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Abstract

:

The presumption that a liberal media landscape and associated press culture strengthens good governance and human development has approached orthodoxy in the western world. Consistent with this, journalism training has been a central component of media aid strategies in the Global South. This research examines how normative assumptions about journalism roles can interact with ideas about democracy in a training environment and the possible implications of this. It explores parallels between programme elements relating to democracy facilitation and particular role conceptualisations of journalists trained by these programmes, with a specific interest in how this process is borne out in countries where democratisation processes are ongoing. A qualitative-based methodology, using journalism training in Cambodia as a case study, finds some correlations between democracy-related emphases at training level and specific normative orientations among working journalists who participated in these programmes. However, we find that these democratic norm-related orientations of practitioners contain subtle, but key differentiations from those advocated by programme facilitators. A vocational, advocacy-oriented approach to journalism programmes may have contributed to this outcome in a Cambodian context.
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1. Introduction


It is generally accepted that values such as accuracy, truthfulness and fairness are integral to what journalism as a practice is based upon. However, the question of which principles are core, irreducible values that must be adhered to, and which ones reside more in the realm of professional ideals, or aspirations remains contested (See for example the debate around the practical applicability of ‘objectivity’). Whatever position one takes, journalistic values and ideals are a key component of what journalism training programmes focus on.



This study is interested in one such journalistic normative ideal—that of democracy. The histories of journalism and democracy have long been interlinked, with the press seen as essential in informing citizens about the world around them, scrutinising how power is exercised and facilitating informed voting choices (McNair 2009; Josephi 2013) and in so doing contributing to political, economic, social and cultural development” (UNESCO 2013). This encompasses facilitative, monitorial and confirming functions (these are teased out in more detail later). While it is broadly accepted that a free press is an intrinsic component of established democracies in the west (Nielsen (2017) describes this as a “central normative anchoring point” (p. 1252) for much journalism scholarship), the precise nature of the relationship and its implications for non western environments is contested.



The key question this paper interrogates is: how does the democratic norm manifest itself in journalism training that is facilitated as part of an externally supported democratisation process in the Global South and what are the implications of this? Due to the fact that the case study being used here, journalism programmes in Cambodia in the mid 1990s onwards, was supported by organisations focused on democracy-building activities, it takes as a given that this specific variation of the norm—that journalism is a facet of what brings democracy intro being—is core to how the relationship between journalism and democracy was conceptualised in these instances. Before examining the experiences of key informants from the period being examined, I first establish a broad theoretical framework from which to make sense of some of the ‘presumptions’ and ‘givens’ touched on above, as a means of better understanding how the democratic norm is assumed to interact with the democratisation process.



I begin with an overview of some of the primary characteristics that make Cambodia a pertinent case study here. This sets up a broader discussion on the interaction of journalism norms and ideals with cultural variations, particularly in the Global South, before placing this within the evolution of the relationship between democracy and journalism, specifically in terms of the democratisation process. From here, I consider different models and approaches to journalism training as part of foreign aid programmes. An overview of the methodological approach outlines a rationale for gathering and analyzing interview-based data, gathered between 2011 and 2013, followed by a discussion section which considers key emergent findings.




2. Cambodia and Journalism Training


Cambodia, between the years of 1993 and 2013 is a particularly good place in which to situate a study of the interaction of the democracy norm and journalism training for a number of reasons. Firstly, it offers a vivid example of a place and a period in which international best practice in terms of journalism education was applied for a sufficient period of time that such an assessment can be useful. After a combination of civil war, the genocidal Khmer Rouge regime and the Vietnamese occupation devastated Cambodia economically and culturally, the rebuilding process undertaken by the United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) intervention in the 1990s intended to encourage the development of a free press, which it was hoped would support and help consolidate a genuinely liberal democratic government structure (UNTAC 1991). Supplementing new media-friendly legislation and a more amenable economic environment that followed this rebuilding process, numerous international and western aid organisations became involved in journalism training programmes (Clarke 1995). Thus, the journalism programmes carried out in Cambodia during this time period were very explicitly positioned as part of democratisation efforts.



Secondly, efforts at training journalists in the 1990s in Cambodia were attempted based on what might be regarded as a ‘clean slate’ (this term is used in a very qualified fashion), meaning data can potentially be mined which is less tainted by the kinds of difficult-to-quantify external variants and factors that would be present in a more normalised case. This is due to the fact that what little experience Cambodia had of a journalistic culture historically was wiped out under the Khmer Rouge regime and the period of unrest that followed. Thus, normative conceptualisations of journalists can more readily be linked to the specific programmes being examined here than might otherwise have been the case.



A third factor which makes Cambodia an interesting case study is that there is ample evidence on the ground that a democratic political outcome has not resulted there to the extent that proponents of journalism programmes there hoped. Cambodia was, at the time that interviews were carried out, officially a multi-party democracy under a constitutional monarchy, even as the reality more closely resembled an authoritarian state (Bumille 2012). However, the democratic and media situation has declined precipitously in Cambodia since, with the 2018 parliamentary election, in which Prime Minister Hun Sen’s ruling CPP took nearly all available seats following a major crackdown on the media and opposition (Lamb 2018) the latest nadir. Almost every reputable analysis of the country (Reporters San Frontiers 2019; Freedom House 2020) have concurred that the current Cambodian media climate is not free. Thus, this study offers a snapshot of a scenario in which the democratisation process was on what can now be confirmed as something of a downward spiral. Cambodia then, offers a useful case study, but what are the other aspects that feed into the relationship between journalism and democratisation and what are the contested areas that might offer a framework with which to understand the Cambodian experience in this regard.



