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ABSTRACT  
This paper investigates the liminal position of “fixers” in global news 
reporting and critically examines the very term “fixer”. Building on 
existing research in the field and ongoing discussions about its 
inherent inequalities, we address the following questions: How do 
“fixers” enact their liminality in everyday work? What does the 
liminality inherent to the term “fixer” say about the positionalities 
of local media workers and the politics and ethics of transnational 
collaborations? Based on ten semi-structured interviews with local 
media professionals – “fixers” – based in Beirut, Dutch, and 
American reporters, we argue that the problem with the much- 
contested term “fixer” resides in the reproduction and reification 
of the presupposed West–East or North–South power relations 
and in neglecting the power dynamics following from specific 
roles and experiences. The term thus hinders the understanding 
of the complex reality of (local) media work and the diverse roles 
fulfilled. Therefore, we argue that to understand the crucial roles 
of local media workers in ongoing international conflicts, it is 
imperative to carefully consider this linguistic entry point. Finally, 
we discuss how job titles manifest hierarchies and power 
relations within foreign reporting ecosystems and in the 
journalistic field more broadly.
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Introduction

The fast-growing body of research on local media professionals collaborating with foreign 
reporters, often called “fixers,” has been struggling with categories to which these local 
media professionals belong and, correspondingly, with a perceived inaccuracy of the 
term describing this occupation (Baloch and Andresen 2020; Khan 2019; Murrell 2019; 
Palmer 2018; Plaut and Klein 2019). A closer look at the recent studies reveals that the 
reality of the collaboration between fixers and reporters evades many of these categories 
of here vs. there, foreign vs. local, and fixer vs. journalist (Kotišová and Deuze 2022). The 
word “fixer” “has come to signify a liminal figure, one who stands at the crossroads 
between regional ways of life and ‘foreign’ news agendas” (Palmer 2019b, 2). At the 
same time, it is the use of the word “fixer” itself that reproduces the invisibility of their 
profession (ibid.) and situates them into opposition to (creative) reporters (Palmer 2018).
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With a few notable exceptions (Blacksin and Mitra 2023), the very topic of “the limin
ality, in-between-ness, hybridity and complexity of fixers’ identities” (Kotišová and Deuze 
2022, 1161) ) and the related troubles with the name “fixer” remain at the periphery of 
researchers’ attention. However, our data suggest that these concepts are central to 
understanding the local media professionals’ position within the foreign reporting ecosys
tems, and their precarity and power. In this article, we thus build on the existing findings 
on fixers’ liminal position1 between local and global, editorial and logistical tasks (e.g., 
Bishara 2006; Brooten and Verbruggen 2017; Moon 2019; Murrell 2015, 2019; Palmer 
2018, 2019a, 2019b; Plaut and Klein 2019), and the already identified problem with the 
categories of “fixers” and “journalists” (Blacksin and Mitra 2023; Palmer 2019b; Plaut 
and Klein 2019) to address the following questions: How do “fixers” enact their liminality 
in everyday work? What does the liminality inherent to the term “fixer” say about the posi
tionalities of local media workers and the politics and ethics of transnational 
collaborations?

Based on ten semi-structured interviews with local media professionals – “fixers” – 
living in Beirut, Dutch, and American reporters, we refine the understanding of the 
“situatedness” as described by Blacksin and Mitra (2023, 1) of international news 
work. We argue that the problem with the term “fixer” resides in the reproduction 
and reification of the presupposed West–East or North–South power relations and in 
turning a blind eye towards the complex power dynamics following from specific 
roles and experiences. Furthermore, we argue that to understand the important roles 
of local media workers in ongoing international conflicts, it is imperative to consider 
this linguistic entry point. Finally, we stress how important job titles are for manifes
tations of hierarchies and power relations within foreign reporting ecosystems. Thus, 
the politics of naming discussed through the case of “fixers” can be relevant to other 
“peripheral” news workers in the journalistic field more broadly (Maares and Hanusch 
2022).

Local Bodies, Western Mindsets, and Cultural Translation

The most valued “fixers” are, to a large extent, globalised. They are fluent in English, have a 
sense of humor that their colleagues from BBC or CNN can understand, are knowledge
able about the international media market, and have entrepreneurial mindsets – in 
short, they are, from reporters’ perspective, “people like us” (Murrell 2010, 2013, 2019).

At the same time, however, one of the fixers’ most important attributes is access to 
local contacts (Palmer and Fontan 2007). Their highly localised knowledge is important 
especially in contexts with traditional structure and/or in worsened security situations 
where personal affiliations and trust are crucial. Fixers often introduce their foreign col
leagues2 to local contacts; their local knowledge and embeddedness also allow them 
to provide foreign correspondents with background briefings on the region’s history 
and culture and updates about political developments. In her ethnographic study, 
Amahl Bishara persuasively shows how Palestinian journalists working as fixers for 
foreigners “mobilize the social capital of their own non-professional lives in their work” 
(Bishara 2006, 34). To borrow the Bourdieusian terminology (see, e.g., Murrell 2009, 
2010), fixers’ local access and knowledge stemming from their social, physical, and 
emotional closeness to their contexts, creates a significant amount of embodied capital 
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which can be bartered for short-term and/or word-of-mouth contracts with foreign repor
ters endowed with other capital states (objectified and institutionalised).

