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Abstract
Using qualitative data drawn from in-depth interviews with journalists, this study investigates how leading print newsrooms in Zimbabwe are adapting to the wave of changes spawned by readers’ comments on their websites. It specifically examines how the newspapers are handling the ‘new’ context in which strangers contribute and respond directly to something they alone once controlled. The paper further explores the professional and ethical dilemmas emerging with the volumes of user generated content (UGC) posted on the websites and the approaches taken by the newsrooms in managing and ‘gatekeeping’ the content. The study generally observes that while the newsrooms are still broadly adjusting to the influx of readers’ voices in their territory, the comments are increasingly shaping and contributing to the dynamics of newsmaking in ways that point to an emerging ecological reconfiguration and recasting of dimensions of news production. In the same way, the comments forums embody spaces for public deliberation. However, the lack of clear gatekeeping strategies has opened floodgates of abuses and extremist views that pose serious threats to the core values of news as well as the normative ideals of traditional journalism. 
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Introduction 
The web 2.0 era has revolutionised readers participation and engagement with the news in hitherto unseen ways. The participatory cultures emerging with new technologies are “offering a myriad of opportunities for readers to participate and interact with the news”. In particular, readers’ online comments are proving to be a popular form of participatory journalism, giving readers “agency [and] authority to influence news making” (Hermida 2011a, 14).
	Audiences who until recently were imaginary figures in the minds of journalists, now clearly manifest themselves online in various forms, including commenting directly to stories, writing on blogs attached to news websites and generally challenging the journalist as the sole ‘all-knowing’ purveyor of information. While in the past the participation of readers was circumscribed to letters-to-the editor in newspapers, readers’ online comments have become nearly ubiquitous providing one of the most pragmatic and influential attributes of the interactive functionality of the digital era. As Reich puts it: “No other forum has been so open, offering such an immediate and unedited access to any citizen wishing to express a view about specific news as it unfolds” (2011, 113). 
	However, the implications of user comments for traditional journalism have received limited scholarly attention. While a sizeable amount of research on participatory practices and cultures is emerging mainly from Western scholarship, empirical evidence on emerging practices in Africa and the wider global South is generally lacking. It remains particularly unclear how African mainstream journalism is adapting to the implications of this popular audience participatory platform despite the fact that newsrooms on the continent are embracing the ‘promise’ of new technologies in various ways (see Mabweazara et al. 2013 forthcoming). Indeed, “[t]he impact of the Internet has been as significant on media consumption as it has on production” (Accone 2000, 69).
	This research lacuna has often meant that developments in African journalism are all too often measured against the backdrop of Western advances (professional and otherwise), this tends to overlook local idiosyncrasies and contextual factors that shape and underlie journalistic cultures in Africa. These factors include the socio-political, economic and institutional contexts that are markedly different from those in the West – often less clear-cut and resistant to any attempts to simplify them (Atton and Mabweazara 2011).
	This study, therefore, seeks to contribute an African, particularly Zimbabwean perspective of how mainstream journalists are embracing readers’ online comments. It draws its empirical evidence from leading print newsrooms selected from the dominant state-controlled Zimbabwe Newspapers Group (Zimpapers) and the small but powerful privately owned Alpha Media Holdings (AMH) to examine how journalists are adapting and adjusting to the participatory cultures and UGC associated with online readers’ comments. The study specifically explores how the newsrooms (and their journalists) are embracing readers’ comments as part of their everyday newsmaking culture, as well as emerging professional and ethical concerns. It also explores the newsrooms’ approaches to managing and ‘gatekeeping’ the comments.
	The study is underpinned by the view that changes in (African) newsrooms, including the adoption of interactive and participatory practices never occurs in a vacuum, rather multiple contextual factors come into play to shape and structure journalists’ attitudes, adoption practices and appropriations. To underscore this conceptual point of departure, the study draws on a constructivist approach to technology, which understands the appropriation of user comments in newsrooms “as a socially constructed multifaceted reality, and not a monolithic element that [...] that imposes its own logic to social actors such as media companies” (Domingo 2008, 19) as technological determinists would suggest. The study demonstrates that interactive digital technologies associated with online user comments are, in fact, socially and culturally shaped and that the nature and form of the appropriation of these spaces is inextricably embedded in the context in which they are situated. 

Context of study: the adoption of web user comments in Zimbabwean print newsrooms 
While all the newspapers in Zimbabwe assumed an online presence in the late 1990s and have always devoted space for letters-to-the-editor, they have generally been slow to “seize opportunities for audience interaction afforded by the Internet” (Singer 2009, 481).  For several years the Zimbabwean mainstream press did not prioritise interactivity on their newspaper websites.[footnoteRef:1] However, following the lead from international trends, including the interactive practices that emerged with news websites established by exiled Zimbabwean journalists post-2000, AHM’s newspapers took the lead in the adoption of readers’ comments around 2007. It refurbished and furnished all its newspaper websites with interactive features that enable readers to comment and contribute content directly to the newspapers (Mabweazara 2013 forthcoming). Explaining the reasoning behind these developments AMH’s editor-in-chief rhapsodised: “We are upping our game to ensure that we don’t disappoint our readers who are yearning for lively commentary and groundbreaking open journalism in which readers are not mere audiences, but active participants in content sourcing and formulating debate (emphasis added).”[footnoteRef:2] [1:  This hesitancy is also noted elsewhere; in offering an overview of the transformation of  participatory journalism through the lenses of user comments, Zvi Reich observes “comments functions have been a product of trial and errors” (2011, 97) as media organization tried to steer users to more traditional channels.
]  [2:  AMH’s group editor-in-chief, Vincent Kahiya, speaking at the launch of a new edition, the Southern Eye, by the group: http://www.southerneye.co.zw/2013/05/31/ncube-speaks-on-southern-eye-launch/ (accessed 3 June, 2013)] 

