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Negative stories make the news. 
Drama and conflicts, victims and
villains are our modern world. 
Or are they?

This revised second edition on 
constructive news challenges the 
traditional concepts and thinking of 
the news media. It shows the con-
sequences media negativity has on 
the audience, public discourse, the 
press and democracy as a whole.

The book also explores ways to 
change old news habits and pro-
vides hands-on guidelines on how 
to do so. Moreover, the book pre-
sents numerous examples from the 
author’s ten-year tenure as execu-
tive director of news at the Danish 
Broadcasting Corporation where he 
led a successful paradigm shift in 
news production. 

Constructive News is a wake-up call 
for a media world that struggles for 
a future, as well as an inspirational 
handbook on the next megatrend in 
journalism.

“Media democracies do not 
produce leaders. They produce 
populists. A change in the way 
the press operates and a strong
er focus of playing a more con
structive role in our societies is 
welcome.”
Helmut Schmidt, former Publisher of Die Zeit 
and former Chancellor of the Federal Republic 
of Germany

“Ulrik Haagerup is at the fore
front of fresh thinking about the 
role of the media in today’s world 
and how to bring us those alter
natives. Constructive News is a 
welcome call for a more profound 
reflection about priorities and 
choices, not just among media 
professionals and political lead
ers, but for all of us.”  
Michael Møller, Director-General  
of the United Nations Office at Geneva

“Ulrik Haagerup makes an important 
contribution to thinking how today’s mass 
media can contribute more constructively 
to society. And unlike pure theorists, it’s 
based on experience and achievement.”
Professor Richard Sambrook, former Director of  
Global News at the BBC

“With Constructive News Ulrik Haagerup 
puts focus on the missing link in the news 
coverage today – what’s inspiring, what’s 
positive and what’s working.”
Jimmy Maymann, Chairman of UN Live and former  
CEO of Huffington Post

“Constructive journalism is a new way  
of thinking. It answers the question of  
why public media’s quality journalism 
matters to society. It gives our news a  
clear purpose.”
Nathalie Labourdette, Head of Eurovision Academy, EBU
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11pREfaCE

PREFACE

By Helmut Schmidt (1918‑2015)

Former publisher of Die Zeit and Chancellor of the Federal  Republic of Germany

Democracy is a European invention. So is the newspaper, the radio and 
the television. The Western world also invented the computer and the 
network of computers – the Internet. And globalisation has exported 
it all to the rest of planet Earth. It ought to be good, but it is not. This is 
because Western civilisation has developed into media-democracies, 
where often the media is more influential than the politicians. The 
influence of the news media is now stronger than it has ever been in 
the history of mankind, and as it has seemingly taken over, it can set 
the agenda and influence how the population sees itself and the world. 
Often, the media will focus mostly on the negative and superficial; 
perhaps this is because media people believe that is what people want 
and where the money is.

The consequences are many and severe. Firstly, people get a false 
picture of reality, and secondly, the West now suffers from a lack of 
leadership. Media-democracies do not produce leaders, but populists. 
Silvio Berlusconi comes to mind when one thinks of the kind of po-
pulists produced by media-democracy.

2,500 years ago, the ancient Greeks did not have media, nor did 
the ancient Romans 2,000 years ago. However, they had leaders. Ar-
guably, the best political leaders in Europe in the last 100 years were 
Winston Churchill and Charles de Gaulle. They both came to power 
before democracy turned into media-democracy, where the constant 
media focus of exposure is on any politician who wants to attract votes 
and the attention of the masses to earn their seats.
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12 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

We now see newsrooms and politicians tweeting – any story and 
any policy in less than 140 characters. It produces superficiality, not 
only in the minds of the receivers, but also in the minds of those who 
want to talk and impress.

This superficiality and negativity in the media has influenced po-
litics. The lack of political leadership in the West will diminish its 
global influence. A change in the way in which the press operates, and 
a stronger focus of playing a more constructive role in our societies, 
is welcome.

I will soon be 95 and I am a has-been in all aspects of life, but my 
age makes me a realist. Ulrik Haagerup is half my age. He has the right 
to be an optimist, believing that it is possible to change journalism 
to be more inspirational and to benefit global society. I wish him 
the best of luck with this book. There is certainly a need for more 
constructive news.

October 2014
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INTRODUCTION

Why This Book?

“When you change the way, you look at things …
the things you look at change.”

Max Planck, Scientist

I am a journalist. I went into the profession of news with a very young 
and blurry idea of wanting to do good for society: Something like tel-
ling important stories to people to help them make up their own mind.

Slowly I became part of the news culture. On my first day at jour-
nalism school our teacher said with that voice you only get from a 
life of bad whisky, cigarettes and tough deadlines: “A good story is a 
bad story. If nobody gets mad, it’s advertising.” It runs in my veins.

Later I got a job as a news reporter and tried to cover stories that 
would please my editors and colleagues, stories that could fit in a fast 
headline, generate quotes in other media and could win me prizes. I 
became part of the news culture. And I loved it.

But sometimes you happen to stand in front of the mirror, and 
then you must take the consequence for what you see: Either break 
the glass or shape up a little.

Not that I ever told lies. But at some point, I had to ask myself: 
Did I still work as a journalist, editor-in-chief, and news director for 
the biggest news organisation in my country in order to do good for 
society, or had my ambition in reality slowly changed into pleasing 
the news culture? And what good did it do?

Not that nobody before had told me and the rest of the news 
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14 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

business that we were on the wrong track. But we – journalists and 
editors – are not very good at being criticised. We are used to stone-
walling anyone trying to influence our reporting. So when politicians 
criticise us for focusing too much on the negative sides of society and 
haunt their every mistake, we know that they just want to avoid our 
critical questions and attack our independent watchdog reporting.

When CEOs and interest groups ask us also to report on their suc-
cesses and not only their failures, we say “buy an ad”, which is also 
intended to embarrass them. What do they take us for, PR agents or 
advertising sales people?

When professors write reports on the negative bias of the press 
and warn of the consequences, we ignore them, because what do those 
intellectuals from the elite in their ivory towers know about real jour-
nalism anyway?

And when our neighbour explains that she has now stopped buy-
ing the newspaper and quit watching the late-night news, we start 
explaining to this stupid woman that it’s an obligation of any adult 
and good citizen to follow the news.

People say that you hear the truth from children and drunk people: 
“Dad, sometimes you need to listen louder,” my youngest teenage 
daughter told me one evening, as I spent my time as a father telling 
her where not to go, which drinks not to drink, when to be home and 
which boys not to kiss.

Listen louder? I had never heard that expression before. Fathers – 
just like journalists and editors – are much better at talking than at 
listening.

But if we had paid attention outside the newsroom, what would 
we have heard years ago?

