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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Global declines in news consumption underscore the tension Received 3 March 2025
between journalists’ ideals of detachment and audience demands Accepted 23 September
for engagement. In hybrid digital environments, non-traditional 2025
journalistic actors can assert authority in specific communities by
deviating from traditional values. As these actors challenge KEYWORDS =

.. . . o Journallsm; epistemic
traditional business models, their emergence has destabilized the authority; boundaries;
journalistic field. Yet, scholarly understanding of how community community; fan studies;
membership shapes claims of journalistic authority is limited. To interviews
address this gap, we examine how diverse journalistic actors in
two niche communities base their claims on (1) proximity to
sources; (2) authenticity; and (3) professionalism. Drawing on
interviews from two fandom community events, the Eurovision
Song Contest and re:publica, this study disentangles how diverse
actors can claim authority while meeting community needs,
which is crucial to journalism’s prevalence amid the ongoing
economic transformation in the journalistic landscape.

Questions about journalistic authority arise as digital technologies amplify and spawn new,
non-traditional actors, blurring journalism’s boundaries (Maares and Hanusch 2023). As the
barriers and costs to create and share content decrease, these actors can sustain themselves
by providing specialized audiences with in-depth knowledge. This challenges traditional
notions of journalistic authority, typically based on serving a general audience with a
certain distance from the object of reporting (Carlson 2017). The emergence of these jour-
nalistic actors, coupled with growing audience fragmentation in the digital environment
(Napoli 2011), has given rise to diverse audience communities, brought together by
affect, shared interests and practices, and collective meaning-making about varied subjects
like popular culture and politics (Hills 2015; Lowrey, Brozana, and Mackay 2008).

As the boundaries defining who is considered a journalist and what constitutes journal-
ism increasingly blur, these communities are characterized by a participatory culture that
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integrates the roles of media content creators and audiences (Bruns 2008; Jenkins 2006;
Meyers 2012). However, research primarily examines these new actors in relation to a jour-
nalistic “core,” and less through their embeddedness in a specific audience community,
which equips them with specific knowledge. As such, we have a limited understanding
of how diverse (non-)traditional journalistic actors, who are also part of audience commu-
nities, effectively establish epistemic authority. Exploring these relationships can shed
light on how diverse journalistic actors legitimize their truth claims in ways that
address the diverse needs of their communities.

This study examines these questions through an analysis of 27 interviews with diverse
journalistic and journalism-like actors attending the Eurovision Song Contest (ESC), an
annual pan-European music event, and re:publica, an annual festival about technology,
politics, and culture. The research design draws on a theoretical framework based on
three dimensions of journalistic authority, namely proximity with event protagonists
and sources, authenticity as perceived by the audience community, and professionalism
regarding the journalistic field (Juarez Miro et al. 2025). Findings reveal that journalistic
actors claim epistemic authority by leveraging each dimension based on the kind of
work they produce and the relationships they can establish with other actors within
the communities they cover. Thus, our study contributes to a nuanced understanding
of journalistic authority as a multi-dimensional construct, showing how diverse actors
establish authority through boundary-making practices specific to their unique positions.

Hybrid Journalistic Actors Embedded in Audience Communities

Journalists’ social relevance relies on their ability to effectively assert and be granted the
authority to observe, document, and ultimately define reality (Carlson 2015, 2017; Zelizer
1992). The notion that such legitimacy cannot be unilaterally imposed and needs to be
conferred to journalists by their audiences is a particularly important consideration
given the current context of globally declining news trust, interest, and use (Newman
et al. 2024). These trends are related to audience expectations that journalists be more
engaged with their audience communities, have a deeper understanding of them, and
represent them fairly (Ross Arguedas et al. 2023). When these expectations go unmet,
journalists may be perceived as inauthentic, irrelevant, and undeserving of trust
(Carlson, Robinson, and Lewis 2021; Maares, Banjac, and Hanusch 2021; Ross Arguedas
et al. 2023).

Research documents journalism’s power to build relevant affective communities
(Anderson 2006). While traditional media can foster a sense of community among geo-
graphically close members (Hume 2012), digital technologies extend this affordance to
dispersed audience communities (Vos and Hanusch 2024) who share thematic interests
and meaning-making practices (Lowrey, Brozana, and Mackay 2008; Meyers 2012). At
the same time, audiences in the digital environment have become increasingly fragmen-
ted into niche, interest-based communities, able to exercise unprecedented control over
the media content they consume, produce, and distribute (Napoli 2011). Fan communities
exemplify this, as members form intense connections with cultural objects, constructing
collective interpretations and identities driven by emotional attachments (Baym 2000;
Jenkins 1992; Sandvoss 2004). These communities produce, use, and re-use cultural pro-
ducts while satisfying the social needs of their members (Jenkins 1992).
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Given the highly mediatized nature of these communities, interconnected media-pro-
ducing and media-consuming actors emerge (Bruns 2008; Jenkins 2006; Meyers 2012).
While digital technologies support their activities, their roles extend beyond digital
spaces. They engage in hybrid practices that combine journalistic and journalism-like tra-
ditional and disruptive norms, professional and amateur identities, as well as older and
newer media logics (Chadwick 2017; Hallin, Mellado, and Mancini 2023). In these
mediated and hybrid environments, journalistic actors navigate tensions of dependency
and competition for authority among diverse community members, including other jour-
nalists and non-journalistic media producers (Hills 2015; McEnnis 2020; Meyers 2012).
While these media producers are often studied through the lens of content producers
or influencers, their practices and output have effects on the journalistic field (Maares
and Hanusch 2023). Thus, and following research on peripheral journalistic actors
(Eldridge 2018; Schapals 2024), we approach them as journalistic when they engage in
factual reporting on and analysis of events (L6hmann 2025).