	This transition marked a key stage in adoption of participatory journalism in Zimbabwe. The interactive features of newspaper websites represented a marked ‘cultural’ shift from the tightly controlled participatory antecedents such as letters-to-the-editors, rooted in the traditional top-down approach to news production, especially in the state-controlled press. By “letting the public into the previously closed world of journalism” (Hermida 2011b, 178), an avalanche of comments and discussions from readers of all socio-political dispositions strewn across the globe flooded the news websites. Unlike the letters-to-the-editor, online comments made it possible to present, within the same edition, the reactions of readers who also respond to and question one another. Thus, in the words of Singer et. al. (2011, 7) journalists who have long cultivated “a professional distance from their readers and sources [have found] themselves integrated into a network in which the distances have collapsed”.
	It is, however, important to examine the adoption of interactivity and readers’ comments by AMH in the light of the socio-political context in which they were introduced around 2007 – a period during which Zimbabwe went through political turmoil following disputed presidential elections. During this period journalists generally faced challenges in accessing information as a result of the polarised political environment governed by stringent media laws (Mabweazara 2011). In this crisis period, as Moyo observes “news websites, including those that belong to mainstream newspapers […] sought to get leads and insights from their readers to help them cover this complex political impasse” (2009, 561). Thus, the early adoption of interactivity and UGC by AMH was not merely a shift towards global journalistic trends, but also an innovative attempt to access information in a context where the free flow of information was tightly controlled. 

After an initial phase of resistance and skepticism, in 2010 Zimpapers followed the developments at AHM, “beginning with an initial overhaul of its newspapers’ websites to incorporate interactive features” (Mabweazara 2013 forthcoming). Although Zimpapers’ slow adoption of interactive digital platforms can fairly be attributed to the prolonged economic challenges faced by the country since the turn of the century, it was also connected to its innate culture of conservatism and general concerns about the public’s responses to its partisan editorial content (Mabweazara 2011).[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The state-controlled press in Zimbabwe is generally perceived to be blatantly partisan in its support for the Zimbabwe African National Union – Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF), which until the establishment of a power sharing deal with the leading opposition political party, the Movement for Democratic Congress (MDC) in 2008,  was the ruling party in Zimbabwe since independence in 1980. 
] 

	However, the radical shift from “a deep-rooted conservative top-down” news culture (Mabweazara 2013 forthcoming), in which readers’ voices have traditionally been addressed in a tokenistic fashion via the letters-to-the-editor sections of the newspapers, clearly demonstrates the fear of  “court[ing] obscurity and potential irrelevance” (Peters 2011, 155) by disregarding the changes and dynamics ushered by contemporary developments in interactive digital technologies. As Zimpapers’ Group Online Editor explained: “The changes in the media industry the world over cannot be ignored […] times are changing. It’s clear people want their input; opinions considered. The changes were inevitable […]. We just had to move with the times” (emphasis added).
	Although both Zimpapers and AMH had mixed motives in adopting interactivity, as part of concerted efforts to actively participate in the digital revolution, in 2011 they both hired Group Online Editors “with a number of evolving responsibilities, including repurposing print content for the web; using social media to engage and deliver content to their audiences; as well as filtering User Generated Content emerging from [all interactive platforms]” (Mabweazara 2013, 137). These Online Editors work closely with senior editorial staff, in ensuring that the digital platforms of each newspaper, reflect the editorial thrust of the news organisation, as well as offer engaging interactivity that enrich user experience (Mabweazara 2013).
	Overall, the structures in place across both Zimpapers and AMH indicate “elements of gradual transition and adaptation to the era of interactivity and participatory digital journalism” (Mabweazara 2013 forthcoming). Although the news organisations are yet to standardise their online operational procedures, they are far from “passively awaiting external salvation” (Berger 2005, 1) and “should hardly be viewed as second class Net-izens” (Accone 2000, 69). 