When being asked about the trust in different professions, people 
in my country (and probably yours too) place journalists just bet-
ween used-car sales people and real estate agents, which is an an-
nual surprise to us, because we normally tell each other at our news 
conferences that we are in the “trust business”. But we usually find 
comfort in the fact that politicians are even further down on the list. 
And then we talk about that instead.
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TRUST MELTDOWN
PUBLIC TRUST IN DIFFERENT PROFESSIONS
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If you do what you have always done, you’ll probably end up with the 
same result you have always gotten. And by now most news people 
must have found out that our results are not good. As my group of 
news people, who were gathered in Dubai at World Economic Forum 
Global Council on the Future of Journalism, concluded back in 2008:

“The revolution in information and communication tech nology 
has probably hit no other sector harder than the news media itself. 
Hardly any other industry is finding its role challenged so funda-
mentally, its values and worth being eroded and its business model 
threatened to a point of extinction.” To put it bluntly: Houston, we 
have a problem.

It is time to remember that the word “crisis” is an old Greek word 
for turning point. Before the discovery of antibiotics, a patient with 
infection would probably get well, if the fever dropped after five days. 
If the temperature continued to rise after day five, the patient most 
likely would die. That point on day five was called “crisis”. So crises 
are good if you survive them. And we have now come to a turning point 
in the media world. And the cure is not new apps, faster deadlines and 
more of the same with less money.
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16 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

People do not need more news. They need better news. Our road 
to success in the news business is not to beat Twitter and the com-
petitor by 8 seconds. It is to be relevant and meaningful in people’s 
lives. It is to become a friend, a guide and a trusted authority in our 
com munities. And you can only become an authority if you know 
what you are talking about and put the common good above your 
own self-interest.

And no: As journalists, we really don’t know enough. And yes: Too 
many publishers have been affected by business-school logic arguing, 
that journalism is just a product to be sold. So, if people click on rea-
lity celebrity Kim Kardashian, they’ll get more Kim Kardashian. If 
they watch crime, terror, wars and hurricanes, we’ll serve them more. 
That’s news. This is our world. Or is it?

Is the planet, with its 195 countries, getting more evil, poorer and 
more terrifying? Or does the public miss the big picture, because 
we – the news media – focus only on the few important trouble spots?

Journalism is not stenography – it is the best obtainable version of 
the truth, as Watergate reporter Carl Bernstein once told me. Since 
then I have made a habit of evaluating the journalistic material in the 
in-flight magazines on the plane to a new country. In these magazines, 
the sky is always blue, the snow is new, the sun is bright, the food fan-
tastic, the investments promising, and the girls beautiful and smiling 
just as much as the air hostesses and the president of the airline. It 
might not all be a lie, but does this kind of journalism provide a true 
picture of life there?

Not if I compare it with the newspapers I routinely buy at the 
airport, or the news I watch at the hotel on national TV. Death, mur-
ders, accidents, wars, demonstrations, political fights, accusations 
of corruption, wrongdoing, and all kinds of problems welcome me 
and normally make me regret that I came in the first place. Does this 
kind of traditional news journalism really provide the best obtainable 
version of the truth? Or is the picture we in the news media industry 
pass on to readers, listeners, viewers, and to our societies just as short 
sighted and false as the glossy magazines full of commercial journa-
lism disguised as reporting?
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Why is the news media so negative? What are the consequences? 
Does it do society any good? Does a good story have to be a bad story? 
Can we save journalism by helping it save the world? How can we 
improve before it is too late? These questions have fascinated me 
for most of my 35-year long journalism career in the news industry.

This book is the search for answers. It argues that good reporting 
is seeing the world with both eyes. Not missing the important stories 
about Ebola in West Africa, hunger, bombings in Gaza and Ukraine 
and millions on the run from terror and war in Syria. But also seeing 
stories that can inspire and engage because they show the opposite; 
things that work, people doing something extraordinary to solve im-
portant problems. The big picture.

Readers, listeners and viewers turn their backs on traditional me-
dia in their millions, and one of the reasons for the fundamental crisis 
is that people are sick and tired of the negative picture of the world 
presented to them by the press. Most news stories in traditional media 
are focused on conflict, drama, crooks and victims, and the result is 
neither to the benefit of the press, journalism nor the societies that 
we – the men and women of the press – claim to serve.

48

37

28

22

19

15

13

0%

It can have a negative effect on my mood

I can’t rely on news to be true

Graphic images upset me

It leads to arguments I’d rather avoid

It disturbs my ability to concentrate
on more important things

It consumes too much of my time

I don’t feel there is
anything I can do about it

REASONS BEHIND NEWS AVOIDANCE – ALL MARKETS

10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Source: Reuter’s Institute for the Studies of Journalism at Oxford University:  
Digital News Report 2017

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   17 10/12/2018   10.04.31



This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed

18 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

Reuters Institute for the Studies of Journalism at Oxford Univer-
sity published a new world-wide study in the summer of 2017 on the 
reasons why millions of people turn their backs on traditional news 
media.

The number one reason – 48 percent of all answers in all countries 
surveyed – was this: “News can have a negative effect on my mood.”

Number two was that people didn’t trust the news to be true, and 
the third reason was “I don’t feel there is anything I can do about it.”

So if I and my collegues in the news business think that our hard 
work is to the benefit of society, but in contrast we create depression, 
distrust and apathy, who should change?

The old newsroom saying: ‘If it bleeds, it leads’, is outdated. Tab-
loidisation of news, even in so-called serious print media, online and 
television news shows, has gone too far.

Thomas Patterson, Bradlee Professor of The Government & the 
Press at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government, puts 
the problem like this: “The real bias of the press is not that it’s liberal. 
The bias is a preferred preference for the negative.”

This book is a handbook of inspiration on how we can do better 
in the newsrooms, in the public debate and in our democracies. Con-
structive News is about tomorrow: News stories that inspire and en-
gage in a public debate for a better future. And since the first edition 
of this book in Danish in 2012 and new versions in English and Ger-
man, Constructive News is picking up momentum. More and more 
newsrooms around the world – from the BBC, to The Guardian, the 
Minneapolis Star Tribune, the Huffington Post in the United States, 
Danish TV2, Swedish Radio and TV, NRK in Norway, RUV in Iceland, 
VRT in Belgium and Yle in Finland now follow the example of DR 
News and experiment with constructive news formats.
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distrust and apathy, who should change?

The old newsroom saying: ‘If it bleeds, it leads’, is outdated. Tab-
loidisation of news, even in so-called serious print media, online and 
television news shows, has gone too far.
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Press at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government, puts 
the problem like this: “The real bias of the press is not that it’s liberal. 
The bias is a preferred preference for the negative.”
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in the newsrooms, in the public debate and in our democracies. Con-
structive News is about tomorrow: News stories that inspire and en-
gage in a public debate for a better future. And since the first edition 
of this book in Danish in 2012 and new versions in English and Ger-
man, Constructive News is picking up momentum. More and more 
newsrooms around the world – from the BBC, to The Guardian, the 
Minneapolis Star Tribune, the Huffington Post in the United States, 
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VRT in Belgium and Yle in Finland now follow the example of DR 
News and experiment with constructive news formats.
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CONSTRUCTIVE JOURNALISM IN COMPARISON
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Our democracies are now facing the largest trust meltdown on a global 
scale since World War II. And the public sense of failed systems is not 
mainly found in Russia, China or India, as most of us would like to 
think: Surveys on public trust in the democratic institutions by the 
British-based global opinion poll company Ipsos Mori found in 2017 
the lowest scores in the United States, Western Europe, Brazil, South 
Africa and Australia.

