political or
economic in nature. Following these arguments about deviant media
systems in Latin American in regard to the Polarized Pluralist model,
it is therefore important to see the differences and similarities between
Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) variables of such model, and those of the
three countries in this study. These characteristics could shape and
explain journalists’ use of objective reporting methods.

Spain clearly fits within the Polarized Pluralist model. First of all,
it shows a late development of the press market that resulted in low
readerships and elite-oriented content; second, there is a high political
parallelism that is reflected in the external pluralism and in both media
and audiences’ partisanship; third, there is high state intervention in
broadcast and parliamentary regulation, and fourth, we find a low level
of journalistic professionalization and limited autonomy (Briiggemann
et al 2014; Humanes, 2014; Martinez, Humanes & Saperas, 2014).

The two Latin American countries are akin to Spain in the low
readerships and elite orientation of their presses, as television is still
the main source of information for the public. However, in Chile and
Mexico there is also a popular-press tradition not developed in Spain
(Hallin 2000b). Moreover, Mexico and Chile developed their media
system after the private, liberal model of the United States and have
a highly concentrated broadcasting market (Fox & Waisbord, 2002).
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In the case of Chile, the dictatorial rule experienced quite early with
the market economy, hence becoming a political dictatorship with a
neoliberal economy. The specific consequences for the media are the
consolidation of a neoconservative media elite that originally served
as the facade and legitimating channel for the regime and its abuses
(Muzinaga, 1982). Later on, Chilean media gradually opened their
critical spaces to the regime during the process of democratization
(Tironi & Sunkel, 2000) and more recently the media combined a
political conservative type of journalism but at the same time oriented
towards entertainment (Mellado & Lagos, 2014). For its part, Mexico
displays a highly concentrated media system with few key players and
a great deal of dependence on the part of small and medium media on
the steady income of political and governmental advertising (Hughes,
2009). Also, it is often still the case, there is a negotiation of news
coverage and conditioning of political support in electoral periods
(Gonzalez Macias, 2013; Marquez Ramirez, 2014).

In the three countries we find a low level of professionalization
and high instrumentalization (Hallin & Mancini, 2008; Hallin &
Papathanassopoulos, 2002), as a result of the profession not establishing
itself as an autonomous field with its own standards, but functioning as
the ideological tool for the factions in quest for power (Lombardo, 1992).

Finally, there is a high level of political parallelism in the three
countries, but with important and differentiated nuances. In the Spanish
case, media partisanship is related to clear ideological positions on the
part of organizations and journalists that resonate with those of their
audiences. In contrast, in Chile and Mexico we find a different situation.
The media structure is linked to to clearly conservative political and
economic interests in the case of Chile, whereas in Mexico we find a
market-driven partisanship and “adaptable” neutrality (Gonzéalez Macias,
2013; Guerrero, 2004; Hughes, 2009). Furthermore, audience partisanship
in the Latin American countries is not as clear as is in the Spanish case.

Considering these similarities and differences, the article compares
the presence of the characteristics of the objectivity method in
newspapers from Spain, Chile and Mexico. Results will help to
corroborate whether media systems from Latin America, said to be
akin to the Polarized Pluralist model, follow patterns similar to those of
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Spain, or, whether the Mexican and Chilean press stand apart from their
Spanish counterpart.

THE IMPLEMENTATION OF OBJECTIVITY IN THE NEWS

Even though historically, objectivity has been a cornerstone of
professional journalism in Anglo-Saxon journalistic cultures (Hallin,
2000a; Schiller, 1979; Schudson, 2001; Tuchman, 1972) it has spread
beyond borders to influence the professional practice around the world
(Weaver & Willnat, 2012).

