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Examining Ethnicity in German Newsrooms

Heike Graf

In this chapter, I use a difference-theoretical approach in order to examine how 
ethnicity is observed in German newsrooms. This is an approach based on 
observation theories (e.g. Spencer-Brown 1969, von Foerster 1984, Luhmann 
1997). The notion of ‘observer’ and ‘observation’ as used here greatly differs 
from standard language use, and means, according to observation theories, that 
it is by noting a difference that one becomes aware of things. In other words, 
one can only observe something if it is different. In this chapter, observing 
means drawing distinctions and describing them (Graf 2010: 94-99). 

Based on interview utterances, I want to explore how ethnicity functions in 
the context of journalistic production, and how it gains importance within specific 
contexts. I use the term ‘ethnicity’ to denote an aspect of one’s relationship to a 
group of people with whom one shares a cultural heritage, and whose culture 
is defined as different from that of other groups. One’s membership in an ethnic 
group need not depend on attributed racial characteristics, or on nationality. 
When one discusses people with migrant backgrounds, cultural differences are 
observed as distinctive and become socially relevant, and social relationships 
acquire an ethnic dimension (see also introduction and Jönhill’s chapter dis-
cussing the notion of ethnicity in this volume). In my analysis, I use the system 
theoretical concept of the distinction between inclusion and exclusion, in order 
to analyze the interview utterances. I will start with some theoretical remarks, 
followed by the description of the empirical material and the analysis of the 
interviews, which are structured around themes of recruitment, the coverage of 
topics, issues of language, careers, and experienced impact on reporting.

The Theoretical Approach: Distinction Inclusion/Exclusion
In order to analyze how ethnicity functions in media-production environments, 
I relate ethnicity to the distinction of inclusion/exclusion. I do not choose the 
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distinction discrimination/equality, because this distinction is used in a mor-
alizing manner (good/bad); it includes too many normative statements. To 
illustrate this: Generally, most people are excluded from media organizations 
(similar to other organizations), which is neither a good nor a bad thing. But 
if we state that most people are discriminated against within media organiza-
tions, we would judge it as negative. Or another example: If an informant says 
that he is excluded from the job because of turn-taking, on the one hand this 
might be bad for him, but on the other hand this might be good in regard to 
respecting the rules of the organization. This distinction of exclusion/inclusion 
allows different observer perspectives and, therefore, more options and com-
binations in the analysis of the material. In contrast, employing a normative 
distinction (good/bad) would restrict the complexity of the interviews from 
the very beginning, as the intention would be to discuss only distinctions that 
are observed as wrongfully drawn (see also Hellman 2008). 

The distinction inclusion/exclusion, however, is a cognitive rather than a 
normative one. It generally denotes a person’s general participation, or non-
participation, in the communication that takes place within media organizations. 
Or as Niklas Luhmann defines it, inclusion is a distinction whose inner side 
indicates the social consideration of persons and its outer side is not indicated. 
This means that we can only speak of inclusion when exclusion is possible. 
Only if we observe that there are persons or groups who are not included or 
integrated, can we then explore conditions for integration (Luhmann 1997: 
620, 621). That was precisely the case when we defined our research aim: We 
observed that journalists with migrant backgrounds are rarely included, or in 
other words, ‘underrepresented’ in newsrooms. 

According to Stichweh (2005), the distinction inclusion/exclusion is a hier-
archical rather than a binary, ‘either-or’ opposition. One of these sides can be 
a generic term. If we take an example from our topic, one can describe the 
European program “More colour in the media” as mentioned in chapter 1, as 
a measure to help to include excluded journalists with migrant backgrounds 
within media organizations. My informants also provide several examples, 
which I will discuss below, of how inclusion can accompany exclusion and 
vice versa, and how this constitutes a dynamic process. 

As stated by Stichweh (2006: 136) there are two general mechanisms that 
include individuals: the mechanism of situation, which names or addresses 
persons, and the mechanism that forms structures through expectations. When 
the individual is not being addressed, nothing is expected of that person. I can 
make this point clearer by using the example of the National Integration Plan 
mentioned in chapter 1. This plan utilizes the situation mechanism: Journalists 
of migrant background are addressed and are to be integrated, or included, in 
media organizations. It also uses the structure-forming mechanism: Expectations 
about individuals are expressed. It is stated, and expected, that editorial staff 
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members who have migrant backgrounds, and thus have first-hand knowledge 
of immigration issues, can report competently on integration issues (Der Na-
tionale Integrationsplan 2007: 159-160, see also Graf 2010: 98). 

In this context, a person’s frames of references, information resources, and life 
experiences are expected to have an important impact on his or her journalistic 
work. Strictly speaking, a migrant background almost automatically connotes 
expert knowledge of intercultural matters. This expectation can lead to forms 
both of inclusion and also of exclusion, should the person not live up to these 
expectations. The emphazised difference (that is, that migrant journalists are 
experts on migrant issues) might be situational and temporary, and would, in 
that case, not contribute to the development of lasting inequalities. But if effects 
of differences accumulate, lasting inequalities can arise (Stichweh 2005: 171).

The Design of the Study
The study is based on semi-structured face-to-face interviews (with the excep-
tion of one telephone interview), each lasting approximately one hour. The 
selection of interviewees was done according to the snowball principle: inter-
viewees were chosen on the basis of personal recommendations. It was not 
easy to get journalists interested in taking part, and some never answered my 
request or cancelled the interview at the last minute. Using recommendations 
was helpful to me in getting them interested and putting them under some 
kind of ‘obligation’. 

Nevertheless, the group of my interviewees is a good mixture of age, gender, 
first/second-generation immigrants, permanently employed/freelancers, and 
different cultural backgrounds. A total of twenty-one journalists with migrant 
backgrounds, ten women and eleven men, between 25 and 55 years old (with 
an average age of 38) were interviewed in Berlin during May, September and 
October 2007, and April and November 2008. Nine of these are employed on 
permanent contracts; the remainder are on fixed-term contracts or are freelancers. 
Half of them work within the press media. Only one informant has a management 
position (editor-in-chief) at a radio station. Nine were born and partially trained 
in a foreign European country. They are first-generation immigrants. The other 
interviewees are second-generation immigrants; they were born and raised in 
Germany. Most of those who are employed on permanent contracts in German 
mainstream media are first-generation immigrants. All but three obtained degrees 
in journalism, or some other academic field, in their home countries. It is perhaps 
surprising that it is the first-generation immigrants who have obtained permanent 
employment contracts, despite the fact that some of them are not fully proficient 
in German. This is because, in Berlin in particular, conditions have existed that 
make it easier for those with a migrant background to obtain permanent employ-
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ment as an editor. As mentioned in chapter 1, the public broadcasting service 
SFB launched a radio program “Radio Multikulti”, targeting Berlin residents from 
different cultures. Until late 2008, the radio offered immigrant journalists excellent 
opportunities to obtain permanent contracts because they were also needed to 
create bilingual programmes, both in their mother tongues and in German. 

Ten of my interviewees have a Turkish background, and three a Russian 
background. The others have Middle-Eastern, North-and South European, 
North-African, Latin-American, and Asian backgrounds. The largest immigrant 
community in Berlin is Turkish. Its history dates from the 1960s, when the first 
migrant workers came to Germany. Berlin’s Russian community is more recent; 
it coalesced during the 1990s.