In societies with no authorities left, the rudest, the loudest and 
the one with most likes will become president.

The Director General of the United Nations’ Office in Geneva, 
Michael Moeller, who serves on the advisory board of Constructive 
Institute, is alarmed by the situation and calls for action:

“We live in a world where the flow of information and the possi-
bilities for citizen participation have never been greater. Yet, many 
feel disempowered by the news, are disappointed in their political 
leadership and disengaged from decision-making. This generates a 
democratic deficit through apathy and indifference. It is often said 
that we get the media and the political leaders we deserve. It is our 
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shared responsibility to ensure that we get the best. Because that is 
how we are all empowered. “Constructive News” is a welcome call 
for a more profound reflection about priorities and choices, not just 
among media professionals and political leaders, but for all of us.”

 Another global leader, Pope Francis, looks at the global chal-
lenge in this way:

“We have to break the vicious circle of anxiety and stem the spi-
ral of fear resulting from a constant focus on “bad news”. This has 
nothing to do with spreading misinformation that would ignore the 
tragedy of human suffering, nor is it about a naive optimism blind to 
the scandal of evil.”

In a powerfully worded message in the beginning of 2017, the Pope 
said he wanted to encourage media professionals to engage in “con-
structive forms of communication that reject prejudice” and help 
create a world of “realism and trust.”

Enough is Enough

Jodie Jackson would agree. She was a young woman selling perfume 
in her town in the Midlands, UK, when she got frustrated with the 
constant negative bombardment from news media surrounding her.

She wrote down her feelings in a poem, and her boyfriend helped 
her turn it into a video rap, which she sent to me, as she had heard 
that I was a media professional sharing her frustrations. I watched 
it at work at DR, and right after I knew what I needed to do. Jodie 
Jackson’s poetic news consumer outcry went like this:

The purpose of the news is to engage and inform,
empower people and bring about reform,
but their words are being lost by the noise of the storm.

We hear about disaster, murder, conflict and violence,
And after a while this becomes white noise, like silence.
But when there is a bias for the negative, we lose becoming  sensitive
And instead we become emotionally dead.
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You see  
this negativity has been shown to be destructively  informing me

Dividing me from society by creating this fear and anxiety,
For many they watch helplessly as if we are damned to be,
but that’s not the only story of the fate of our humanity.

Let’s hear about progress, acknowledge solutions,
This excess of negativity it’s like mental pollution.
When we see good news, it’s misrepresented:
We hear cats being saved from trees and the conversation is ended.
Saved instead for “and finally”.

But finally, these  
stories of possibility are shown to be a vital story for society.

We need to know about how problems are being solved, issues  resolved
For the sake of our souls,
Not for ignorant bliss, but because we are better than this.

We don’t need sugar coating or positive spins.
Again, that’s the cynical view that this conversation underpins.
And don’t get it confused with entertainment, PR or fluff.
Enough is enough.

It’s rigorous journalism reporting on progress.
Reporting on problems, but not ignoring success.
We publicise failure, corruption and shame,
But when it comes to human potential it’s not treated the same,
And the hypocrisy is killing me.

Are you kidding me?
They point the finger at every other industry, but leave them be
As this excess of negativity  

increases velocity, atrocity,  chasing more  controversy.
But where is the nobility in preying on morbid curiosity?
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I feel cheated,  
defeated by newspaper allegiance to profits and click baits

Regardless if it generates hate and drums up the nation  
into a fearful state.

Some people find it too much to take.
And then the stories become lost, because people switch off.

But if we want a nation that’s engaged and informed  
it’s time to reform.

Make a new norm, empower, inspire.
Help us achieve higher, report the good in other people.
Not just replay their evil.

If we witness the unbelievable, it makes it more achievable,
A solution seems more feasible, the only option now is to freeze or fall.
After all the truth of the world includes the good and the sad
The happy and sad.
So why would you just tell one half of the story?

It leaves us in mourning unable to see that the new day is  dawning.
The power lies in us becoming aware,
To ensure they can take more care about the stories they tell
when we look at the world out there.
And why should we care?

Because the truth is that the news is an organisation  
that’s intrusive of our minds

And it’s a matter of time before their words become our thoughts
Shaping our opinions more and more.

So what we are asking for, as I said before,
Is rigorous journalism reporting on progress
Reporting on problems, but not ignoring success.
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It may sound idealistic. It’s been labelled naive.
But let me assure you this is not an ignorant plea.
The research says it’s obvious, and to ignore it is preposterous.

So it’s time for the consumers to take a stand
Because the industry will listen to us …

 Jodie Jackson, 2016

You can watch the powerful video on YouTube, if you search for Jodie 
Jackson and “Publish the Positive”. When I had seen it, I knew I had 
to quit my job as news director after 10 years to try to change myself 
and my own profession. It was not enough to change the news culture 
of the Danish public broadcasting, DR, do talks and write books in 
my spare time.

We need a global constructive movement. We need a wakeup call 
to a paralysed media industry infected by cynicism. We need to un-
derstand that constructive news is neither an alternative to critical 
watchdog journalism nor is it an argument for harmless positive news. 
We need good reporting, which can inspire to possible solutions to the 
problems facing society, giving way to a new and more meaningful role 
for journalism: Not only documenting problems and finding who is 
to blame for them, but also facilitating dialogues in our communities 
on how they might be solved.

That’s why we have created Constructive Institute, which opened 
in the summer of 2017 as an independent non-profit organisation 
located on the campus of the modern Aarhus University in Denmark’s 
second biggest city. Coincidentally, in the same year, Aarhus hosted 
the European Capital of Culture 2017 with the theme “Rethink”. And 
the goal of Constructive Institute is indeed to help rethink journalism.

The mission is as simple as it is naive: We want to change the glo-
bal news culture in five years. Funded by philanthropy, Constructive 
Institute will follow three roads to that global change:
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1. New Knowledge: research in partnership with respected resear-
chers on political science, psychology and media, educational ma-
terial for future journalists, and innovation of new constructive 
media concepts, so that not only the entertainment industry is 
successful in creating global concepts for the mass audience (X-
Factor, Britain’s Got Talent, Dancing with the Stars), but serious is-
sues facing society can also become engaging and solution focused.

2. New Inspiration: keynotes, conferences, seminars, masterclasses, 
global prizes and helping boards revise strategies and assisting edi-
tors and journalists implement a more constructive news culture.