As a reporting method, objectivity has been operationalized in a
number of strategies that journalists use to produce information and
legitimate their autonomy in relation to editorial or partisan interests
(Benson, 2006; Kovach y Rosenstiel, 2007; Mindich, 1998; Tuchman,
1972; Waisbord, 2006). Tuchman (1972), for instance, defined objectivity
as a “‘strategic ritual” that includes diverse practices such as fact verification
and accuracy, presentation of conflicting possibilities, presentation
of supporting evidence, the judicious use of quotation marks and the
structuring of information in inverted pyramid style. Thus, reporting
practices considered as “objective” have been the method utilized by
journalists to prove their truthfulness about reality. The characteristics of
the objectivity method are, therefore, reflected in the news and able the
examination through news content analysis of the level of engagement on
the part of news authors with the objectivity method.

In fact, literature has focused mainly on analyzing journalists’
perceptions of objectivity as a reporting method rather than on how it is
materialized in news content. In other words, research has preferred to
measure the extent to which journalists assign importance to objectivity in
relation to other ways to represent reality, than in to probe how such method
of objectivity in the news is conveyed to the public. For that reason, there
have been calls to use content analysis to understand journalistic cultures
beyond the mere perceptual level (Esser & Umbricht, 2014).

Esser and Umbricht (2013, 2014) have empirically analyzed how
the different characteristics of objectivity manifest themselves in
news content. They used five indicators to measure the methods of the
objectivity method for their comparative analysis of newspapers from
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United States, Great Britain, Germany, Switzerland, France and Italy,
namely: presentation of contrasting viewpoints, use of experts, use of
quotations, inverted pyramid and formal separation between facts and
opinion. Their findings reveal that the objectivity method prevailed in
countries pertaining to the liberal media system and to a lesser extent in
countries from the Polarized Pluralist Model.

With respect to the three countries in this study, journalists have
showed, at least at the perceptual level, their adherence to objectivity
with certain nuances. In Spanish journalism, Canel (1997) analyzed the
notions of objectivity in two TV networks during an electoral campaign,
finding that even though in public-service broadcasting journalists
declared their attachment to the classic norm of objectivity, in private
television news-writers opted for a more analytical coverage. Through
in-depth interviews with journalists from E/ Mundo, Berganza, Oller
and Meier (2010) concluded that objectivity is not strictly applied, as
Spanish journalists give more importance to the use of quotations and
to the presentation of all the participating sides of the events, than to
other strategies of the objective method such as verifiable facts, inverted
pyramid or separation between information and opinion.

In Chile, Mellado, Moreira and Hernandez (2012) found that the
aspects of objectivity most important to journalists are: to not to let
opinions and beliefs interferes with news work (54.5% of interviewees
strongly agreed), to stay impartial (49.5%) and to use reliable evidence
and sources (46%). Surveyed journalists gave little relevance to the
idea that facts speak for themselves (18%) and to the possibilities to
present reality as it is (16.2%).

In Mexico, the same study (Mellado et al, 2012) revealed that
journalists associate the objective method mainly to the strategies of
supporting news with reliable evidence and sources (65%), to not let
opinions and beliefs to interfere with work (55%), to be impartial (54%)
and to let facts speak for themselves (48%).

In the three countries, however, the studies of how objectivity
materializes in news content are scarce.

In the Chilean case, Mellado and Humanes (2015) conducted
a content analysis of the objective method in political information
between 1990 and 2010, measuring four indicators: balance, verifiable
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evidence, quotations and the use of the inverted pyramid. The research
showed that the objectivity method was, with great difference, the most
used by the Chilean print press, although more analytical strategies
such as argumentation, the use of conditional and the inclusion of
judgmental values had increased towards a more partisan style in the
past 20 years. Specifically, the reporting method more widely found
was the use of inverted pyramid, followed by the use of quotations,
and later by the use of verifiable evidence and hard facts. The last used
resource, in contrast, was the presentation of diverse viewpoints.

As for Mexico, Hughes’ (2009) study of the presidential campaigns
in 2000 measured the diversity and balance in the coverage of political
parties and actors in five newspapers. She found that the press slightly
favoured the voices of the regime (17.1 per cent of the sample) in relation
to the voices of the opposition (15.5%). Also, she found that two out
every three articles presented a single perspective. Twelve years later,
for the 2012 presidential elections, a study of 16 newspapers around the
country (Martinez Garza, 2013) also measured fairness, finding that the
PRI candidate gained considerable more coverage than any of the two
other candidates in all the selected papers, even though the percentages
varied across regions and organizations.