The interviews are structured around two themes. The first concerns recruit-
ment and career opportunities. The second, more general theme, is that of 
working conditions. In this chapter, I will concentrate on recruitment, the cover-
age of topics and issues of language and careers, and finally, on the question 
of the impact of their reporting from my interviewees’ point of view. The aim 
of my study is, as mentioned above, to determine which functions ethnicity is 
ascribed in relation to the various themes addressed in the interviews. 

Inclusion in Media Organizations: Employment
Inclusion in media organizations occurs through different kinds of employment. 
Media organizations are based on membership. Not everyone can become a 
member of a journalistic organization. Organizations generally serve to exclude 
the majority of people; otherwise they would not be organizations (Luhmann 
2006). The organization must therefore draw distinctions among the applicants 
on some basis. In Germany, there are several formal requirements for member-
ship in media organizations, such as the successful completion of an academic 
or professional education and an excellent command of the German language. 
Membership is regulated through various contracts. Nowadays, the contracts 
are more varied, and there are several forms of membership. A journalist may 
work on a permanent contract, as a freelancer, or may even get employment 
as a “fester Freier”, that is, as a freelancer committed to work for some fixed 
period of time, such as a year. Journalism is a field, which has spearheaded 
the development towards an ever-growing proportion of the workforce being 
employed on a temporary or part-time basis. 

The degree to which immigrant journalists are included in media organiza-
tions and the role played by ethnicity in the hiring process is also related to 
the respective media organizations and their requirements. A radio station that 
focuses on multicultural issues is more inclined toward recruiting media work-
ers with migrant backgrounds. 
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When discussing the employment situation, my interviewees’ observations 
can be divided into three categories: 1) a migrant background is an advantage, 
2) a migrant background is a disadvantage, and 3) a migrant background is 
not decisive for employment opportunities. I want to concentrate on the first 
two groups in order to further examine the distinctions my interviewees make 
when they describe their experiences based on their ethnicity. 

For most of the full-time employees I interviewed, ethnic origin had played 
a positive and/or advantageous role. The primary reason for this is that media 
organizations seek to promote ethnic diversity in their newsrooms (see chapter 
1). The interplay between ethnic background and professional experiences 
was decisive during the recruitment process. Apparently, being of non-German 
origin was, when combined with past work experience, an advantage for the 
candidates. This is confirmed by the story told by German TV’s first co-anchor-
woman with a migrant background. As of April 2007, Dunja Hayali, who is of 
Iraqi origin, co-anchors the prime-time news show on the public broadcasting 
network ZDF. She is the first co-anchor-person with migrant background. Ac-
cording to an article published on the Deutsche Welle website, it was no secret 
that the broadcasting network ZDF had been looking for a presenter with a 
migrant background. The article quotes Hayali as saying: 

Of course my qualifications were the most important criterion, but there’s 

no denying my immigrant background was an added plus in bagging the 

job. (Phalnikar 2007)

ZDF was looking for a presenter who was of obvious immigrant origin, and who 
could play the role of integrating German immigrants. For that role, a blonde 
woman with blue eyes would not do. Hayali spoke of a “migration bonus”. 
Her migrant biography has become a news item and she has given more than 
50 media interviews. At first, she was irritated by the attention, but over time 
she began to see herself as a sort of a trademark that she could brand (Hayali 
2007). The enormous attention that she received displays the media’s belief that 
an event is newsworthy if it strikes our attention by being distinctive. The fact 
that Hayali’s story was considered newsworthy illuminates a context: present-
ers with migrant backgrounds are generally absent from the information and 
news programmes of mainstream television. 

Searching for a “visible” immigrant presenter seems to be a common 
strategy among those seeking to increase the number of employed journal-
ists with migrant backgrounds. This strategy may, however, cause irritation 
when no distinction between cultures is drawn. One informant tells a story 
about a TV station that was looking for a presenter for a program discussing 
German-Polish issues. The program’s target audience consisted of people liv-
ing on the border of Germany. The editors asked a journalist with a different 
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background (neither Polish nor German) to fill the position. The journalist in 
question was very surprised at the offer. He finally declined because he could 
not identify himself with the task of reporting on German-Polish matters, and 
feared that he might jeopardize his future career if he entered into this field. 
The offer gave rise to some consternation, and he began wondering whether 
Germans think all foreigners look alike. Clearly the editors’ primary objective 
was to employ a ‘visible’ migrant journalist. They apparently did not care from 
whence he or she came, for a woman with a kurdish background eventu-
ally got the job. It seems that the program editors wanted to avoid having a 
presenter with ‘typical’ German features – blond hair and blue eyes. For the 
editors, a visible ethnic difference was relevant. For the kurdish journalist, 
having a non-Polish background was obviously not a sufficient reason to 
turn down the job. 

To be recruited as a ‘visible’ migrant on TV can also be experienced as mean-
ing that ‘appearance takes precedence over qualifications’. One journalist gives 
a drastic description of how he experiences his employment situation: 

I am the token Turk at [name of the TV station]. I was employed against the 

will of my section head. It came entirely from above. (Man, TV, R5)

Here, the informant claims the distinction of being a “token” – a person who 
was awarded his position because of his ethnic background rather than his 
qualifications. The claim that even his direct superior, with whom he has to 
work most of the time, opposed his employment makes his statement more 
forceful. This decision from above – that is, from the gatekeeper who decides 
on the recruitment of new staff – did not meet with unanimous approval on 
the floor. The informant later adds that he has not completed his academic 
or professional training (although he does have journalistic experience) and 
therefore does not meet all the formal job requirements. But due to organiza-
tional decisions aimed at furthering the participation of journalists with migrant 
backgrounds, he was ranked higher than an applicant with a non-migrant 
biography. His employers expected his knowledge of the Turkish commu-
nity to compensate for his lack of formal education; he will, they feel, have 
a special competence which the organization requires. The TV station needs 
a presenter who can also address Turkish viewers, and a decision came from 
above to employ this particular person. For this journalist, ethnic background 
has become an advantage. 

The distinction between being a ‘token’ journalist and a ‘normal’, competent 
journalist is brought up in several interviews. The emphasis on the ‘token’ 
role, which often leads to a distinction between being competent and being 
incompetent, can also stress the notion of a disadvantaged ethnic background. 
I want to illustrate my point with the following quote: 
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When I was employed, it was of course my fear that I would fill a foreigner 

quota. I did not want to do that, actually. For that reason I asked the bosses: 

Look, very honestly, was I employed because of the foreigner quota? No, 

they said, it was really because of your professional qualifications. (Woman, 

radio, R8)

This informant had expected to be given a ‘token’ role, but was told that the 
opposite was the case. She was told that her qualifications, not her ethnic 
background, had earned her the position. Unlike the informants mentioned 
above, she meets all the formal requirements for the job, but she associates 
foreign origin with having less competence. She hopes that the others do not 
have this association, and is inclined to believe in the executive editors’ an-
swer, despite having experienced some ups and downs in her career. During 
the interview, it becomes clear that she connects other observations on the 
difference between competence and incompetence to issues of ethnicity. She 
gives another example, from her time as a trainee:

It was like that at the meetings, when it came to assignments: I put my hands 

up three times, and no-one else did that. Even so, I did not get the job even 

if no-one else was interested in it.[…]

HG: Was this because of your migrant background?