A valuable concept for understanding challenges to traditional journalistic authority
within affective audience communities is embeddedness, the extent to which journalists
are immersed in the communities they cover (Vos and Hanusch 2024). Journalistic actors
who belong to these communities can achieve a privileged position over perceived out-
siders. We differentiate journalistic actors in fan communities by their community knowl-
edge, which shapes their epistemic authority (Juarez Miro et al. 2025). We identify three
forms of knowledge: institutionalized-legitimized through formal education; objectified-
deep expertise on a topic; and embodied-knowledge derived from everyday practice and
lived experience (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). While the diversity and hybridity of actors
within fan communities suggest these categories exist on a spectrum, we distinguish
three kinds of journalistic actors with varying degrees of knowledge of these commu-
nities. First, mass media journalistic actors typically work for mainstream (online) newspa-
pers, magazines, broadcasters and public service media, are outsiders to fan communities,
and derive their journalistic authority from institutionalized traditional journalistic episte-
mic practices and values (see Carlson and Lewis 2015). Second, niche media journalistic
actors produce and distribute narrow-interest journalistic content that relies on institutio-
nalized knowledge but also draws on their objectified, specialized expertise (Cook and
Sirkkunen 2013) and typically work for niche (online) magazines, podcasts and similar
outlets, focused on specific topics. Third, fan media journalistic actors actively position
themselves as members of the fan community, allowing them to uphold certain tra-
ditional journalistic values while leveraging their objectified and embodied community
knowledge (Hills 2015). They typically write for fandom outlets such as amateur podcasts,
blogs, their own media, and in social media pages.

These actors with varying degrees of knowledge on fandom communities compete
over journalistic authority, i.e.,, what is appropriate journalism (Carlson 2017), when
reporting on them. Journalism research draws on the concept of boundary work
(Gieryn 1983) to examine how different journalistic actors navigate these tensions and
define who can claim and be granted epistemic authority (Carlson 2015, 2017). Boundary
work can occur within the journalistic field to negotiate authority among journalists of
different occupational status or working in different beats or formats (Ferrucci and Vos
2017; Wiik 2015), as well as between journalists and various non-journalists, like actors
engaging in acts of journalism or audiences (Carlson 2015; Ornebring et al. 2018).
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Boundary work includes boundary drawing, a social and discursive process where new
actors attempt to enter the field with antagonistic, cooperative, or neutral intentions
(Eldridge 2019; Maares and Hanusch 2023). In response, established actors may incorpor-
ate or reject these newcomers to protect their professional autonomy (Carlson 2015). Our
study extends this scholarship to fan communities, tracing how diverse journalistic actors
establish discursive boundaries to claim or dispute authority.

Dimensions of Journalistic Authority

Our theoretical framework combines insights from boundary work and fan studies to
argue that different types of journalistic actors in a fan community can claim and
contest journalistic authority based on three dimensions: proximity, authenticity, and pro-
fessionalism. The selection and development of these dimensions build on prior concep-
tual work that organized relevant aspects present in existing literature into these
categories (Juarez Miro et al. 2025).

The first dimension, proximity, describes the relationship of diverse journalistic actors
regarding news sources and protagonists and relates to their ability to claim having wit-
nessed relevant events (Pantti 2019; Zelizer 1990). As such, proximity encompasses phys-
ical access to events and latent and manifest resources granting this access. Journalistic
actors’ renown, expertise, and/or resources (e.g., press credentials) shape their level of
proximity. For example, mass media traditionally have high means of getting access to
information due to their status and resources (Lough 2019), which can provide news
sources and protagonists with increased visibility and reach. Here, proximity shapes
actors’ epistemic authority through the power to decide which information makes it
into the news (Carlson 2017). At the same time, as they are not considered part of a
specific community and their expert knowledge might be minimal, mass media reporters
could encounter difficulties in getting close to central community members (McEnnis
2016). In that case, highly influential community media can have more access due to
their insider status and highly specialized deep knowledge about the community and
the main actors in it (Vos and Hanusch 2024).

Second, authenticity describes the relationship between mass, niche, and fan journal-
istic actors and their audiences. Authenticity is a highly relevant concept in digital media
production spaces as it captures the credibility of non-institutionalized knowledge produ-
cers, like influencers (Marwick 2013). The concept speaks to a congruence between the
behavior of mass, niche, and fan journalistic actors and their audiences’ expectations
(Maares, Banjac, and Hanusch 2021). Journalistic actors across the spectrum can
engage in authenticity labor, a calculated performance of genuineness, community build-
ing, being true to their ideals, and consistent in reporting (Duffy and Hund 2015; Maares,
Banjac, and Hanusch 2021). Members of fan communities might be more inclined to
accept statements from “real” community members whom they perceive as experts
and genuine (Banjac and Hanusch 2022) rather than articles in mass media. Likewise,
while niche journalistic actors might have more specific expertise, their interest in pursu-
ing a business might be perceived as less authentic than fan journalistic actors who report
on the object of fandom “out of passion” (De Kosnik 2009). While mass and niche journal-
istic actors can adopt amateur practices to be viewed as genuine, such practices could
also backfire (Bossio 2017).
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Third, professionalism describes the relations between journalistic actors and the
extent to which they are viewed as a legitimate part of the journalistic field by those
with defining power (Carlson 2017; Eldridge 2018). This dimension explores how actors
might adhere to established journalistic norms, routines, and skills (e.g., Deuze 2005; Wais-
bord 2013). The dimension also involves examining how actors might challenge these
approaches and/or introduce new ones (Carlson 2015). This is particularly important
since established practices are not guarantees of fair representation for specific commu-
nities (Ross Arguedas et al. 2023). As community members, fan journalistic actors might be
able to claim journalistic authority by better serving and representing their communities
while challenging traditional journalistic professionalism markers like a detached report-
ing style (Hills 2015).