Methodological overview
The research drew its empirical data from a triangulated qualitative multiple case (newsrooms) and multiple informant approach that deployed individual in-depth interviews with journalists selected from newsrooms across the dominant state-controlled Zimpapers: two dailies The Herald and the Chronicle and two weeklies the Sunday Mail and the Sunday News, as well as newspapers from the privately owned AMH: two weeklies, The Zimbabwe Independent and The Standard and a daily NewsDay. The research was carried out between July 2012 and March 2013 in Harare, the capital and Bulawayo the second largest city.
	In total 29 journalists were interviewed for the study. It is important to highlight that the selection of the participants was primarily underpinned by a concern to understand particulars rather than generalising to universals, in keeping with the assumptions of qualitative research. I was “concerned with explanation in a wider sense than measurement or causation” (Mason 2006, 16 emphasis original).
	However, following Wimmer and Dominick’s (2000) advice that in one-on-one interviews respondents are selected based on a pre-determined set of screening requirements, interviewees were purposively selected using theoretical sampling rather than random sampling. Of significance in the sampling procedure, was the need to select journalists from key ‘beats’ (politics, news, entertainment, business, crime/courts, and sports) and positions (junior/senior reporters, desk editors, editors-in-chief and online editors) across the newsrooms. I also targeted participants whose daily routines and practices spoke directly to the study’s objectives such as online editors.
	Interview data provided in-depth descriptions and ‘insider’ perspectives of practices and cultures associated with the adoption and appropriation of readers’ comments in the newsrooms. The flexibility of interviews particularly enabled me to dig deeper into why and how individual journalists (and their respective newsrooms) negotiate their way around readers’ online comments and their implications for established practices.
	However, given that in individual interviews, “people do not always say what they think, or mean what they say” (Jensen 1982, 240), it was essential to corroborate interviews with a cursory qualitative content analysis of readers’ comments on the newspapers’ websites. Accordingly, to prepare for the interviews (and as I shifted from one interview to another), I identified pertinent issues that needed probing in order to ensure that interview interactions generated relevant data. The content analysis was particularly central in verifying and corroborating instances where journalists made reference to specific stories and readers’ comments in their responses.
	Given the nature of some of the data generated from the study and the likelihood of it being recognisable to other people, I have deliberately avoided using the journalists’ names, preferring instead to use their generic titles in order to protect them from possible identification. Further, in cases where journalists specifically requested anonymity, I have completely anonymised their responses avoiding any mention of their title or news organisation.
	Understanding how readers’ comments are challenging and (re)defining traditional journalism in Zimbabwe requires a brief contextualisation of emerging theoretical observations on user comments and participatory journalism.
 
Online readers’ comments: a brief overview of emerging theoretical observations 
Although readers’ comments forums on newspaper websites are still heavily under researched, there is a general consensus among scholars that they have become one of the most pragmatic and influential attributes of the online era (Santana 2007; Hermida 2011b; Singer et. al. 2011; Reich 2011; Canter 2012). As spontaneous, informal, and predominantly anonymous public forums, they represent a “new opinion pipeline not seen in the letters-to-the-editors section of the printed newspaper” (Santanta 2009, 77).
	Researchers have focused on a number of areas that point to the growing significance. One line of enquiry has focused on how comments are revolutionising traditional newsroom norms and practices by augmenting and reinventing the means by which they interact with their readers and sources, as well as the way readers interact and relate with one another (McElroy 2013). The interactivity and connections facilitated by user comments are seen as enabling journalists to access information, ideas and feedback from their readers in ways that differ markedly from the ‘arms-length’ operations of traditional mass communication (McElroy 2013; Milioni et al. 2012). The surge in user-led sharing and discussion of news stories is seen as allowing “journalists to gather first-hand material” (Gulyas 2013, 3), especially if they are physically remote from the scenes and issues raised by the readers.  Gulyas further observes that participatory platforms can enhance the degree of authenticity in stories, as they take “journalists closer to [news sources] where the [stories are] actually happening” (3). In this sense the comments forums are seen as “expand[ing] the range of participants available to engage in news [production]” (Bruns and Highfield 2012, 21).
	Research into user comments is often connected to general discussions on interactive digital technologies and their influences on the practice and culture of online journalism. Pavlik contends that the era of interactive and participatory cultures has seen the emergence of a “two-way symmetric model of communication [in which] the flow of communication is […] much more a dialog between both or all parties to communication” (2000, 235-236). For Pavlik, the interactivity of the new media is “bringing about a shift in the relationships between or among news organisations and their publics” (2005, 246). Writing from an African perspective, Mudhai (2004) observes that interactivity is changing news production processes and our very understanding of who produces news. Similarly, Moyo (2009) suggests that the ability to engage with news and with other news consumers is giving African readers greater influence over the material covered in newspapers while at the same time providing journalists with an opportunity to access ideas and leads from the readers.
	The participatory culture of interactive digital technologies is seen as giving users “the power to challenge professional media monopoly by setting the agenda and framing the news as well as “acting as watchdogs of the watchdogs” (Milioni et al. 2012, 23). It is in this context that Singer et al. (2011, 1) postulate that: “The twenty-first-century newspaper is essentially never complete, neither finished nor finite […]. Nor are journalists the only ones determining what gets recorded. A great many other people also contribute content, representing their own interests, ideas, observations and opinions”. The participatory cultures of online comments forums are also tied to the deliberative potential of online user comments, seen as enabling citizens to challenge and collectively monitor traditional journalistic discourse. Drawing on fieldwork conducted in Burkina Faso, Frere (2013, forthcoming) demonstrates how user comments have stimulated readers’ interests in a context where “editorial and political constraints weigh down on the practice of professional journalism”. Bruns argues that through readers’ comments, the initial news reports are “fleshed out, examined, critiqued, debunked, put into context, and linked with other news, events and background information”. For Bruns, this process “externalizes and turns [news] into a widely distributed collaborative effort […] which previously took place either entirely within the minds of active news consumers, or within small relatively isolated groups of consumers discussing the news of the day”(Bruns 2008, 178; see also Bruns and Highfield 2012).
	Researchers have also focused on the negative implications of online readers comments’ for journalism. In particular, the underlying logic of “openness and participation” (Lewis 2012, 840) characteristic of the comments forums is seen as challenging traditional editorial ‘gatekeeping’ structures and standards (Hermida 2011b; Bruns 2008).  This has led to concerns about the anonymity, incivility and unruliness of comments, factors seen as major drawbacks of online comments (McElroy 2013). For Reich “ ‘writing under pennames lowers both the ‘intellectual level’ of comments and user responsibility for them”, it creates a “ ‘disinhibition effect’, causing ‘a reduced sense of responsibility and less pressure to conform to societal norms” (2011, 104).
	These dilemmas are directly linked to the burden of moderating user comments. Singer et al. (2011, 3) argue that: “[w]hen journalism becomes ‘participatory’, the volume of transmitted information rapidly surges to flood levels, swamping traditional approaches to winnowing and the like”. Correspondingly, Bruns and Highfield contend that the burden of moderating or ‘gatekeeping’ online readers’ comments has turned user comments into “random rants which are neither policed nor engaged with by journalistic or editorial staff” (2012, 17). Bruns further submits that ‘gatekeeping’ “as a means of ensuring broad and balanced coverage”, is no longer strictly necessary in the interactive media era as the “gates have multiplied beyond all control” (2008, 176). Some researchers, however, suggest that most newsrooms are striving to maintain their editorial control online by filtering and moderating user generated content to suit their own needs (Canter 2012).
	Beyond the foregoing concerns, some researchers observe that journalists’ dependence on UGC in news reporting portends ‘the decline of the maker culture’ as the ready availability of information encourages journalists to become “data consumers rather than creators” (Peters 2011, 155). Locating this argument in the African context, where access to the Internet is predominantly disproportionate, Mabweazara argues that journalists’ reliance on readily accessible online information for story ideas tends to narrow their perspective leading to the marginalization of “potential story ideas from sources that are not digitally connected”. Individuals who actively participate on the interactive platforms “command the discursive field and set the agenda for issues” (2013, 143) covered by reporters, much to the annihilation of potential voices without the means or knowledge to effectively engage with or contribute to the discourses circulating on the forums (Mabweazara 2013).
	Some researchers have questioned “the lack of two-way interaction between readers and journalists on […] comment threads” (Canter 2012), which points to the one-sided nature of deliberations on comments forums. Canter further notes that while the nature of participation on comment threads is an interactive one, it is mainly between readers “rather than being between readers and journalists”. She contends that while journalists “may be willing to let readers respond to, and interact with, already produced material […], they are less willing to give them any real influence over the news process by engaging or collaborating” (Canter 2012). Milioni et al. (2012, 21) similarly submit that, “whereas users challenge journalistic viewpoints to some extent, this type of audience participation is not likely to render audiences co-producers of news content in significant ways”. Thus, readers “remain essentially audiences for journalistic work rather than […] co-producers of content” (Reich 2011, 102), hence the traditional mainstream media largely retain their control over content and participation on the forums (Canter 2012).
	The rest of the paper presents the study findings. The first part focuses on readers comments as alternative channels for feedback and story ideas; the second part examines the deliberative and participatory cultures on comments threads; the third section discusses the threats and normative challenges posed user comments as well as newsrooms gatekeeping approaches. The paper concludes with a reflective overview of the study’s findings.