Of course. Yes, of course. More than anything, yes. (Woman, radio, R 8)

During her internship, she thought that the following assignment would provide 
an excellent training opportunity. The assignment concerned a popular tour-
ist sight, nothing special or difficult; if she made mistakes, there would be no 
serious consequences. This being the case, it was a good training topic. In this 
situation, however, her biography appeared to be a barrier. She had come to 
Germany as an adult, and so had not experienced growing up in the country; 
she had not learnt about its culture from the cradle. She speaks German with 
a slight accent. As a non-native, she observed she was not qualified to report 
on a local tourist attraction in radio. Marking ethnicity in relation to cultural 
knowledge of the majority culture, and, therefore, in contrast to competence, 
hints at an organizational culture that legitimizes inequality. The unspoken 
expectation may be: ‘you do not belong to the titular society, you do not know 
all the ‘secrets’ and, ultimately, you are not fully qualified to report on that 
society.’ Here, ethnicity functions as an excluding mechanism, one that serves 
to prevent a particular group of people from addressing certain topics. 

Another female interviewee gives an additional example of an exclusion-
ary mechanism based on ethnicity. She denies the existence of the “migration 
bonus” that Hayali refers to in her own case. This woman, who has been in 
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the media business for more than fifteen years, explains that while there may 
be exceptional cases like Hayali’s, in general, little has changed:

When I started in TV, I was told that I had better leave [… ]. ’We prefer 

blondes’. Of course they did not say it to my face. That happened only once. 

During the casting – off the record – someone recommended that I become 

an author, behind the camera. The time is not yet ripe for such exotic ‘cases’ 

as me. (Woman, TV/ radio, R6)

This journalist feels that she is being labelled as someone who does not fit in 
because of her appearance. She is too “exotic” to conform to the visual norm. 
This is to her disadvantage. A print journalist of Asian origin tells a similar story. 
During his internship at several media organizations, the teacher had tried to 
talk him out of attempting a career as a TV presenter, citing his Asian origin as 
the reason. TV producers expect a presenter who conforms to the established 
visual standard of a presenter. This is a typical mechanism for exclusion with 
respect to features as appearance. This exclusion seems to be more than situ-
ational and temporary. It is a general exclusion, one which leaves the excluded 
with only two options: to assume a role behind the camera, or as a relatively 
‘invisible’ person in radio or print media. Here, lasting inequalities have arisen. 
Inequalities can be transient. Norms can change, but it takes time. The desire 
not to surprise may also explain the dismissal of the exotic. Only that which is 
different is perceptible and gains attention. A presenter’s difference is supposed 
to be negligible, for noticeable differences may, for instance, be perceived as 
negative, or may distract the viewer’s attention from the programme presented. 
The recruitment of Hayali as a co-anchorwoman, however, attracted a good 
deal of attention to the news programme, which I do not believe harmed the 
programme. 

To summarize, the main distinctions in regard to employment, assignment, 
and migrant background are, on the one hand, the function of a different 
background as an “plus”, one which gives advantages; and, on the other, the 
function of a different background as a “minus”, as something that is seen 
as a disadvantage. In other words, a migrant background is either perceived 
as giving competence or as causing incompetence. This means that the main 
distinction is the dichotomy of competence/incompetence. In cases when 
an interviewee’s migrant biography has been perceived as causing a lack of 
competence, he or she more often articulates the experience of inequalities. 
In case of the “token” role discussion, we see that ethnicity is an advantage 
and inclusion (getting the job) but in a excluding manner by being less for-
mally qualified than the other colleagues and therefore disadvantaged. For this 
journalist, exclusion becomes obvious when talking about career possibilities, 
as I will show later.
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The next section is concerned with the topics that my interviewees cover 
in their journalistic work. Here as well, the interviewees refer to expectations 
that confront them because of their migrant backgrounds. By mapping out 
their varying expectations, one can uncover several mechanisms of inclusion 
and exclusion. 

Coverage of Topics
Generally, the employment of journalists with migrant backgrounds is linked to 
specific expectations. It does not matter whether they are recruited because of 
their different ethnic backgrounds or not. As mentioned above, the interviewees 
all observe that they are expected to be experts on their respective cultures. 
As one press editor relates: 

I was not explicitly recruited because of my ethnic background, but implicitly 

it did play a role. If there is a certain topic that relates to my background, I 

am always addressed: ‘You are [Nationality], won’t you infiltrate that group 

and report on it?’ It is like belonging to a secret society. One can speak the 

language and therefore it is assumed that one has access to all the people 

who speak that same language. (Man, press editor, R10)

Having a certain ethnic background means ‘automatically’ having access to and 
an understanding of one’s own ethnic group. The reporter observes that the 
people in his work environment perceive various ethnic groups as homogeneous 
and as easily accessible to those who speak their languages. His colleagues do 
not realize that ethnic groups also consist of individuals, and that contacting its 
members requires more than mastery of the language. In other words: When 
it comes to topics related to a person’s own ethnic group, ethnicity is often 
seen as intrinsic to competence. How can a person respond to this expecta-
tion? The interviews reveal two common patterns: the person may confirm the 
expectation and act accordingly, or he or she may fail to do so. If the latter, the 
person must develop strategies to survive the disappointment that this causes. 
The above-mentioned press editor cannot fulfil expectations. He is forced to 
reveal the limits of his intercultural competence to his colleagues. In his case, 
this had no consequences; it did not cause lasting inequalities, for he had not 
been recruited explicitly because of his background. He covers a wide range 
of other topics in his work. 

Those media workers who are first-generation immigrants and who speak 
accented German are more recognizably immigrants. Hence, they find it more 
difficult to thwart this kind of expectation. This means that they are given fewer 
opportunities to cover topics that are not directly related to immigration. In this 
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context, some informants draw a distinction between the past and the present 
(by implicitly referring to the ongoing political discourse on integration), and 
between the newcomer and the established journalist. Those informants with 
longer experience of journalistic work in Germany are most likely to make this 
temporal distinction. As one newsman puts it: 

In the early 90s, when I began working as a journalist, the expectation was: 

you are [nationality], please treat this topic. I did not accept it. I always tried 

to get topics that I liked. I did not succeed, for the staff did not believe that 

I also could deal with other than [nation] topics. After having been turned 

down 30 times, you eventually do what is expected of you. (Man, radio, R1).

The journalist refers to the beginning of his career, when he was forced to 
conform to commonly-held expectations in order to survive as a journalist. 
In the interview, he expresses the belief that media organizations’ expecta-
tions may have changed somewhat since then. Now that he has established 
a reputation and has become section head, he feels that, as a well-known 
name, he has the freedom to select topics: “If you have become an ‘institu-
tion’, you are unassailable, and feel capable of covering other topics” (man, 
radio, R1). If one wishes to cover other than those ‘normally’ expected top-
ics, it is essential that one makes a name for oneself. Breaking the pattern of 
reporting exclusively on ethnic issues is a struggle against expectations – one 
which can be won. 