The choice to situate this study in Cambodia is also opportunistic. Between 2006 and 2008, I worked as a journalist with the Phnom Penh-based Cambodia Daily1 newspaper. The Daily was set up primarily as a means of local journalists being trained in ‘best practice’ by western trained reporters who work alongside them and represented an unusual experiment in combining a profit making newspaper with a NGO-style media training ethos. The initial hypothesis that inspired this research emanated from observations I made while working with the Daily.




3. Cultural Variations of Journalism Ideals


Any discussion about journalism and journalism training in Global South environments such as Cambodia must acknowledge numerous difficulties experienced by journalists as learned or assumed ideals run into locally specific obstacles.2 These are socio- and political-economic in nature, for example the structural and institutional difficulties faced by citizen journalists in the Dominican Republic (Prado 2017) and elsewhere (Beiser 2018), the increasing precarity of Nigerian journalists’ working conditions (Matthews and Onyemaobi 2020), newsroom socialisation which has been linked to disinterest in detached, adversarial journalism highlighted across several Global South countries by Kalyango et al. (2017). Other factors which tend to stymie journalism can be more cultural in origin, for example the rooting of norms and value systems central to journalism in western concepts and philosophical foundations (Christians 2009; Plaisance et al. 2012). The blanket application of ‘absolutist’ journalistic ethical norms in countries which are culturally dissimilar has been linked to elitism (Banda 2007), unexpected or poorly understood interpretations of these norms (Tsukamoto 2006; Ward 2008), lack of applicability in repressive environments (Cortadi et al. 1992) and an ignorance of pre-existing ethical frameworks (Wasserman and De Beer 2004; Hamada 2016).



Discourses around alternative, and more inclusive frameworks for journalism ideals have emphasised the socially constructed and negotiated aspect (Ward 2008), particularly during times of social transformation (Hanitzsch et al. 2011; Lo et al. 2005). This has led to pressure to enlarge the conceptual base of journalism ethics and the increased integration of “indigenous epistemologies” within global media ethics (Rao and Wasserman 2007, p. 30). Lugo–Ocando (2018) finds a positive overall trends in this regard with the broad convergence in normative claims and aspirations around journalism values and ethics all over the world. However, the likes of Meyers (2016) warns against replacing the extremes of reason dependent absolutism with those of cultural relativism.




4. Democracy and Journalism


The discourse around the westcentric nature and inappropriateness of aspects of general journalism ideals or practice in non-western environments are also prominent in critiques of the assumed relationship between journalism and democracy (Nielsen 2017; Josephi 2017; Hanitzsch and Vos 2018; Entman 2010; Lugo–Ocando 2018). Vigorous and influential critiques by the likes of Appadurai (1996) argued that while symbols associated with liberal democracy—for example freedom, rights, welfare, sovereignty, elections, representation, environmental protection, cosmopolitanism and democracy—are projected from the western world via a global media, the reality has been “the deepening of the ideals of freedom and human dignity only for an elite, while increasing the misery of the rest” (Harvey 2005, p. 37). Instead of truly advancing the core principles of liberal democracy, Herman and McChesney (1997) argued that this mediation instead acts as the new missionary for global corporate capitalism. The counter-reaction to such mediated symbols has been linked to revolutionary responses, for example the violent destruction of the symbols of capitalism by anti-globalisation movements or via an affirmation of cultural specificity, evidenced through the discourse of ‘Asian Values’ in society generally (Pye and Pye 1985) and then to journalism particularly (Dissanayake 1988).



This research is specifically interested in the perceived role of journalism in a media aid environment, and by extension linkages between specific journalism roles and the process of ‘democratisation’ in Global South countries. The literature in this regard has tended to coalesce around the importance and influence of the monitorial, facilitative and collaborative roles of the press. The monitorial role, for example, is seen as particularly useful in that it serves citizens who actively seek information in order to participate in the democratic process (Schudson 1998; Hackett 2017). Critics (Cammaerts et al. 2017; Donohue et al. 1995), however, have questioned the press’ ability serves this type of function, given its lack of independence from broader political economic forces. A facilitative-oriented press is thought to strengthen and broaden civil society by bringing social, administrative and financial issues from the political to the public realm, providing the information that moves a public to meaningful judgement and action (Denzin 1997). During a democratisation process, Bennett (1998) calls this a confirming role. However, difficulties in achieving this have been observed in post-authoritarian environments in particular (El Issawi and Cammaerts 2016). A ‘collaborative’ oriented press, which actively supports a particular agenda for what is perceived to be the greater good, is perhaps the most controversial of these perceived democratisation-supporting functions. It is linked strongly to developmental journalism (Christians 2009), a type of journalism which works alongside the state to pursue the benefits of modernisation for the nation as a whole. However, there are serious questions about the autonomy of this type of press and its ability to critique the power it has allied itself with (Banda 2007).