Readers comments as alternative channels of feedback and story ideas
Despite a dim view taken by a few veteran reporters, who considered the comments a “vexing distraction” (Santana 2007, 76), there was a general consensus among the journalists involved in this study that readers’ online comments are increasingly moving centre stage, shaping and contributing to the dynamics of newsmaking in the newsrooms. Although the newsrooms are still figuring out how to navigate and ‘normalise’ the interactive and participatory culture into established day-to-day practices, many journalists found them useful and generally pointed out that despite the challenges and pressures embedded in embracing readers’ voices, they provided valuable perspectives and insights critical in editorial processes and decisions. As well as providing fodder for scoops and story ideas, the comments were seen as helping them to connect with readers, “even if this entail[ed] setting aside time to sift through tons dross”, as one news editor put it.
	Online comments were thus seen as complementing the wider ecology of resources at the journalists’ disposal in gathering insights and feedback from their readers. Journalists across the newsrooms and beats highlighted that they made it a regular ‘habit’ or ‘ritual’ to read comments to their stories. As desk one editor at the Chronicle explained: “It is always interesting to engage with readers’ responses to one’s stories […], in fact, it has become part of my ritual every morning, with the hope that I will stumble on something useful” (emphasis added). For the journalists, this ‘ritualisation’ of readers’ comments was hinged on their potential to provide useful feedback, which enabled them to gauge the popular mood and sentiments in response to their news content and broader socio-political issues. As a senior reporter at the NewsDay explained: “the feedback helps me gather ideas about how people feel, which is crucial for my next article. It helps my understanding of the type and quality of news people are looking for”.
	Journalists further noted that in some cases readers corrected misnomers and factual inaccuracies or even altered their outlook on the newsworthiness of a story. A senior business reporter at The Zimbabwe Independent gave a lucid explanation:

	We don't always get things right […] some comments are useful because 	readers point to shortcomings in the way we cover stories, and 	this can be 	useful for improving the quality our product, disconcerting as it sounds. 	There are a lot of people out there who know far much more than we do 	as journalists […]. 
		Some readers will tell you: “you omitted something in your story 	about corruption in 	this company, it’s even worse in this other company [...] 	you can phone so and so, he will give you more detail” or someone might 	comment “you got it all wrong in this story, you wrote about 20% of what 	didn’t happen, the real story is like this [...]”.