The journalist who covers regions unrelated to his or her own background 
can face problems when trying to sell the story to the newsroom. To clarify this 
point: Reporting on ethnic issues does not mean being an expert on all ethnic 
issues or regions. As a journalist with a migrant background, you are supposed 
to be an authority solely based on your own ethnicity. If you do not have the 
ethnic background needed to treat a topic, and are not officially assigned to 
do so, you are excluded from taking it on. This is an exclusion mechanism 
that limits the respective journalists’ opportunities to work with new topics. A 
newsman tells his story:

Lately I have also been interested in America, because I was there for two 

months. But now I really see that I have far fewer chances of getting the 

topic accepted because of my East European background. There are other 

expectations of me. I say: ‘I was there for two months and spoke to different 

interesting people’, and they say: ’Well, every one else was there already, 

and for two months, too’ […[ So, I suggested a fabulous topic and got no 

response, not even a refusal. They totally ignored me. Only one, the [name 

of the radio station] finally sent me a reason: ‘We have a correspondent there, 

and he does it’. (Man, radio/TV, R3)
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On the one hand, this journalist feels excluded because of his different ethnic 
background, which is neither German nor American. On the other hand, he is 
also being excluded because he does not hold the position required: he is not 
an assigned correspondent. The latter is a structural exclusion mechanism; that 
is, not holding the required position, a mechanism that goes for all journalists. 
In this case, the particular region might also be a reason for his exclusion. In 
news coverage, the (North) American region is of very great importance, and 
several reporters are usually assigned to the area. There seems to be no need 
for additional reporters.

The coverage of topics is not always associated with unfulfilled expecta-
tions. It can also lead to their fulfilment. It is often claimed that the migrant 
reporter can take on the role of an insider. An interviewee refers to her accu-
mulated and actual knowledge, as well as to the contacts she has within her 
own ethnic group:

I know the weak points of my community, [...] or which topics are tricky. I 

know the rights and also the problems of the migrants from my own experi-

ence. I already know how to treat the topic. […] I can handle it better than 

my German colleague. (Woman, radio, R4)

When she compares herself to her German colleagues, she makes the distinction 
between one’s own and not one’s own experience in relation to knowledge. 
Having more experience of different cultures in one’s own life implies having 
a greater awareness of different modes of intercultural communication. In her 
statement, the journalist repeats the general assumption that underlies the Na-
tional Integration Plan, i.e. that those with migrant backgrounds and cultural 
experiences are better equipped to handle this type of topic than those who 
lack a commensurate background. Some, but not all, interviewees make this 
distinction. One male informant finds that his background makes it difficult 
for him to remain unbiased when reporting on a specific ethnic conflict. He 
therefore cannot guarantee balanced reporting:

My interest does not lie in immigration policy or the […] conflict […] I am 

not able to comment on this conflict. I am too partial because of my family. 

(Man, press, R 21)

For this journalist, personal experiences have deprived him of distance to a 
specific issue, which is a hindrance to good journalism. Being too close, or too 
emotionally involved, may have a negative influence on reporting. He does not 
have the expert knowledge (and does not want to acquire it), and therefore 
does not want to cover this field. Personal experiences do not necessarily give 
expert knowledge. 
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The choice between confirming or disappointing expectations is also influ-
enced by insecure conditions within the job market. A freelance journalist makes 
her choice clear when she describes the situation within the job market: 

To be a freelance journalist with a migrant background is not at all bad. 

If I offer a story to an editorial staff about an integration topic that fits my 

knowledge about Turkey, I sell it immediately. It is automatically assumed 

that I have higher intercultural competence. (Ataman 2007)

When it comes to treating certain topics, having a migrant background pays 
off. Here, a reference to the market economy is made, which is important in 
covering topics of this kind. In the same context, another journalist laconically 
speaks of a “[..] unique selling point. It is a question of making use of German 
expectations” (man, press editor, R 10). He notes that branding is more im-
portant than expert knowledge. The market economy has taken priority over 
expertise. Irrespective of whether ethnicity makes the person an expert or not, 
he or she will use it as a means of getting ahead; what counts are commonly-
held expectations. If you, as a freelancer, live up to this common expectation, 
you have an advantage when it comes to being included in journalistic work, 
whether it is selling topics or seeking employment. 

To sum up: My informants’ responses show that they have to deal with the 
common assumption that they are experts on the ethnic groups to which they 
belong. This can greatly reduce the individual journalist’s scope of possible of 
topics. If you have, and can make use of, the ‘right’ background – i.e. if you 
live up to expectations – you generally have an advantage when seeking as-
signments and jobs. If you do not choose to exploit your ethnic background, 
you have to explain your choice. The freedom to do non-ethnic topics is often 
seen as the outcome of a long struggle. These topics, which my interviewees 
prefer, are the result of a complex conglomerate of expectations and disap-
pointments. ‘Normal’ expectations are described above, but they seem to be 
more changeable than static. The experienced expectations vary according to 
the individual. Those who feel recognized as having expertise on other topics 
find it easier to avoid ‘typical’ ethnic ones. The context together with individual 
motivations influence how best to deal with various expectations. Expectations 
are temporal, and can change if repeatedly frustrated.

Language Matters: Dealing with Accented Speech 
As mentioned above, the profession formally demands an excellent command 
of the German language. In this context, the grounds for accepting accents are 
discussed in the interviews. Here, my interviewees have noted that people of 
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different ethnic origins are treated in a normative manner. Some accents are 
more acceptable than others. Someone who belongs to a prestigious ethnic 
group, for example, receives a “sympathy bonus” which “is not valid, how-
ever, for Turkish or Russian colleagues” (woman, radio, R2). Belonging to a 
high-prestige ethnic group gives you linguistic leeway, for you are likely to 
encounter an accepting attitude. This is not the case for those who speak with, 
for example, a Russian accent: 

The reputation of the Russians is not as good as that of French or American 

people. It is cooler to be an American. (Woman, radio, R8). 

Subtle excluding mechanisms depend on distinctions between high-prestige 
and low-prestige cultures. These distinctions, in other words, generate inequali-
ties when they are based on normative (good/bad) assumptions. The above 
quote shows that Russians are less welcome than, for instance, Americans and 
that an accent that reveals a Russian background may lead to disadvantages 
and therefore exclusions from assignments. There may also exist advantages – 
mainly in connection with specific topics – as I will show below. 

Speaking with accent is quite often seen as a hindrance to advancement. 
A female, first-generation immigrant who speaks German with a slight accent 
tells me she was astonished by the reactions she encountered:

If an individual with an accent says, ‘well, I work in German media and can 

be heard on radio”, it raises a few eyebrows. All are surprised and that slows 

me down (Woman, radio, R8).