This theoretical framework, informed by boundary work and fan studies, allows us to
examine diverse journalistic actors’ claims of epistemic authority based on their (1) proxi-
mity to news sources and protagonists of reporting; (2) authenticity in the relationship to
their audience community; and (3) professionalism in relation to the journalistic commu-
nity. With this goal, we ask:

RQ1: Which markers of proximity, authenticity, and professionalism are used by diverse jour-
nalistic actors to claim their own or dispute others’ journalistic authority?

RQ2: How do diverse journalistic actors possessing diverse kinds of knowledge about the
communities they cover perceive their epistemic authority when reporting on them?

Method

To address these research questions, we draw on 27 interviews with journalistic actors in
two fan communities. The first, the Eurovision Song Contest (ESC), launched in 1956, is
one of the world’'s largest televised (pop)music competitions (ebu.ch 2024). The
second, re:publica, is an annual festival about digital politics, culture, and democracy,
first held in 2007 (About re:publica n.d.). Both communities offer insights into how
diverse journalistic actors draw boundaries and establish authority. Their regular in-
person gatherings allowed us to interview diverse journalistic actors at ESC in Malmo,
Sweden (May 7-11, 2024) and re:publica in Berlin, Germany (May 27-29, 2024).

Comparative Case Study

Following a most-different comparative case study approach (Gerring 2006), the two com-
munities help illuminate both differences and similarities in how journalistic actors discur-
sively draw boundaries to assert their epistemic authority. Eurovision has long been
recognized as a fan community, due to its highly mediatized nature, the existence of a
deeply affectively engaged viewer base involved in activist practices and socialization
around the contest (alongside more casual viewers) as well as the official designation
of amateur reporters as fan media (Baker 2017; Wolther 2022). While initial studies on
fan communities concentrated on entertainment, scholarship has since expanded to
include political engagement (Gray, Sandvoss, and Harrington 2007). This broader
approach to fandom allows us to consider re:publica a fan community as well, as it fits
the definition of an affectively engaged group that shares meaning and identity,
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mobilizes around collective expectations, produces and circulates cultural content, and
serves as an alternative space for socialization (Jenkins 1992). Therefore, to include
varied communities to which this framework can be applied (from “softer” to “harder”
issues), we selected two cases that span a spectrum from entertainment to political
fandom. This approach allowed for an examination of the applicability of our framework
in diverse community settings, encompassing diverse communities, journalistic actors,
and the relationships among them.

Data Collection

To ensure comparability of data collected at two different events, the research team met
several times during the conceptualization, fieldwork, and analysis phases. They colla-
boratively developed the interview guide, remained in contact during and after
fieldwork to share observations, and met again after transcript coding and initial analysis
to discuss findings and reach consensus.

To achieve a diverse sample at both events, we contacted potential interviewees in
advance, securing two to four journalistic actors from mass, niche, and fan media
during the events. These were supplemented with on-site interviews, except for four
(two for each event) conducted digitally afterward. Most respondents were recruited
on-site, identified through their work and online presence. Other recruiting strategies
included snowball sampling and, occasionally, chance encounters during the events, in
line with a typical ethnographic approach (Hammersley 2006). Before starting and record-
ing the interview, all participants were informed about their rights and provided signed
informed consent. The study received IRB approval (ID: 20240418_020).

A multi-step strategy allowed us to identify and classify actors based on their outlet
type, the scope of their work, their position in relation to the dimensions of journalistic
authority outlined in our framework, and their knowledge of the two communities. This
process involved (1) an initial assessment based on their work and social media presence,
which provided early insights and informed recruitment decisions; (2) refinement or
confirmation of this assessment through direct observations conducted during the
events (e.g., evident connections to key players in the community or live-reporting); (3)
further validation through the interview data we collected and analyzed (e.g., self-identifi-
cation as journalists); and (4) a final review of each participant’s published work and cover-
age following the interviews. Together, these steps informed the classification of
journalistic actors as shown in Table 1.