Berger’s (2000) outlining of the way variants of the democratic norm influence press’ interaction with democratisation further distils our understanding of the relationship. His liberal variant of the norm sees journalism as an active, autonomous force safeguarding citizens’ rights, with a strong ‘watchdog’ orientation. The social democratic variant stresses the press’ guiding, and educational role in a way that is traditionally linked to public service broadcasting. The neoliberal variant, on the other hand, is more commercially oriented, linking journalism’s contribution to democracy to reflecting pluralism and diversity in debates, with the press acting as neutral referees in the contest of political forces in the service of a public or ‘media consumers’. A sense of what variant (if any) predominated in a Cambodian context might shed light on some of the specific ways that certain types of training environments interact with this process.




5. Journalism Training in the Developing World


Having established the relationship between differing journalistic roles emphases and how the democratic norm is conceptualised, another key variable for this study is the type of training experienced by practitioners. The discourse around journalism training implementation has tended to centre around implications of vocational (short-term, practical and skills-based) versus educational (more theoretical, institutional and long-term) approaches in the sector. While there is a growing consensus that a mixture of both approaches is best (Datta–Ray 2006; Murthy 2010; Quinn 2018), the proportion of each required remains contentious (Gardeström 2017).



The traditional dominance of a vocational approach to training in the West3 (Anderson 2014) has meant that journalism programmes supported by aid emanating from these countries also tended to adhere to this model (Barrera 2012). This, combined with a dominance of western-oriented learning materials (Quinn 2018) and a general shortfall of research into non-western journalism practice (Dube 2016) has resulted in programmes in non-western environments which tend to emphasise, whether overtly or implicitly, the “self-evident” superiority of Anglo/US journalistic systems (Papoutsaki 2007).



The democratic norm is a central tenet of the type of Enlightenment-influenced universalism applied to curriculum-building by UNESCO (Josephi 2010; Deuze 2005), the body that most influences journalism programmes in the developing world. UNESCO’s (2013) report on the implementation of journalism curricula, for example, states that the effort derives from a “conviction that professional journalistic standards are essential to a media system that can foster democracy, dialogue and development” (UNESCO, 2013, p. 5).4 Such assumptions have been found to be problematic in an educational context, however. For example, Josephi (2005) argues that journalism’s strong association with democracy has made the practice seem more the prerogative of western nations, as many countries do not seem to provide the democratic basis which seems necessary for journalism. For Foley (2010, pp. 65–66), there is a very real danger that journalism training in post-socialist countries can end up simply replacing one ideologically-oriented position for another. This study wished to avoid the “needlessly oppositional” (Ward 2008) arguments over ‘universalisable’ versus ‘culturally specific’ frameworks for journalism values. Instead, the priority here is to begin to address the empirical gap about longer term outcomes of specific approaches to journalism training in democratisation projects.




6. Methodological Approach and Overview of Data


This study examines how the democratic norm of journalism manifested itself in journalism programmes carried out as part of broader democratisation efforts and considers some possible implications of this. A mixed methodology, incorporating a case study and qualitative interview-based approach was used to answer two key questions: How did the democratic norm influence programme facilitators’ approach to journalism training? How did ideas about the democratic norm manifest themselves within participants’ role conceptualisations and their approach to journalism practice?



Interviews were carried out with a mix of those involved in facilitating training efforts in Cambodia and those who became practitioners after having participated in these courses. A qualitative semi-structured interview-based approach was chosen as the best means of obtaining responses that reveal latent content which subjects may not fully understand or articulate themselves (Jallov 2005). Judgement (Hoepfl 1997), convenience and snowball sampling (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981) were used to select 54 key stakeholders in this process. Following the selection of interviewees, contact was made via email initially and interviews were carried out between 2011 and 2013. Interviews lasted between one and two hours and were carried out at a location of the interviewee’s choosing. The majority of interviews were carried out in person with an interpreter present where the informant’s native language was Khmer. A small number of interviews were carried out over the phone or via videocall (for example in instances where programme facilitators or trainers were no longer residing in Cambodia), and some follow-up calls were made in some instances to clarify or follow up on some elements of information or topics.



A first category of 25 interviews (Described here as ‘Facilitators’) examined influences, both explicit and implicit, when constructing and implementing key programme objectives (See Table 1). 19 organisations were involved in implementing journalism training in Cambodia to a sustained level between 1993 and 2011, including eight primary ‘on-the-ground’ facilitators and 11 prominent outside facilitators/donors. During the period examined, an early proliferation of journalism programmes focusing on basic skills began to give way in the early 2000s to a more specialised training in particular on ‘key’ topics, for example in economics or health communication. There was also a separate push from 2005 onwards, primarily through the activities of the Konrad Adenauer Foundation in partnership with the Royal University of Phnom Penh, toward a more academically oriented approach.5



A second phase of 29 interviews (‘Participants’) focused on the perception of participants who are now practicing journalists, about what they regarded as their most important ideals of journalism and how these influenced their work practices (See Table 2). These were divided into journalists working at the time for locally-funded Khmer language media and those working for non—Cambodian ‘international’ media, (funded internationally) for a domestic audience.



Other key breakdowns of participants are included below. For example, Figure 1 shows that the range of interviewees in both subcategories are predominantly male, which is representative of the current gender breakdown among journalists.s



A larger proportion of the interviewees in the local journalism category tend to be older overall, with more of those interviewed among the international press aged between 20 and 30 years old (See Figure 2).