Therefore, as Lindsay Palmer writes (2019b, 8; 9), the work of fixers “especially high
lights the messy collision of global processes and specific cultural differences that conti
nually impact the profession of international news reporting”. According to Palmer, “fixers 
destabilize the self-evidence of cultural identity by virtue of their liminal positions” (ibid., 
6). It is this very liminality that allows them to work as cultural “bridges” (Palmer 2018), to 
open doors for foreign reporters, to act “as an interface between the correspondent, the 
sources, and the site” (Palmer 2018). Likewise, Blacksin and Mitra (2023, 1) describe the 
“local-foreign news work” as a process of “straddling political, cultural, and epistemic 
boundaries” and suggest that we should look beyond the conceptual binaries, into the 
impact of race, gender identities, and postcolonial conditions. Thus, unlike usual gate
keepers or cultural mediators who mediate between the production of cultural goods 
and consumer tastes (Janssen and Verboord 2015), fixers operate on another trans-cul
tural level and evade existing categories of – often still methodologically nationalist – 
media and journalism research (Blacksin and Mitra 2023; Kotišová and Deuze 2022).

At the same time, the metaphors that often express this liminality – that of a bridge, 
interface, reporters’ “eyes and ears” (Palmer and Fontan 2007) – can be understood as 
dehumanizing, paving the way for the commodification and exploitation of the real 
people behind this profession (Ashraf 2022). In this paper, we focus on the role of their 
job title in this exploitation.

As Palmer (2018, 321) notes, “‘being a bridge’ is a messy job, especially when the cor
respondent and the fixer have different cultural understandings of what they see and hear 
in the field” (see also Moon 2019). The underlying and often unspoken task is to make 
people relaxed and at ease in the unknown context (ibid.) with full awareness of how 
“their tribal, caste, ethnic, or gender identities could influence the story” (Plaut and 
Klein 2019, 1707). This means that fixers’ most important “skills” and powers are their 
humanity, empathy, self-control, and personal dimensions of newswork – much as in 
today’s journalism in general, where “the affective and at times passionate engagement 
with newswork is expected in a profoundly precarious context” (Deuze and Witschge 
2018, 176). Therefore, it is striking that fixers and interpreters are often conceived as invis
ible tools, i.e., non-people (Amich 2013).

Brooten and Verbruggen (2017, 454) state that “in a polarised situation, to expect local 
interpreters and local producers to be detached observers is unrealistic”, and argue that 
journalists would do well to be transparent about these “limitations” in their reporting 
(ibid., 454, 455). In this paper, we attempt to provide a more complex perspective on 
fixers’ cross-between position and its implications and suggest that seeing them as 
mere “limitations” is not fully accurate (see also Kotišová and Deuze 2022).

Troubles with the “Fixer” Category

A related dimension of fixers’ cross-between position is their blurred jurisdiction or the 
area or contents of their work, which is also reflected in debates on what these media 
workers should be called.

On the one hand, local media professionals perform logistical tasks such as arranging 
permits, access to locations, setting up interviews, securing accommodation, driving, 
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assessing security, etc., and are not in charge of the newsgathering (Murrell 2015, 2019; 
Palmer 2018; Palmer and Fontan 2007; Plaut and Klein 2019). On the other hand, their jur
isdiction overlaps, to a large extent, with that of foreign reporters. They largely contribute 
to the editorial aspects of the work on a story (Murrell 2015) by translating, interpreting, 
selecting interviewees, providing background briefings, and even doing some reporting 
(Palmer and Fontan 2007). Fixers can play a “central role” in “identifying, finetuning 
and capturing the story” (Palmer 2019b, 60). Their ideas and suggestions help the corre
spondent to meet the question of “original newsgathering,” which can be seen as a part of 
the doxa within the journalism field (Murrell 2015, 144).

Journalists tend to disagree on the extent to which reliance on fixers shapes their jour
nalism, and this extent also depends on the individual relationships within the team 
(Palmer and Fontan 2007, 10; Plaut and Klein 2019). While some reject any editorial 
influence, one of Murrell’s (2010, 133) interviewees even acknowledged: “I was simply 
being the mouthpiece. They collected all the information and I put it into an easier to 
digest format for an English audience.” In any case, there is an obvious “mutual learning 
process between the fixers and international reporters” (Hoxha and Andresen 2019, 1733).

Besides, very few fixers rely on news fixing as the only source of their income: about 
75% of fixers in Plaut and Klein’s survey (Plaut and Klein 2019) also have another pro
fession(s), and fixing produces only a small part of their income. They very often also 
work as local journalists (Ashraf 2022; Palmer 2019b; Plaut and Klein 2019), which is the 
type of fixer that is most appreciated by correspondents (Murrell 2015). The work and pos
ition of a fixer often overlap with other job descriptions (translator, driver, technician, pro
ducer) and sometimes form a career stepping stone before the media professional 
becomes a producer, a stringer, or even a correspondent (Murrell 2010; Seo 2016). 
Indeed, more and more foreign bureaus hire these local employees directly (Sambrook 
2010, 51). As we will also show, our interviewees’ stories are diverse, but they all have 
in common that none of them really fits the box of “fixer”. Their stories illustrate that a 
“fixer has multiple professional identities, and thus access to multiple worlds” (Plaut 
and Klein 2019, 1705). The “unusual field position” of local media professionals in the jour
nalism field gives them a “unique understanding” of journalistic practice that is formed by 
rules of both the transnational and local field (Moon 2019, 1715, 1716).