In total, we interviewed 27 journalistic actors, including institutionalized, freelance, and
hybrid reporters working for both mass and niche media as well as fan and social media
journalistic actors. Of these, 12 interviews were conducted at ESC and 15 at re:publica
(see Table 1). Interviews averaged 23 min, ranging from 10:03-36:22, totaling over 11 h.
16 respondents identified as men, 10 as women, and one as non-binary. The average
age was 40, ranging from 19 to 64. Most respondents had some journalism training (18),
held a journalism-related job title (16), and/or self-identified as journalistic (15). To preserve
anonymity, we share a few examples of outlets that our respondents worked for at the time
of writing. These include professional mass media such as mainstream newspapers (e.g.,
Aftonbladet, De Morgen, Neue Zircher Zeitung), public broadcasters (e.g., ARD, WDR),
fan outlets such as ESC Insight and Aussievision, as well as blogs and social media sites.
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The interview guide included initial ice-breakers related to the event (e.g., What's your
history with this event?). Then, questions specifically inquired about the theoretical frame-
works’ three relevant dimensions. First, proximity was explored through questions about
access to key people and resources (e.g., How would you describe your level of access?
What resources do you have?). Second, authenticity was addressed via questions on audi-
ence perceptions and community expectations (e.g.,, How do you think your audience
imagines you?). Third, professionalism was examined through questions about journalistic
identity and values(e.g., Do you consider yourself a journalist? Why (not)?). Finally, the
interview included an explicit question about participants’ perceived authority (What
gives you the authority/legitimacy to talk/write about this?).

The 27 interviews were transcribed by a professional human-transcription service in
the languages in which they were conducted (English, German, and Dutch) and translated
into English using translation software and checked by native speakers, ensuring that all
researchers could analyze randomly distributed interviews.

Data Analysis

We employed a thematic analysis in MAXQDA (Braun and Clarke 2006). The analysis was
partially deductive, structured by our conceptualization of the three relevant dimensions
(proximity, authenticity, and professionalism) to identify discursive boundary-making
relating to each one. Additionally, the analysis adopted a partially inductive approach
by maintaining an “other” category for open coding of relevant data. Broader themes
we found for each category relate to access and resources (proximity), perceived member-
ship, and relationships with audiences, fans, and other journalistic actors (authenticity),
and journalistic practices, values, and norms (professionalism).

Findings

Markers of Proximity, Authenticity, and Professionalism to Claim Epistemic
Authority

Regarding our first research question, diverse journalistic actors generally secured their
epistemic authority vis-a-vis other actors in the fandom community and the journalistic
field by drawing on several markers within the broader concepts of proximity, authen-
ticity, and professionalism.

Proximity

Proximity was relevant for journalistic actors, allowing them to meet their audiences’
needs by providing specific information, addressing niche interests, and evoking
emotions. Fan journalists particularly emphasized that their connection to the events
and communities was essential for asserting authority, as it enabled them to convey
that same proximity to their audiences: “I'm just here to bring the contest to other
people. For the people who can’t be here” (ESC7). To draw boundaries to other journalistic
actors and ground their epistemic authority in proximity to key sources, protagonists (e.g.,
artists, panelists), and gatekeepers (press representatives, organizers), journalistic actors
used two key markers: access and resources.
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In terms of access, journalistic actors across the board emphasized the importance of
“being [tlhere,” (ESC2; ESC7; ESC8; RP11; RP12), “in the room” (ESC3), “on the ground”
(ESC3; ESC12), “attending” (RP1), and “taking part” (RP2). Their presence at the events
allowed them to connect with both audiences at home and those seeking information
and guidance on-site. Attending in person-visiting on-site parties, conducting interviews,
and engaging in informal discussions with sources—helped them build closer relationships
with the community and its key players. Moreover, being present made the experience
more enjoyable, as highlighted by those journalistic actors most affectively engaged
with the event, namely fan journalists: “It's great because, after every talk, you have the
chance mostly if they don’t have other talks to do, you can at least briefly talk or
connect” (RP9). In general, journalistic actors also referred to digital media’s relevance
in reducing the need for physical presence while maintaining community connections,
blurring the distinction between access and resources. As explained by one fan journalist:
“the hybrid model of Eurovision right now with online media is something that would
potentially work for me” (ESC3).

Mainstream mass media journalistic actors explained that their outlet’s status and
renown enhanced their access to artists, representatives, and EBU organizers at ESC
and, to a lesser extent, speakers and organizers at re:publica. Niche and fan journalistic
actors thought that protagonists and gatekeepers prioritized outlets with larger audi-
ences, although they felt that, unlike mass generalist outlets, their commitment
allowed them to cultivate deeper relationships with key figures. For instance, ESC fan jour-
nalists felt their privileges had steadily diminished in favor of mainstream mass media,
seeing restrictions by the European Broadcasting Union (EBU), like closed rehearsals, as
obstructive and dismissive: “Throughout the years, the EBU has made it harder for an inde-
pendent journalist to cover the event.” (ESC4). Moreover, a fan podcaster at ESC believed
he was denied an interview because the “head of the press is not that interested in getting
back to a small podcast” (ESC1). Similarly, a niche tech journalist wondered if legacy media
had easier access since “nobody knows us, people that | interviewed can’t expect a huge
reach” (RP11). Still, they explained that mass media sought synergies with them, offering
access to the events’ key players in exchange for specialized knowledge. A fan journalist
explained: “They value what we do, that we have this passion because very often the jour-
nalists that are working for bigger media don’t know Eurovision much, they just do their
work” (ESC8). Journalistic actors generally highlighted professional networks when acces-
sing sources, particularly at re:publica, where many key figures were professional journal-
ists themselves.

In both cases, journalistic actors across our typology highlighted that available
resources influenced their ability to work. However, financial constraints posed a chal-
lenge, particularly for those uncompensated (i.e., fan journalists at ESC and those
without press accreditation at re:publica). This resource limitation intersected with the
notion of working for free, driven by passion (De Kosnik 2009). Accreditations were
crucial resources for proximity to the venue, restricted areas like the press lounge, and
central figures at both events.