While journalists retained the power to decide which ideas to pursue, readers’ comments were seen as broadening and extending their purview by “nudging them towards new and different ways to tell stories” (Santana 2007, 77).  Some journalists gave specific examples of stories generated from readers’ comments:

I remember a few weeks ago, someone commented on my story about the corruption at the NMB Bank, he wrote: “do you know that the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe has fined them for not giving financial results”. I wasn’t aware of that, so I immediately made a follow up […] and generated an exclusive story (business reporter at The Zimbabwe Independent).

The interview extracts above point to the direct impact of audience’s voices in shaping news making; the participatory and interactive forums of the newspapers are thus turning news sourcing into a disintegrated and shared practice in which a previously passive readership has “greater agency [and] authority” (Hermida 2011a, 14). 
	Journalists also pointed to the influence of readers’ comments in editorial meetings. They highlighted that senior editors increasingly evoked issues raised by readers in editorial conferences, often cautioning reporters or pointing to issues that require follow ups. As one reporter at The Standard put it: “Time without number our editor-in-chief mentions readers’ feedback in our editorial meetings, which riles most of us. Often there are warnings about the dangers of being sued, poor sourcing or even embarrassing grammatical errors”. This development points to readers’ voices inadvertently taking centre stage in the newsmaking processes by providing ideas that shape the news agenda of the newspapers as well as contribute directly to the generation of new stories. Although journalists remain in control of the news process, they can no longer claim exclusive access to ‘the truth’, as news has become an open-ended ‘artifact’, subject to challenge and ongoing critique by the public offering multiple perspectives on issues from a variety of angles (Hermida 2011b; Singer et. al. 2011; Milioni et. al. 2012).
	Although the integration of audience voices has not qualitatively tempered with the basic values and principles of journalism, which remain centralised under the control of professional journalists, the interactivity of news websites was generally seen as enabling journalists to harness “the collective intelligence and knowledge” of dedicated users who “filter the news flow” (Bruns 2008, 176-177) by highlighting and debating salient topics of importance to them. In the words of Bruns (2008, 178), user comments are turning news “from a relatively static product to be consumed by audiences into a dynamic, evolving, expanding resource that is actively co-developed by the users” (emphasis added). We are therefore witnessing an ecological reconfiguration and recasting of elements dimensions of news production in ways that echo Sigal’s 70s observation that “News organisations […] alter their procedures, and […] make innovative responses to […] novel situations” (1973, 101).
	Although questions of ‘access’ to the Internet and users’ abilities to contribute meaningfully to online discourses, have implications on the impact of news sourcing online in terms of whose voices dominate the platforms and thus bound to impact on journalists’ news agendas (Mabweazara 2013), the anonymity and dispersed nature of voices commenting on stories was seen as swaying journalists away from their recurrent sourcing of news (and comments) from the same elite sources. A senior business reporter at the Sunday News aptly summed this point: “The people who always come to our mind are professionals or well-known figures, but with online comments it’s different, anyone with his facts right can throw in their opinion (emphasis added)”. Further explaining this point, a senior reporter at NewsDay, stated:

	Engaging with readers’ comments allows one to explore or think of 	several aspects of a story […]. Angles to the story may be as many as the 	number of positions occupied by people with an interest in the issue at 	stake. Readers’ comments, when they are useful, help to reveal some of these 	angles, which can be initially overlooked […] (emphasis added).  

These findings point to the emergence of a multipronged model of communication in which the flow of information is becoming a shared “dialog between […] all parties to communication” (Pavlik 2000, 235-236). This particularly central in a context where information flows are generally restricted and censored (Moyo 2009; Mabweazara 2011). By appropriating readers’ comments, journalists are, therefore, strategically locating themselves at the source, “were information is most likely to flow to them” (Sigal 1973, 11). 

Deliberative engagement and participatory cultures on comments threads
Beyond the direct professional implications discussed above, online user comments were also seen as embodying spaces of ‘unfettered’ public deliberation, which, in the terms of the journalists, “complement”, “extend”, “enrich” as well as “tear apart” discourses initiated by news stories. Readers’ comments were described as generating hard-hitting alternative discourses that confronted issues deliberately avoided by news organisations in Zimbabwe. In the words of one senior journalist at The Herald:
	
	Hardcore political discussion has shifted to the online forums […] Readers 	have taken it in their own hands to create their own narrative and 	provide the other side of the story. As you and I know, there is a limit t	o the 	issues that newspapers in Zimbabwe can write about [...] 

Several journalists explicitly described the comments forums as having the potential to fulfill a deliberative role akin to the Habermasian notion of the public sphere, a normative ideal long-lost in the morass of restrictive editorial policies and the general tight control and regulation of the media in the country (Mabweazara 2011). A senior editor at the NewsDay aptly explained this point:

	These forums are abuzz with very critical commentary on the state’s 	leadership, fiscal policy, land reform issues, and police brutality […]. The 	critical issues that concern Zimbabweans, but which are not easily 	accommodated on our pages because of government censorship and 	harsh 	reactions to negative or critical publicity. 