The majority of those interviewed among journalists who were relatively experienced (over 10 years). This was not a deliberate strategy, but may have reflected a sense that those who were willing to talk, in particular in the local press, were those who were longer in their jobs and were subsequently more secure in their positions. Figure 3 gives a breakdown of levels of experience among these interviewees.



Interview sheets were based on questions arising from the main research questions. ‘Facilitators’, for example were asked about programme funding, curriculum formulation, their perception of key journalism roles and values and primary programme objectives. Questions for ‘Participants’ centred mainly around what they believed to be the most important journalism roles and values. A thematic analysis, which identifies, analyses and reports dominant patterns (themes) within data (Braun and Clarke 2006) was used to make sense of the ideas which emerged from the interviews. By identifying and interpreting recurring thoughts, experiences, feeling and meanings, thematic analyses offer a way to understand training programme facilitators’ and journalists’ perceptions of normative ideals of the profession and how they connect to programmes that are often not explicitly acknowledged by subjects. I took a deductive approach to this thematic analysis, using existing theory and framing schema to analyse and search for meaning in the data. This approach was used due to it being more detailed and having more of a focus on the relevant aspects of the data (Braun and Clarke 2006). In keeping with a deductive approach, themes were sought from the interview data which are relevant to the ideas related to democracy related normative ideals outlined in the literature review. A theme in this context, as described by Braun and Clarke (2006), captures something important about the data in relation to the research question, and represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set. Themes and their meanings are outlined in Table 3.



Identified themes relating to the research questions are accompanied below by a narrative incorporating observations from relevant categories of interviewees. Interviewees are assigned codes to preserve anonymity, which was deemed necessary given the sensitivity of the political situation in Cambodia and in keeping with the wishes of participants.




7. Finding and Emergent Themes


Findings are presented here as frequency tables outlining how often particular categories of responses, or codes, arose in interviews numerically and in percentage terms for different categories of respondents. Frequency tables offer a useful foundation from which to pick out dominant tendencies or patterns in the data. These form the basis for the themes, which are described in the thematic analysis.



7.1. Programme Facilitators’ Perceptions of Journalism Functions


Responses in this section relate to what a total of 25 Category 1 interviewees, including trainers, donors and observers see as the main functions and needs in terms of skills and ethics of journalism and how these were emphasised within the programmes. Responses were given to questions asked via semi-structured interviews sample questions include: Describe your curriculum? What topics are covered? What role should be played by journalists in Cambodia? What are the most important values journalists should have and where do they come from? Table 4 gives an overview of the breakdown here.




7.2. Normative Conceptualisations of Working Journalists


Table 5 summarises what 29 Category 2 interviewees, journalists working at local and international media see as the main functions, skills and ethics of journalism. Responses here are to questions including: What are the most important roles of a journalist? What are the main values that a good journalist should have?



A number of thematic tendencies emerged from the dataset which related to the primary research questions as follows.




7.3. Theme A. ‘Developing Democracy’ Seen as a Key Journalism Function


Developing, improving and facilitating democracy was seen as a primary journalistic role among both sets of interviewees (Over half in both main categories). One donor described how almost all the money available to do training was from groups which believed facilitating a democratic political system was a central journalism function.




“They all felt free and fair and open media would help to bring about the democratic process. In some countries it’s been more apparent than others.”



—DR





This emphasis is reflected by trainers, one of whom says of journalists they help to train.




“The job [of the press] is to bring society to a point where the democracy level will change.”



—TI





This thinking is echoed by a practitioner working with an international organization:




“I think it is very important [for journalism] to bring democracy. If [Cambodians] don’t know about [democracy] it is easier to boss them.”



—JL





It can be argued that the norm of ‘improving popular participation’ is a less loaded and less political interpretation of the role the press can play in improving democratic preconditions. However, this is only mentioned by two interviewees in the ‘facilitator’ category, while no participants mention it.




7.4. Theme B. ‘Affect Change’ Function Features More Strongly among Journalists Than Facilitators


Seeing the role of the journalist as someone who actively seeks to affect change is a strong normative ideal among journalists interviewed (more than two thirds mention this), but is much less prominent among facilitators (Less than a third). There is significant deviation in this regard between Cambodian trainers, more than 60% of whom reference ‘affect change’ as a key role, versus international trainers (one in ten). This suggests a number of things, one of them being that programme participants tended to view journalism as an active, direct-action oriented practice. As one journalist working for an international outlet puts it:




“You don’t just wait and see what happens and write about the public reaction. Sometimes you have to play a role to find something that will help the society.”



—JL





Another journalist working in a local outlet describes:




“I can change my country by becoming a journalist in a way that I cannot by being a teacher.”



—JL





Another equates journalists and politicians directly.




“In the future journalists have to know, not only how to write articles, they have to be themselves like a doctor … cure the problem.”



—JL





The interview responses here point to a ‘softer’ conceptualisation among international trainers and donors about journalism as a vehicle for social and political change, than is the case with local trainers and programme participants. More specific ‘issue oriented’ and subtle variations of the norm such as “improve human rights”, “improve society” and “improve the government” are much more common among trainers than among journalists.