Consequently, fan journalists at ESC devoted considerable effort to securing accredita-
tions. However, not everyone succeeded, with fan media feeling more likely to face rejec-
tion than larger, established outlets: “They rejected it. | felt like | was not enough to be
there, and | felt it was unfair” (ESC8). Traditional mass and niche journalists, eligible for
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a different tier of accreditation than fan media, enjoyed greater privileges: “For me, it's
easy. | get an accreditation that gives us - we have to be honest - more access than
the fan media that gets accredited” (ESC11). This disparity motivated those working for
multiple outlets to apply for higher-tier accreditation, making it harder for fan media to
reach key figures. Despite these challenges, outlets with fewer resources took pride in pro-
ducing more “personal” and intimate work (ESC6).

At re:publica, speakers and press attendees received free entry, but press members
were expected to produce coverage. Therefore, many journalistic actors, despite identify-
ing as journalists, chose not to apply for accreditation, preferring to enjoy the event rather
than work. Unlike ESC, re:publica accreditations had less impact due to its more horizontal
culture, which made it easier for attendees to connect with organizers and founders.
Some journalistic actors actively reporting on re:publica and financially able opted to pur-
chase their tickets to support the event. As put by a long-time attending fan blogger:
“Normally | buy my ticket because | can afford it, and | want to support re:publica”
(RP5). The conversation around press accreditations carried a negative tone, implying
that applicants were “free-riding.” To navigate these dynamics, niche and fan journalistic
actors employed various strategies, like submitting papers to become speakers or volun-
teering. One fan journalist who also worked as a freelancer for mainstream mass media
shared her experience: “l joined as a volunteer, so | helped to get everything ready
around here because the ticket was too expensive for me as a freelance worker” (RP12).

In summary, journalistic actors engaged in discursive boundary-making by highlight-
ing how they differentiated themselves from others through their proximity to key
figures at the events. Here, we primarily observe a contestation of the boundary
between fan journalists on the one hand who struggle to gain access, and traditional
mass media and niche journalists on the other, who can rely on their journalistic repu-
tation and resources to increase their proximity. Higher proximity provided actors with
certain advantages, such as more access and easier work. These comparisons also entailed
distinctions based on available resources (i.e., financial capacity, audience reach, and
outlet reputation), which were perceived to provide more established mass and niche
journalistic actors with higher proximity than fan journalists.

Authenticity

Regarding authenticity, journalistic actors across the board were viewed as members of
their respective communities, albeit to varying degrees. At ESC, most, including mass
media journalists, considered themselves part of the fandom. At re:publica, primarily
fan bloggers who had attended the event since its founding in 2007 identified as
members, while several mass media journalists saw themselves more as interested partici-
pants. When claiming epistemic authority through authenticity vis-a-vis other actors, jour-
nalistic actors generally referenced their relationship with audiences, other community
members, and other journalistic actors.

Regarding their audience, not all journalistic actors catered exclusively to a niche or fan
audience community. Some niche and fan journalists who reported through niche plat-
forms, fan media, podcasts, or micro-blogging also worked for national newspapers or
public broadcasters addressing a broader audience. An ESC mainstream mass media jour-
nalist and fan podcaster explained, “With the podcast, that's very clear. Those are super
fans (...) At [national newspaper]? Initially, | think, the average Fleming” (ESC11). With
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these “super fans,” respondents developed direct and close relationships akin to influen-
cer authenticity labor (Maares, Banjac, and Hanusch 2021). Niche media actors, especially
in subscription-based platforms, were well-connected with their audience, turning
readers into engaged members. Fan journalists covering ESC, in particular, tailored
their content to their audiences’ and crowd-funders’ interests, adjusting language and
style accordingly. By commodifying their relationship, however, respondents felt
“guilty” (ESC8) when unable to fulfill expectations. Others emphasized authenticity by
staying “true” to themselves (Maares, Banjac, and Hanusch 2021), producing content
they found relevant, hoping audiences would like it. As one ESC fan reporter explained,
“If there's something | want to talk about, then I'll talk about it. (...) | want to be me.”
(ESC7). Similarly, a fan blogger and long-time re:publica member argued, “I just write
for me. | only do it because writing relaxes me and because | want to. | don’t care who
reads it, who likes it, and who doesn't like it” (RP5).

Regarding their relationship with other members of the community, journalistic actors
at both events noted that they were recognized for their work and expertise within the
community. At ESC, nearly all journalistic actors were deeply involved in the fandom;
they self-identified as “fans” even when working for mainstream mass media outlets
(ESC4; ESC3; ESC7; ESC9; ESC12). Several respondents working for both mass, niche or
fan outlets linked their work to their love for ESC. As one put it, they were “fortunate
enough to just write about it” (ESC9). At re:publica, journalistic actors across the board,
but most prominently fan journalists, described membership in a tight-knit community,
referring to it as their “emotional home” (RP9), a “class reunion”(RP9, RP10, RP13, RP14),
a "homecoming”(RP10) or like seeing “family” (RP4, RP10). Respondents explained the fes-
tival makes their “digital connections [...] real” (RP10), while newer participants were
more reserved about their membership, suggesting an aspirational appeal primarily
created online.

As their audience did not always entirely overlap with the fandom community, fan
journalists also differentiated themselves from other fans through their position as
reporters, balancing authenticity as both community members and objective chroni-
clers of truth. They emphasized the obligation to be critical as a key to providing auth-
entic information, even if it “feels bad” as a fan (ESC12). While this critical stance might
alienate them from the larger community, they regardless viewed it as important. One
respondent, who identified more as a journalist than a fan reporter, acknowledged this
made him a “little bit more of an outsider. I'm sure that there are people who don't like
what | do and don’t follow me, and they choose other Eurovision-related media.”
(ESC8).

