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Reporting with WhatsApp: Mobile Chat Applications’
Impact on Journalistic Practices

Tom�as Dodds

Institute of Cultural Anthropology and Development Sociology, Leiden University, Leiden,
Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Since its release in August 2009, WhatsApp has played a key role
in the fast development and expansion of the contemporary poly-
media environment within which humans interact with each other.
Those in the media, and journalists in particular, have taken to this
platform to use it as a way to share and receive information as
well as to maintain regular, and sometimes more private, contact
with their sources. The goal of this paper is to examine the incen-
tives that underlie journalists’ decisions to turn to WhatsApp and
the consequences that this mobile chat application has had on the
newsmaking practices of reporters inside two Chilean newsrooms.
Newsroom ethnography, including participant observation, is
employed in this study to gain insight into journalists’ routines and
their everyday usage of WhatsApp. The conclusions of this article
suggest that the utilization of WhatsApp has impacted the relation-
ship between journalists and sources both on a personal and pro-
fessional level. New perceptions of intimacy and trust, camaraderie
and obtainability, and temporality are observed among the journal-
ists who use this application. These observations carry important
professional and ethical implications for journalists navigating
today’s media ecology, and show how technological and socio-
professional aspects are tightly interwoven.
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Introduction

Mobile instant messaging (MIM) applications are now understood as an essential com-
ponent of everyday communication routines (Andueza and Perez 2014). Unlike SMS or
Short Message Service from 20 years ago, applications such as WhatsApp allow their
users to send and receive not only text, but also to share real-time locations, images,
voice recordings, documents, and videos (Church and de Oliveira 2013). These commu-
nication modalities are available both in one on one interactions or, just recently,
within groups of up to 250 people. As a result of the former, the notion that
WhatsApp is “‘just a few friends connecting’ [… ] seems to have gone out the win-
dow” (Armstrong 2018). Indeed, with the massification of personal mobile phones and
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the low cost of mobile data prices, WhatsApp should be considered as a social net-
work that allows its users to access countless pieces of information very fast (Bouhnik
and Deshen 2014). Yet, the rapid increase in the consumption of data produces tense-
less conceptions of action, where the temporality of some activities gets reduced to
an immediate and atemporal now.

MIM applications penetrated deep into the way we communicate with each other
in what Malka, Ariel, and Avidar (2015) have called a “unique combination of mass
and interpersonal communication channels” (329). The intrusion in people’s lives has
been so dire that a great deal of research has been conducted regarding the link
between the use of this app and new types of addictions and disorders (van den
Eijnden et al. 2016; Faye et al. 2016; Rajini et al. 2018). However, instead of working as
a deterrent, the significant effect that WhatsApp has had seems to uniquely attract
journalists. Those working in media are willingly agreeing to participate in these virtual
relationships with sources. Indeed, WhatsApp has spread ubiquitously throughout
countries and newsrooms. Some authors have produced meaningful research on the
use of this MIM by journalists in nondemocratic contexts. Previous research has shown
how WhatsApp has become a substantial tool for journalists and their sources in pla-
ces in which if state agents were to access off the record conversations, reporters
could face indefinite incarceration or even disappearance (Craig 2017). Similarly, Fr�ere
(2017) reports how “Twitter, Facebook and WhatsApp have become the main convey-
ors of information and the location for debate” (6) in what she calls the impossibility
of journalism in Burundi, a country where the situation for journalists continues to
deteriorate and new sanctions against media organizations are enacted regularly.

WhatsApp might be perceived as a safe app because since 2014 the application
has used end-to-end encryption (E2EE) technology, which allows for “data between
communicating parties to be secure, free from eavesdropping, and hard to crack”
(Endeley 2018, 96). WhatsApp users are also allowed to check if their messages have
been received properly and read by the addressee when two blue check marks appear
next to the sent information. Added to the improvements on the E2EE technology,
keeping track of the delivery of the information allows senders to be sure that mes-
sages are received correctly and privately without fearing that anyone might have
intercepted the communication. It should be noted, nonetheless, that this sentiment is
not shared by all journalists (see Waters 2017).

However, despite previous studies, there is still much to examine about the use of
this application by journalists in more democratic contexts: Why and with which pur-
pose do journalists in Western democracies use this MIM? What are the advantages of
using WhatsApp versus telephone calls or face to face conversations? An analysis of
the existing literature shows that only a limited number of publications explore the
interactions between journalists and their sources using this platform (e.g., Belair-
Gagnon, Agur, and Frisch 2017; Negreira-Rey, L�opez-Garc�ıa, and Lozano-Aguiar 2017;
Belair-Gagnon, Agur, and Frisch 2018; Sedano and Palomo 2018). However, Negreira-
Rey, L�opez-Garc�ıa, and Lozano-Aguiar (2017) examined only the strategies and content
of the messages that Spanish media use to spread news via WhatsApp and Telegram,
while Belair-Gagnon, Agur, and Frisch research (2017, 2018) dwelled on how
WhatsApp is being used for reporting by foreign correspondents and how the
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relationships of trust between journalist and source are built. Thus, some questions
arise concerning how digital tools such as WhatsApp have modified the relationship
between journalists and their sources and how these new technologies have hindered
or facilitated the routines with which news needs to be reported.

Therefore, in this paper I show that the widespread use of mobile chat applications
by Chilean journalists has impacted the newsmaking process in at least three ways; (1)
by transforming the temporality of the journalistic routine, under which (2) new rela-
tionships with high degrees of intimacy between journalists and sources have been
created, and (3) new levels of mutuality and comradery in the communications
between different journalists have been established.