As a result, the boundary between the categories of fixers and reporters/journalists is 
very porous; we could say that apart from the political, cultural, and epistemic boundaries 
(Blacksin and Mitra 2023), “fixers” are also straddling a professional one. Indian investiga
tive journalist Priyanka Borpujari states that the difference between correspondents and 
fixers does not derive from “experience or qualification” but only from the geographical 
location where the journalist works. Local fixers, in her view, are often established journal
ists in their own country (Borpujari 2019) who find themselves low in the global journal
istic “hierarchical social place” (Pendry 2015; see also Willig 2016, 54) due to their origin.

The porous boundary manifests itself in trouble with the labels “fixer” and “journalist.” 
Many people working as fixers identify as “journalist-fixers” (Murrell 2019; Plaut and Klein 
2019). The term “fixer” is sometimes seen as pejorative, associated with unskilled labour 
(Baloch and Andresen 2020; Khan 2019; Murrell 2019; Plaut and Klein 2019). “Some local 
media workers embrace the term,” while “others prefer to be called ‘news assistants,’ ‘pro
duction assistants,’ or ‘local producers’ because they feel that the term does not ade
quately describe the complexity of their work3” (Palmer 2018, 330).
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In this sense, local media professionals make us aware of the broader politics of 
naming, i.e., positioning creative workers within the journalistic field, its core or periphery. 
The findings, stressing the relevance of media professionals’ job titles for the reproduction 
and reification of their positionalities and the politics of the journalism field, can thus be 
relevant for studying “peripheral” news workers more broadly, such as fact-checkers, 
camera operators, journalists affiliated with NGOs, online discussion admins and many 
more (Heinrich and Cheruiyot 2024; Maares and Hanusch 2022; Smith 2017). “Fixers” 
serve as a reminder that the way we call these media professionals places them in a 
specific (hierarchical) position vis-à-vis people whom we call “journalists”, and within or 
outside of the boundaries of the journalistic field. Thus, the case of “fixers” also provides 
us with important insights into how the field deals with its increasing complexity, messi
ness, and “interlopers” (Eldridge II 2018).

After the following section on methods, and in line with Blacksin and Mitra’s proposal 
to deepen the empirical foundations of this line of critique, we illustrate the implications 
of the local media professionals’ liminality for the accuracy of the term “fixer.” We argue 
that the problem with the term “fixer” resides in the reproduction and reification of the 
presupposed West–East or North–South power relations and in turning a blind eye 
towards the specific power dynamics following from specific roles and experiences. 
More importantly, our conversations show the need to be more precise and aware of 
the politics of defining job positions. By being more attentive to the specific descriptions 
of job positions and agency attributed to them by different people, we can uncover the 
power dynamics that are part of journalism production processes. In line with the obser
vation of Bourdieu (1990, 77) that “ … all speech is produced for and through the market 
to which it owes its existence and its most specific properties”, we argue that inclusion of 
this linguistic aspect could benefit journalism studies more broadly when studying precar
ious contexts that often lack definitional clarity.

Methods

Beirut is one of the media centres for covering the Middle East. According to an intervie
wee, Beirut “combines being in the Middle East next to Syria and Iraq, but also it’s a place 
where you can live, and where you can work freely – to some extent”. Though, it is impor
tant to state here that the reputation of Beirut as “freest in the Arab world” […] “has come 
under fire in recent years as several prominent journalists and activists face defamation 
lawsuits and police interrogations” (Battah 2020). Still, foreign journalists and local 
media workers establish regional collaborations, and work together in both Lebanon 
and abroad. This unique position makes Beirut a particularly interesting place to research 
these collaborations.

This research was initially carried out as a part of Author 1’s MA dissertation. Author 1 
went to Beirut, Lebanon, to interview five (former) fixers/local producers and five foreign 
correspondents, all based in Beirut at the time of the interview. The sampling, interview
ing, and coding were carried out by Author 1. To select possible interviewees, Author 1 
approached journalists and correspondents covering Lebanon. She also approached 
Beirut-based individuals who offered their services as a fixer and/or a producer on the 
website Worldfixer.com, which describes itself as a “global database of filming, crew 
and production services.” She also posted a call in the Facebook group “I NEED A 
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FIXER!!.” Furthermore, the author used the method of snowball sampling, where one inter
viewee could point her to another (Denscombe 2010). A trip for fieldwork to an annual 
Christmas party of the Foreign Press Club also led to securing several interviews and a 
greater understanding of the club itself.