In the absence of spaces for critical and rational deliberations, especially on political issues, comments forums were seen as a central place for citizens to exchange views on wide-ranging socio-political issues, especially when they offer a “substantial amount of factual information, and [demonstrate] a public process of weighing alternatives via the expression of issue positions and supporting rationales” (McElroy 2013). Accone (2000, 69) argues that the anonymous nature of “this new medium encourages debate. The kind of discourse that would never grace the [printed pages of newspapers], because users are comfortable expressing themselves freely under the guide of non-traceable nom de plumes”.
	While readers comments are triggered by professionally generated news stories – often deeply polarised along political lines – they are seen as offering alternative discourses that challenge and usurp journalists’ position as “agenda setters of public discourses as well as watchdogs of society”, as a reporter at the Chronicle put it. Journalists described the diversity of voices responding to their stories online as enriching public discourses by bridging the partisan and polarized editorial content pervasive in the country’s media (often leading to its failure to address adequately issues of vital concern to the public). For the journalists, user voices offer an alternative ‘balancing act’ to their editorial content by allowing space to a heterogeneity of voices and points of view opposing or interrogating the hierarchies of discourses in their stories. The potential implications of the intersection between journalists’ news discourses and readers’ voices for the formation of public opinion was highlighted by a senior reporter at The Zimbabwe Independent: 
	
	In a significant number of comments, readers tended to challenge our 	viewpoints or openly express their disagreement with the angles taken in 	a story, including the sources we use […] This has far-reaching 	implications 	for the reader as it culminates in ‘new hybrid texts’ that 	collectively shape 	meanings on critical public issues.

This observation chimes with Frere’s remark that over the course of online discussions, “users grow more interested in the contributions of other users than in the initial article published by the paper” and the initial article becomes a mere pretext or thematic suggestion as “users set the real terms of the debate” (Frere 2013 forthcoming). In this light, the comments forums “offer a corrective, an alternative interpretation of [issues] by adding the backstory and providing further related (and often contradicting information enabling readers to better assess for themselves and by themselves the quality and veracity of mainstream news stories” (Bruns 2008, 177). Thus, while news media in Zimbabwe is heavily polarised and partisan, as already noted, the same news online is “open to a higher degree of contestation than is typical of traditional news media” (Fenton and Witschge 2011, 154).
	However, that basic principles of practice remain in place was indicated by the one-sided nature of interactivity on the comments forums. Journalists highlighted that while user comments were useful on several fronts as discussed above, they did not engage directly with readers on the platforms. This points to the fact that Zimbabwean newsrooms (as elsewhere in Africa), are still broadly adjusting to the culture of interactivity, including figuring out how best they can actively engage with their readers in the true spirit of participatory and interactive journalism. As AHM’s group online editor explained: “we are still exploring ways of engaging directly with readers without distorting the flow of the discourses on these forums […] At the moment we are leaving everything to the readers, let them determine the nature of the interactions”. This response chimes with Frere’s (2013 in press) argument that journalists “are uncertain as to whether they should enter into a new type of relationship with their public” in keeping with the cultures and practices emerging with technological changes in the newsrooms. Hermida (2011b, 181) also observes elsewhere that “the notion of entering into a substantive exchange of ideas and views with users has not become part of the journalist’s […] mindset”. The relationship “remains rooted in long-established power dynamics” (2011b, 180) which reduce online comments to “listening devices than as devices for a dialogue between journalists and audiences” (2011b, 181).
	Some journalists, however, attributed the lack of direct interactions with readers to the widespread use of pseudonyms and the use of entering of false email addresses on the comments forums, which made it difficult to generate useful dialogue. This scenario marked a clear distinction with journalists’ use of other interactive platforms such as social media, especially, Facebook, which provided scope for building direct intimate connections with readers and potential sources (see Mabweazara 2013 forthcoming). Consequently, the most direct form of journalists’ engagement with readers’ comments was in the moderation of the content. This echoes Singer’s 2009 observation at The New York Times in which she contends that comments forums were reactive places that did not include journalists beyond simply “monitoring for abuse” (2009, 481) (I explore this in detail shortly).
	The lack of policy directions on whether journalists should engage directly with readers’ comments across all the newsrooms studied was also raised as a key impediment. However, some veteran journalists emphasised the importance of adhering to the key journalistic ethos of detachment and impartiality by not participating in the online deliberations. One reporter explained thus: “There is a risk of exposing your personal ideological position or emotions if you engage directly with these comments […]. As you know, we should always be seen to be impartial and balanced”. This view further indicates a shift to the web with a deeply ingrained ‘old media’ mindset. Thus, interactions and exchanges are chiefly among readers who essentially remain “audiences for journalistic work” (Reich 2011, 102). As Reich further notes, “comments leave the journalist in the traditional position of the lead singer, while audience members generally play the minor, faceless and reactive role of the chorus” (2011, 98). 