When it comes to their perception of other journalistic actors’ authenticity, niche and
fan journalistic actors questioned mainstream mass media journalists’ expertise and
knowledge of the event. While most engaged with content produced by other commu-
nity members, they found mass media’s reporting to be “pretty on the surface” (RP1),
prioritizing celebrities or elite actors over details. At ESC, both fan and mass media
actors who identified as fans said that generalist journalists sometimes “don’t really
have a connection with [ESC]” (ESC11). In defending their epistemic authority, fan journal-
ists emphasized their authentic relationships with audiences as well as their deep knowl-
edge about the fandom, and criticized that mass media reporters’ opinion was perceived
as more legitimate by the public and protagonists of their reporting: “[Their] opinion is
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more valid than the people who have loved Eurovision, watched Eurovision all their lives,
and now are reporting on it” (ESC7).

In conclusion, fan and, to a lesser extent, niche journalists used authenticity as a
boundary marker to distinguish themselves from mass media journalists and claim epis-
temic authority as authentic chroniclers of the events. As such, we can observe boundary
drawing within the field (between niche and mass media) as well as at its periphery
(between fan and mass media). Fan and niche journalistic actors emphasized their
deep embodied knowledge about the community they are part of and report on to legit-
imize their claims of epistemic authority. At the same time, fan journalists distinguished
themselves from other fans who do not report on the fandom, linking markers of authen-
ticity with those of professionalism. By highlighting their intention to stay “true to them-
selves" (Maares, Banjac, and Hanusch 2021), they, however, emphasized that they have
higher editorial freedom than professional niche and mass media journalists, which
renders their work more authentic and truthful.

Professionalism

While proximity and authenticity markers were discussed in depth, cues of professional-
ism were mentioned as a taken-for-granted basis of journalistic actors’ reporting. Across
the spectrum from mass to fan media, actors highlighted journalistic values as important
guiding principles when they reflected on how they covered ESC and re:publica. This indi-
cates their relatively high adherence to standards of professional journalism, like research-
ing and fact-checking information. Furthermore, mass and niche journalists considered
organizational standards shaping their work, while fan journalists emphasized their rela-
tively high editorial freedom. At both the ESC and re:pubilica, journalistic actors across our
typology asserted their journalistic authority by emphasizing markers of professionalism,
including their self-identification as journalists, training, commitment to values and
ethical stances, and adherence to traditional journalistic practices and routines.

Mass, niche and fan media actors who self-identified as journalists supported this by
describing their work as “journalistic” or conducted from a “journalistic point of view”
(ESC4; ESC11; RP4; RP7; RP12; RP16). They also distinguished themselves through salaried
employment at recognized outlets, emphasizing that they were “paid for it” (ESC7; ESCS;
RP7; RP12). Actors who did not identify as journalists (e.g., fan bloggers) cited this same
criterion, arguing they were not journalists because they did “not make money doing
journalism” (RP5). Additionally, self-identified journalists across our typology highlighted
their training, which facilitated entry into news organizations and equipped them with
essential research and writing skills while familiarizing them with traditional journalism
principles. For instance, they related journalistic authority to making knowledge accessi-
ble to audiences (Carlson 2017). As put by a niche media journalist who also was a fan
podcaster at re:publica: “I'm trying to break down complex information into small
pieces so that everyone can follow. | provide information that not many people have
access to for different audiences, so that makes me a journalist” (RP9).

Journalistic actors who identified as journalists expressed the relevance of maintaining
journalistic values and ethical stances. Truthfulness and transparency were particularly
important (ESC2; RP1; RP4; RP6). As one mass media journalist explained, “the biggest
value is truth” (ESC2), while another mass media journalist stated, “we are committed
to the truth, and we try to tell the facts” (RP4). Objectivity and neutrality were also
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highlighted by mass, niche and fan journalists alike (ESC4; ESC11; RP1; RP9), although they
viewed them as tools for fair reporting and offering multiple perspectives: “it's not objec-
tivity or neutrality because every journalist is a human as well, [...] but in our coverage, we
try to get to know the main pros and cons of every story to cover the arguments” (RP1).
Still, fan journalistic actors prioritized affect and personal engagement as core values
guiding their reporting. Those working across different media types, like a national news-
paper and a fan media podcast, adapted their reporting style: “At the fan media, | will dare
to share my own opinion much more than | will at [large national newspaper]. There it will
be really objective” (ESC11).

However, journalistic actors across the spectrum described resisting common social
media standards, like adopting an explicitly opinionated tone. One niche media journalist
and fan podcaster aimed to add context when sharing opinions online to prevent discus-
sions from escalating (RP9). At ESC, fan reporters acknowledged having opinions on
Israel’s participation in the 2024 edition but withheld them for professionalism (ESC1,
ESC3, ESC10, ESC11, ESC12), with one of them only agreeing to an interview on the con-
dition that Israeli participation not be discussed (ESC7).