7.5. Theme C. Journalism Seen as Having an Explicitly Political Function


Seeing journalism as an explicitly political activity is common among most of those that were interviewed, but there was a good deal of variation found within this as a concept. These range from more exploratory and interpretive orientations of the relationship between journalism and the political process to ones which are much more explicitly participatory. One local trainer puts it:




“Before you jump into politics, you (do) journalism first.”



—TL





Journalism is linked to an interest in politics, both in terms of putting forward political points of view and/or questioning dominant political viewpoints. ‘Exerting political influence’ is seen as a function of journalism by one fifth of all facilitators interviewed, (This included half of local trainers). This political conceptualisation tends to be articulated by facilitators in fairly neutral, or positivist terms, for example in terms of ‘questioning authority’ or ‘improve the government’ (a fifth of facilitators mention this while no participants do). Participants, on the other hand, tend more towards a polarised interpretation of this function, with more than a third of them seeing their role as journalists as being to ‘attack the government’ or ‘to get involved in politics’ (no facilitator mentioned this). This also relates to a far stronger incidence of ‘inform’ as a key journalistic function among programme facilitators, (it is the most mentioned journalism function in this category). As one local trainer puts it:




“[Journalists] give information to people so people can make their value judgement.”



—TL





While ‘inform’ also features highly as a key function among journalists, there are subtle counterpoints in terms of how ‘inform’ is interpreted, with 40% of local journalists saying a key journalistic function is to educate, for example:




“We must educate the audience, explain to them and make them understand.”



—JL





This interpretation exchanges a function, understood as to receive and communicate accurate, pertinent and unbiased information in a clear and unvarnished way to readerships, for a more top-down or one-way function with the journalist as an ‘educator’ passing on his knowledge and beliefs, along with particular political orientations either implicitly, or explicitly, to the reader.




7.6. Theme D. Divergence over the Importance of Neutrality, Objectivity and Independence


These terms are gathered together into one value for the purposes of this study, even though there are crucial differences between them. ‘Objectivity’, as understood here, refers to aspiring to be as fair or non partisan as possible10 while striving to reach a version of truth, while ‘neutrality’ leans toward allowing for the expression of all perspectives while not expressing any preference in your writing. The ‘neutrality’ value is referenced strongly among international trainers interviewed (over one third), while no local trainers reference it. Among these trainers, this value veers a little more toward objectivity, but the difference is not very clear. One international trainer describes:




“[we teach them] not to take sides politically. The newsroom is a non-political area, even though some people have strong views.”



—TI





Another states that objectivity is important, but offers little explanation of what that is




“I think [journalists] can take on board and understand the need for … objectivity and all of that. It is common sense.”



—TI





Among participants then, this value tends to be expressed more in terms of neutrality, but much stronger among international journalists (over a quarter of those interviewed) than local.



Independence as a value is skewed differently among facilitators, with more than a quarter of local trainers and participants who work in local media mentioning it as a key value, compared to half that among international trainers and participants who work in international organisations. Amongst the local media participant category however, there is a marked tendency to equate ‘independence’ with being against the government or pro-opposition. As one describes:




“I don’t want to write a story to support the government because such a story would be the opposite of my opinion.”



—JL






7.7. Theme E. Basic Skills/Vocational Approach to Training Emphasised over a More Educational Approach


Findings here suggest a de-emphasising of complexities of journalism as a practice among facilitators and participants. Practical or basic journalism skills are seen as being most important by most interviewees in all categories, with little mention of the need for more a grounding in higher level theory and education for practicing journalists. One donor expressed concerns about blasé attitudes toward journalism training among facilitators. Recalling how a senior figure within an international journalism training organisation had told her that three days was sufficient to impart basic journalism skills, she recalls:


“I thought—what kind of training did they get? What can you learn in three days, frankly, that can be any good?”



—DR







This belief in practical skills above all else links strongly to a belief that short-term vocational or ‘on-the-job’ training is superior to a more education-oriented approach. As one journalist put it:


“[In college] you only learned the theory. We did not know the practice. The job teaches”



—JL







A belief that learning journalism is a simple, top-down formula also manifests in the view that skills and curricula should originate from the west. This view is articulated by more than half of both categories of interviewees (this features more strongly in interviewee sub-categories of international trainers and programme participants who went onto work with international organisations).





8. Analysis and Discussion of Data


Three main tendencies can be seen within interview responses, which have implications in terms of the research questions posed.



Firstly, responses here provide evidence that the democratic normative ideal was a significant influence in the conceptualisation of journalism propounded by media aid organisations in Cambodian in the early 1990s. While an initial examination of responses shows that belief in this as a key journalistic ideal is shared by current practitioners who would have attended these programmes, more in-depth analysis reveals other currents which suggest that belief in the democratic norm among practitioners in particular may not be deeply held.



While there is some evidence of the presence of all three of Berger’s (2000) variants of the democratic norm in facilitator and participant responses, it is the liberal variant which can be seen to be the more dominant conceptualisation. This variant sees journalism as an active, autonomous force (even where existing within a polarised media), safeguarding citizens’ rights and holding the powerful accountable, with high levels of belief in the watchdog norm as a key element needed for democratic openness and transparency.