3. New Role Models: giving the best talents in the news business a 
year as Constructive Fellows at Aarhus University – like the Joh n 
S. Knight Fellowship at Stanford University and The Nieman Fel-
lowship at Harvard. In Aarhus, six Danish and (from 2018) hope-
fully six international fellows not only have access to the newest 
scientific knowledge on their beat, but they can also explore pos-
sible solutions to the major challenges facing society while they 
get a year-long education on constructive storytelling.

You might not be successful in changing everybody else. But one thing 
you can do: Change your own mindset and behaviour. Be a role model 
for others to follow. And if you ask better questions, you might get 
better answers.

I’m convinced that just as journalism is partly responsible for some 
of the problems facing democracy, journalism must also be a major 
part of the solution. Who else should people turn to get the best ob-
tainable version of the truth? But then we must dare to change.

I thank talented editors, CEOs, politicians, reporters, scholars, 
present and lost media users for sharing their frustrations, ideas and 
hopes. I’m proud to have had Jakob Vestergaard from Aarhus Univer-
sity Press and journalist Johanne Haagerup as editors for this revised 
edition with a professional eye on both structure and details. I’m gra-
teful to my friends, family and the great people around Constructive 
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Institute and Aarhus University for inspiration and for believing in 
better media to the benefit of society.

This is Constructive News. Let’s make journalism great again.

Aarhus, October 2017
Ulrik Haagerup
Journalist, founder and CEO
Constructive Institute
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PART 1

IDENTIFYING  
THE PROBLEM
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Chapter 1

WHAT’S WRONG?

You better start swimmin’
Or you’ll sink like a stone.
For the times
they are a‑changin’.

Bob Dylan, Singer-songwriter

Fake news is not the real problem. News is. Misinformation and 
false stories from state supported hackers, immoral interest groups 
and teenagers finding cynical ways to make a living online is indeed 
Roundup for public trust. The new thing is mainly the speed at which 
these stories can spread in the digital world. But it is not really new.

When the American president Joh n F. Kennedy visited Dallas in 
Texas in 1963, he had a speech in his inner pocket. But before he had 
a chance to read it, he was assassinated. What did we miss? What 
would he have said?

The manuscript was later found in the president’s blood-stained 
jacket. So here is the warning Kennedy never had the chance to give 
to the world:

“Ignorance and misinformation can handicap this country’s secu-
rity. In a world of complex and continuing problems, in a world full of 
frustrations and irritations, America’s leadership must be guided by 
the lights of learning and reason — or else those who confuse rhetoric 
with reality and the plausible with the possible will gain the popular 
ascendancy with their seemingly swift and simple solutions to every 
world problem.”

54 years later, the world is still trying to understand how the most 
powerful democracy in the world elected a politically inexperienced, 
boastful construction billionaire into the White House.
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The three most important stories in my more than 35 years in 
journalism are the fall of the Berlin Wall, 9/11, and the election of 
Donald Trump. A lot of analysis has been made on the historic event 
which brought communism to a peaceful end in 1989, and on why 
Islamic terrorists brought down the symbol of capitalism, as they did 
when they flew passenger planes into the Twin Towers of the World 
Trade Center in 2001. But the election of Donald Trump in 2016 is 
still a puzzle.

What happened? Was he brighter than the other candidates? Was 
his policy coherent, clearly demonstrating an alternative approach? 
Or was this multi-billionaire simply riding on the crest of a wave 
because of a tremendous campaign budget?

Had German statesman and former Federal Chancellor of West 
Germany, Helmut Schmidt, still been with us, he would probably have 
emphasised an even scarier answer. To the very last, Schmidt, who 
died in November 2015, was the publisher at the successful German 
weekly, Die Zeit. This was where I met him in 2014 in connection with 
research for the first edition of this book on the relationship between 
media and politics.

Helmut Schmidt spent most of his life on the observation and 
description of, and participation in, democracy. And he received me 
in the same office, crammed with books and yellow-tinged press cut-
tings, as he did when I last visited him in the late 1980s, putting what 
became the end of the cold war into words for an article in my news-
paper. 25 years later, his wrinkles deepened a little, the brushed-back 
hair considerably greyer, and the walls of the Hamburg office grown 
more tar-brown after another couple of decades of chain smoking. 
Thus, considering the long pause after my first question, I feared 
for a moment that my long drive south on the E45 from Denmark to 
Germany had been in vain. But then the 95-year-old sucked the life 
out of yet another Reyno Menthol, exhaled, and answered:

“Democracy is a European invention. So is the very idea of media. 
And we have exported democracy as well as media to the rest of the 
world. This ought to be a good thing. But it isn’t,” Helmut Schmidt said.

“Because today the western democracies have developed into 
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media democracies, and the media’s influence is stronger than ever 
before in the history of mankind. The media are setting the agenda, 
deciding how populations perceive themselves and the world. Often, 
our main focus is on the negative and the shallow – maybe because 
media people believe this to be what people want, and where the 
money is. But the consequences are many, and they are serious. Pri-
marily, because populations get a false picture of reality. Secondly, 
because the West is now suffering from lack of leadership,” Schmidt 
continued, before playing his trump card:

“Media democracies do not create leaders, they create populists.”
Schmidt mentioned another construction billionaire, the now 

scandalised former Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi, who 
epitomises the type of populist who will be elected in media democra-
cies. I cannot help wondering who he would have mentioned had he 
lived long enough to follow the 2016 American presidential campaign.

“The Media Loves Me”

Certainly, Schmidt’s analysis was razor sharp: In our modern media 
democracies, we run the risk that politicians become more focused on 
securing their own election or re-election than on providing solutions 
to societal challenges 5 or 10 years ahead. And spin doctors and media 
consultants will advise anyone chasing election to target their speech 
at the media’s news criteria. So, when the media angle their content 
towards conflicts, drama, victims and villains, the headlines will go 
to the candidate who is best at creating conflict and drama, and who 
divides the world into easily recognisable villains and victims.

Muslims are terrorists, my opponents are morons, Mexicans are 
rapists, you are losers, but I’ll make you into winners. Vote for me.

As Trump himself declared during his campaign: “The media loves 
me.”

According to a count performed by The Tyndall Report, the Trump 
campaign did indeed attract more media exposure all through the 
year 2015 than all the democratic candidates combined. And in 2016 
Trump averaged a quarter of the overall political coverage by the 
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major newscasts of the three television networks – ABC, CBS and 
NBC – combined.

According to evaluations by the independent Swiss media research 
institute, Media Tenor, which processes statistical data of news-media 
content, the marketing value of the media coverage ran into 1.9 billion 
USD during 2015 – an amount which by far exceeded Trump’s direct 
campaign fund and gave him a gargantuan commercial advantage in 
his race against the other republican presidential candidates.

When even so-called serious media applies a tabloid journalism 
approach, the tendency is that the political debate will be shaped ac-
cordingly. In early 2016 the American TV network CBS was criticised 
for overexposing Donald Trump broadcasting live TV from almost 
all his campaign meetings. The answer from CEO Leslie Moonves 
highlights what has gone wrong with journalism:

“It may not be good for America, but it’s damn good for CBS. … 
The money is rolling in. Bring it on, Donald. Go ahead. Keep going.”