Normative threats and porous ‘gatekeeping’ approaches 
Although online user comments offer a number of positive dimensions to news production in the news culture, they are however, not without negative implications or threats to established practices and cultures. As Canter (2012) observes in the British context, the “rise in participatory journalism has led to new challenges for journalists as they [strive] to negotiate the often murky waters of user-generated content”. In the present study, journalists pointed to a number of unsettling individual concerns as well as generic ethical and professional dilemmas emerging with hosting audience voices on their newspaper websites. While most of these concerns related to well-known challenges associated with the interactive and participatory cultures of the digital era, some were tied to local contextual factors, especially the consequences of opening up communicative spaces to an embittered public that has endured years of a closed media environment.
	A number of concerns were raised by conservative senior journalists who described the permeation of audience voices into their routine practices as akin to ceding their journalistic ‘power’ to a mass of unqualified ordinary citizens who “have, in fact, become de facto ‘watchdogs’ of [their] professional activities” as one veteran reporter at the Chronicle put it. Journalists generally felt uneasy with this new dynamic and pointed to its potential impact on their personal morale and credence as professionals. A key concern was around readers comments’ influences on the performance evaluation of journalists, especially those whose work was persistently subjected to the harsh scrutiny of the watchful readers’ eye. As one senior reporter at the Standard explained: “One can never downplay the impact of consistent negative comments on the morale and ability of the writer. What’s worse is that most of these comments don't go unnoticed by our editors”. An assistant business editor at The Herald similarly remonstrated thus: “Some comments are […] downright degrading and personal. In your mind you are thinking, ‘if the editor-in-chief sees this then I’m in for a thorough hiding’ […]. It can be quite distressing” (emphasis added). Writing about similar experiences in the American context, Singer contends that “the ethical transition from professional discourse to a far more personal one is proving difficult” (2009, 482), as journalists and their newsrooms engage with an enormously diverse range of people online.
	For a number of journalists these deep-seated concerns pointed to an unnerving demise of journalistic hegemony and monopoly over news. Particular concern was raised about how some comments negatively affected perceptions about the media by swaying opinions over given truths. By the same token, some comments were seen as challenging ‘the professional’s’ journalistic integrity in disconcerting ways. As one sports reporter explained: 

	A lot of people now rely on our websites; they post comments and do 	all 	sorts of things with our news product. If you lie or get your facts wrong, 	readers will take you to the cleaners. And editors are becoming very strict. If 	they see queries […] or negative comments about your story they, will send 	the feedback to you and you have to account for it […](emphasis added).

In this sense, readers are not only undermining journalists’ “traditional position of influence and importance” (Bruns 2008, 173) but also pushing them towards a heightened sense of professional vigilance and responsibility by directly criticizing their work (Frere 2013, in press).
	Beyond the above personal worries, journalists also alluded to a number of threats posed by readers’ comments to established professional normative ideals. They described some comments as careless expressions of frustration and anger with the country’s politics and economy without qualitative or rational engagement with the subject of a story. AMH’s group online editor stated thus: “We often say, just joking with colleagues in the newsroom, that Zimbabweans sometimes appear to be so wantonly angry. There is so much anger on our comments forums, and this manifests in unwarranted personal attacks […]”. These concerns chime with Frere’s observations in Burkina Faso about the “the bitter citizen” who uses interactive forums as outlets for various frustrations, targeting their anger mostly towards the government (2013, in press).
	Some comments were described as abrasive and potentially libellous or defamatory with potential implications for lawsuits[footnoteRef:4].  While the incivility and unruliness of comments are common drawbacks of user comments (see Singer et al. 2011; Reich 2011), journalists in this study also raised particular concerns about hate speech and tribal slurs generated on comments threads. A senior reporter at NewsDay gave a detailed picture of these concerns:  [4:  One senior journalist drew parallels of this development to court case in which a former editor-in-chief of a popular newspaper, the Daily News was suing the NewsDay for publishing a letter-to-the-editor he perceived as defamatory.
 ] 


	While it is important to be open-minded at all times, aberrant comments 	are such a distraction […]. This is mostly the case in political stories where 	some readers drag in tribalism and it ends up a slinging match of “tribalists” 	one at the Shona end and the other at the Ndebele end[footnoteRef:5]. In such 	situations, 	the issues that are central to the story get lost […]. [5:  The Shona and Ndebele are two dominant ethnic groups in Zimbabwe.
] 

		Sadly, some comments are insults directed to the subject of the story 	or readers fighting among themselves. In the case of my publication, there 	are readers like Phunyukabemphethe[footnoteRef:6] who is notorious for commenting 	on each and every story, always hurling insults and spreading hate speech 	instead of commenting on stories. Many ‘fights’ degenerate into tribal 	wars 	not beneficial in any way to the subject at hand [...]   [6:  Phunyukabemphethe is a penname derived from a local language (Ndebele), literally meaning slipping off from tight captivity. This offers a good example of the hidden identities on the comments forums.] 


The widespread use of pseudonyms on the forums was particularly described as contributing to the dumbing down of the quality of contributions by readers, as one reporter explained: “Readers find it easy to smuggle [sic] tribal issues on matters that are far divorced from it […] because they are under cover and difficult to identify”. Thus, while anonymity has advantages in contexts where the dangers of being identified are real such as in Zimbabwe, it equally “lowers both the ‘intellectual level’ of comments and user responsibility for them” by creating a ‘disinhibition effect’ that leads to “‘a reduced sense of responsibility and less pressure to conform to societal norms” (Reich 2011, 104).
	From the above, it is clear that readers’ online comments pose serious threats to the normative ideals and functions of traditional journalism in Zimbabwe. They “put pressure on long-standing journalistic norms” (Singer 2009, 482) and foster misgivings about their significance in the entire news ecology. Further, in a context where ethnic tensions are rife (and often marked by violence elsewhere on the continent), hosting divisive user comments on the news websites can inadvertently deepen tensions.
	The normative concerns above were rooted in the moderation and ‘gatekeeping’ dilemmas faced by the newsrooms in managing the UGC on their websites. The inconsistencies in the moderation approaches deployed across newsrooms pointed to challenges faced in applying traditional standards to the new “cacophonous world of participatory journalism” (Singer et al. 2011, 4). While there were clear differences in the moderation approaches taken by the news organisations, they both broadly preferred a non-moderation approach. This was particularly influenced by their fear of being associated with the pervasive culture of censorship in the country, which they described as potentially damaging to their readers loyalty. Embracing the open deliberative culture enabled by the interactivity of their websites was therefore strategic, as AMH’s group online editor explained: “we have deliberately, wrongly or rightly, let people talk because we don’t want to be associated with the well-known culture of censorship [...]. We want numbers to increase on our websites”.