During the sampling of interviewees, Author 1 mainly contacted correspondents who 
were originally from non-Middle Eastern countries, as she expected them to be most in 
need of local guidance. The interviewed local media workers were mostly from 
Lebanon (one from Syria). But, as stated before, being “local” or “foreign” cannot be 
seen as rigid categories; two interviewees had also worked in the region as fixers 
before becoming correspondents for Dutch and American media. Another interviewee 
was born in the United Kingdom to Lebanese parents and moved there herself, eventually 
working as a journalist, fixer, and local producer for international media, thus embodying 
the porous categories between fixers and journalists (Plaut and Klein 2019, 1707). Indeed, 
during the interviews, we often discovered that even the three categories identified by 
Plaut and Klein (journalists, fixers, and fixer-journalists) were too rigid for most of the inter
viewees, as they saw themselves as “something in between” or had subsequently been a 
fixer, news assistant and correspondent.

The five interviewed foreign correspondents were American or Dutch. This was caused 
by the fact that correspondents working for media like The New York Times and CNN are 
often from the US or UK, and the interviewer herself was from the Netherlands. Contacting 
journalists closer to her network resulted in easier access. The final sample of ten intervie
wees and the specific backgrounds described above, of course, shaped the results of this 
research. We strived for detailed accounts of highly experienced media professionals 
rather than for a general and more representative overview.

Before each of the interviews, Author 1 informed the interviewees about the goal of 
the research and answered their questions (see, e.g., Denscombe 2010, 172). The intervie
wees were asked to read the draft version of the paper and comment on it again; 9 out of 
10 gave their permission to publish their answers under their real names (one interviewee 
is pseudonymized and referred to as Jody).

By conducting semi-structured interviews, it was possible to address important topics 
and questions, be flexible about the order of discussed topics, and be open to the inter
viewees’ own ideas (Denscombe 2010, 175). Semi-structured interviews are especially 
suited for collecting and discussing data like “opinions, feelings, emotions and experi
ences” (ibid., 174). Author 1 designed two topic lists, one for those who identified as jour
nalists and one for fixers/local producers, that eventually appeared to blur, like the 
categories. We addressed, e.g., the questions of establishing contacts between reporters 
and fixers, story development, or the necessary capital (Bourdieu 1998).

After conducting and transcribing the ten semi-structured interviews, the sentences 
and words were inductively divided into different categories, also called “open coding” 
(Koetsenruijter and van Hout 2018, 43, 44, 152). Reoccurring codes included: knowledge 
of the local context/ local knowledge, no understanding of local context, connections/ 
knowing people/ network, reputation, safety, professional identity, and credits. After 
repeating this “cyclic process” (ibid., 43) multiple times, Author 1 grouped the codes 
(“axial coding,” ibid., 44) while looking at the different connections between codes and 
their mutual exclusions (ibid., 44). Although the initial topic of the study was more 
general, analyzing this material allowed us to reconstruct the paradoxes central to 
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fixers’ work and led us to question the accuracy of the term “fixer” and identify the impor
tance of definitional clarity.

“I Am a Cross-Between”

Leena Saidi’s parents are Lebanese but moved to the United Kingdom before she was 
born. In 1987, Saidi moved to Lebanon to cover the Civil War, where she worked in 
many different positions. She started as a freelance journalist and later became a reporter 
and fixer for a large number of global media, such as The New York Times and NPR. 
Recently, she has mainly been focusing on the local production of documentaries, for 
example, for Netflix and Arte. Saidi does not see herself as an international or local journal
ist. She believes the best word to describe her profession is a “cross-between”: 

I am a cross-between. I am a local journalist, because I know the language and the nuances. 
[…] I know the culture, because I’m part of that society. Except short stints at a local English 
language newspaper and the news in English on state TV, I’ve always worked for the inter
national media – but in a way I am local, though I’ve never worked for Arabic local news.

Saidi’s cross-betweenness allowed her to co-found (in 2007) and run the Foreign Press 
Club in Beirut. In this place (Google Group and gatherings), journalists can find knowl
edge, advice from others, and contacts – from dentists to the spokesperson of a minister. 
The group is, according to Saidi, meant for “everybody who works in foreign press,” which 
can be both foreigners and locals. In this group, Saidi brings together the cultural and 
social capital of local and international media professionals. She identifies as a cross- 
between, which is exemplary for other “locally based” media workers who were inter
viewed for this research. Whether they were born in Lebanon or not, their stories often 
are “[…] more reflective of the permeability, rather than the unified coherence of 
culture” (Palmer 2019b, 9). Also, the professional reality of our interviewees who were 
or had been working with foreign journalists is “more fluid and nuanced” (Plaut and 
Klein 2019, 1702), and their work cannot be categorised as “fixer,” “(local) producer,” 
“local journalist” or “foreign journalist.” Although the category “fixer-journalist” added 
by Plaut & Klein (ibid., 1701, 1702) is a valuable addition to the methodological scholarly 
toolkit, our findings suggest creating one more composite label does not allow us to truly 
understand “the ‘situatedness’ of the knowledge produced” (Blacksin and Mitra 2023, 5). 
Instead, respecting Saidi’s choice not to label her work in commonly used journalistic 
terms is much more interesting. It allows us to acknowledge her “cross-betweenness” 
on multiple levels and see how her professional and personal experiences accumulated 
into a form of “cosmopolitan capital” (ibid., 12) – which is also why she became a 
central actor in the Beirut media sphere. This example illustrates the argument of Blacksin 
and Mitra (2023, 5), who stress the importance of “engagement with the in-betweenness 
of local-foreign news work,” as it “ … brings into relief several dynamics that the essenti
alism of much relevant scholarship tends to obscure, namely, the impact of race and 
gender identities, and the post-colonial contexts within which much local-foreign news 
work takes place”.

