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Book notes

Edda Humprecht
Shaping Online News Performance: Political News in Six Western Democracies, Palgrave Macmillan: 
Basingstoke; New York, 2016; 194 pp.: £65.00

Online news media can be said to have enhanced national media environments and chal-
lenged conventional forms of news production and consumption, but they have also been 
criticised for poor quality, sacrificing accuracy for speed and propagating unfounded tales 
rather than verifying content. Mixed evaluations have been made along other lines, so a 
book offering detailed research data on the performance of online news media in Western 
countries is timely and welcome. Edda Humprecht has conducted content analysis of 48 
news outlets from different types of media organisation in France, Germany, the United 
Kingdom, Italy, Switzerland and the United States. The main emphasis throughout the 
book is on political reporting. She provides an analytical framework for understanding 
new performance and explaining variations in such performance, as well as investigating 
combinations of conditions that foster high-level outputs of news content using fuzzy set 
Qualitative Comparative Analysis. The book begins by outlining the main normative prin-
ciples relating to news media functions, both with reference to the public interest and 
news performance, and then offers a multi-level analysis of such performance, showing 
that it varies considerably among different media outlets. Humprecht examines four main 
indictors of news performance – analytical depth, hard news, critical distance and content 
diversity – and argues that the difference between high- and low-performing outlets 
depends very much on the balance they achieve (or in lesser or greater degree, fail to 
achieve) between information provision and commercial imperatives. The book supplies 
an excellent slice of empirical research. It also provides an exemplary counter to those 
contributions to ‘new’ media studies where speculation and trend-spotting outweigh the 
sophisticated analysis of systematically collected data set out here.

Jefferson D Pooley
James W. Carey and Communication Research, Peter Lang: New York; Bern; Frankfurt; Berlin; 
Brussels; Vienna; Oxford; Warsaw, 2016; 234 pp.: £36.00

James Carey undoubtedly has a significant place in the history of communications 
research, but what is the nature of that significance? This is not easy to explain, and the 
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difficulties involved provide Jefferson Pooley with his starting point. The book’s central 
focus is the dynamics of reputation. Carey certainly had a well-deserved and highly posi-
tive reputation within his own field, with the 1989 collection of essays, Communication 
as Culture, cementing it, but more than the influential themes in his work, for Pooley it 
is his presence as an intellectual talisman that is crucial. Intellectual life for Carey took 
the form of engaged humanist conversation and exhibited a committed anti-positivism. 
In this, he resonated and gained prestige among many scholars in the field. Jefferson 
offers an informative and absorbing account of Carey’s career and work, from discussion 
of his 1963 dissertation at the University of Illinois onwards. His trenchant criticisms of 
mainstream communications research in America are fully treated, as is his approach to 
journalism and public life. The book overall is both an accessible introduction to Carey’s 
work and a fitting tribute to its interpretivist values and virtues.

Berit von der Lippe and Rune Ottosen (eds)
Gendering War and Peace Reporting: Some Insights – Some Missing Links, Nordicom: Gothernburg, 
2016; 278 pp.: SEK 280, €28

Traditionally, war has been reported and remembered from a male point of view, with 
stories told and memories recounted at a collective level being commanded by men in 
positions of power and authority, but now that women have an increasing presence in the 
military, journalism and politics, will this lead to greater emphasis being given to the 
victims of war, and will it undermine masculinist narratives of wartime activity? The 
answers are as yet inchoate, but the purpose of this volume is to begin asking the ques-
tions relevant to gendered perspectives on war and violent conflict and to the ways in 
which gender is used as a means of garnering and maintaining support and validation for 
militarism and wartime violence. The 15 chapters cover such issues as the difficulties 
faced historically by female war reporters, the need for enhanced gender-aware journal-
istic professionalism, the assumption that violence against war reporters is different 
according to gender, representations of gender in peace-making processes and the report-
ing of sexual violence against male victims. The collections also include case studies of 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, Nigeria, Libya and the United States. Overall, the contributions 
cover a wide range of examples and contexts of war reporting, explored through the lens 
of gender, and including the possibility of challenge and resistance to traditional gender 
norms and representations.

Whitney Phillips and Ryan M Milner
The Ambivalent Internet: Mischief, Oddity, and Antagonism Online, Polity: Cambridge; Malden, MA, 
2017; 246 pp.: £15.99

Whichever way you look at it, there is a good deal of weirdness in digital media content. 
What that weirdness consists of or amounts to is difficult to define and indeed to some 
may not warrant that description at all. The practices with which it is associated are, in 
other words, ambivalent and cannot be confined to any particular intention or purpose. 


