Interlude

PARIS, 2022

I enter a small, overly crowded room in the otherwise large conference centre
hosting the International Communication Association (ICA) conference in Paris.
Natali gets my attention and points to an empty chair next to her, and I join her.
As I move across the room, I spot Nadja Schaetz, a PhD Candidate from the
University of Hamburg, who seems to be at every panel I attend at the nexus of
infrastructure, Al and journalism, and whom I met at a different conference eatlier
in the year. In this particular panel, Mary Lynn Young and Alfred Hermida discuss
a recent study on the role of start-ups in the Canadian news landscape, highlighting
the emergence of new “interlopers” who, through technological developments, are
helping to shape the field of journalism. In a later panel titled “Big Tech News
Funds: The Dynamics of Partnerships between Technology Companies and News
Organisations”, several scholars discussed the role of Meta and Google in

“capturing” media through philanthropic funding schemes of media innovation.

Later that same night, I ran into Nadja again on the venue’s rooftop. We discussed
the earlier presentations and our seemingly shared interest in the growing influence
of new external knowledge actors, who are increasingly defining Al’s role in media
and journalism. I tell her about my current exploratory study as part of my PhD,
in which I have been interviewing recent fellows from last year’s JournalismAl
Fellowship cohort. This collaborative initiative brings technologists and journalists
together to develop new Al solutions for journalism and is organised by the global
initiative JournalismAl. Doing this research, I learned that JournalismAl is also
running an Academy for Small Newsrooms, aimed at helping small newsrooms
worldwide learn to use Al technologies. As Nadja was working on how the skills
needed by journalists are articulated in job ads (Schaetz et al., 2023), we shared an
interest in educational initiatives hosted by influential institutions that focus on
equipping journalists with the needed Al skills. These initiatives offered a way to
expand on the existing lines of research that explore who defines how Al can and
should be used by journalists, which we had encountered over the conference.

This serendipitous encounter became the starting point for our later joint
explorations of the JournalismAl Academy for Small Newsrooms and, later, AP’s
Local Al News Initiative. Only a few weeks after ICA, we sent the initial email to
the current program manager at JournalismAl, outlining the research project we
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envisioned. In September, we sat behind the screen, ready for the initial kick-off
meetings in the 2022 cohorts of the JournalismAI Academy for Small Newsrooms.
At the following ICA conference in 2023, we presented the initial findings from
this research, recounting the “meet cute” tale that led to the research. As the
conference took place in Toronto that year, we combined it with a meeting with
the programme manager of AP’s Local Al News Initiative based in New York, to
discuss both ongoing research with them and future opportunities. These two
studies were not pre-planned collaborations but highly opportunistic, following a
“gut feeling” that something interesting was at stake in these particular sites. The
first study was also a leap of faith into a relatively unknown collaboration, which
has since become a long-term collaboration that continues today. Both studies also
hinged upon the generosity of these initiatives, which welcomed us and gave us
unique access to observe how they, in different ways, intervene in the circulation
of knowledge about Al in the media landscape. Such access is not guaranteed, as
Nadja and I, together with colleagues, reflected on in an introduction to a special
issue on Bridging the gap between Academia and Industry in Journalism (Schaetz et al.,
2025). Rather, it requires trust and a willingness to “bridge the gap” on both sides.

As part of this PhD, the following two chapters are, therefore, on the one hand, a
testament to the serendipitous nature of research and to the critical importance of
organisations feeling comfortable with and being open to letting researchers in to
observe their practices as a way of generating shared knowledge. On the other
hand, these two studies became the starting point of growing interest in what we
later came to conceptualise as “macro-epistemic” actors and their role in shaping
the discourse and knowledge practices around Al in media (see Knorr-Cetina,
2007).
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