And so he did.
The question remains as to whether journalism has been abducted 

by business-school logic, claiming that journalism is nothing but a 
product to be marketed. That the “customer” is always right. That 
what is measurable will be measured. The risk is that when important 
matters are not measurable, the measurable will then become impor-
tant. Because it is much easier to measure market share, readership, 
page exposures and listening time than it is to determine whether 
the journalism we provide is to the benefit of society, makes people 
wiser and provides them with a better opportunity to make choices 
of their own.

It is not only in American newsrooms that the need for self-exami-
nation appears. As a news trade, we now need to ask ourselves whether 
we have created an internal culture to promote media democracy, 
which will again engender political populism and citizens left with a 
warped picture of reality.

We need to bring journalism back to its publicist roots. To a 
journalistic approach intent on creating understanding more than 
helping people to kill time. Where money is earned for providing 
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journalism – not the other way around. Where you care about the 
society you serve – and not just say so. And where you remember that 
responsible journalism is not just about whom to blame, and looking 
with one eye aimed only at confirming the angle you started with in 
your research.

Embarrassing Questions

There are some embarrassing questions to my beloved, yet distressed 
profession, which urgently require answers:

y Are we the ones who created Trump and others like him?
y Is this because populism speaks directly into our news criteria that 

love the crude and the rude, the attacking, the non-conforming, the 
outrageous approach? Because to a media trade under pressure, 
an entertaining fight is faster, cheaper and easier to cover than 
content which requires things as old-fashioned as documentation, 
the checking of facts and, not forgetting, research?

y Is serious journalism lost on an ever-increasing part of the voters 
who have ceased to trust traditional media and instead seek con-
firmation of their world view through friends and acquaintances 
on social media?

The secret algorithms of social media giants have proved to favour 
posts which talk to the heart rather than the head. A post on Facebook 
that generates pure joy or hate spreads much faster and wider than 
nuances and balanced reporting – changing news media into views 
media.

Global Mental Obesity Pandemic

Why do more and more people become fat? Because the empty calo-
ries are so easy to find: There are french fries on every street corner, 
Coca-Cola in the vending machines in the public schools and aisles 
after aisles of chips, candy and chocolates in the supermarket.
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Now we are also moving towards a global mental obesity pandemic 
because the “empty calories” of content have become so easily acces-
sible, and because it requires true effort on the part of the individual 
to digest in-depth articles, watch television documentaries, let alone 
read a book. It is much easier to kill time on a series on Netflix, check 
updates on Facebook, and play violent games on the PlayStation.

Trump and others like him are the result of the credibility melt-
down that strikes when large parts of the population no longer have 
faith in the political elite. Either because they experience that there 
is a difference between what politicians promise to do and what they 
actually do. Or because visions and political content are replaced by 
rhetorical dodging, tactics and positioning.

Daniel Korski was advisor to the then British Prime Minister 
David Cameron during the Brexit vote. Korski has explained exactly 
when 10 Downing Street realised that “Remain” would lose the re-
ferendum to “Leave”. It was when they understood how the news 
media was covering the debates on for the decision that lay before 
Britain: to keep the status quo and stay with the EU, or to take a risk, 
stepping out onto the potentially thin ice on the journey towards in-
dependence.

In one corner, 90 professors and ice experts, who all said that with 
their expertise, science and research on the breakpoint of ice, it would 
not be advisable for the nation to go out there. The ice was too thin 
and would break. In the other corner, and with equal airtime, was a 
51-year-old crystal healer from Sheffield, who knitted her own tam-
pons, and who told the media and the voters that she could feel that 
it was right and safe for Britain to walk out on that ice. And she also 
thought that those professors and politicians were very elitist. (My 
interpretation and exaggeration).

“When facts and feelings are presented as equal, facts will lose,” 
Daniel Korski said to Danish media Zetland. This comes as no surprise 
for the experienced Danish member of parliament, Peter Skaarup, 
from the successful and powerful Danish People’s Party. He publicly 
announced in August 2017, that “in politics there is no correct an-
swer – only feelings and attitudes.”
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“I think that facts are not as important as our attitudes and feelings. 
It can be useful to know the facts. But in a political debate, how we 
choose to act depends more on our feelings and our perception of 
the problems,” Peter Skaarup, who is also the chairman of the Legal 
Affairs Committee, explained to the Danish daily Politiken.

At the political festival Folkemødet in the summer of 2017, Peter 
Skaarup participated in a debate with the CEO of a security company, 
and they explained how they worked to fight crime with expensive 
security systems for private homes and with being “tough on crime” 
respectively – without once mentioning the fact that the risk of being 
a victim of a criminal act in Denmark has rapidly declined in recent 
years.

Perception of Reality

Journalism is the filter between reality and the perception of reality. 
How are we doing, then? Comprehensive surveys demonstrate a huge 
gap between facts and populations’ perception of facts:

OUT OF 100 PEOPLE HOW MANY DO YOU THINK ARE MUSLIMS?
Actual

France

Belgium
Canada

Australia
Great Britain

Italy
US

Spain
Germany
Sweden

Hungary
South Korea

Poland
Japan

Average guessDifference between actual and average

31%
29%

20%
18%

21%
20%

20%
16%

19%
17%

7%

8%
6%

2%
2%
5%

4%
1%

2%
6%

5%
0.4%
0.4%
0.4%
0.4%

+23
+23

+18
+16

+16
+16

+14
+14

+13
+12

+7
5%
5%

4%+4
+5
+5

Source: Ipsos Mori and The Guardian 2015
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In 2015, global analysis company Ipsos Mori found a huge gap between 
reality and the public perception of reality. Italians believe almost half 
of the Italian population to be unemployed. Unemployment rates for 
2014 equalled 12 percent. Americans read and watch so many stories 
about teenage pregnancies that they believe every fourth woman aged 
between 13 and 19 become pregnant. The factual statistic is three in 
a hundred.

The fact is that people – and among them our leaders – make deci-
sions based not on facts, but what they believe to be the facts. Or what 
they want the facts to be. Just before the United States presidential 
election between Trump and Clinton in November 2016, the American 
unemployment rate dropped to 4.9 percent, which was the lowest 
in 9 years and an indication of fast American economic growth. But 
the average American – democrat and republican – thought that the 
unemployment rate was 31 percent. If you think that almost one third 
of your countrymen are unemployed, who do you vote for? She who 
claims it’s going better, or he promising to Make America Great Again?

In France, the average Frenchman believes that 31 percent of the 
French population are now Muslims. The actual figure is below 9 
percent. But if you believe that one third of the people in your coun-
try are Muslims, and the only Muslims you know are those blowing 
themselves and others up in the news all the time, who do you vote for?

In Denmark, crime rates are falling and have been doing so for 
years. But people feel more and more insecure in their lives. When 
we ask them why, they answer:

“Because of all the murders, the terror, the home robberies, the 
shootings and it’s getting worse and worse!”