However, this study also finds evidence of other more problematic tendencies which Berger saw as being connected to the liberal democratic variant (particularly in a developing world environment). Examples include the watchdog role being interpreted as a mandate to unseat undemocratic governments, and a more explicitly political orientation among journalists. Analysis of interviews highlights that facilitators emphasised the watchdog function of journalism as a key tenet underpinning the democratic norm. Responses from programme participants, however, tend towards a more explicitly politicised interpretations of the relationship between journalism and the democratic process. These manifested itself in the high incidence among participants of ideas like ‘attack the government’, and ‘affect change’ as key journalistic functions.



A second observation here is that the short-term vocational orientation of journalism programmes in Cambodia may have contributed to the kind of interpretations of the journalism democratic norm among participants as highlighted above. Previous studies about vocationally oriented journalism training in western settings highlight how this approach lessens journalism’s public service function (Carey 2000) or oversimplifies intellectual complexities (Parisi 1994). This would support the view that a vocational, ‘broad brushstroke’ approach to explaining the relationship between journalism and democracy during training in Cambodia might have contributed to participants’ interpretations of the democratic norm diverging from that of facilitators. Thus, programme facilitators’ more neutral democratisation facilitation role conceptualisations like ‘improving popular participation’ can be replaced by participants’ more explicitly political definitions such as ‘attacking the government’ as a key journalistic role. This tendency would likely have been added to given the politically polarised environment in which they had to operate in as journalists after training.



Weaker conceptualisations of the democratic normative ideal among journalists have significant implications in environments such as that of Cambodia. This research acknowledges the literature on culturally specific democratic inhibitors in the Asian region such as the congruence of Confucianism (Eckstein 1998), the depth of the cultural foundations for Asian Values journalism11 and others, but it tends to agree with more recent studies that argue that many of these ‘democratisation-impairing’ cultural specificities may not have the inhibitory effect than had been thought (Tomaselli 2003; Xu 2005). However, doubts over the degree and extent to which these kind of factors inhibit democratisation does not mean these factors do not have any effect.



A press culture in which journalists manifest limited understandings of key journalistic norms could certainly feed into a scenario whereby these democracy-inhibiting factors do have an impact and gain popular credibility. A generalised belief in democracy among press practitioners is not the same as actually contributing to an environment in which democracy can come into existence. Conceptualisations of journalistic roles and norms which are more facilitative in character, for example which reference the creation of a public sphere, or which enhance popular participation, are notable by their absence in the responses, especially among practitioners.



Instead of driving the creation of a healthy and vibrant public sphere in which reasoned debate and argument takes place, journalists lacking in belief in and understanding of the theoretical underpinnings of journalism’s relationship with its political environment can be vulnerable to becoming agents of and contributors toward a politically polarised environment, in which ideas about ‘cultural suitability’ of democracy and Asian values journalism gain more traction.



A third observation emanating from interviews outlined here is that mixing advocacy with journalism training may have contributed to a press culture which added to levels of political parallelism in Cambodia. The high incidence of belief in normative ideals such as ‘affect change’, ‘exert political influence’ and ‘advocate’ among programme facilitators in Cambodia suggests that many journalism programmes in Cambodia were founded on belief systems similar to those ascribed to Schudson’s (2002) advocacy press model. Here, the press tends towards a partisan role, and is less focused on informing as they are in exhorting participation or adherence to a particular perspective or viewpoint. This advocacy tendency is a feature of a more interpretive, commentary-oriented or politically polarised style of journalism, which has been linked to a type of political parallelism (as described by Hallin and Mancini 2004) whereby media organisations reflect political tendencies.



The type of training which predominated in Cambodia may have emphasised advocacy at the expense of a more journalism focus (Several programme facilitators expressed concern about this specifically). A subsequent tendency of journalists to see their role in terms of advocating for particular causes is reflected in low levels of belief in values such as ‘neutrality’ among journalists, combined with high levels of belief in partisan-oriented journalistic functions such as ‘affect change’ and ‘exert political influence’, among others.



There are indications also that the depth of suspicion among officialdom of the press is in part due to the perception that the nascent press sector was advocating for political and social agendas on behalf of foreign interests. A USAID (1999) report acknowledges this in terms of the media in general, when it said that “democratic transitions may not be strengthened through the creation of a media, which, while free from its own government control, espouses views of foreign governments and reflects their interests (USAID 1999, p. 9). It is important to note here very strongly that the relatively small sample size here as well as the vast range of other factors influencing journalists from the time they participated in programmes to where they were interviewed here, prohibits any claims of a direct causal relationship between training received and the media culture that developed in Cambodia. However, some of the tendencies highlighted here do suggest that partisan conceptualisations of journalistic roles at such a critical moment in the development in a press culture as is the case in Cambodia in 1993 onwards, may not have helped in the cultivation of a media climate in which the free and open debate which serves genuine political pluralism and participatory democracy can flourish.




9. Conclusions


To briefly summarise, this study highlights that journalism training programmes carried out in Cambodia in the early 1990s manifested the democratic ideal of journalism as a central tenet. This is parallelled by normative conceptualisations among current practitioners who also emphasise the democratic ideal as a core norm. However, practitioners’ descriptions exhibit variations of the ideal which are more explicitly and actively political in character. Training which was vocational, short-term, advocacy oriented and lacking a grounding in local specificities may have contributed to this tendency.



