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Abstract 
 
Journalism often frames its future as shaped by “technological rupture” and “innovation”. 
This paper challenges such narratives, arguing instead for understanding journalism’s 
transformation as a broader structural change—one that involves the creation of new 
organizational principles, supported by an imagined need for new technologies to 
“innovate” toward a better future.  
 
Through the concept of “pioneer journalism,” we analyze how journalists who 
experiment with new practices and imagine possible futures shape the transformation of 
the field. Based on a media-ethnography in Germany, we examine how pioneer 
journalists envision the societal needs for public communication and how these 
imaginaries inform their approaches to innovation. Our findings reveal that their 
imaginations are strongly rooted in democratic values, emphasizing six societal needs: 
creating encompassing publics, providing appropriate information, fostering exchange, 
correcting negative developments, promoting a sense of belonging, and supporting 
societal development. 
 
Paradoxically, however, their discourse on innovation often mirrors Silicon Valley’s 
categories, raising critical questions about whether such frameworks can adequately 
address the imagined needs for public communication. There is a multiple refraction of 
innovation imperatives: pioneer journalists simultaneously critique Silicon Valley 
narratives and Big Tech power while appropriating their innovation methods, creating 
tensions between journalistic values and innovation practices.  
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Moving beyond innovation 
 
The significance of narratives and imaginaries surrounding journalism’s transformation 
and futures cannot be overstated. However, as scholars, we should describe 
transformation primarily as structural change. Within such processes, both “social” and 
“technological” innovations are important, and we must consider them to understand 
how “new” practices and technologies become established. Nevertheless, 
transformation as structural change is far more encompassing, and what is perceived as 
“innovation” today is not necessarily the driving force behind tomorrow’s changes.  
 
This is why we have developed the concept of “pioneer journalism” to describe and 
explain journalism’s transformation. Although “innovation” is a widely used term (Hepp & 
Loosen 2021), we place it in quotation marks to signal the need for analytical distance 
(Evans 2018). This does not imply avoiding the term altogether, as “innovation speak” 
(Vinsel 2014a; Vinsel 2014b) continues to play a significant role in journalism.  

In our paper, we reverse the usual perspective. Rather than asking which “technical 
ruptures” or “innovations” are changing journalism—a question typical within the 
journalistic field—we ask how pioneer journalists imagine the societal needs for public 
communication and what implications they draw from this for innovating journalism 
toward a better future. This shift entails a holistic perspective and requires examining 
how pioneer journalists’ imaginaries shape their everyday practices. 

Therefore, the first objective of our paper is to present this holistic approach to pioneer 
journalism in greater detail. The second part, based on a media ethnography of pioneer 
journalism in Germany, analyzes their imaginaries of the societal needs for public 
communication and their associated imaginaries of innovation. 
 
A holistic approach to pioneer journalism  
 
We define pioneer journalism as a figuration of actors who experiment with journalistic 
practices and imagine possible futures for the field (Hepp & Loosen 2021; 2022). 
Individual pioneer journalists within this broader figuration can be characterized by the 
following criteria:  
 

1. Pioneer journalists perceive themselves as forerunners of their profession and 
are recognized as such by other members of the field (though not necessarily 
all);  

2. Within their field, pioneer journalists act as intermediaries (Bourdieu 2010, 151, 
325, 359); bridging disparate professional spheres and advocating for changes 
that extend beyond their immediate domain; 

3. Pioneer journalists are typically embedded within “communities of practice” 
(Wenger 1999), which we conceptualize as “pioneer communities” (Hepp 2025);  

4. Within these communities, selected professional pioneers take on the role of an 
“organizational elite” (Hitzler & Niederbacher 2010, 22); 

5. By virtue of their experimental practices, pioneer journalists play a special role in 
the development of their profession (e.g., as trainers, consultants, or bloggers);  
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6. Pioneer journalists typically embody imaginaries of possible futures, which often 
makes them a subject of media discourse on related changes (e.g., in self-
reflexive discussions about the future of journalism).  

 
We use the term pioneer journalism to emphasize that it is particularly those journalists 
who, through established media companies, start-ups, accelerators, or as individual 
actors, exert a lasting influence on the transformation of journalism.  
 
However, it is crucial to avoid a simplistic, linear view in which individual pioneers act as 
catalysts for “innovations” that inevitably reshape the field. The reality is far more 
complex: assuming that pioneer journalists, their projects, and their start-ups 
necessarily lead to successful products or companies is an overly narrow understanding 
of how pioneer journalism operates. Indeed, many of their ventures fail.   
 
Nonetheless, pioneer journalism contributes to the ongoing transformation of the field in 
two key ways: First, the experimental nature of pioneering endeavors opens up space 
for new practices and technologies that have the potential for broader appropriation. 
Second, pioneer journalists’ visions of the future of the field inspire ‘ideas’ for possible 
trajectories of change (Fredriksson & Pallas 2017).  
 
 
Pioneer journalists’ imaginaries of societal needs for public communication and 
innovation 
 
Our media ethnography of pioneer journalism in Germany (2020-2023; n=63 interviews) 
draws on interview data to examine how pioneer journalists conceptualize societal 
needs for public communication and the associated imaginaries of innovation.  
 
Our analysis reveals a broad consensus among pioneer journalists regarding the 
societal needs of public communication. They frequently emphasize six key needs: 
creating encompassing publics, providing appropriate information, fostering exchange, 
correcting negative developments, promoting a sense of belonging, and supporting 
societal development—each of which includes further nuanced dimensions.  
 
Overall, pioneer journalists are oriented toward normative democratic values and are 
focused on sustaining democratic stability. “Technological ruptures” are, at best, 
perceived as potential threats to these societal needs of public communication. 
Consequently, their imaginaries of innovation are highly specific: they are particularly 
concerned with how technical innovations in a vulnerable world can help address these 
societal needs and secure the future of journalism For pioneer journalists, “innovating” 
journalism is therefore not only an economic endeavor but also a means of maintaining 
forms of public communication that serve societal needs. We refer to this as the vision 
of preserving public communication through journalistic innovation. 
 
Paradoxically, however, their discourse on innovation is often framed in the language of 
Silicon Valley: the focus shifts toward “users” rather than “citizens,” practices are 
shaped by “agile methods,” and there is an emphasis on “breaking down silos” between 
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departments within journalistic organizations. With such imaginaries of innovation, the 
“everyday cybernetics” of Silicon increasingly permeates the everyday practices of 
pioneer journalism.  
 
Our analysis reveals critical tensions in how pioneer journalists appropriate these 
innovation imperatives. Most notably, there is friction between journalism’s commitment 
to contextual quality and Silicon Valley’s ideal of standardized scalability—captured in 
the insight that “journalism does not scale.” Similarly, while pioneer journalists embrace 
user-centric approaches from tech discourse, this conflicts with journalism’s aspiration 
to address citizens rather than mere users. Therefore, their approach is neither a naïve 
techno-solutionism nor a simple preservation of traditional journalism, but rather a 
multiple refraction of innovation: pioneer journalists simultaneously critique Silicon 
Valley narratives while appropriating their innovation methods (agile practices, user-
centric, projectification). This ambivalent appropriation generates ongoing tensions 
between journalistic values and innovation practices. 
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