“Do you mean in your town?”
“No,” they say, “in the news. On my 24-hour news channel, on the 

internet, on my phone, on the front pages, the billboards, it’s eve-
rywhere.”

The Danish Ministry of Justice published in the late summer of 
2017 a survey among 900 Danes, who were asked if they thought that 
recent years had shown more or fewer car thefts, burglaries, robberies 
and crimes by the young. 80 percent – and mainly women – gave the 
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wrong answer, as they were sure crime was getting worse or stayed 
the same.

Police inspector Michael Kjelgaard from the National Investiga-
tion Center explained in the Danish newspaper Politiken:

“The stream of information is now so huge that almost every crime 
is being mentioned on social media or in the news media. We do try 
to create a balance by reporting on the facts of the drop in crime. But 
it just doesn’t have such a big impact, as it is not being covered in 
the media as much as the few spectacular crime events, which take 
up time and space in the news. Therefore, many get the impression 
that things are getting worse, even though the opposite is the case.”

Recently, Kristeligt Dagblad – a Danish daily – covered a national 
survey, demonstrating that Danes believe over a third of the world 
population to be without access to clean drinking water, whereas the 
accurate figure is 9 percent. The truth is this: Never before in human 
history have so few people lost their lives in warfare as is the case 
right now, in spite of the calamitous situation in Syria. Nonetheless, 
most surveys show that never before have we felt so unsettled. Could 
it be that the media are under the misapprehension that a good story 
can only be an unhappy one, forgetting the nuances and the overall 
picture?

As Bill Gates, former CEO of Microsoft and now a philanthropist 
once put it:

“The world is steadily becoming a better place to be. But this is 
not covered by the media, as no one will call a press conference about 
those children who did NOT die from malaria.”

Don’t Panic

Close your eyes and think for a moment of the word Africa. What 
do you see? People starving, children dying from diseases, mothers 
infected with HIV, endless wars, depression and little hope will be the 
answer to many. Because this is what is being reported by our news 
media supported by help organisations and NGO campaigns trying to 
get our attention, our sympathy and our money. Not that it is wrong 
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that hunger is still a problem in areas when harvest fails. Not that it 
is false that malaria and AIDS still kill thousands. Not that it is wrong 
that civil wars in Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo and the 
Central African Republic are terrifying and seem to go on and on. But 
is that the full picture of a continent of one billion people?

Hans Rosling, a Swedish professor who devoted his statistical 
skills to get the facts of the world straight, spent his last years ex-
plaining to the world, that they have the wrong idea about Africa. 
Few people know that East African countries, such as Rwanda, expe-
rience a growth rate of their GNP similar to China’s. That the middle 
class has doubled in Africa south of the Sahara. That more and more 
governments of African countries now change not due to revolution, 
but due to the results of democratic elections. And that diabetes is 
becoming a bigger problem than AIDS in many African countries, 
where obesity is more widespread than starvation.

In one of Rosling’s speeches for the United Nations, titled ‘Don’t 
Panic’ (also published on his independent website gapminder.org) 
he stated that “The differences between different areas in Africa are 
huge. But in general Africa is really improving. Child mortality is 
decreasing rapidly, life expectancy is growing rapidly and so is the 
number of people who can read and write.”

As a professor at the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, Rosling be-
gan to test his students and fellow professors’ knowledge on the basic 
facts of the world. And it turned out that they performed worse than a 
test group of chimpanzees, which means worse than random. “Such 
wrong answers could not be the results of guessing. They must be due 
to preconceived ideas that in a systematic way create and maintain 
ignorance. Only preconceived ideas can make us perform worse than 
random,” explained the professor.

His organisation, Gapminder, has tested the knowledge of the ge-
neral population in Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States, using large opinion polls representing the total population in 
three countries who normally consider themselves blessed with an 
educated and literate public. The answers are interesting.

The population in all three countries turn out to be sure, that the 
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average number of children per woman in the world is 4.5. The true 
number is 2.5. Two thirds of the population in those three countries 
believed that poverty in the world has doubled since the early 1990s. 
The fact is that according to the World Bank, the number of people 
living in poverty globally has been almost halved in the last 30 years – 
the lowest ever in the history of mankind.

People were asked how many children United Nations experts 
expect there to be in the world by the year 2100. They could choose 
between two, three or four billion children. Less than seven percent 
of the American population had the correct answer, that the United 
Nations expects no increase in the number of children in the world, 
which is now two billion. The reason is that birth control is wide-
spread, wealth is growing, and that the United Nations and national 
programs to reduce the number of children, have had a massive ef-
fect. In 40 years, the number of children per woman in one of the 
most populated countries in the world, Bangladesh, has dropped from 
seven to two.

“Statistical facts don’t come to people naturally. Quite the op-
posite,” Rosling explained before he died in 2017. “Most people un-
derstand the world by generalising personal experiences which are 
very biased. In the media, the ‘news-worthy’ events exaggerate the 
unusual and put the focus on swift changes. Slow and steady changes 
in major trends don’t get much attention. The danger is that we, and 
our politicians, make the wrong decisions if we base them on a false 
picture of the world.”

In 2014, I invited Rosling to make a talk to the staff at Danish Public 
Broadcasting, DR. Then I had an idea: What if he was being intervie-
wed by one of our news anchors? The result was astonishing, and the 
interview we put online afterwards is still DR’s most watched clip ever 
with more than 12 million views – in a country with 6 million people.

“You say that the world is getting better. But seen from a media 
perspective the world is full of wars, conflicts, chaos …”

“No, no, no! That is completely wrong,” Rosling interrupted and 
smashed his right foot up on the white polished news desk.

“If you choose to only show my shoe, it is ugly, and it gives one 
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picture of me. If you show all of me, you get another picture. The 
world is much more nuanced than you present it.”

“How do you know that?” the skeptical news anchor asked.
“From the United Nations and the World Bank. There is nothing to 

discuss, and it is not controversial at all. I’m right. And you are wrong.”

Takeaway
The Path from Traditional Journalism to Constructive News

y Not more, but better

y Not negative, but critical

y Not angry, but curious

y Not accusatory, but inspiring

y Not tabloid, but entertaining

y Not populist, but popular

y Not dull, but modern

y Not only ask the traditional “where”, “who”, and “when”, but 
add the “how” and the “what now”
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Chapter 2

WHY ARE YOU SO 
NEGATIVE?

Tell me, why is the media here so negative? Why?

A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, Indian President 2002-2007

The truth is: We know. Just about every time we – publishers, edi-
tors, reporters and other members of the press – happen to talk to 
people outside of our profession, we get asked: “Why are you always 
so negative?”

We answer instinctively: “We’re not negative, we’re just journa-
lists”, and then we follow up with a very long explanation with the 
simple point that journalism is about dealing with reality, and just 
imagine if we stopped covering stories like terrorists flying passenger 
planes into tall buildings to avoid being negative. That usually shuts 
people up for a while.