Drawing on Ian Hodder’s human-thing entanglement theory (2011, 2014), this art-
icle proposes to think about this issue beyond the mere relationship between user
and new technology. For Hodder (2011), the relationship between people and things
can create specific practical entrapments that occur because “we have come to
depend on the positive benefits deriving from the greater flows of resources and
information through the network” (164). In this case, Hodder’s theory sheds some light
onto the asymmetrical and dependent relationship between journalists and WhatsApp,
a social media platform that functions as a digital intermediary with an always grow-
ing number of performance characteristics. This approach is not to deny the possible
positive outcomes of this link, but to be wary of the entrapments inherent in the indi-
vidual-object relationship. For Hodder (2014), “humans get caught in a double bind,
depending on things that depend on human” (20), leading to a co-dependency
between things and humans, where each one cannot carry on without each other, as
in the case of WhatsApp. And the longer and deeper the relationship goes, the more
difficult it is to detach itself from one another.

The Link between Technology and Journalism

Trist (1981) argues that media are a socio-technical system. For Trist, primarily socio-
technical organizations, such as the media institutions journalists inhabit, rely mainly
on their materiality and resources in order to produce their outputs. They can only
function as the result of the relationship between a nonhuman system and a human
system. That is, they ineluctably require a technological element to transform their
input into output. And when those elements evolve, “values, cognitive structures, life-
styles, habitats and communications” (11) evolve as well. In his argument about the
Actor-Network-Theory (ANT), Bruno Latour (2005) endows these technological ele-
ments with agency: “any thing that does modify a state of affairs by making a differ-
ence is an actor—or, if it has no figuration yet, an actant” (71, emphasis in original). If
action is only that which is intentional, he argues, then no thing would escape the
material realm of human interactions. But if the limits of agency are broadened, then
objects that participate in the modification of something else can be viewed in the
domain of social relations. By using an approach based on ANT, previous studies have
demonstrated “how change is a process of constant negotiation between the journal-
ists, the tools they use and other members of news organisations in charge of stra-
tegic decisions, [… ] through everyday interactions and practices” (Domingo, Masip,
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and Costera Meijer 2015, 55). Indeed, as Domingo et al. continues, by putting the
emphasis not on institutions but on the journalistic’ practices and the actors that inter-
act with each other during the production of news, “the black boxes of normative def-
initions of journalism and democracy” (64) are open.

And thus, we arrive at the question of how the agency of humans and things con-
dition such relations. For example, Chambers (2017) wonders how services such as
Facebook have changed the meaning of friendship and the nature of intimacy itself.
In her article, she concludes that Facebook’s friendship narratives actually encourage
its users to disclose sensitive and sometimes personal information. Given that the plat-
form itself emphasizes users continuous’ self-disclosure, it is expected that certain
intimate traits are offered via public connections. Turkle (2011) goes even further and
argues that under the bedazzling light of modern technological communication, our
sense of intimacy and privacy are forever gone: “We need to put [technology] in its
place. [… ] The prospect of loving, or be loved by, a machine changes what love can
be” (295). But, then, what and where is the place of technology?

Hodder (2014) reasons that our own evolution is conditioned by human depend-
ency on technological innovations. Our relationship with things is inescapable, for our
physical and cognitive capacities endlessly seek to entangle themselves with the sur-
rounding world; “humans and things are relationally produced” (19), he argues. He
describes the entanglement of human and technology as follows: (HT) þ (TT) þ (TH)
þ (HH). That is, humans depend on things (HT), things depend on other things (TT),
things depend on humans (TH), humans depend on humans (HH). And it is precisely
the concept of dependency—implying different degrees of asymmetry—that makes
Hodder’s theory so adequate to study the technological transformation currently
happening in journalism.

Technologies inside the newsrooms, those socio-technical organizations according
to Trist, are changing, and journalism is changing with them. Some authors argue that
the situation in journalism is “changing so rapidly that it is difficult to get a sure sense
of what is going on” (Lemann 2013). As Peterson (2003) suggests, it is the constant
relationship between the context of production, that is, a particular time and place,
and the characteristics of media technologies which end up mediating public and
mass communication. That is, the way mass communication occurs is closely inter-
twined with the technological transformations and economic conditions in which the
communication system operates. For example, Nielsen and Ganter (2018) found that
even though Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube were originally focused on user-gener-
ated content, today these social networks work effectively as “intermediaries” between
the audience and well-established publishers.

The challenges that journalism is facing upon the introduction of new technologies
has been described as sharply binary (Butler Breese 2016). On one hand, it has been
argued that some journalists have “put up a furious resistance, adamantly refusing to
subordinate their sacred professional ethics and idealistic civic morals to what they
see as the profane, polluting logic of market and technology” (Alexander, Breese, and
Luengo 2016, 13). It also has been argued that the inclusion of new technologies in
the newsrooms is causing high levels of distress because they are constantly changing
professional practices and blurring the lines between different journalistic genres
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(Erdal 2007). On the other hand, however, Boczkowski (2005) has suggested that jour-
nalists who write for digital-only publications exhibit an “occupational identity that
resembled the one of their print counterparts, as defined partly by a traditional gate-
keeping function and a disregard for user-author content” (103). In the same line,
Singer (2005) concluded that journalists are normalizing new technologies during the
newsmaking process, maintaining certain journalistic norms and practices. In some
contexts, therefore, journalists might be abiding to the technological transformations
happening around their ecosystem.

With new media also comes new economic structures. Livingston and Bennett
(2003) argue that the economic pressures imposed by this technological model of pro-
duction is threatening “traditional gatekeeping based on reporter judgment and pro-
fessional editorial standards that define the quality of news organizations” (364). As
Cottle and Ashton (1999) alerted, technological convergence inside media organiza-
tions is causing a drastic reconfiguration of broadcast newsrooms, at the same time
that is transforming traditional professional practices. The allocation of resources has
changed in recent years, creating new work teams within newsrooms and de-skilling
or simply eliminating others.