Journalistic actors generally noted their role within a broad content production land-
scape, where traditional gatekeepers coexist with a diverse constellation of hybrid
content creators at both re:publica and ESC. However, not all identified as journalists or
adhered to traditional journalistic values. Those who did not, perceived themselves enjoy-
ing more editorial freedom (ESC5, ESC7, RP5, RP7, RP13). A former journalist-turned-blogger
and digital consultant explained that editorial freedom also meant less pressure to produce:

| don't have to write. | can write anytime | want to. | can write about what | want to. | can put
into the articles the amount of research | want to. | know there are always some people
saying, “You write this, but you should have asked X, Y, and Z.” | said, “No, that’s the work
of a journalist and I'm not a journalist.” (RP5)

Regarding practices and routines, journalistic actors broadly used journalistic language,
reflecting both traditional and digital cultures. They referred explicitly to “covering” or
“reporting on” events or stories (ESC6; RP1; RP4; RP10; RP11; RP13) and writing “news
articles” (ESC4; RP9) for specific outlets, “whether it's for fan media or for an official
medium” (ESC11). Other journalistic practices and routines included “doling] research”
(ESC2; RP8; RP10; RP11), “talkling] to people,” “checkling] for sources” (ESC6; RP1; RP8),
and taking “interviews and statements” (ESCT). Some mass media journalists mentioned
being or working with “an editor” or “editorial office” (ESC4; RP8; RP16), or being in “the
press room” or “the newsroom” (ESC12; RP1). Using specialized jargon, journalistic actors
across the board discussed “having a formal assignment” (RP4), “having the scoop”
(ESC11), “covering the other side,” “taking that kind of angle” (ESC10), or “pitch[ing]
topics” (RP12). On the digital side, actors from mass to fan media explained that they
also created “backstage videos, vlogs, and live streams” (ESC8) or “live chat[ted] with
the readers” (ESC4). This language, rooted in professional practices and routines, served
as boundary work, differentiating insiders from outsiders (Waisbord 2013). However,
some niche and fan media reporters questioned their ability to adhere to certain journal-
istic norms and routines, like fact-checking, due to limited resources: “l would say the jour-
nalistic values are the same but just not the possibilities, like | would love to fact-check
everything” (RP11).
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In brief, journalistic actors generally grounded their claims to authority on profession-
alism by leveraging their self-identification as journalists to distinguish themselves from
others, emphasizing their adherence to journalistic values and practices, drawing bound-
aries between journalism and non-journalism. Our findings show that this can work both
ways, with some fan reporters deliberately setting themselves apart from professional
mass and niche journalists or considering themselves their peers. Consequently, not all
fan journalistic actors claim membership, albeit they might have effects on the journalistic
field (Maares and Hanusch 2023).

Perceived Recognition of Epistemic Authority

Beyond discursively positioning themselves vis-a-vis others along these three dimensions,
journalistic actors broadly reflected on their epistemic authority (RQ2). They believed their
ability to produce knowledge about these events and the surrounding communities was
recognized by their audiences for several reasons relating to their embeddedness in the
respective communities (Vos and Hanusch 2024). These included their intense involve-
ment in the events, professional standing, specialized knowledge, long history with the
events, and relationship to key players organizing the events. At the same time, some
journalistic actors, in particular mass media journalists, also drew on their professional
standing to ground their claims to epistemic authority (Carlson 2017).

Journalistic actors with embodied knowledge of the communities argued that their
audiences recognized their active, personal involvement in the events’ central activities.
For instance, in the re:publica case, this involved attending the panels, reflecting on
them, and establishing connections between the discussions and public affairs in the
reporting. Their deep appreciation and genuine interest in these events, coupled with
a personal commitment to conveying this passion through their journalistic work, were
seen by these actors as key factors in establishing their authority.

Regarding their specialized knowledge, journalistic actors with objectified and embo-
died knowledge, mostly niche and fan journalists at both events, perceived that their
authority was acknowledged due to their in-depth understanding of niche topics inti-
mately related to the events. This recognition often came from other media outlets
that sought them out as expert sources on the communities, as well as from their
firsthand experiences gained by attending and covering them.

Journalistic actors across the board also noted their long history with the event as a
basis for recognition of their epistemic authority. Their experiences often extended
back before their careers as journalists, particularly in the case of ESC: “This was my
19th year covering Melodifestivalen” (ESC4). Relatedly, journalistic actors generally high-
lighted how attending the events over many years, and getting to know fellow journalistic
actors, along with engaging in online discussions, enabled them to develop an intimate
understanding of the event and its key players in the organizing teams. Moreover, this
familiarity granted them access to privileged information before it became public,
especially in the context of re:publica.

Additionally, journalistic actors with institutionalized journalistic knowledge, mostly
mass media journalists at both events, reflected on how their professional standing
was recognized. This recognition stemmed from various factors, including “taking the
journalistic craft to heart” (RP16), their self-identification as journalists, their affiliation
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with a reputable media outlet, and their possession of press accreditations. However,
those actors with objectified and embodied knowledge also used professionalism
markers to ground their epistemic authority. As one fan journalist explained, “I have
accreditation. That is my authority, just like everyone else here. [...] If they've applied
they've earned the right to be here” (ESC7).