She perceives the reaction as something negative. It makes her feel bad and 
also stands in the way of her promotion. She feels that her accent costs her 
recognition as a genuine journalist, someone competent enough to make career 
advances. This is a matter not of mastering the language, but of the distinction 
between speaking with or without an accent. Some media organizations define 
people who speak with an accent as falling short of professional requirements. 
The journalist quoted above, for instance, is employed on assignments in special 
radio programmes, but does not believe in a career in TV media organizations. 
She explains this by referring to unspoken norms in German media, which 
exclude people with accents: 

To be a visible migrant journalist is one thing, to be an audible migrant jour-

nalist is, however, something entirely different. […] There will never be an 

anchorwoman with an accent. (Woman, radio, R8)

In German media, the accent issue is comparable to the dialect issue. During 
the first era of (Western) German television broadcasting, standard German was 
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the norm. But when the third (regional) programme was launched in the late 
1960s, dialects were no longer banned from the screen. Nonetheless, standard 
German remains the rule for several central, nationwide news programmes. 
The language issue is a problem mainly for first-generation immigrant jour-
nalists, and is often cited as a ‘minus’ when it comes to landing assignments 
that are not directly related to the applicants’ particular ethnic background. 
Journalists with a migrant background, who came to Germany as an adult, 
and who want to cover non-ethnic topics, must cope with the exclusion that 
afflicts those who do not master standard German. Once again, the issue is the 
distinction between “speaking with an accent/without an accent”, rather than 
“comprehensible/incomprehensible accent”. I am referring here to accents that 
in no way impede understanding. Nevertheless, incomprehensibility is often 
used as an argument for prohibiting accented German on TV and radio. 

There is one exception to the unspoken ban on accents. Accents may be 
permissible when directly linked to a given topic. If the journalist is covering 
events taking place in Russia, a Russian accent connotes authenticity. The accent 
enforces the message. To paraphrase Ataman, above: Those who originate from 
the country being covered are automatically assumed to have expert knowledge. 
Accents have to fulfil a function; they have to be related to the specific topic 
and/or context. If a journalist with an accent reports on issues concerned with 
his or her home country, accented German is acceptable. If a given programme 
focuses on, for instance, multicultural urban life, it is also accepted that one or 
several of its journalists speak with an accent. But an accent is less accepted 
if the journalist in question is reporting on a topic that has no relation to his 
or her origin and is outside the context of special multicultural programmes. 
This runs the risk of precluding journalists with accents from taking on most 
of the assignments available in radio and TV broadcasting. This, at least, is the 
situation today.

But having a non-German mother tongue can also be an advantage in writ-
ten language. It may provide a means by which one’s written German can be 
improved: 

I think that if one works with languages, and has lived abroad for a long 

time, one has a greater chance of enriching them.[… ] I still sometimes write 

commentaries interspersed with [Nationality] and [Nationality] idioms and 

proverbs. And when I translate them into German, or experiment with them, 

it makes my German language style more interesting. (Woman, radio, R2)

Speaking several languages fluently is also seen as an advantage. Commen-
taries, which are very much based on working with language and on choos-
ing convincing phrases and idioms, can gain stylistic richness if they include 
ingredients from different languages; these can function as spices in a dish. 
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They can, for instance, attract more attention, which is essential both to the 
media, where competition is tough, and to the journalist. However, another 
informant would disagree with the woman quoted above. He claims that he 
never will be a poetic “Edelfeder” (literally “noble pen”) (man, press editor, R 
18), for, although he grew up in Germany, his parents’ foreign origins meant 
that he did not learn German from his mother as a ‘mother tongue’. He will, he 
fears, never acquire a supreme grasp of the German language. Being proficient 
in writing has a price and is a result of hard work, as a newspaperwoman 
expresses drastically: “I even learned orthography in the loo. […] One has to 
work much harder” (woman, press, R13).

To sum up: Language issues focus mainly on a bi- or multi-lingual person’s 
opportunities, and difficulties, when it comes to handling the German language. 
Being fluent in several languages may enrich one’s journalistic language, but it 
may also reduce one’s language skills. Speaking with the ‘wrong’ accent halts 
careers, or at least provides an obstacle to one’s own development. Lasting 
exclusion mechanisms occur, in particular, when experiencing an accent ban, 
as well as a general, normative demarcation between cultures. 

Career
According to Luhmann, the term career is not limited to denoting the fulfilment 
of ambitions, moving ahead, or being a success (Luhmann 2006: 102). There 
are careers that suffer reverses or come to a halt. Luhmann argues that there 
are pauses in every career; these are interpreted as having either a positive or 
a negative impact on the individual’s development. My informants reflect on 
these types of breaks; breaks that are closely connected with the topics and 
language issues discussed in the previous section. More precisely, when the 
informants focus on career setbacks, they tend to relate them to specific or-
ganizational constraints or even to structural peculiarities. Seeking explanations 
for setbacks in one’s career fulfils an important function: it makes it possible 
to handle the ups and downs. 

The various interviewees disagree on the role different cultural backgrounds 
play in creating career setbacks. Some claim that this plays a minor role; others 
maintain that it is a determining factor. The latter is claimed by a first genera-
tion immigrant journalist, who does not see any chance of promotion because 
of cultural and ideological clashes. According to this journalist, success goes 
hand in hand with assimilation, which the journalist in question is not willing 
to accept, as the following quote shows: 

I have already resigned myself to not having a splendid career as a result of 

my non-German origin. Every single attempt to start a career would involve 
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my accepting ideological conditions that I am not willing to accept. It is dif-

ferent, however, for my younger colleagues, those who are born and grew 

up in Germany. They have better promotion prospects. It is because they are 

rather ready to bow to the demands from their colleagues, and that they are 

already shaped by the German education system. (Man, press/radio, R 16).

The quote implies ideologically and culturally closed media organizations that 
are not open to different perspectives, and that are only interested in reproduc-
ing their own values and perspectives. Having the ‘wrong’ ethnic and cultural 
origin is seen as an impassable obstacle in one’s path. In contrast, the following 
quote from another first generation immigrant journalist shows, that ethnicity 
is not the only explanation for the interviewee’s lack of promotion:

When the [name of the broadcasting station] refused several times to send me 

[to name of the city] as a correspondent, I thought I was unsuitable because I 

had too little distance to the topics, due to my ethnic background. At the time 

I thought so. But now I do not believe in that explanation. It has to do with 

the internal career ladder, and it was not my turn. [...] That kept me busy for 

a time, because it was a pity. If it was because of my background, it would 

have meant that I never could do that, or that I have to wait until they have 

forgotten that I am a [nationality]. (Man, radio/TV, R3)

In this quote, the informant reflects on whose ‘fault’ it is that he did not get the 
job. Eventually, the informant stops attributing the setback to himself – that is, 
his own lack of competence. Instead, he starts blaming the organization. This 
move towards blaming the organization’s formal structure strengthens his desire 
to continue his journalistic career. It is pragmatic. Because he cannot change 
his background, he can only hope that his background will be forgotten. His 
distinction shifts its focus, from competence to pecking-order or turn-taking. 
This makes it possible for him to hope that he will be considered for the posi-
tion in the future. 

Similarly, a female journalist attributes setbacks in her own career to infor-
mal communication problems caused by a superior who prevented her from 
receiving training within the TV organization. Also in this case the organization’s 
formal structure is one cause behind the setbacks.