In the case of the Spanish press, there exist some investigations
that indirectly study objective reporting in journalistic performance.
Stromback and Luengo (2008) measured descriptive versus
interpretative in Spanish and Swedish press during electoral campaigns,
finding that 61.3% of information in Spain fitted the descriptive style.
Meanwhile Martinez, Humanes and Saperas (2014) also analyzed the
presence of the descriptive style in £/ Pais and ABC newspapers from
1980 to 2010, concluding that its major predominance (60%).

As we can observe, comparative literature in the Ibero-American
region and Spain is scarce with regards to the measurement of the
strategies of objectivity in news content. However, due to differences
and similarities between countries in Latin America and those in both
the Liberal and the Polarized Pluralist model, and also due to their own
journalistic cultures, it is important to analyze whether objectivity,
beyond being a merely discursive resource on the part of the journalist,
manifests itself in the news addressed to the citizens.
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With this rationale in mind, we pose the formal research question:
what characteristics of the objective reporting method predominate in
news content in the Spanish, Chilean and Mexican press?

METHODOLOGY

To answer our research questions we performed a quantitative content
analysis of news items published in the Mexican, Chilean and Spanish
presses in 2012 and 2013 based on standardized operationalization of
reporting methods (Donsbach & Klett, 1993; Esser & Umbricht, 2003;
Mellado & Humanes, 2015).

In each country, between three and four nationally distributed
general interest print media were analyzed (see Table 1). The bases
for selecting these newspapers were their market orientation —elite
vs popular— and their political orientation. The characteristics of the
selected newspapers therefore vary depending on each media system.
Despite the development of new digital media and the advent of social
media, the print press continues to be an influential news channel when
it comes to agenda setting for other media (Espino-Sanchez, 2011).

El Mercurio, La Tercera, Las Ultimas Noticias and La Cuarta
were included in the analysis for Chile. El Mercurio and La Tercera
are Chile’s main elite newspapers —the former is more conservative in
its leaning while the latter is more liberal—. Las Ultimas Noticias and
La Cuarta (which belong to El Mercurio and Copesa, respectively) are
popular newspapers with a patent commercial model.

Two of the most important nationally distributed quality newspapers
and one tabloid newspaper were analyzed in Mexico. The first is La
Jornada, with a progressive editorial line and a centre-left leaning. The
second is Reforma, with a centre-left business leaning, aimed at the
urban middle class. The third, La Prensa, has a centre-pro-government
leaning and a rather more sensationalist orientation. It is one of the
newspapers with the highest circulation in the country.

El Pais, El Mundo, La Razon and ABC were analyzed in Spain. These
newspapers were selected because they represent different ideological
tendencies. The audiences of the four publications display a high degree
of ideological parallelism with the newspapers they read. EI Pais is the
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only centre-left newspaper. ABC and La Razon are conservative and
highly pro-monarchy newspapers. EI Mundo is right leaning politically
and liberal leaning economically.

Although the samples in the three countries are not homogeneous,
due to the fact that the popular press does not exist in Spain, we have
decided to select a sample that represents the characteristics of the
newspaper market and not force them for comparison. Nevertheless, as
findings show, all statistical tests run fur this study have been replicated
removing the Chilean and Mexican popular items from the sample,
finding no significant differences with the actual results using the entire
sample, except for one of the variables.

The period analyzed was January 2nd, 2012 to December 3 1st, 2013.
Using the constructed week method, a stratified systematic sample
was selected for each newspaper. From each newspaper, a Monday, a
Tuesday, a Wednesday, a Thursday, a Friday, a Saturday and a Sunday
were selected for every semester of each year. We ensured that every
month was represented by at least one day, thus preventing an over-
representation of a particular period.