In what follows, we argue for the importance of definitional clarity and attention to 
who defines vs. who is defined. In other words, we need to ask when the word “cross- 
between,” “journalist,” “fixer,” or something completely different is preferred and by 
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whom. Which job definitions surface when looking closer at the (margins of) the journal
ism field? And what does that imply for epistemic hierarchies? We seek to show how 
“fixers’” precarious and liminal position embodies “the logic of official naming” (Bourdieu 
1990, 241) and the constant process of boundary work (Carlson and Lewis 2020).

Expectations, Affordances, and Limits

Before analyzing the boundaries described above, it is important to highlight the para
doxical position of local media workers: on the one hand, they often occupy a central 
role in the production processes, while their position remains “peripheral” at the same 
time (see Maares and Hanusch 2022).

Firstly, local media workers often talk about their central role in the production process 
with pride. For example, Lebanese fixer Michael Alandary explains what he needs to do 
when working on a story in the refugee camps in the Lebanese mountain town of Arsal: 

Inside the town of Arsal I know many people, I know the mayor, I know even refugees […]. I 
know MP’s, deputies in the parliament, who are associated with the region. So and I know 
even tents of refugees. So I go there, I know where I’m going.

(Local) producer and film director Abir Hachem stresses a similar type of knowledge: “You 
have to know your people also. You have your connections. […] So you built a lot of con
nection[s].” With some pride, Hachem adds: “[…] I call myself Nokia. You know Nokia, con
necting people? Hahaha!” and gives an example of how the collaboration with her 
significantly speeds up the process of obtaining a permit from the army.

Furthermore, although expectations may differ from context to context, foreign jour
nalists sometimes feel the outsourcing of this “bridging” is self-evident. CNN correspon
dent Ben Wedeman met a fixer in Gaza who did not meet his expectations because he 
wanted Wedeman to engage in networking with him and come to all the coffee meetings 
the fixer scheduled. For Wedeman, this was unacceptable. 

[…] Everybody you wanted to talk to, he [the fixer], said: “first, let’s go drink coffee with 
them”. I said: “no, YOU go drink coffee with them. I don’t have time, I’m, you know – busy, 
I don’t…” So, I would get angry with this guy […]; a fixer’s job is to open the doors. It’s 
not to take you to the door and then make you open it.

Wedeman emphasises that he has been going to Gaza for the past 40 years and that, 
therefore, his “requests to the (ex-)fixer were generic (run of the mill, ordinary things),” 
whereas, for important interviews, he would “obviously want to be part of the process” 
(personal communication 2022).

Building these connections and having strong ties with locals when making a news 
story is “extraordinarily important in circumventing problems of practical access” (Vande
voordt 2017, 618). Vandevoordt only describes this from the perspective of the correspon
dents, but sources can be aware of this process as well. This regularly occurred to Gert van 
Langendonck, Middle East correspondent for Dutch newspaper NRC (at the time of the 
interview), when he contacted the spokesman of the Syrian Democratic Forces: 

I contact him often directly via Whatsapp or so and then he asks me: "who is your fixer? Let 
me call your fixer", like that. Really an expectation pattern, that the fixer is there because then 
they can ask the fixer: what kind of person is that, what is he doing? (cf. Moon 2019; Seo 2019).
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In the same way, our data confirm that knowing local context is also essential for security 
assessment – which is typically fixers’ domain (e.g., Palmer and Fontan 2007; Plaut and 
Klein 2019). As Jody (from a Dutch news outlet) says, handling a dangerous situation 
encountered during the journalistic production process, such as a mortar fire in 
Aleppo, should be decided by the whole production team, fixer, and management.

However, it is important to acknowledge that the fixer, in many cases, knows best 
where the “red lines” (of filming) are. Asser Khattab (reporter for the Washington Post in 
Beirut at the time of the interview, former news assistant and fixer) explains his work as 
a fixer under the Syrian regime: “[…] I would start to – I would try to sort of restrict 
them from doing so. If they are about to film something that they’re not allowed to 
film, given our permissions, I would not allow it. Not because I respect the regime and 
its rules so much, but because those guys are going to leave, and I’m going to be the 
one who’s staying here to face the risk later […].” The last sentence makes clear that 
Khattab – because of his locality – was the most endangered after the journalists left.

Yet, next to having a local network and knowledge, fixers are aware that they need to 
understand what is needed to produce an international news story, i.e., that such a story 
typically requires multiple perspectives. Moreover, knowing the context of the correspon
dent is a significant advantage. Ana Van Es (Middle East correspondent for De Volkskrant 
at the time of the interview) worked with a fixer who had also worked for a Dutch organ
isation: “[…] Before I arrive, he always follows the Dutch news via Google Translate, and 
then he says: oh this is interesting for you, we can maybe work with that.” So, the fixer 
already understands the Dutch audience and tailors his editorial suggestions to this 
public.