I could not get ahead in TV, and this was 99.9 % due to the boss. The col-

leagues got the order from him not to promote me. This I was told years 

later, over a glass of wine. There were two aspects that came together: be-

ing a woman – the boss had certain problems with women – and being a 

foreigner. I would have loved to work in TV. But it was not my fault that it 

did not work. (Woman, radio, R8) 
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Being both a woman and an immigrant is seen as a barrier to advancement. The 
superior’s motives belong to the incommunicablia, which the people involved 
know about but do not communicate. The informant explicitly attributes the set-
back in her career to her superior’s decision. The latter seems to base his decision 
on biological characteristics and on ethnicity. This type of explanation for setbacks 
implicitly blames the individual. For this journalist, the doors to the TV studio are 
locked. Here, the above-mentioned accumulated effect occurs; as a result, the 
journalist lacks experience in working in TV and cannot not show samples of 
her internship within TV. The fact that she has no documented TV experience, 
in turn, leaves her with little chance of getting a job in TV broadcasting, and may 
result in a lasting exclusion from that segment of the journalistic field. 

Here, we have an example of exclusion that is caused by the system’s 
structural peculiarities, such as special roles and position assignments (Stich-
weh 2005: 173). In this case, a particular person has the position of playing a 
gatekeeper role and therefore has influence over careers as well as over the 
quoted interviewee’s career. On the one side, special persons (e.g. superiors, 
bosses, heads of departments) get disproportionate respect and influence on 
persons, and, on the other side, one is also willing to be influenced or to ac-
cept the decision (Stichweh 2005: 174). In this case it leads to exclusion, and in 
another case e.g. of the “token Turk” to inclusion, because a gatekeeper from 
“above” has given the decision to employ the person (see R 5).

Another female journalist attributes setbacks in her career to an organizational 
culture, which is observed as being hierarchical and less tolerant of critical 
comments and questioning: 

I would not blame my migrant background for everything. I am a fighter and 

not everyone likes that. I often comment things, I discuss, I want to have 

things clarified, and I absolutely do not acknowledge hierarchies, if I feel that 

is nonsense. Therefore, it certainly has something to do with my personality. 

(Woman, press, R13)

The combination of being of foreign origin and having a questioning mind 
seems to be a disadvantage for the newspaperwoman when it comes to posi-
tion advancement. She has her own opinion, and is not malleable, which is, 
according to her, not desirable within the organization. In the interview she 
blames the organization for not being grateful and for not supporting a person 
who “has increased the esteem of the newspaper” (woman, press, R13) by of-
fering new perspectives, thanks to her different ethnic background.

Another story about career setbacks links these directly to ethnicity, in 
a statement that relates ethnicity to confidence. In the following quote, the 
journalist describes an organization culture which is characterized by a lack of 
confidence in placing immigrant media workers in leading positions:
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Presently, my career has come to somewhat of a halt. It is always said that 

more immigrants should work in the media. The situation is like this: there 

is more demand for people in front of the cameras than in executive posi-

tions. We have not come so far yet. But I hope I will experience that. [...]. 

That people have enough confidence that somebody with twenty-five years 

of experience in journalism or fifteen years of management experience can 

also move on to a higher position. (Man, radio, R1)

This man’s experience is that the trend of recruiting journalists with migrant 
backgrounds extends only to lower-level positions of the hierarchy, and to 
‘visible’ immigrant news presenters. Despite his many years of professional 
experience, this journalist cannot advance as a result of Germans’ lack of confi-
dence in immigrant journalists, which, in turn, prevents them from giving more 
responsibility to experienced immigrant journalists. The inability to advance 
one’s career is related to the organizational context, which resists changes. 
The journalist can communicate his desire to obtain a higher position, but he 
doubts that he will be successful, because the organizational environment is 
generally experienced as not being ready for change as yet. 

Career pauses and opportunities are not exclusively related to the issue of 
ethnicity. When individuals are generally satisfied with their career, ethnicity 
probably does not play a decisive role. There are, for example, pauses that 
are caused by general organization requirements such as training issues. In 
the words of a presenter: 

I have already advanced a lot in my career. It is not easy to become a presenter 

on TV. But if I want to join the first league in a public service organization, 

I have to possess a university degree. I don’t. (Man, TV, R 5)

This man attributes his career successes to himself, and the impossibility of 
further advancement to both himself and the organization. In other words, he 
does not have the required competence, and he will not advance in his career 
until changes occur. He may graduate, he may move to another organization, 
or the organization may change its requirements. 

Those who have already achieved a higher position express greater satisfac-
tion with their career. Pauses would be easier to handle for those in executive 
positions and, according to one female journalist’s statement, ethnicity does 
not affect her chances of getting ahead: 

I feel quite safe in my job. Even if my radio station disappears I will remain 

employed in the broadcasting company in some capacity. I am also well 

known, know many people, and could imagine finding a job as an editor 

elsewhere in the company. (Woman, radio, R2) 



139

EXAMINING ETHNICITY IN GERMAN NEWSROOMS

In general, my informants do not connect their career successes to the issue 
of ethnicity. If they do so, they consider ethnicity as a “plus” in the employ-
ment situation, and an asset when it comes to getting assignments. But when 
it comes to setbacks in their career, ethnicity plays a more dominant role. 
Ethnicity is seen as an obstacle. This obstacle may be harder to overcome for 
a woman, who is surrounded by a staff that is almost exclusively male – in 
Germany, only 37 percent of all journalists are women (Weischenberg et al. 
2006: 45). Ethnicity is also seen as a barrier to career advancement. Having a 
migrant background means inspiring less confidence from the organization, 
and that may halt a career. According to these cases, the organizational culture 
is perceived as excluding media workers with migrant backgrounds, due to 
their ‘different’ appearance, their accent (as described above, in the section on 
accents), or their origin. People with these differences observe an organization 
that is informed by the idea of a homogenous society. This observation often 
refers to a common organizational structure that gives persons in leading po-
sitions the right to decide over careers and assignments. If these persons are 
perceived as narrow-minded or prejudiced, my interviewees feel disadvantaged. 
But my interviewees expect the organization, including their leading persons, 
to change, reflecting changes in society at large. They perceive a distinction 
between the present and the future, which both raises their expectations about 
what lies in the future and affects their present decision-making.

Does a Migrant Background Make a Difference?
This section deals with how my informants experience their impact on media 
reporting based on their backgrounds. In research, we can often find a structur-
alist approach which claims that structural constraints of the media organization 
are decisive for the media product, that the individual media worker has little 
or no impact on the media product, and therefore is consequently seen as a 
small piece of the machinery (Breed 1955, Shoemaker et al. 1996, Shoemaker 
1991). Other scholars, however, have shown that the personal and professional 
judgments of the individual journalist influence the selection and coverage of 
news (Tuchman 1972, Gans 1980). In line with this latter approach, Patterson et 
al. (1996) and Donsbach (2004) claim in a more recent study that there are the 
subjective beliefs and predispositions that influence the journalist’s perception 
and therefore the media product. We can also follow Weischenberg’s model of 
influence factors within journalism in order to find arguments for that approach 
(Weischenberg 1994: 431). He compares journalism with an onion consisting 
of different concentric layers, where he places the media worker with his/her 
predispositions formed by biography, and profession expressed as political and 
social point of view, and self-image etc. at the centre or core of journalism. 
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It is the media worker, who eventually constructs the media product – not in 
a vacuum– but influenced by society, media organization, and information 
including the type of coverage. 