The unit of analysis was the news item, understood as a group of
continuous verbal or visual elements referring to the same topic. For
each selected issue of a newspaper, all news items connected with the
national and or/country sections.

Three coders in Chile, six coders in Mexico and four coders in Spain
were trained in how to apply the common codebook. Krippendorff’s
alpha was used to test inter-coder reliability. Based on the Ka formula,
intercoder reliability was .78 for Chile, .76 for Mexico and .72 for Spain.

Actotal of 2,582 news items from the Chilean press were analyzed, as
were 3,009 from the Mexican press and 2,277 from the Spanish press.

Measurements

To analyze the use of different objective reporting methods in Chilean,
Mexican and Spanish journalism, we followed from previous studies that
have conducted news content analysis to measure the implementation of
the objectivity method in news texts (Esser & Umbricht, 2013; Mellado
& Humanes, 2015, Ward, 1999).
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In total, five indicators were used: balance, verifiable evidence,
citations; use of expert sources and partisanship. Table 1 presents the
operational definitions of each indicator, coded on a presence/absence
binary base.

TABLE 1
OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS OF THE VARIABLES

Balance Presence of different sources or points of view
Verifiable Presence of information that can be verified by third-
Evidence parties and that is different from the journalists’ opinion
Quotes Inclusion of source quotes or statements

Expert Source Experts beign used as new sources

Partisanship Separation between facts and opinions

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

To answer our research question we have conducted bivariate
statistical analysis (cross tabs) and analysis of adjusted standardized
residuals.

FINDINGS

The presence of objective reporting methods predominates in the
printed press in Chile, Spain and Mexico, with the exception of balance
and the use of experts. The low presence of viewpoint diversity in the
information is one of the basic characteristics of journalistic contexts
with a strong tradition of conservative press (in the case of Chile),
passive-official press (in the case of Mexico) and partisan press (in
the case of Spain). Similar to the findings from previous research
by Mellado and Humanes on the Chilean political press (2015), the
percentage results show that the liberal objective reporting method is
reinterpreted in Latin American and Spanish press perfomance, which
plays down the importance of presenting diverse points of view and of
the use of expert sources.

However, a statistical analysis of adjusted standardized residuals
shows that this tendency manifests itself differently in each of the three
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cases (see Table 2). Comparatively, Chile and Spain stand apart from
Mexico because they have a higher presence of viewpoint diversity in
the news. In contrast, regarding the use of other strategies associated
with the objective method analyzed in this study, the Latin American
press presents greater uniformity. Chilean and Mexican journalists use
less verifiable evidence and fewer experts as sources than their Spanish
peers. However, the Chilean and Mexican newspapers display a higher
use of quotes in general (see Table 2).

TABLE 2
PRESENCE OF OBJECTIVE METHOD STRATEGIES
(% AND STANDARDIZED RESIDUALS)

Chile Mexico Spain Total

Balance 29.4 21.1 31.3 26.8
(%2 =125.2; p <.000) 3.7 -9.0 5.8
Verified evidence 71.6 64.5 95.0 75.7
(32 =691.5; p <.000) -5.8 -18.2 25.5
Quotes 90.0 94.8 85.4 90.3
(%2 =151.7; p <.000) 2 10.5 -11.1
Use of experts as sources 9.2 7.4 15.2 10.3
(%2 =89.1; p <.000) -2.1 -6.5 9.2
Partisanship 85.5 84.1 80.8 84.6
(32 =20.365; p <.000) -3.2 -9 43

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

A possible explanation is that these differences could be due to the
absence of the popular press in the Spanish sample. To rule out any
distortion in the results that might stem from this fact, we proceeded
to perform the same analysis by excluding the Chilean and Mexican
popular newspapers, and no significant differences were found, except
for the separation between information and opinion (partisanship). In
that case, Mexican elite newspapers are more like Spanish newspapers
that mix information and opinion (21.1% and 19.2%, respectively),
whereas in Chile, that characteristic is inherent to the popular press
(29.7%).
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CONCLUSIONS

The study analysed the presence of strategies associated to objective
reporting in news from the Chilean, Mexican and Spanish press. The
data show that the strategies of the objectivity method more present in
the news are the use of citations (90.3%), separation between facts and
opinion (86.4%) and verifiable evidence (75.7%).