New technologies might be threatening traditional journalism, as Livingston and
Bennett suggest. But I will argue that journalism is often in a state of transition, of cri-
sis, or under threat, for socio-technical organizations have always been shaped by the
technologies on which they are based upon (Loosen 2015; Primo and Zago 2015).
From industrial print, to radio waves, to WhatsApp groups, journalism cannot resist
the impulse of occupying new spaces for mass communication; because journalism is
in itself a synonym for mass communication. With the invention of each new informa-
tion technology, apocalyptic critics have foretold the end of journalism. But in fact, as
more and more information is available for consumption (Gynnild 2014), we rely more
and more on modern news organizations (McNair 2006). And today, as Mitchelstein
and Boczkowski (2009) argue, online news media is at the core of the social, eco-
nomic, and cultural life of many. Within this framework, journalists and reporters in
contemporary societies play the role of chief sense-makers (Patterson 2013).

It is in this context that WhatsApp became the chat application du jour. According
to the Global Digital Report of 2018 (Kemp 2018), WhatsApp has reached 1.3 billion
users globally, which makes it the most used chat application along with Facebook
Messenger. Particularly, and according to the same report, Chile is an interesting case
since the active mobile social users in the country reaches 13 million people, out of
18 million. This represents a 72% penetration of mobile social media users in the
country, statistically larger than the U.K. (57%), U.S. (61%), and China (65%). And yet,
the specific patterns of use are invisible to an outsider. This increased in active mobile
user correlates with the boom of WhatsApp as one of the top social media for news
consumption in Chile. According to the Reuters Institute Digital Report 2018 (Newman
et al. 2018), 36% of surveyed people in Chile said they were using WhatsApp for news
consumption, compared with 4% in the United States or 5% in the United Kingdom.

Going inside the newsroom becomes imperative to observe how the ubiquitous
global influence of WhatsApp is being adapted by journalists, and how this MIM is cre-
ating new forms of interdependencies through new innovations inside media
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organizations. After my arrival to the newsrooms where I conducted my ethnographic
work, I started wondering if WhatsApp was a complement to the newsmaking
machine, or it was now an essential part of it.

Methodological Approach

As Klinenberg (2005) argued, unless scholars go inside the newsroom to observe how
journalists construct their stories, all they can do is speculate about the processes that
take place on the newsroom floor. For seven months,1 I worked, observed, and partici-
pated on a daily basis inside two newsrooms. The fieldwork took place in the news-
rooms of La Tercera, the second biggest national newspaper in Chile, and Teletrece,
the news department of Canal 13 television news. This decision was based on the
opportunity to observe how both television and newspaper journalists work with this
non-physical information technology. Both television reporters and newspaper journal-
ists create news content, but they do so with different technological infrastructures,
temporalities and forms.

But while access to the newsroom is one thing, much more complicated is to gain
journalists’ trust. According to Reich (2006) there is an obvious difficulty when aca-
demic interviewers are trying to interview professional interviewees. Journalists can
easily predict which is the right answer that the interviewers are looking for and slide
into certain degrees of heroism. Not only that, but the language or parlance used by
social scientists such as “making the news” or “social construction of reality” often
becomes offensive to journalists and others who work in media (Gieber 1964;
Schudson 1989). This happens because the socially negative connotation might sug-
gest journalists are interfering in a biased way with the construction of the news,
which undermines some of the most important ethical standards in journalism such as
professionalism, objectivism, detachment and non-involvement with the news
(Hanitzsch et al. 2010).

According to Reich (2006), another problem might be the demand for confidential-
ity inside the newsroom. This often translates in the denial from the editors in chief to
allow an external investigator to wander freely inside the newsroom, especially since
“it appears that mainstream news organizations increasingly refuse to open their gates
to outsiders” (501). Hannerz (2012) also noted this problem when interviewing foreign
correspondents: “I have tried to make the point that I do not intend it as an attack on
their work and its products. Indeed, journalists often have a reasonable suspicion that
academics generally are inclined to be critical of news work and sometimes to forget
the implications of such constrains as deadlines and space limits” (2004, 8). But the
political overtones that this kind of research could have are inescapable. The
researcher must be aware of the consequences and possible weaponization of this
line of research.2

This research builds on previous news ethnographies such as Herbert Gans’ (1979)
Deciding What’s News and Gaye Tuchman’s (1978) Making News. However, a very spe-
cific methodological difference between these studies and the one I present here
should be noted. Unlike Gans, who looked at the unwritten rules journalists applied
during the elaboration of news pieces, which he would later called considerations,
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Tuchman sat on the television stations and “watched the process of assigning tasks,
sat in on editorial discussions, covered stories with reporters, and followed stories
through their eventual dissemination” (10). But like Gans, she recognizes that at
moments she was “barely tolerated” (11) in the press room. I argue that this happened
because both of them observed, but neither participated. Inevitably, they were on the
way, disrupting the normal pace of work and the dynamics with which journalists
move within the newsroom. But this is where my position as a journalist with a back-
ground in news reporting was useful when building trusting relationships with editors
and journalists. During the seven months of my fieldwork, I worked as a journalist;
which included daily reporting, writing pieces for the web platform and the news-
paper, cultivating relationships with sources, and chasing my own stories to include in
the agenda. That also meant that, with time, I was seen less as an external researcher
and more as peer. I was not only able to observe how journalists worked every day
inside the newsroom, but I was also invited to join WhatsApp groups. Since I did not
go into the newsrooms with the idea of researching the usage of the WhatsApp app
in particular, it was here when I saw for the first time this app’s ubiquity, even over
other platforms such as Twitter and Facebook, and how it was shaping Chilean jour-
nalists’ work. Within these groups, journalists from the media I was working for at the
moment were made aware of my position as a researcher, which cannot be said for
every other external journalist in those same WhatsApp groups. However, the data
gathered from every group, either internal from the media or external, was treated
with the same ethical considerations in order to protect the sources and its positions.
The information I gathered from these groups was used later to shape the interviews I
conducted towards the end of my stay in each of the newsrooms. The following sec-
tions present the results from field notes, interviews, and the everyday interactions
observed within these groups and in the newsroom.