In line with this model, my interviewees describe their own judgments as 
decisive when selecting news and addressing migrant issues. Their answers 
refer to their professional self-images and touch on mainly two fields of work: 
An entire series of responses is about efforts to change media coverage by 
striking a different perspective in order to work against negative and stere-
otypical reporting, with the aim of promoting tolerance in and integration of 
society, as the various quotes show: 

Well, I want to change the coverage style of migrants. Sometimes the re-

ports in the German media are very biased, which upsets me. (Woman, 

radio, R 4) 

My concern is writing more complex stories […] We cannot reduce it to a 

Turk problem. (Woman, press, R 15)

I see many things differently than my German colleagues do. They have a 

very Christian, Occidental or Western perspective on everything, without 

judging it negatively. (Man, press R16)

Many second and third generation immigrants say today: ‘I want go back 

and I am proud to be [Nationality] and my heimat is there’. That is because 

of the discrimination they have experienced here. They hope that it is at 

least better in their country of origin. Therefore, I would like to encourage 

them to stay here by airing success stories. (Woman, press, R 9)

They feel responsible for contributing to topics which have received insufficient 
attention in the media and are important to a multicultural society. 

Another series of utterances is about the role they play within the media 
organization. They describe themselves as door openers to migrant communities 
as an editor claims: “I have an extensive contact net that my colleagues only 
stand to gain from” (woman, press R13). They not only deliver useful contacts 
when investigating a story, but might also influence thinking on these issues 
among the colleagues in the newsroom. Their peers can learn from journalists 
with migrant backgrounds, and can become more sensitive to ethnic issues 
and perspectives, as the same editor has observed: 

Since I have this focus on migrant communities, I contribute to a reflection 

on this issue within the editorial staff […]. Meanwhile, it also has an impact 

on my colleagues. (Woman, press, R 13) 



141

EXAMINING ETHNICITY IN GERMAN NEWSROOMS

A great number of responses concern the role models my interviewees experi-
ence. It begins already in the newsroom, and the fact of being the only one with 
a migrant background. This results in taking on some kind of responsibility, 
e.g. representing an entire culture and acting as bridge between cultures: 

In the morning most of the chief editors I work for drive out of their base-

ment garage or of their gardens into the basement garage of their publish-

ing houses. And in the evening they go back home. They do not know any 

kreuzberg, have not even eaten kebab. Probably I am the only Turk they 

know. (Woman, press, R 15)

It is not only within the organization that they feel they are on some kind of 
‘mission’: They also feel this when it comes to the public. A TV presenter gives 
an example of his positive impact on migrants when he is onscreen:

Yesterday, I got a call from a friend […]. I have not heard from him for more 

than 10 years. He said: ‘I saw you on TV. My parents always watch your news 

show.’ And I realized what I want, I also want to address the people who 

have immigrated. Here, I have an important function. (Man, TV, R 5)

Addressing an audience with migrant backgrounds is important for him in 
order to work towards getting immigrants included in society. In speaking 
about this concern, he implicitly invokes the other side of the issue: As the 
quoted press editor above shows, people with migrant backgrounds are in-
sufficiently addressed and represented in the media, and if so, mostly in a 
negative light (e.g. Meissner et al. 2001, Ruhrmann et al. 2000). Therefore, 
another media worker stresses his symbolic presence in the media, in light 
of his successful career: 

In the meantime, I have the moral obligation, as somebody who has suc-

ceeded, to be a good example. […] The people see me and hear my stories 

and cannot believe then, […] that I come from an illiterate family. (Woman, 

press, R15)

By showing positive individual stories of social inclusion, this woman wants 
to offer good examples to identify with and to break the pattern of negative 
coverage of immigrants. This is not only addressed to immigrants but also to 
the entire society and, therefore, could help in tearing down the wall between 
natives and immigrants. As another journalist puts it: 

I also want to give Germans the possibility to get to know us. In some cases, 

they do not dare to get in touch with us. (Woman, press, R 9)
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According to her, the German people lack knowledge about the life of the vari-
ous immigrant groups. They live separately from the immigrants, and have only 
a few possibilities of coming into contact with immigrants. But the journalist 
can bridge the knowledge gap. In line with the other interviewees, she sees 
herself as a ‘mobilizer’ – in contrast to the more neutral role of a ‘dissemina-
tor’– and wants to promote cultural encounters in the society. 

My interviewees observe themselves as active contributors to cultural di-
versity in society, and feel free to do so. Often they describe themselves as 
pioneers, as media workers who develop new approaches and contribute to 
new viewpoints. Obstacles for diverse newsrooms and media coverage are seen 
as a structural problem, as the ‘wrong’ people have leading positions, meaning 
people who are not aware of the challenges of a diverse society. For example, 
it is observed that a chief editor who is married to a immigrant woman is more 
open to migrant issues than a person without contact to migrants (woman, 
press R13), which has an impact on the climate of the entire organization, and 
therefore, an impact on media reporting. The correlation between pro-diversity 
attitudes in the newsroom and equitable media coverage related to diversity is 
also stressed by Pease et al. (2001). The researchers find that:

it does seem clear that the degree to which news managers can communicate 

their vision regarding diversity to the newsroom, and the degree to which 

the journalists and other employees buy into that vision, heavily influence 

whether news coverage will include the full diversity of the communities 

journalists serve (2001: 9).

The open-mindedness towards these issues varies quite a bit among media 
workers, and this influences the climate in the newsroom and therefore elbow-
room for the journalist. If one cannot decide over how to report, and the scope 
is too limited, the journalist has the chance of refusing stereotypical stories, as 
a freelance journalist relates: 

I say no to some stories because the media always are too biased. For exam-

ple, in 2005, when a woman was shot to death by her brother. […] I got a lot 

of requests from almost all of the newspapers. Consistently, I refused all of 

them, because the media always wanted sensational stories. And that did not 

correspond to my idea of enlightenment and that simply was too dangerous 

to me, writing a perfectly investigated story, with the media then making a 

typical story out of it. I am always annoyed at that. (Woman, press, R 15) 

The media organization has lost the possibility of an alternative media cover-
age, and the freelance journalist herself has not contributed to the reproduc-
tion of stereotypes. The notion of refusing unwanted assignments is an often 
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articulated ‘last resort’ when my interviewees feel they are losing control over 
their products. That goes above all for freelancers. But if you are an employed 
editor, you have a greater influence already from the beginning: “You write 
the article by yourself and can make your own cultural references” (woman, 
press R 20). 