For years, newsroom culture has been strong and easy to fol-
low: Critique is the preferred social interaction and a philosophy of 
life. The person critiquing is brighter than the rest, and as early as 
journalism school we learn that we are part of the ruling class who 
should reveal  corruption, fight perpetually against the untamable 
greed among the elite. Uncover problems. Criticise power. The Fourth 
Estate. The chosen few. Here we come. This is how we were going to 
shake the world.

We loved to quote the greatest in the profession, like the former 
editor of The Sunday Times in London, Harold Evans, who said: “Be-
fore interviewing a politician always ask: Why is this bastard lying 
to me?”

We watched ‘All the President’s Men’ on video, where the heroes of 
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our new profession looked like Dustin Hoffmann and Robert Redford, 
and we understood what journalism could and should do: It can topple 
presidents, if only we were as smart, as diligent and as uncompromis-
ing as Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein – and looked closely enough 
for a Deep Throat. One problem arose pretty soon: We do not have any 
presidents in the Kingdom of Denmark. But then we had to settle for 
CEOs, ministers, members of parliament, lawyers, policemen, priests 
and everybody else with authority and a tie.

Look at the words describing the nominees for the American Pu-
litzer Prize 2015 in the category news:

y “… a riveting series that probed why South Carolina is among the 
deadliest states in the union …”

y “… digital account of a landslide that killed 43 people …”
y “… the influence of lobbyists can sway congressional leaders and 

state attorneys general, slanting justice toward the wealthy and 
connected.”

y “… widespread corruption …”
y “… security lapses [in The Secret Service] …”
y “… a painstaking, clear and entertaining explanation of how so 

many U.S. corporations dodge taxes …”
y “… vivid human stories on Ebola in Africa …”
y “… nuanced portraits of lives affected by [California’s] drought …”
y “… wrongful conviction and other egregious problems in the legal 

and immigration systems.”
y “… savvy criticism …”
y “… expose the … the human costs of income inequality”
y “… the despair and anger in Ferguson, MO …”
y “… Ebola epidemic in West Africa.”

Any of these stories are great. But the point is, that covering these 
kinds of problems are the only way you normally win a prize for news 
journalism.

A real news story must, traditionally, be about a conflict, a drama, 
a crook or a victim. And for it not to be boring, it should be written 
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in a short, square style and without too many shades of grey. That is 
the way the bloodhounds out there want it, and that is the way that 
they would get it. Because that’s how journalism is, and this is how 
we have done it for as long as anyone can remember.

Take a look at the list of the winners of the Danish equivalent of 
the Pulitzer Prize, the Cavling Prize. Here are the stories from the 
last 9 years:

y 2009 Wrongdoings in the Ministry of Labour (DR P1)
y 2010 Wrongdoings against Danish military veterans (Jyllands-

Posten)
y 2011 Wrongdoings against immigrants (Information)
y 2012 Wrongdoings against abused children (NORDJYSKE)
y 2013 Wrongdoings by companies in tax havens (DR)
y 2014 Wrongdoings by doctors (Jyllands-Posten)
y 2015 Wrongdoings against hostages in Syria (DR)
y 2016 Wrongdoings in the Ministry of Agriculture (Berlingske)

Truly great reporting done by great journalists. The point here is 
once more that this kind of reporting where journalists document 
problems and find the ones to blame, is mostly what the news culture 
rewards. And yes, my own Cavling Prize in 1990 was along the same 
lines – documenting wrongdoings in the mortgage industry.

Finally, let’s think about the winners of The World Press Photo, the 
prize that any news photographer at any local or national daily dreams 
of winning. From looking at the winning pictures, news photographers  
all around the world know by heart where to point their cameras 
next time: At the hunger, at the wars, at the natural disasters, the 
victims , the refugees, the mothers in despair. Always fantastic photos, 
documen ting the darkest sides of human life in the brightest colours. 
The point again is not that these are not great pictures and examples 
of prime journalism. The point is only this: This is the culture we 
have created.

When I was invited to talk for the newsroom at the Danish qua-
lity paper Kristeligt Dagblad (a national version of Christian Science 
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Monitor) I googled how often they write about their core beat, which 
one would think should be resurrection and joy: 57,703 hits. But it 
turned out that even Kristeligt Dagblad write far more about sorrow: 
72,000 hits.

Moment of Truth

I remember my own moment of truth well. The exact time I found 
myself in front of the mirror, and didn’t like what I saw.

It was a Friday evening in September 2008 after a long week at 
work. I had been in my job as head of DR News for more than a year, 
so I was responsible for the national news on radio, in TV and online 
at DR – one tenth the size of the BBC, but with 100 percent of its 
problems.

It should have been a great weekend. Everything was perfect: I was 
together with my beautiful wife and kids, I had a glass of red wine in 
my hand, a bowl of sweets on the coffee table and a film to watch on 
TV later. But first we had to watch the evening news on DR, just like 
any other decent family in the country to get the “best obtainable 
version of the truth” on life in Denmark and the rest of the world. It 
went like this:

Best Obtainable Version of the Truth?

TV Avisen, DR’s evening News 6.30 PM, Friday, September 8, 2017.

1. Welcome
2. Terror threat against Denmark
3. Shooting incident in Copenhagen
4. New regional trains not delivered on time
5. Cervical cancer a danger to young girls
6. Strike among bus drivers continue
7. Woman abducted and abused
8. Crisis in the Social Democratic Party
9. Old man runs for president in a US in crisis
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10. Court case about airplane accident begins
11. Suppressed North Koreans work out
12. A giant mechanical spider creates fear in Liverpool
13. And the weather forecast: The rain continues.

I thought to myself, “Is the world really like that?” I went over all the 
stories again, and all of them fit our normal criteria for news. But was 
the big picture we presented to the Danish public in fact the best ob-
tainable version of the truth – or just the result of our news culture?

And worse, if we presented that kind of picture of the world evening 
after evening, day after day, did we give an accurate picture or a com-
pletely false echo of reality? Had we then done our job to inform the 
Danes? And was I at all a good editor, working for the benefit of society ?

Acting as a Mouthpiece

The worst thing anyone can say to me or to any other journalist with 
any ambition is this: “You just hold the microphone.” It means: “You 
are not critical enough in your interview and approach.”

So, we compensate by being extra critical. Often to the extent where 
we are close to being aggressive using the microphone as a lance or 
the pen like a dagger.

In 2015, I did a talk for the newsroom at the public service company 
in Tallinn, Estonia. At some point a reporter in his 30s rose from his 
seat and said:

“I am sitting here getting a bit embarrassed. I cover business in 
Estonia. And I must admit that you are right, that I would really hate 
it if my colleagues, my editors or the competitors of the people I in-
terview accused me of not being critical. So I mostly do stories about 
companies that are corrupt, fire people, pollute or are in bad shape 
financially.”

“What’s wrong with that?” I asked.
“Maybe I give my viewers a false picture of business in our country? 

Not that I tell lies. But I happen to think that I might get the picture 
wrong when I don’t cover companies that are not corrupt, hire people 
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and have stopped polluting. In fact, things have really improved, but 
I never do stories about that.”