A New Temporality for Newsmaking

The double blue check marks in a WhatsApp message can save the day with the same
ease that may ruin the night for a journalist. For a breaking-news journalist, some
sources “send messages at unusual, ridiculous times. I do not know if it is an assistant,
if they are the congressmen themselves … Sometimes 11 at night. I am not lying, 11
at night, 2 in the morning, a message. I do not even read them”3 (Interview,
November 24, 2017). However, journalists are aware that not reading the messages
could bring serious consequences for their jobs. Those working in media tend to try
to ensure an exclusive relationship with a source: “If they have something to say, you
want to be the one they tell it to” (Interview, November 24, 2017), a web journalist
admitted. And missing a text, could mean that the source might turn to the
competition.

Studying time inside a socio-technical organization such as media is always a
complex endeavor. First, the concept of time, or what the temporalization of work is,
needs to be defined. For Munn (1992) the concept of temporalization sheds light
onto the notion of time as a symbolic process which is to produce and reproduce
continually in our everyday practices. She leans on this concept to argue that
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individuals are “in a sociocultural time of multiple dimensions (sequencing, timing,
past-present-future relations, etc.)” (ibid). Following Durkheim, she points out the
relevance of the study of activity rhythms where time is understood as a continuous
process of unfolding activities4. The frenetic activity that the digital age demands
from journalists is also cover in Nikki Usher’s (2014) Making News at The New York
Times. Usher observed how journalists inside The Times negotiate constantly the chal-
lenges of creating online and print content “according to emergent online journalism
values: immediacy, interactivity, and participation” (4). She goes on to describe the
online rhythms of news production, that is, the urgency for update and refresh the
media website in a non-stop loop. Much like Sisyphus’ myth, during my ethno-
graphic fieldwork I observed as well how digital technologies have taken news
production to a state of never-ending rolling.

These temporalities and rhythms have been widely discussed in the journalistic
field, particularly for the relation between journalism and memory. Souza Leal,
Antunes, and Vaz (2013) argue that “by considering journalism as a narrative aimed at
presenting a piecemeal knowledge on the world’s current state of affairs [… ], the
relation with the essential elements of the representation and experience of time—the
notions of past, present and future—is immediately observed” (108). The authors, for
example, argue that when newspapers report about deaths, they are not only talking
about something that already has happened, but something that could happen to the
reader in the present or describe “possible dying” in the future.

Temporality is central in the study of newsrooms since, as Tuchman claimed, “news
media carefully impose a structure upon time and space to enable themselves to
accomplish the work of any one day and to plan across day” (41), and where the
social ordering of time and space “stands at the heart of organized human activity”
(39). News is also a perishable commodity, where “yesterday’s events are washed over
by today’s headlines, as the media pursue new news in the race to break a fresh story”
(Newton 1999, 578). That is, temporality matters inside the newsrooms. And therefore,
how WhatsApp might be changing the temporality of the newsmaking process falls
equally within the purview of this research.

But there are different types of temporality. The study of time inside the newsroom
also refers to that of the interaction between journalists and their audiences. For Gallo
(2004), the emergence of weblog journalism implied, between other things, the creation
of a real-time virtual feedback loop that broke down the old frontiers that separated
journalists and their audience. In journalism, back in the day, the possible response for a
certain story could not happen until several days after its publication. However, journal-
ists today live in a feedback rush where their audience comments, shares or expresses
different types of emotions to their articles instantly (Thorsen and Jackson 2018).

WhatsApp is participating in the transformation of both the rhythm and structures
of time. The hyper-speed ability of fiber-optic technology is directly threatening to
erase certain journalistic traditions that today do not work fast enough (Willnat and
Weaver 2018). WhatsApp groups, for example, are faster and more efficient than press
conferences. The ability to ask follow-up questions, once considered a must for serious
journalists, disappears in order to obtain information quickly and feed it to multiplat-
form systems awaiting to be refreshed instantaneously.
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By conducting participant observation, one can not only watch journalists speed
through articles in order to meet a deadline, but the researcher also gets to feel the
pressure of time over their shoulders. And when the structure based upon time can
be described as “we need to break with that story right now,” WhatsApp becomes a
key ally.

Over and over again I saw how WhatsApp was the protagonist in many conversa-
tions between colleagues. Often, a journalist would jump into the air, brandishing
their phones and screaming about a quote, statistic, or picture they have just received
on the app. A scraping of chairs abnormally loud would fill the newsroom as journal-
ists and editors gather around and debate about whether they were in front of
another apocryphal story, as many circle around WhatsApp those days. Editors, as
inveterate doubters, would grab their phones and reach out to their own sources for
confirmation or denial. All of this would happen within minutes, for everybody knew
that if they got that piece of information, then most likely than not, another journalist
elsewhere might have gotten it as well. Being able to gather information quickly came
with the price of transforming the rhythms and structures of time within the news-
rooms, and WhatsApp is directly at the center of those changes.