The strategies that are the least present, in global terms, are balance
and the use of experts and news sources. The three countries share the
low presence of balance (26.8% for the total sample), confirming the
importance of political parallelism in media systems across the three
countries, in accordance to the Polarized Pluralis Model proposed by
Hallin and Mancini (2008). In the Spanish case, the clear ideological
alignment of the media explains that the reporting of diverse points of
view is a limited resource in the implementation of objectivity. In the
case of Chile, this result could respond to the links between media elites
and the political and economic interests. Similarly, for Mexico, this
finding also may reflect a tendency towards the prioritization of official
sources that runs in parallel to its presidential type of government.

Another common result in the three countries is that the use of expert
sources is only present in 10% of the sample. This result resonates with
Esser and Umbritch (2013)’s comparative study, which found that
newspapers from the Polarized Pluralist model (Italy and France) turn
to expert sources in much lower extent than journalists from other types
of media systems.

However, when the three countries are compared, results show two
ways of implementing the objectivity norm in news content. For Latin
American journalists, the objective method concentrates primarily on
the use of quotes, while their Spanish counterparts express the norm
mainly through verifiable evidence. In that sense, the argument that
journalistic traditions and social contexts shape the materialization of
objectivity is supported. In Spain, a more militant tradition like the
one existing in the Polarized Pluralist model would prompt journalists
to legitimate the use of “verified facts” over opinions to distance
themselves from that tradition. In Chile, the use of quotation marks
could be the means with which journalists distance themselves from
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their source’s stances and from their medium’s editorial policies, or
in other words, legitimate their autonomy. In the case of Mexico,
the results reflect a journalistic tradition closely connected to the
visibilization of the political elites and a reporting culture based on the
prevalence of ‘statement-only’ stories gathered from a ‘quotes today,
counter-quotes tomorrow’ type of chain.

The Mexican and Spanish press also share a similar presence of
the strategy that separates facts and opinion (partisanship). Spanish
journalists tend to include more opinions when informing the public.

The results of this study have important implications for the
understanding of Ibero-American media systems. While journalistic
traditions in Latin America could share some characteristics with
culturally close countries such as Spain, they have particularities that
may shape the differences on the materialization of the objective
reporting, as revealed by our study. Furthermore, results also offer
interesting insights about how, due to a wide variety of endogenous and
exogenous circumstances, journalistic norms, such as objectivity, may
be internalized at the rhetorical level, but not to the performative level,
where the practice of reporting techniques associated to objectivity
such as quotes, balance, the use of expert sources, separation between
facts and opinions, and the use of verifiable evidence vary considerably
across the countries in this study.

In that sense, results reveal that the analyzed countries cluster
in two blocks depending on the presence of the diverse strategies of
objective reporting to give legitimacy to the truthfulness about reality.
In the first block, we find that Chilean and Mexican newspapers share
similar levels of verifiable evidence, use of quotes, expert sources
and separation between facts and opinions. Spain, on the other hand,
departs from the Latin American countries due to a higher presence
of verifiable evidence, use of experts, news mixing information and
opinion and less use of direct quotes.

In conclusion, the study of objectivity through content analysis
has been a useful research approach to illuminate differences and
similarities across journalistic cultures.

Despite these findings, further empirical research is needed, not
only to ascertain whether journalists from different traditions adhere
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to the objectivity norm, but also to determine the meaning attributed to
objectivity, and the way in which they learned to put it into practice. The
possible areas for future research could include comparative analysis of
journalism education and news-making techniques.

Future studies could also compare the results of the Ibero-American
presses, with the analysis of other media platforms, such as television,
radio, online or social media news, in order to corroborate differences
and similarities in the implementation of the objectivity norm in news
content across platforms.
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