This study is somewhat limited in its scope and a number of useful further avenues for research are suggested going forward: Firstly a study of the democratic ideal conceptualisations of journalists who have only been exposed to a more educational approach to journalism training versus a group of students who only participated in vocational training would interrogate further whether more educational orientated journalism programmes increase understanding of the nuances of certain journalism ideals.



Findings here also have implications for organising journalism programmes in environments similar to that presented by Cambodia in the early 1990s—specifically post conflict, developing world environments which can be termed transitional democracies. A comparative analysis between findings here and those from projects in similar countries would reveal more about the effect of training emphases in particular environments. Examples could include culturally similar countries in the same region, such as Burma or Laos. Comparative studies might also usefully be done in countries such as Afghanistan, which is regarded as transitional democracy with issues similar to those faced by Cambodia in the early 1990s, and also has a high degree of emphasis on media development projects as part of rebuilding efforts there.



Findings here suggest the following steps going forward in environments similar to that faced by Cambodia in the 1990s. Firstly, individual journalists must be educated to a degree which goes beyond the learning of basic journalism practice, in order for them to better achieve normative ideals, such as the democratic one. One means of achieving this may lie in the examination of approaches to journalism programmes that incorporate a more theoretical approach earlier on, while also retaining the vitally important emphasis on vocational and practical skills. The highly theoretical approach that predominated in Eastern Europe under socialist governments (Aumente et al. 1999) might be worth reexamining in this regard. While this model was rejected to a large degree due to it being compromised politically, it should be examined again for useful elements that might be considered in future approaches to journalism programmes in a developing world environment, especially ones similar to Cambodia, where journalists were being trained in a society emerging from a more controlled, authoritarian regime.



Tendencies highlighted in this study also contribute to the case against a “one-size fits all” model of free press encouragement in a developing democracy environment such as that of Cambodia in the early 1990s. Instead, it suggests that poorly theorised and implemented approaches to journalism training which included an over-emphasis on the democratic norm during training, without a wider theoretical contextualising, may not have effectively supported the overall aim of democratic consolidation that facilitators hoped for.



While challenging assumptions about the strength of the link between the free press and democratisation in a non-western environment, this research does not suggest that the democratic norm of journalism is undesirable in a developing world context. In particular, the social democratic variant of the norm (as described in the earlier ‘Democracy and Journalism section) would appear to retain usefulness, but only if overly collaborative tendencies which can lead to the press being instrumentalised are avoided.



Finally, any new paradigm of approaches to journalism education in the Global South must establish a more nuanced understanding of what the relationship between democratic participatory practices and the press should mean in a broader societal sense. This requires incorporating enhanced focus in training upon connections between the duties of news producers and rights of those who are consuming the news, are affected by or are the subject of news.
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	1
	
The newspaper was shuttered by the Cambodian government in 2017.





	2
	
Our usage of the term Global South’ here is primarily the conventional nation state definition (used by the World Bank and others) to describe low to middle income countries), but can also be broadly applied to what Mahler (2018) describes a more de-territorialised political economy definition of the term encompassing groupings of people and countries whose social agency is negatively impacted by globalisation.





	3
	
It should be noted here that the vocational approach to journalism training in the west has evolved significantly in recent years towards a more education-oriented (longer-term, theoretical and institution-based) approach (Gardeström 2017). However, the historical dominance, as well as poor educational infrastructure and other practical obstacles, has meant that journalism programs in developing countries supported by Western aid have retained a vocational, practice-oriented and short-term, primarily aimed at building a broad level of basic capacity in the sector (Foley 2006). In Cambodia, as in other countries, this approach did evolve (further discussion on the more educationally oriented approach taken by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation from 2005 onwards is discussed later in this paper). However, the primary focus here is on the effect of that ‘early-stage’ approach to training (similar approaches to which are still being replicated elsewhere) and how this interacted with the understanding of the democratic norm. It must also be noted here that academically oriented approaches to journalism education are not without their problems, for example Vasilendiuc and Sutu’s (2020) highlighting of weaker adherence to professional values shown by student journalists who reiterated an academically induced picture of the profession.





	4
	
The position of UNESCO in the historical debate on approaches to journalism training and media support in non-western environments is multi-faceted and more complex than this paper has the space to fully explore. To briefly summarise, UNESCO became a centre of activity for the New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO) debate during the 1970s and 80s, which critiqued what it identified as ‘Imperialistic’ tendencies inherent in approaches to encouraging media development in the non-western world. This critique and its proponents were sidelined to a degree by geopolitical manoeuvrings in the Cold War, but remains influential today in UNESCO and elsewhere. However, critics have claimed that any changes to the UNESCO approach at a local level have remained somewhat cosmetic, a critique which UNESCO itself acknowledges in its 2013 report on the adaptation of their model curricula.





	5
	
While the more academically oriented approach taken by the Department of Media and Communication in the RUPP may impact on the Cambodian press sector in the future, too few graduates had emerged at the time of this study to significantly impact on the overall press culture.





	6
	
Expert Commentators’ are defined as interviewees with a special degree of knowledge on the subject, but who did not fit into any of the other categories.





	7
	
Where there is overlap between two concepts in responses by informants, both codes were counted separately.