But MIMs are also a reminder of the toll that immediacy takes in journalists’ per-
sonal lives. That is, because WhatsApp blurs the lines of intimacy and professional
boundaries, and because interpersonal and mass communication are interchangeable
concepts within this app, journalists are never off duty. It is a situation where journal-
ists find themselves hostage to the technology they celebrate. Above all, the way the
temporalization of journalism is able to change with the introduction of one MIM glar-
ingly exposes the idea that a socio-technical organization depends on the technology
itself is based on. It also sheds some light onto how vulnerable journalists confronted
with the agency of the things they depend upon in order to report the news.

In the following sections, I will review how the rampant introduction of this MIM
not only has impacted on the temporalization of the news production, but also has
affected other spheres of journalism, such as intimacy and obtainability.

Intimacy and Mutuality

Soon after my arrival in the first newsroom, the content editor to whom I reported
started sending me contacts over WhatsApp. People who I’ve never met or heard of
were finding a place between friends and family in my phone. For every article I
wrote, colleagues or editors would send me three or four more contacts to use as
sources. It seemed to be a tradition to assist neophytes in their endeavor to put
together their own pull of political, specialists, and academic sources. Wasting time
trying to find a source for an article might exasperate senior colleagues trying to dis-
patch articles quickly for the web. The instruction was often the same: “send them a
WhatsApp message first, if they don’t reply soon enough, well… then call them.”
And so, I did. Shortly, responses started coming back. However, to my surprise, these
replies contained a big number of smiley faces, thumbs-up, and praying hands
(which people actually use to mean “please” or “thank you”). They conveyed the
urgency of the topic we were working on or the source’s satisfaction with the article

DIGITAL JOURNALISM 733



published. Weeks later, upon my request over WhatsApp for an interview, a cam-
paign manager for a presidential candidate just responded with a short “I’m driving,”
while a congresswoman simply replied: “Sure. But can we talk later? I’m in the cham-
ber right now.” Two things caught my attention from these interactions. First, I was
having access to people very quickly. Both had answered within seconds to my texts.
Congressional sessions and road safety rules were not an excuse to miss the chance
for an interview. Second, my overly formal texts seemed out of place confronted
with such light responses decorated with what today we called emojis. Politicians
and academics were responding as if they were texting a close friend. There was a
tacit level of intimacy in every chat, very different from the fatigued voices that
picked up the phone when I called or the e-mails signed with the perennial
“regards.” The behavioural codes, or even the idiom, that ruled over a mobile chat
platform like WhatsApp seemed to set the frame under which sources and journalists
must interact. But how is this form of communication mediating the way journalists
interact with their sources? And how is this affecting the newsmaking process as
a whole?

As Kjeldskov et al. (2004) argue, “people have always used artefacts to mediate
their intimate relationships” (105). Either by material objects, cultural symbols or non-
verbal signals, people have found a way to express an idea or a feeling. However,
each medium—or channel of communication—produce different levels of intimacy
between its participants. Specifically, research on computer-mediated communication
(CMC) shows that people are more likely to engage in high-intimacy self-disclosures in
text-based CMC interactions than over face-to-face communication (Tidwell and
Walther 2002; Gibbs, Ellison, and Heino 2006; Jiang, Bazarova, and Hancock 2011).
According to Walther’s (1996) hyperpersonal model, the reason behind this effect is
that “CMC partners may select and express communication behaviors that are more
stereotypically desirable in achieving their social goals and transmit messages free of
the ‘noise’ that otherwise comes with unintended appearance or behavior features”
(28–29). That noise, or the unpredictability of the impulses surrounding interpersonal
communication, is limited by the asynchronicity of the posted messages and the con-
strained number of cues that CMC communication, especially in MIMs, offers to its par-
ticipants (see Boczkowski, Matassi, and Mitchelstein 2018). Partially, the later could
explain the use of emojis in the exchanges between sources and journalists. That is,
the use of compensatory mechanisms to bypass the limitations of the platform (Kaye,
Malone, and Wall 2017).

It follows that a higher level of intimacy—or maybe a new kind of relationship—
should be expected when journalists begin to interact with their sources not only
through face-to-face communication, but also by using text-based mobile chat appli-
cations. On their study about journalistic trust-building with their sources over mobile
applications, Belair-Gagnon, Agur, and Frisch (2018) concluded that because of the
complexity of online communication, mobile sourcing depends in a great deal on
social factors. That is, the way in which both journalists and their sources understand
the norms, codes, and practices on a given chat app. Indeed, according to a television
political reporter, having journalists in their WhatsApp contacts list may present
challenges for the sources themselves:
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Sometimes [the politicians] believe you are their friend or they feel that they have an
edge to pressure you or collect favours. They do not understand that this is journalism
and that even if you are building trust with them, it’s a journalist-source relationship. Not
a friendship. The format of the app blurs some professional boundaries. (Interview,
November 16, 2017)

Political reporters, different from breaking-news reporters, are the ones who need to
navigate WhatsApp conversations more carefully. According to the journalists I inter-
viewed, it is not uncommon to build a close relationship with a source. That includes
having long conversations where news topics remain untouched: “You have to chat
with them, so you joke, they talk about their lives and kids, they ask you how you are
doing outside work, and sometimes they really like you” (Interview, November 16,
2017). In that sense, WhatsApp just might be another way to maintain and secure pre-
existing relationships with sources. This might contradict the idea that there is a new
type of relationship between political journalists and sources. From the information
gathered during my fieldwork, political reporters have always engaged with politicians
beyond the professional topics of the day in order to gain their trust and hopefully
receive exclusive information for a story. It is a relationship where the principle of
mutuality, “You scratch my back, I scratch yours,” is better achieved when trust is built
in a face-to-face relationship. Indeed, Reich (2008) reports that some journalists pre-
ferred oral communication over textual when relating to human informants.