However, despite this non-moderation posture noted above, both news organisations claimed to be particularly vigilant with regard to incitements to hatred, abuse, crime or defamation on their websites. As Zimpapers’ group online editor explained: 

	We are forced to censor for foul language and information which is not 	factual because it is easier to be sued when a comment appears on the 	website […], we censor some words that we feel are abusive and not good 	for a family newspaper. But I have to admit […] sometimes the volumes 	overwhelm us. 

The online editors also claimed to keep a close eye on political content likely to trigger hostile responses from various centres of power. However, as already noted, there were inconsistencies in the approaches taken by the two news organisations. While Zimpapers generally deployed an overt and firmer approach codified in a policy document for users posted on their newspapers websites[footnoteRef:7], AMH took a more relaxed approach. These divergent approaches echoe Deuze’s (2003) view that news organisations tend to expand their operations to the Internet based on their existing journalistic culture, including the way they relate to the public. Explaining the reasoning behind the setting up of a user-policy, Zimpapers’ group online editor stated thus: “The policy is informed by our editorial thrust as well as the country’s laws. People can sue us, so we ensure that as people comment on our stories, they know what is allowed and what isn’t”. [7:  See http://www.herald.co.zw/images/Terms_and_Conditions.pdf
] 

	The setting up of terms and conditions for users should thus be seen in the broader context of Zimpapers’ work practices, which points to an ‘innate conservatism’ (Mabweazara 2013) and reluctance to relinquish ‘power’ to readers. Thus while there is a professed attempt to facilitate free expression on the comments forums, there remains a reluctance to surrender the traditional gatekeeping role (Hermida 2011b).
	On the other hand, the relaxed moderation approach adopted by AMH was obvious in the lack of a codified ‘gatekeeping’ policy beyond an informal statement of appeal to readers to avoid posting “profane, tribalistic, racist, libelous or malicious comments” displayed on all its newspaper websites.[footnoteRef:8] It is for this reason that most journalists at AMH were not clear whether there was any moderation taking place, as one senior reporter at NewsDay put it: “It’s not clear whether we have a moderation policy or not as all the insults traded on the website float around unabated […].”. However, despite this lack of clarity, it was evident that there was some degree of control over content posted on the newspapers websites as noted above. [8:  See ‘Important Notice to our readers’ http://www.newsday.co.zw/2013/06/24/important-notice-to-our-readers/(accessed 3 June, 2013)] 

	Across both Zimpapers and AMH, limited resources, including the shortage of skilled personnel also seemed to make it difficult to maintain fool proof control on their online content. For example, at the time of conducting research for this study, Zimpapers’ group online editor was singlehandedly responsible for managing content on the organisation’s seven newspaper websites. Similarly, AMH’s group online editor was responsible for overseeing content on the news organisation’s four newspapers. This scenario reduces ‘gatekeeping’ to a porous tokenistic approach akin to what Bruns (2008) refers to as  ‘gatewatching’. 

Conclusion
This study has examined how leading Zimbabwean newspapers and their journalists are adapting to the ‘participatory culture’ associated with readers’ comments on newspaper websites as well as the challenges and professional implications emerging with this new ‘media ecology’. In general, the study demonstrates that although the newsrooms are still largely adjusting to the culture of interactivity and the permeation of readers’ voices into their territory, the developments are influencing and challenging newsroom practices in ways that point to an ecological reconfiguration of the established news culture. Readers’ comments are providing a useful extra layer of functionality that complements existing practices through providing story ideas, engendering public debate as well as ‘holding journalists to account’ by exposing poor journalistic practice. In the same way, the lack of effective gatekeeping strategies has opened floodgates to abusive and extremist comments that pose serious threats and challenges to the core values and normative ideals of traditional journalism.
	While the incivility and unruliness of comments are common challenges of the interactive digital era, newsrooms will need to act swiftly to address concerns about hate speech and tribal slurs generated on comments threads. In particular, they will need to consider developing effective user-regulation policies that strive towards nurturing accountability among users without necessarily watering down or impeding their discourses and deliberations. Santana, for example, proposes a plausible approach that taps into the “wisdom of the crowd to decide which commenters should be heard and which should be muted” as a way of “raising the level of discourse” (2007, 78). This provision of a measure of accountability among commenters could also entail an improvement in reader-journalist interactions in order to foster a robust participatory and interactive journalistic culture with potential for improving the quality of journalism.
	However, as audience voices become an integral part of the mainstream news ecology, it also seems inevitable that newsrooms will constantly require new skills and training on a range of techniques and skills of engagement surrounding participatory journalism and UGC.  Overall, there is still far more to discover in this area. Numerous questions remain about how users participate in the news process, as well what we can glean from a close examination of the discourses churned out on the comments forums beyond simply looking at what the journalists say they do with user comments. 
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