In brief, mass, niche, and fan journalists anchored their sense of epistemic authority
in the specific types of knowledge they possessed. Mass journalists emphasized insti-
tutional credentials and newsroom prestige, while niche and fan journalists high-
lighted embodied participation and objectified expertise. Across the board, they
perceived that audiences recognized these distinct assets (i.e., professional standing,
specialized insight, and long-term community membership) as legitimate foundations
for relying on their reporting.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined how diverse journalistic actors involved in two different commu-
nities, the ESC and re:publica, asserted their journalistic authority based on three dimen-
sions of epistemic authority: proximity to main sources and protagonists; authenticity,
recognized by the community members; and professionalism, in reference to the journal-
istic field. We examined how diverse actors across a spectrum from mass media to niche
and fan media discursively drew boundaries along these dimensions of journalistic auth-
ority that distinguished them from other actors producing knowledge about these
specific events. Our findings indicate that the dimensions allowed journalistic actors to
effectively claim authority while navigating the tensions stemming from their practical
needs to access the events to be chronicled (Carlson 2015, 2017; Zelizer 1992), audiences’
demands for more engaged and authentic reporting (Carlson, Robinson, and Lewis 2021;
Ross Arguedas et al. 2023), and traditional journalistic values like detached objectivity
(Carlson 2017).

Despite disparities in their available resources, all journalistic actors involved could
apply for accreditations, which allowed them to establish their epistemic authority
based on their access to the events, including restricted areas reserved for the press.
Event organizers often resort to such a strategy, shifting the playing field for all actors
in terms of access and resources (McEnnis 2016; Rocamora 2017), although traditional
mass media journalists with more status or renown still had more privileges. Here, journal-
istic professionalism and reputation affected the extent to which some actors, primarily
those with embodied knowledge, could toggle their degree of embeddedness (Vos
and Hanusch 2024). Even though they are embedded within a community based on
their authentic membership and embodied knowledge, reduced access complicates
their ability to witness an event on-site.

Even so, journalistic actors with less access and resources used digital technologies to
conduct real-time monitoring and reporting through practices such as live (micro-)blog-
ging, a documented strategy by fan reporters (e.g., Hills 2015; Sandvoss 2013) which
allowed them to assert their epistemic authority by competing, and even circumventing,
gatekeeping from other journalists and event organizers. This finding can be contextua-
lized within the broader discussion of how mediated witnessing capabilities—defined as
the ability of ordinary citizens to observe, record, and share events in real time using
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everyday portable devices like smartphones—have become a widespread affordance of
digital technologies, challenging traditional notions of journalistic gatekeeping (Bruns
2003; Hills 2015).

Importantly, our analysis revealed that the dimensions were interrelated. For instance,
some who were disadvantaged when claiming their authority based on proximity were
better positioned to do so through their authenticity claims. In that sense, while enhanced
access positioned established journalists to build relationships with important sources
(Ahva and Pantti 2014), less established journalistic actors argued that they were closer
to the community, being able to capture the community’s real sentiment. Similarly,
while outlets with a broader reach utilized their influence to gain access to important
sources, they also partnered with journalistic actors who had deep specialized knowledge.
This collaboration allowed both parties to assert their epistemic authority based on exper-
tise and authentic connection to the community. Future research should further investi-
gate the affective dimension of such collaborations and to what extent they can be
viewed as strategic demarcation practices of traditional journalists to maintain their
role as detached observers while outsourcing more passionate reporting to fans (Wahl-
Jorgensen 2015), a dynamic echoing the relationship between conflict reporters and
local fixers (KotiSova 2023).

Additionally, journalistic actors attending these events without an assignment were
not compensated for their work. This enabled them to ground their authority claims on
their community membership and genuine interest rather than financial motivation, a
particularly important marker of authenticity among fans and aspirational workers
(Abidin 2017; De Kosnik 2009; Duffy and Hund 2015; Reade 2021). Furthermore, identify-
ing themselves as journalists allowed actors to claim epistemic authority based on their
adherence to professional journalistic norms, routines, and skills regardless of their affilia-
tion to mass, niche, or fan media. Fan and niche journalistic actors more explicitly demon-
strated the normalization of these standards in live blogging and social media reporting
(Matheson and Wahl-Jorgensen 2020). This reflects a broader trend of convergence
between journalistic norms and digital culture (e.g., Hellmueller, Vos, and Poepsel
2013). Moreover, although fan journalistic actors could set themselves apart by embracing
more affective and subjective reporting styles (e.g., Atton 2009; Hills 2002), they relied on
professionalism to distinguish themselves positively from other fans and claim member-
ship in the journalistic field, a common practice in fan communities (Hills 2002; 2015;
McCudden 2011).

We acknowledge that the two communities analyzed, while diverse in terms of “softer”
and “harder” topics, may not be representative of other communities with differing cul-
tures (i.e., fans had significant influence at ESC and re:publica’s organizational structure
was particularly horizontal). Similarly, diverse journalistic actors and relationships with
organizers and protagonists could lead to varying discursive strategies of boundary-
making. Additionally, although our analysis included a diverse range of actors who pro-
duced their own but also consumed others’ journalistic work, future research should
focus more explicitly on the reception of these authority claims to understand whether
and how they are recognized, by whom, and whether this changes based on the dimen-
sion they are rooted in.

These limitations notwithstanding, this study contributes a more nuanced conceptual-
ization of journalistic authority as a multi-dimensional construct. Our findings suggest
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that journalistic authority is shaped by how different actors manage their relationships
with sources, audience communities, and the broader journalistic field. By examining
boundary work along the dimensions of proximity, authenticity, and professionalism,
this study enabled a broader examination of varied journalistic actors across diverse com-
munities and types of work. Therefore, future research following this approach holds the
potential to enhance our understanding of how these actors establish authority through
boundary-making practices that set them apart from other hybrid actors involved in cov-
ering their community.
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