However, the case for web breaking-news journalists is quite different. Having very
little time to leave the newsroom during work hours, these journalists often engage in
long form conversations with sources they have never met or even talked to over the
phone. According to a breaking-news journalist: “contacting them over WhatsApp is
the fastest way to obtain quotes. It is very useful to us.” Yet, she admits that the line
between what is on the record and what is off the record becomes blurry after long
chat conversations.

You have to ask: “Senator, can I use this message as a quote?.” “Yeah, go ahead” [They
respond]. But still, a new line between what is off and what is not off is drawn. Get it?
The relationship with the source is … different. (Interview, November 24, 2017)

Technically, both journalists and sources (should) assume that every exchange of infor-
mation or communication is on the record, unless the opposite is clearly stated before-
hand (Elliott and Culver 1992). However, as noticed during our interviews, quite the
opposite happens in WhatsApp: Everything is off the record, unless otherwise noted.
The use of emojis in the texts, the informal tone of the responses, and the sense of
exclusiveness that chatting with a source seems to have over journalists, confronts
them with a myriad of subjective judgements every day. Publishing something from a
WhatsApp chat without the source permission might cause the end of the journalist-
source relationship even though no ethical rules were broken. Conversely, what would
be broken is the tacit intimacy that chat participants assume hover over the platform.

Obtainability

The channels through which information is shared matters as it proscribes who is able
to consume it. Even social media precludes those without a stable internet connection
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to access the information stored within its sites. Traditionally, in journalism there were
only two options for a source to share information rapidly to a big number of journal-
ists; a press release was drawn up and then e-mailed, faxed, or delivered to the news-
room (Walters and Walters 1992, and see Shoemaker 1989), or a source needed to call
a press conference, to which journalists would travel to and step on each other in
order to get some questions answered (Clayman 1993). However, according to the
journalists I interviewed, both systems present immediate problems for attendees and
sources alike. First, unless a reporter is expecting to receive a piece of information,
press releases often get lost in a mountain of other e-mails waiting to be even
opened. The communication manager sending the press release would then have to
call to each newsroom asking if they had received it and if they had any questions
about its content. Second, traveling to places outside the city where the newsroom is
located means a lot of time and resources for the media. If the story was not “big
enough,” then sending a crew far away cannot be justified. And so, many stories,
although important, go by without any coverage. This also highlights the gap between
traditional and more resourceful media, and newer and poorer media organizations in
the country.

It is difficult to measure the impact that WhatsApp has had in the dynamic informa-
tion ecosystem where data flows between sources and journalists, but it remains clear
that many stories are covered today because they landed safely in a journalist’s phone.
According to a web editor, the popularization of information via WhatsApp has several
perks, but also presents some challenges:

The same information quickly reaches different media. Some which may have
resources… From media with super-high budgets such as La Tercera or El Mercurio,
which have 10 journalists covering politics, to media where a single person is the
medium. So, I think that is very good. But of course, the risk is that many times because
of the laziness, you could miss important information. For example, I remember that, I
think it was Alejandro Guillier’s chat (a presidential candidate’s WhatsApp group for
journalists), there was a journalist whining; “Hey, but they’re not going to send us quotes
[from the candidate]?” When you start to see it that way, there is a problem. [WhatsApp]
is an aid, it facilitates the solution to the problem, but it is not the only way to do
journalism. (Interview, December 2, 2017)

Many things can be extrapolated from this anecdote. Firstly, MIMs are erasing eco-
nomic and material limitations between newsrooms. That is not to say that economic
and material conditions do not matter at all anymore for the sources, since it is more
likely that they will trust a well-know, popular, established medium. But if small jour-
nalistic projects make their way to a WhatsApp group, then the likelihood for them to
obtain relevant pieces of information increases considerably.5 Moreover, these pieces
of information do not limit themselves to text. Because MIMs support audio-visual
material as well, journalists can now create a different array of content and take full
advantage of the web as a platform. In the same way, entire interviews can be held
over WhatsApp, which reduce the technological requirements that small newsrooms
need to have in order to gather new information. More than once, a source with
which I was texting told me to send them the questions over WhatsApp and they
replied later with voice messages and pictures. It felt like having sources on-demand.
That is, only using a smartphone and a decent Wi-Fi connection, I was able to collect
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text and audiovisual material to create a well-informed multimedia article for the web
in less than an hour.

Journalists in the two newsrooms where I conducted participant observation
seemed to take full advantage of the WhatsApp groups. These were usually created
and regulated by the communications manager of an institution or politician. And
thus, journalists were able to navigate between the Congress group, the Presidential
Palace (La Moneda) group, and the Senate group. Because I conducted my fieldwork
in times of the presidential campaign of 2017, each of the candidates had their own
WhatsApp group full of journalists, where press releases, information about activities,
pictures, and even the candidate’s voice recordings were shared with 200 journalists
at a time. As expected, NGOs and political parties also had their own groups, although
I heard many conversations where journalists complained about the irrelevant informa-
tion shared on those. A very interesting phenomenon occurring within these groups
was that community managers were not the only ones sharing information. Journalists
took it upon themselves to warn others, even though they were from different media
organizations, when something important was already happening or about to happen.
A serious level of camaraderie permeated the entire conversation. If a journalist missed
a quote, another one would post it in the group. “Everyone is going to have it any-
way” (Interview, December 2, 2017), a journalist shrugged when I asked. This compan-
ionship, however, does not inherently come with the application. Rather, it is forged
between journalists who spend hours and hours waiting together when a news con-
ference or briefing gets postponed. Some of them studied at the same university,
some of them used to work together, and some met in the eternal vigils of news
reporting. Previous studies have shown how journalists converse and develop some
camaraderie over other social networks such as Twitter (Mour~ao 2015; Molyneux
2015). However, even though the interviewed journalists would never call another
media to ask for information they missed, or openly Twitted for help, asking on a
WhatsApp group didn’t seem as an inappropriate behaviour.