	8
	
Overall number of interviewees in this category.





	9
	
Percentage of Category 2 interviewees overall.





	10
	
My understanding of the term here is also influenced by Soffer (2009)’s definition of objectivity in journalism as mediating a factual, single public reality on the basic of impartial observation and gathering of facts.





	11
	
‘Asian values’ journalism is a type of development journalism, in which an engagement with ideas like democracy or freedom of speech is subjugated to the interests of economic expansion and development (Edeani 1993; Wimmer and Wolf 2005). The likes of Okigbo (1985) and Blake (1997) have shown how a press with these characteristics can be manipulated into becoming a government mouthpiece.
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Figure 1. Gender breakdown of Category 2 interviewees. 
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Figure 2. Age breakdown among Category 2 interviewees. 
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Figure 3. Levels of experience among Category 2 interviewees. 
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Table 1. Facilitators.






Table 1. Facilitators.





	Local Cambodian Trainer (TL)
	8



	International trainer (TI)
	8



	Donor (DR)
	6



	Expert Commentator (EC)6
	3



	TOTAL
	25
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Table 2. Participants.






Table 2. Participants.





	Journalists working in local Khmer language media (JL)
	18



	Journalists working in International English language media (JI)
	11



	TOTAL
	29
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Table 3. describes codes or subthemes which were identified in the initial phase of analysis.7
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	Subtheme
	Meaning





	Inform
	Giving the public key information they need to make better choices



	Affect change (general)
	This means a core function of journalism is to affect change in a broad, non specific sense



	Watchdog
	This refers to a monitorial role, where the press promotes government transparency and accountability via public scrutiny of decision-makers



	Improve democracy
	Emphasis here is that function of press is to improve the level of democracy in Cambodia



	Improve society
	Sees journalism as something which improves society



	Improve the government
	See journalism as providing information that helps to improve general levels of governance



	Exert political influence
	This categorisation sees journalism as something which is explicitly political



	Encourage free market
	The emphasis here is on journalism as something that helps encourage business or trade



	Encourage development
	This sees journalism as having a role in infrastructural and general development of the country as a means of making the country stronger for all



	Improve popular participation
	A broader conceptualisation of ‘improving democracy’, this description placed journalism explicitly as something which encouraged popular participation in society



	Advocate
	In this instance meaning function of representing and promoting particular causes



	Educate
	Journalism described as having key educational function



	Bridge
	Meaning the press facilitates dialogue between the Government and the public



	Improve human rights
	This sees journalism as something that encourages better adherence to human rights.



	Attack government
	Informants here describe journalism as having a specific function to be critical, or attack the government
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Table 4. Trainers/donors’ conceptualisations of key journalism functions.
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	TI

88
	TL

8
	DR

6
	EC

3
	Overall

25





	Inform
	5

(62%)
	5

(62%)
	4

(67%)
	2

(67%)
	16

(60%)9



	Improve democracy
	4

(50%)
	3

(38%)
	5

(83%)
	2

(67%)
	14

(56%)



	Watchdog
	3

(38%)
	3

(38%)
	3

(50%)
	0

(0%)
	9

(36%)



	Affect change (general)
	1

(13%)
	5

(62%)
	2

(33%)
	0

(0%)
	8

(32%)



	Improve Society
	2

(25%)
	4

(50%)
	2

(33%)
	0

(0%)
	8

(32%)



	Improve human rights
	2

(25%)
	2

(25%)
	4

(67%)
	0

(0%)
	8

(32%)



	Improve the government
	1

(13%)
	3

(38%)
	3

(50%)
	0

(0%)
	7

(28%)



	Exert political influence
	1

(13%)
	4

(50%)
	0

(0%)
	0

(0%)
	5

(20%)



	Encourage free market
	1

(13%)
	2

(25%)
	1

(16%)
	1

(33%)
	5

(20%)



	Encourage development
	0

(0%)
	2

(25%)
	3

(50%)
	0

(0%)
	5

(20%)



	Bridge
	0

(0%)
	3

(38%)
	0

(0%)
	1

(33%)
	4

(16%)



	Improve popular participation
	0

(0%)
	2

(25%)
	1

(16%)
	0

(0%)
	3

(12%)



	Advocate
	0

(0%)
	1

(13%)
	1

(16%)
	0

(0%)
	2

(8%)
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Table 5. Normative conceptualisations of working journalists.
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	JI

(11)
	JL

(18)
	Overall

(29)





	Inform
	8

(73%)
	16

(89%)
	24

(82%)



	Affect change
	8

(73%)
	13

(72%)
	21

(72%)



	Improve democracy
	9

(82%)
	9

(50%)
	18

(62%)



	Bridge
	4

(36%)
	7

(39%)
	11

(37%)



	Watchdog
	3

(27%)
	7

(39%)
	10

(34%)



	Educate
	2

(18%)
	7

(39%)
	9

(31%)



	Improve human rights
	3

(27%)
	4

(22%)
	7

(24%)



	Attack government
	2

(18%)
	5

(28%)
	7

(24%)



	Improve society
	2

(18%)
	3

(17%)
	5

(17%)



	Help development/promote Asian values
	0

(0%)
	4

(22%)
	4

(13%)



	Exert political influence
	1

(9%)
	3

(17%)
	4

(13%)
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