The local media workers thus pendulate between two positions. On the one hand, they 
are the ones who have to possess the connections, expected to be opening doors to 
sources for correspondents and distributing their social capital within the journalism 
field. Although safety is considered a team effort, the local media professional provides 
much insight into the red lines. The knowledge of the red lines makes them valuable as 
team members but also puts them in danger as local media workers. These embodied 
skills are often overlooked within international journalism (Bishara 2006). Editorial input 
of local media workers is also often highly appreciated, though there are limits to this. 
According to Anderson and Schudson “ … journalism’s authority, status, occupational 
norms, and claims to expertise can be analyzed as facets of a professional project, an 
inter- and intra-group struggle” (2020, 16). The examples mentioned above provide more 
insight into this struggle; specifically, examples from interviewees illustrate how this work 
can be seen as a “process of straddling political, cultural, and epistemic boundaries,” 
which in turn allows us to “interrogate the conceptual binaries operating in the relevant 
research, such as west/nonwest, local/foreign, fixer/journalist” (Blacksin and Mitra 2023, 
1). In the following parts, we focus on the boundary work in this process of straddling.

Jounalists, Fixers, and Superfixers

As Carlson and Lewis (2020, 132) write, “to create a social boundary is to create a binary of 
insider/outsider that can prop up certain actors while diminishing others – moves that 
have ramifications for all involved.” In our research data, the local media workers were 
often included in the process as proper “journalists,” thus transgressing the boundaries 

JOURNALISM STUDIES 359



between fixer and journalist. On other occasions, they drew boundaries themselves (for 
example, for safety reasons) or were subjected to the boundary work of “their” journalists 
or institutions.

As Murrell already stated, the local journalist is the type of fixer that is most loved by 
correspondents (2015, 146). Especially in difficult circumstances, the liminal position of 
the media worker - by being both journalist and fixer – is of greatest worth. “The [fixer] 
we work with in Syria, he’s a journalist. And so he understands how the business 
works, he knows who to call if you have questions,” Ben Wedeman (CNN) says.

Correspondents also acknowledge the very editorial value a fixer can bring in. Accord
ing to correspondent Gert van Langendonck (NRC), the production process is a “conversa
tion”: “Look, you’re often sitting together in a car for hours and hours on and … there is a 
lot of talking, and ideas come from that.” And when Ana van Es (De Volkskrant) comes up 
with a story idea and tells a fixer she knows well, they sometimes come up with sugges
tions with regards to people she could talk to or places to go. “That’s just super helpful,” 
Van Es says. “And those people know much more than I know.”

Some fixers find their editorial power essential. For Leena Saidi, taking away preconceived 
ideas of correspondents parachuting into Lebanon was one of the reasons to start fixing: 

And I didn’t like that. So I felt personally, my responsibility was: okay, this is a story you want 
to do, but hey, this story has two sides. So let me show you the two sides, then you make up 
your mind. You’re the correspondent, you should be researching and reading […] but as a 
local, as a Lebanese, I felt the need to show them both sides of the story.

Saidi wanted to be a counterbalance against the journalists parachuting in with precon
ceived ideas; she felt the urge to support them by “received wisdom” (Hannerz 2004, 134).

But there is also a “dangerous side” in taking on the suggestions of fixers, Ana van Es 
(De Volkskrant) says: 

There are a lot of fixers [who], due to their interests or social position, sometimes also because 
they are asked by authorities or militant groups – [they] have a certain list of stories they want 
to make.

This increased editorial power – which is found excessive by some journalists – can fore
shadow a fixer’s ambitions to cross the line between fixing and journalism. Most notably, 
there is the phenomenon of “superfixers,” who arise in conflict areas and turn out to be so 
successful that they start working for foreign media directly. Gert van Langendonck (NRC) 
says about these superfixers in Libya: “It just became clear very soon that they were the 
best in all of Libya, and they worked then for The New York Times, The Washington Post, 
and then they became journalists.”

In other words, fixers who transform into superfixers can then become journalists 
themselves. The Washington Post reporter Asser Khattab experienced this in Syria. He 
did not have journalistic experience, but he started as a fixer through a friend who 
needed someone to fill in for him. After a while, he got better at fixing and started 
getting more and more requests, to the point where he was working “all the time” in 
Damascus and Aleppo. What Van Langendonck and Khattab say goes beyond the con
clusions Murrell (2015, 86) draws in her research about fixers in Bagdad during the inva
sion of Iraq. They were promoted by the BBC to “local producers” and got a permanent 
place in the crew. Through their newly acquired status, it was possible for them to 
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build journalistic capital and contribute on an editorial level. Our findings show that it is 
possible for fixers and local producers to climb the ladder of the journalistic field even 
further and gain more permanent jobs at big media companies.

These examples of boundary transgression shed light on how and when categories 
such as “fixer,” “local producer,” “superfixer” and “journalist” shift or merge. The individ
uals had accumulated respect from the correspondent community; as a result, they 
were no longer seen as (super)fixers or producers but as “real journalists” by international 
reporters. Questioning the stability of the labels by “straddling” them thus also ques
tioned professional boundaries. As Eldridge’s work (2018, xi) points out, boundaries 
“are not explanatory in and of themselves.” Instead, “they leave questions open about 
how we explore this distinction, and how we make sense of new actors who do see 
their work as journalism, even if it is in an unfamiliar form.” Following this argument, in 
the next part, we explore how our interviewees view these distinctions themselves.