“Everyone is going to have it anyway” is also a quote that reflects on the changes
of temporality within the newsroom. During the “paper days” as Chilean journalists
called the time period before the irruption of the web, if a news organization got an
exclusive or a scoop in any particular story, other media wouldn’t be able to replicate
that information until the next day. Now, however, the very meaning of a “scoop” in
journalism is measure in the seconds it takes the next media to replicate that story in
their website.6

Finally, the content editor’s quote seems to describe the dependency that some
journalists are starting to have towards WhatsApp. He later added that:

Sometimes an excess of information is shared. For example, in these same groups like the
Congress one, someone asks for a number and people fight to give you the number. Get
it? So, it’s fun. But there are also times where people complain because these are
numbers that you may have struggled to get, that the source gave to you [after gaining
their trust] and then someone goes and shares it in a group with 250 people. (Interview,
December 2, 2017)

The criticism inside the newsroom was often directed towards younger and more inex-
perienced journalists. Media workers would regularly complain that newer generations

DIGITAL JOURNALISM 737



would never know how difficult it was to get a source’s phone number. Journalists’
contacts and agendas were considered a treasure, for these contained the most valu-
able raw material for journalism; their sources. Now, in a media environment that priv-
ileges and rewards immediacy, collaboration in all its forms might be the only way to
survive the transformations in the temporalities of the media ecology.

WhatsApp is also beneficial for multiplatform media. The television station where I
conducted my fieldwork also hosted a web site for news articles and a radio station.
This means three separate teams of journalists working on information they could use
in their respective platforms. However, WhatsApp is building bridges between the dif-
ferent groups. A web editor makes the case for the this:

I have a WhatsApp group with the TV political reporters, where they will warn you: “I
already have the quote of such person,” “I am in the president’s press conference and she
said this,” or they even send you the audio immediately. [… ] I am also in a group with
the radio journalists, and in that chat the people of the radio will tell you what’s coming
[on their broadcast]. (Interview, December 2, 2017)

I saw the same behaviour multiple times. In Image 1 [in Spanish] we can see a news-
paper journalist in the web journalists’ WhatsApp group sending information from the
field and asking for someone to write a quick article of this data for the web.

Image 1. WhatsApp screenshot. April 4th, 2018.7,8

As Westlund (2013) put it, “mobile devices have enhanced the possibilities for jour-
nalists to work and report from the field. They can be used for news reporting for
mobile news platforms but also for the entire cross-media portfolio” (16), and as
Image 1 shows, WhatsApp has indeed speed this process further along. However, as I
mentioned above, WhatsApp groups can only host up to 250 journalists. This upper
limit translates into an inclusion/exclusion process where the administrators of those
groups needed to choose who remained and who was eliminated from those groups.
I got eliminated from the internal groups as soon as I finished my field work in each
newsroom. However, external groups’ administrators, such as the Congress or La
Moneda groups, are constantly monitoring the comments of journalists from every
media. If there is someone who commits serious ethical faults, or often sends spam
messages, it would be very likely that the group administrator deletes them and adds
someone else.
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Technology: Choice and Coercion

This article has examined why journalists have chosen to turn to this MIM, what bene-
fits they are obtaining from it, and what kind of impacts they are experiencing as a
result of communicating through WhatsApp. I have said in this article that I sought to
examine why journalists have chosen this MIM. The idea of choice in technology needs
to be complicated here. I do not mean to start a techno-determinist debate at the
end of this article. Rather, I simply wonder how free journalists really are to opt out of
WhatsApp in an age where ever-present mobile communication is the norm. Some
benefits of mobile phones and MIMs are easily observable. According to Ling and
Donner (2009), “mobile communication makes each of us directly addressable, regard-
less of where we may be,” (12), and only a few things can be more tempting for a
journalist than always being able to reach a source, as I tested during my fieldwork.
But the entrapments of technology should not be either forgotten or obviated.
Hodder’s theory about the co-dependency between things and humans adds to a
body of literature that sheds some light into the perils of the social adoption of tech-
nical innovations. As Herlihy-Mera (2018) notes:

While the individual may have the ability to change devices or service providers, the
structural role of e-experiences has become embedded into how people interact with one
another and with the broader community, making the structural concerns that relate to
culture of paramount importance. (144)

That is to say, journalists may choose today what phone model or telephone company
they use, but whatever that choice is, WhatsApp need to be installed on there, for the
structure of how news is reported is no longer up for choice and the audience’s new
consumption routines dictates what tools should be use. Journalism has always been
in a state of transition, for journalists have always been moving toward technological
and digital innovations that make they work faster and more efficient. Journalists
turned to WhatsApp because it seemed like the perfect tool to engage quickly and
privately with their sources, and yet they did not anticipate the chain of consequences
that followed.

As many applications before, WhatsApp might one day cease to exist, and it is yet
to be seen how younger generations of journalists will carry their reporting when, as
far as I see in this research, they have been trained in a “WhatsApp them first” context,
where WhatsApp is a verb, and not a mere noun.

It is still too soon to tell the long-term consequences that WhatsApp has had on
journalism and in the newsmaking process. But by affecting the temporality, that is to
say, the rhythms and practices of news production, this MIM has already contributed
to reshaping several aspects of newsgathering; intimacy and trust, camaraderie and
obtainability are concepts with new meaning in today media ecology.