Summing up, the degree of impact on reporting about migrant issues de-
pends on the working climate, that is, on staff who are open or not to differ-
ent viewpoints, on the position the journalist holds and last but not least, on 
the journalist him/herself based on one’s self-image including the degree of 
involvement and responsibility for these issues. My interviewees tend to be a 
type of journalist who is very confident about his or her role in society. They 
are more inclined to make a difference, that is, to address integration issues 
and to promote reflection and cultural encounters in society. On the one hand, 
the results can depend on the interview situation. I informed my potential 
interviewees in advance about the theme of the research project, and those 
who were willing to be interviewed were often already interested in these is-
sues themselves, and were therefore more reflective. On the other hand, the 
answers correspond to other studies (see also Camauër in this volume, and 
e.g. a recent study by Nishikawa et al. 2009), as well as a representative study 
conducted in the Netherlands by Deuze (2005). The author concludes that one’s 
ethnicity has an impact on the professional self-perception of journalists with 
migrant backgrounds, and advocates a proactive social role for media and a 
critical awareness of the pitfalls of stereotyping minorities (Deuze 2002: 125). 

Conclusions
My material, as described above, consists of in-depth interviews and, therefore, 
on observations communicated in an interview situation. Observation is selec-
tive. What is selected depends on the observer (the interviewee) related to the 
interview situation and to the topics discussed in the interview. In other words, 
different individuals may observe the same object differently. Here, it is not 
an issue of identifying the real content of an observation. Rather, the ambition 
is to understand the narratives’ self-constitution. We know from Saussure that 
when we use language we make use of signs, and that these signs do not give 
us access to the real world. Rather, they demonstrate the differences we make 
in the observations we communicate. The word ‘migrant’ is not the migrant 
per se. Nor does it represent a migrant. But it differs from other words, such 
as ‘native’, ‘foreigner’, ‘traveller’, ‘stranger’ – that is to say, it is a word that 
denotes difference. The fact that interview answers are linked to the observer, 
rather than to a representation of the real ‘world’ of journalistic production, 
may appear to question the value of conducting the interviews, insofar as we 
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are seeking knowledge about media organizations. But each observation refers 
to a ‘self’ as well as an ‘other’ (Luhmann 1997). Therefore, we can only say 
something about the other-reference if we place the observation in relation to 
the self-reference of the informant. 

I want to sum up the distinctions my informants make in observing their 
working conditions. They vary a good deal, since they are connected to the 
individuals and their observed experiences as communicated within the inter-
view situation. Nevertheless, I see four main patterns in their descriptions of 
recruitment, working conditions, and career possibilities, and their impact on 
media reporting. Migrant background is seen as: 

 1. An advantage and part of one’s competence

 2. An advantage yet implying a lack of competence

 3. A disadvantage and implying a lack of competence

 4. Not making any difference (see also Graf 2010: 99).

The first pattern refers to examples where migrant background is seen as an 
“added plus” and often connotes quite specific competence in intercultural issues, 
which is an advantage. The second pattern summarizes the “token” discussion: 
migrant background has become an advantage in order to get the job, but is 
also observed to imply a lack of corresponding competence. Here, ethnicity 
is explicitly including (getting the job) and also implicitly excluding from e.g. 
career possibilities by being less formally qualified. The third pattern refers to 
exclusion mechanisms at the working place regarding appearance, accented 
speech, a lack of confidence etc., which hint at an organizational culture that 
legitimizes inequalities. The fourth pattern has emerged in connection with all 
of the discussed topics, and is sometimes explicitly or implicitly expressed. For 
example, when an interviewee is generally satisfied with his/her career, meaning 
that migrant background is observed as part of competence, ethnicity does not 
make a difference. There are, e.g., pauses that are attributed to general organi-
zational requirements such as training issues or internal career ladders. 

Generally, ethnicity can be described as generating difference in my inter-
viewees’ meaning-construction processes. The ethnicity-related difference be-
tween being sufficiently or insufficiently competent is important when describing 
recruitment and job conditions. In a manner of speaking, ethnicity generates 
difference when it comes to qualifications. Ethnicity can be intrinsic to compe-
tence, and can even be seen as “plus”; and/or it can be part of incompetence, 
and perceived as a “minus”. Having a different ethnic background can be an 
advantage to the media worker if he or she can fulfil common expectations. It 
is a disadvantage when these expectations are disappointed. 

I can distinguish between two groups of migrant journalists, and see here 
similarities to Dominic Boyer’s study on East German journalists after 1989 
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(Boyer 2005: 197): the one group is the “sponsored” migrant journalist who 
has to show off his/her competence in migrant issues and the other the “toler-
ated” migrant journalist who assists the media company, but without chance 
of advancement. 

Interviewees who have reason to feel a lack of competence because of their 
origin, and belong to the latter group, pay more attention to the issue of ethnic 
background when they discuss job conditions and career opportunities. As a 
result, career pauses and setbacks are often seen as related to ethnic origin. In 
this context, ethnicity functions as a mechanism for legitimizing inequalities. 
Those who see their migrant origin as a ‘plus’, or as intrinsic to their competence, 
generally describe their experiences as positive. They attribute career setbacks 
to general market and job conditions rather than to ethnic origin. 

These distinctions have also to do with a specific environment. What can we 
say about the selected distinctions, which are related to the newsroom environ-
ment? The newsroom culture is observed as being characterized by expectations, 
which may restrict journalists with migrant backgrounds to certain narrow top-
ics – those related to migration and integration issues, and migrant topics more 
or less open to alternative media coverage. If a journalist is fluent in another 
language, it is automatically expected that he or she will easily penetrate that 
language community. Such expectations are sustained on several levels. On 
the government level, they are inherent in the National Integration Plan; on 
another level, by migrant journalists who claim, on the basis of their origins, 
to be experts on these questions. Such expectations can be to a journalist’s 
advantage or disadvantage. If one fulfils expectations, one is at an advantage. 
If one fails to meet them, one is disadvantaged and may be excluded from 
jobs and assignments. One can struggle against them, attempt to prove oneself 
capable, and thus work to change expectations. This takes time, and requires 
persistence and courage on the part of the individual journalist. 

In the cases where differences become normative, we can see special mecha-
nisms for including and excluding coming into play in the media organizations. 
Not all foreign cultures have the same value. Some cultures are more readily 
accepted than others; certain accents are more acceptable than others. There 
are high- and low-prestige cultures. Or, to put it in other words, these distinc-
tions generate inequalities insofar as they are based on normative (good/bad) 
assumptions, which are used, in turn, to exclude people from jobs. The same 
goes for norms and standards. When a visible difference – for instance, an 
“exotic” appearance – does not fit the norm, inequalities can arise, and have, 
in fact, arisen. 

In the fall of 2007, a conference on migration and media was held in Berlin. 
Media workers, actors, politicians, and researchers with and without migrant 
backgrounds participated. The essence of the utterances of media workers with 
migrant backgrounds was: “We want to be ‘normal’, and we do not want to be 
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asked where we come from” (Draussen 2007). They did not wish to be token 
journalists or to be singled out on the basis of their ethnic background. Instead, 
they wished to be treated simply as competent media workers doing their job. 
Such statements reflect the rarity, in this context, of media workers with differ-
ent backgrounds. As long as they make up a tiny minority of those who work 
behind and before the news cameras, microphones and newspaper desks, they 
will remain distinctive. To my mind, the problem is not primarily related to be-
ing distinctive but to the ways in which differences are treated, including the 
connection of differences with certain types of distinctions. If a different ethnic 
background is simply read as being less competent, and this leads to fewer or 
no job opportunities, then multicultural society faces a serious problem. 
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