“One-Size-Fits-All”

When asked to reflect on the language used to describe media work, our interviewees also 
acknowledged the diffuseness of the term. In Michael Alandary’s experience, there even is 
no such thing as a “fixer” in Lebanon because of the multifaceted aspects of his work: 

I drive to Arsal sometimes with my car, so I’m a driver. Sometimes I need to help with the 
camera, and with the equipment also, so I’m a cameraman. Sometimes, they have scheduled 
an appointment with another fixer […] I’m not the fixer [t]here. However, if they require an 
additional interview, I need to fix it, so I’m also a fixer.

According to Alandary, “you can’t differentiate between the tasks at all.”
Abir Hachem prefers the term “producer” over “fixer,” as, in her opinion, it stands 

higher in the hierarchy of media jobs: “I see myself more as a producer. I started as a 
fixer. No, I can’t deny it, even if they want to call me fixer, they’re free to say it. But I 
find myself more like a producer.”

Foreign correspondents seem to have a nuanced understanding of linguistics as well. 
“The word ‘fixer’ is, of course, just a dragon, we can be brief about that,” Ana van Es 
acknowledges when asked what she thinks about the term. The word “fixer” doesn’t 
always reflect “the full role that people play,” Vivian Yee (NYT) agrees.

However, “producer” and “translator” are difficult for Van Es as well: while the former is 
mainly linked to television productions, the latter does not cover all the tasks that fixers 
do. “Stringer” evokes to Van Es “someone who is sent as a reporter by a journalist to get 
some quotes and establish contacts.” […] “I do not want that, I want to be part of the con
versations or do them myself.”

Finally, “they surely are part of the journalistic profession,” according to Van Es. “But 
they aren’t all journalists because some of them don’t have a journalistic background 
[…] calling yourself a journalist in some countries isn’t that smart as well, with an eye 
on your future and health.” She clarifies: “Journalism has many aspects, but is also 
about holding power to account. This is hardly possible in countries like Syria and 
Libya. If a fixer who would otherwise stay below the radar names himself as a journalist, 
this might endanger his life or welfare. One of my fixers is no longer able to work and had 
to leave his country soon after he received well-earned international praise for his work.”
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The word “fixer” is problematic when used for local “journalists who try to climb the 
ladder via fixing.” (Gert Van Langendonck, NRC; cf. Arjomand 2022).

Vivian Yee concludes: 

In most cases, I would say that the work that they do is very similar to the work that I do, just 
with more local expertise, and so it would be totally appropriate to call them local journalist 
or whatever because the term fixer is - can be, a bit too “one-size-fits-all”.

Yee thinks that it is a historical term: 

Journalism is full of - sort of hold over slang words from past years of journalism. The differ
ence is: this one refers to a human, so it may be worth revisiting. But it [“fixer”] is obviously 
catchier than “local journalist”.

Another case showing the importance of specific terms – and the reflexivity about 
language – is the use of the term “news assistant” in the context of Beirut bureaus. 
Palmer (2019b, 187; 188) writes that the work of news assistants “is not always valued 
in the same way as that of correspondents” but that they are still “undeniably lucky to 
get contributors credits, compared with what many freelance fixers have experienced”.

According to Asser Khattab, news assistants are actually reporters, but as a news assist
ant, “you’re not called a reporter […] they still try to restrict you as much as possible.”4

Importantly, Khattab says that someone who is a news assistant often does not 
become a reporter in the same bureau. “They will not appoint you as a reporter on 
Syria or a correspondent on Syria because they think you are biased, because you’re a 
Syrian. But they also won’t send you elsewhere.” Khattab – from his experiences as a 
fixer, news assistant, and reporter – has a clear view of the field. He compares the position 
of fixers and news assistants: “One is not employed by the media, probably risking much 
more and, you know, is in a different country or a different region than the media. And 
one works for the media but is never treated as a proper journalist.”

This points to a broader issue of epistemic injustice in transnational journalistic collab
orations (Kotišová 2024) – and the role of job titles in reproducing postcolonial hierar
chies. Our data also suggests that the language that is used to describe the intricacies 
that come with this position, and, by extension, the linguistics of the journalism field 
more broadly, has yet to catch up with the on-the-ground complexity.

Discussion/Conclusion

Our interviews confirm that the most obvious bridging activity of local media workers, 
language translation, forms only a part of broader cultural translation (Palmer 2019a). 
They not only translate for the reporters and interpret in interviews but also mediate 
between the reporters and the local way of life (Hoxha and Andresen 2019): they play 
the role of mediators, educators, and sometimes missionaries (Hanitzsch and Vos 2018). 
The practice of “acting as an interface between the correspondent, the sources, and 
the site” (Palmer 2018, 321) needs to be taken very literally: for example, entering 
some contexts would be forbidden for ethnically different foreign reporters without 
appearing together with a person who ethnically fits in (e.g., Bishara 2006; Palmer 2018).