These observations should not be decontextualized from the history of journalism,
at least in Chile. Journalists have entrapped themselves with technological objects
since the very beginning of the profession as such. The changing nature of journalism,
however, has establish traditional categories in every period of time under which new
innovations are analyze and more often than not, criticize (De Maeyer and Le
Cam 2015).
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Conclusion

This study aimed to examine the incentives that motivated Chilean journalists’ deci-
sion to turn to WhatsApp and to shed some light onto the consequences that this
mobile chat application has had on the newsmaking practices of Chilean reporters.

After spending seven months conducting participant observation, working as a
journalist with other journalists, and interviewing reporters in a television station and
in a newspaper, WhatsApp’s benefits and liabilities are discussed. In particular, this
study observed the impact that WhatsApp has had in the intimacy between journalists
and sources, the obtainability of information, and the reshaping in the temporalities of
newsmaking. Overall, and despite the red flags that some of the literature is raising
about the abusive use of this MIM, journalists seem likely to use this application on a
regular basis.

This article drew on theoretical approaches that understand media as socio-tech-
nical organizations. That is, institutions based upon the relationship between nonhu-
man and human systems. The idea that humans not only depend on other humans,
but they also create interdependencies with material things is particularly relevant to
address the topic of this study. For contemporary journalists, WhatsApp offers the pos-
sibility to access faster and bigger amounts of information, but is also changing the
way some journalists engage in the process of newsmaking and with their sources.
Special attention should be placed on generational differences in these matters.
Technologies such as MIM might be de-skilling older journalists and preventing newer
generations from learning face-to-face tactics to gather information.

The transformations of the temporality within newsrooms are also studied and spe-
cial attention is given to how WhatsApp is changing work rhythms. Because both jour-
nalists and sources seemed to be more willing to engage frequently over WhatsApp
than any other communication platform, the time and monetary cost required to col-
lect information has decreased considerably by using this application.

However, some negatives elements are also noted in this article. The ideas of priv-
acy and intimacy are often conditioned by the informality that reigns over WhatsApp.
In this context, journalists are confronted regularly with information that sways
between being off and on the record. The virtual relationships in which journalists
entangle themselves need to be addressed in order to prevent ethical lapses and lead
to practices most closely related to the deontology of the profession.

The most worrying trend seems to be the inescapability that the journalists experi-
ence with this technology. MIMs in general and WhatsApp in particular have modified
the state of affairs to a point where journalists depend heavily on these applications
in order to do their job and face real consequences, both personal and professionally,
if they detach themselves from it.

It should be noted that this study has been primarily concerned with newsrooms in
democratic contexts where the use of WhatsApp is concerned with the facilitation of
their everyday work and it does not involve life-threatening situations. In the same
way, this analysis has concentrated on two Chilean newsrooms, selected for their size
and influence over the country. Chile itself was chosen because of the immense pene-
tration that mobile applications and the Internet in general has had over its citizens.

740 T. DODDS



The findings of this study are restricted to WhatsApp. Further research should and
must investigate the impact that platforms like Twitter, Facebook, Snapchat or other
MIMs are having over journalists’ routines.

Notwithstanding its limitations, this study does suggest that journalism in Chile is
turning towards a scenario where virtual relationships are privileged over face-to-face
interactions. Moreover, the entanglement of humans and technologies, especially in
journalism, should be thought from a critical perspective. We should wonder who is
reaping the benefits from the heavy reliance that journalists and media workers are
placing on technological innovations. The asymmetry in the balance of cost and bene-
fits should warn us because, again, the longer and deeper the relationship between
humans and technologies goes, the more difficult it is to detach from one another.

Notes

1. The fieldwork took place from August to November 2017 in Teletrece and from November to
February 2018 in La Tercera. I worked full time in both newsrooms, sometimes changing
shifts in order to observe better the routines of different media workers throughout the day.

2. Prior to my fieldwork there was no ethics committee at my current institution. Therefore, I
weighed the ethical considerations carefully myself and I continue to do so today.

3. All the interviews and field notes have been translated from Spanish to English by the author.
4. In the same way, Hodges (2008) also argues that “human temporality, or temporalities if

one considers its multiple dimensions, a symbolic process, is thus grounded in everyday
social practices, and is the product of these practices, or what Munn also calls, in a
phenomenological vein, ‘intersubjectivity’. It is simultaneously an inescapable dimension of
these practices” (406).

5. Getting a spot in one of the WhatsApp group was not necessarily an easy endeavor. As in
many other spheres of social life, acquaintanceship played a crucial role in this task.
Journalists usually knew each other from physical encounters during press conferences and
created a professional and social web that would later translate into the ability to help
each other access physical and non-physical—such as WhatsApp groups—places.

6. The same does not happen with “exclusives”, where other media outlets, at least the
ethical ones, would be required to quote the news organization that reported the
information first and sometimes even create a hyperlink in their articles that takes the
reader to the original piece.

7. Translation: “Guys (informal). 5341 schools are now non-for profit, which equals 96.1% of the
total enrolment. 160 are being set up right now (1.9% of the total enrolment). 186 have not
initiated the paper work (2% of the total enrolment).—If they initiate the paperwork
between today, tomorrow and the day after, they still have a chance to receive the
subsidies. Minister Delpiano (quote): ‘If today, tomorrow or the day after the 186 [schools]
that have not yet started the paperwork do it, they could receive the subsidies in time, if
not, they will not’. It’s the Inclusion Law. Could you upload the article to the web, please?”.

8. The article was later published on the web under the title “Ley de Inclusi�on: 186
establecimientos a�un no inician proceso para ser sin fines de lucro” using the Minister’s
quotes: http://www2.latercera.com/noticia/ley-inclusion-1-375-227-alumnos-estudian-gratis/
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