Secondly, our interviewees’ narratives illustrate that a local media worker’s position is 
inherently paradoxical and that this aspect is central to all their activities and professional 

362 N. RIJNIERSE AND J. KOTIŠOVÁ



identity. Their everyday practices make them “cross-between” the local and the global, 
journalists and sources, editorial and logistical tasks, security and danger, and journalist 
and non-journalist (see Blacksin and Mitra 2023). Our interviewees are often very much 
aware of their own cross-betweenness. In Bourdieusian terms (see, e.g., Murrell 2009, 
2010), we can see liminality as a habitus that local media professionals actively adjust 
to in their work. Fixers are thus an almost ideal-typical example of current newsworkers 
who transgress the dualisms that often appear in media theory, such as “typical” and “aty
pical” working arrangements, paid and unpaid labour, or good and bad aspects of news
work and creative labour more broadly (Deuze et al. 2020, 11) ). As “peripheral” news 
workers (Maares and Hanusch 2022), these media professionals inhabit the very boundary 
areas of global/foreign reporting and range over the dichotomies of West and non-West, 
local and foreign, fixer and journalist. Looking into fixers’ work thus allows us “to move 
beyond black-and-white normative operationalizations of (atypical) media work” 
(Deuze et al. 2020, 11) ) and to see “the highly ambiguous, ambivalent, and contradictory 
nature of (the lived experience of) what working in the media is like” (ibid.).

It is because of this cross-betweenness that we discovered that even the three cat
egories identified by Plaut and Klein (2019) – journalists, fixers, and fixer-journalists – 
were still too rigid for most of the interviewees. They saw themselves as “something in 
between” and/or had gone through different positions: (local) producer, fixer, news assist
ant, and reporter/correspondent. Moreover, both foreign correspondents and locally 
based media workers acknowledged the insufficiency of the term, which often lacks 
the nuance needed to describe the job(s) that is/are done in the field. As Syed Irfan 
Ashraf (2022, 54) writes, the term “fixer” both “hides from our view the condition of 
‘fixers’ precarious existence” and “hides real people behind an artificially constructed 
role.” As such, and as our data show, the term sometimes reproduces and reifies safety 
and epistemic hierarchies in local-foreign reporting.

This research provides new insight into the meaning of terms commonly used to 
describe groups within the transnational journalism field, and the processes in which 
those boundaries and hierarchies are shaped. Individual media workers often seem to 
be capable of reflecting on these labels themselves, but it is not clear yet to what 
extent these nuances have consequences for the agreements drawn up (or not) in 
official contracts or to whom safety training is provided. The data collected in this 
study indicate that more specific research needs to be done on this matter. New research 
could collect not only cases of inequality but also best practices in mitigating these 
inequalities that are already in use. At the same time, we hope this data encourages 
media organizations and journalists to further reflect on their collaborative practices 
and, more importantly, be ready to rethink the hierarchies and ethics of transnational 
collaborations.

To further advance the conversation about journalistic collaboration, we argue the 
term and, more importantly, its implications for the politics of news production and 
the hierarchies of local-foreign reporting need to be debated more openly and deeply 
in both journalistic and scholarly environments.

We also suggest paying attention to the personal preferences of local media pro
fessionals when naming their activities while being reflective of the reasons for choosing 
particular linguistics. Some prefer the word “fixer” (Palmer 2019b, 2), and “even those who 
identify as producers keep using the term ‘fixer’ through gritted teeth to advertise their 
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services” (Kotišová and Deuze 2022, 1167). By creating more space for different emic terms 
such as (local) producer and “cross-between,” we could prevent the reification of the 
boundary between the two groups. Stepping away from automatically falling into this 
fixer-journalist dichotomy in academia and journalism will allow us to reflect on why, in 
which meaning, and in which context people use certain terms, such as “(local) producer,” 
“news assistant,” “fixer,” “journalist” or “stringer.” Additionally, reflecting the preferences 
of local colleagues in the description of their jobs would be more transparent for audiences.

Moreover, we argue that studying those terms and the contexts in which they are used 
provides insight into how power hierarchies in international media work come to exist. 
Paying attention to how boundaries are co-shaped by linguistic choices could improve 
the clarity and transparency of the epistemological hierarchies in conflict reporting. In 
other words, it would make clearer what (legitimate) types of knowledge come together 
with the diverse positionalities of the individual actors and why some are less trusted than 
others (Kotišová 2024). We hope that focusing on how people and things are named will 
inspire scholars to study what it means to be “‘inside’ and ‘outside’ an occupational 
system of power” (Anderson and Schudson 2020, 148).

Notes

1. With Palmer (2019b), we use the term liminality to refer to fixers’ position at the crossroads/ 
boundaries between local and foreign/global positions, editorial and logistical roles, and 
fixing and journalistic labels. We do not work with the full anthropological meaning of the 
term.

2. Following Lindsay Palmer (2019b, 10), we choose to stick with the term “foreign” reporter/ 
correspondent rather than its more and more frequently seen replacement, “global” to 
stress their status as “outsiders” who outsource locally specific knowledge.

3. With Palmer (2018, 330), we use the term “fixer” “critically and cautiously, with an eye toward 
the inegalitarian power dynamics inherent to the labour of foreign correspondence”.

4. For Khattab’s writing on his own experiences as a news assistant, see: https://newlinesmag. 
com/first-person/why-i-stopped-writing-about-syria/
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