At a Danish university, a young journalism student raised her arm 
in frustration when I talked to her, her professors and her fellow 
future journalists.

“What you talk about is somewhat interesting. But it must be a 
lie, because, we learn that the goal of good journalism is to be critical. 
And that’s not what you’re saying, is it?” I replied, it was not, but that 
she had a great point:

The goal of great journalism is to tell important stories to people 
so that they can make up their own mind. To do that, you need to be 
critical. Ask tough questions, find out what he says is also what he 
does, keep power accountable. Being critical is not the goal in and of 
itself. It’s the most important tool for a good reporter. But in news 
reporting, over the last 20-30 years, we have mixed up objectives and 
means without even noticing it.

Hypothesis Journalism

A very common working method at news organisations is to work 
with hypotheses: If the world was like this, it would be a really good 
story. It’s much like the way good scientific researchers work. Only 
in science, you also publish results that contradict the hypothesis. In 
journalism, oftentimes the story is dropped if reality turns out to be 
different than what was expected.

Some, however, get bitten by the hypothesis bug, where the re-
porter and news organisation look only for information, sources and 
quotes, which can back the hypothesis, and they leave out any informa-
tion that contradicts it or which would make the story more balanced 
with nuances. This one-eyed journalist sets off in quest of such facts 
that will substantiate his hypothesis whilst omitting to seek out the 
figures, tables or research results that will provide a more nuanced 
picture – or perhaps even undermine his hypothesis. Next, he will in-
corporate expert testimonies to make it look like real documentation. 
Preferably from someone who will be prepared to give know-all and 
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citable statements. Then, all that is left to do is to contact a politician 
who will be more than willing to appear in the paper or on television, 
and then the story is complete. A story that will easily make good copy 
and which is not false. But is it true?

A Danish TV documentary on young girls claiming that they were 
getting ill from a new vaccine against cancer caused by human papil-
loma virus, HPV, had a great impact. Only 30 percent of young girls 
now say yes to the vaccine compared to 80 percent in our neighbouring 
countries. It was well produced, well told and scary. But was it made 
with the ambition to inform girls and their parents so they could 
make up their own mind, or was it made with the ambition to make 
a “good story” with high ratings and lots of attention? The problem 
with the so called “good story” is not that it told lies. But that it was all 
feelings and no evidence. Both the health authorities and the Danish 
Cancer Society have later criticised the documentary for creating 
fear for no reason:

“We have the first vaccine against cancer, but due to journalism 
thousands of girls increase their risk for no reason,” director of the 
Danish Cancer Society, Leif Vestergaard, says regretfully.

Source: Global news headlines
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No North Korean Version of News

Don’t be mistaken: I love my profession and I do not want journalists 
to be boy scouts. In my mind, real journalists are indeed watchdogs. 
Independent, uncorrupt and always seeking the best obtainable ver-
sion of the truth. We represent the most important profession in any 
democracy. Go to any country and see if the national press is allowed 
to report critically about the president without the risk of prison, 
death or other unpleasantness. If journalism is not free, democracy 
is dead.

I agreed then. And I agree today, more than 35 years later. But 
increasingly I am ashamed at how we as a media industry, publishing 
houses, newsrooms and as editors and reporters manage the power 
and the influence we have on society, on politics and our common 
future. What has happened?

A conversation in June 2010 serves one version of an answer. It 
took place one year before the death of Steve Jobs, co-founder of Ap-
ple, who in two decades had transformed the personal computer, the 
Walkman, the telephone, the music industry and the animation film 
business. Steve Jobs had agreed to talk to Rupert Murdoch on the pro-
blems facing the news business. Murdoch is the CEO of News Corp., 
the global giant of the media world with ownership of Sky News, Fox 
News, The Wall Street Journal, the New York Post, British newspa-
pers The Times, The Sunday Times, and tabloid newspaper, The Sun. 
Murdoch wanted Jobs to have Apple’s iTunes Store do for the print 
business what the digital platform had done for the music industry, 
creating a legal model to use for easily buying content in a digital 
world. According to Steve Jobs, who spoke about the conversation to 
the biographer Walter Isaacson, he told Murdoch that the problems 
for the news business were not only related to eroding financial mo-
dels or a too slow transformation from an analogue to a digital age. 
It was about mindset, content and its role in society:

“The axis today is not liberal and conservative,” Jobs explained 
his view on the change in news media to Murdoch during a dinner.

“The axis is constructive-destructive, and you’ve cast your lot with 
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the destructive people. Fox has become an incredible destructive force 
in our society. You can be better, and this is going to be your legacy, 
if you are not careful.”

One year later Murdoch was forced to shut down his British tab-
loid, The News of The World, following the scandal of the methods 
used by the paper, among them the routine of hacking the phones of 
celebrities. And therefore, the reputation of his company suffered.

How did it go so wrong, and was Jobs right in pointing to the news 
axis no longer being between different political directions and ideo-
logies, but between the different roles they play in society? A choice 
between being constructive or destructive?

In my mind, traditional news journalism builds on four tendencies 
in society that merged into the newsrooms in the 1970s.

y The first was a commercialisation of news where tabloid media in 
the late 60s and early 70s became successful with their different 
approach to journalism than the so-called serious media for the 
elites: Tabloid media wanted to entertain a broader audience with 
a preference for crime, scandals, sex, celebrities and sports. It fo-
cused on the little man against the system, simplified issues and 
turned political coverage into matters of individual people rather 
than visions and ideology. This approach quickly spilled over into 
local TV news and from there, into mainstream media.

y The second was the anti-authority riot of the 1968 movement which 
attracted many politically motivated activists to journalism, see-
ing news media as an important tool to put social injustice on the 
public agenda and keep the political establishment accountable.

y The third important trend to form newsroom culture in recent 
decades originates from the Watergate scandal uncovered by the 
Washington Post and the publication of the Pentagon papers by 
The New York Times. Both stories were seen by new generations 
of journalists as proof of both the power of the free press and how 
political power could not be trusted. It created new heroes and 
defined truly great reporting.
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y The fourth is a massive investment in PR and communication 
in interest groups, industry and political parties: They all know 
that perception is reality, and they use every means to make the 
public see the world through their eyes. They also know that me-
dia coverage is both cheaper and more credible to the population 
and try to influence the stories covered by news media. They are 
extremely effective in serving the right problems, the right victims, 
the catchy conflict and the drama which tricks all the boxes of the 
traditional instincts of most news organisations.

Now the question is, where have these four trends taken journalism, 
news media and the public debate?

Bad News

In many Western countries, the press is in fact better than its reputa-
tion. A great deal of good journalism helps people get updated, become 
more knowledgeable, and helps them make up their own minds. And 
yet still I claim that far too much news reporting has become one-
eyed, negative, and trivial.

In a 1997 study about attitudes towards the press by the Ameri-
can nonprofit research group, Public Agenda, it was found that 79 
percent of respondents agreed with the statement: “A reporter’s job 
is to cover bad news.”

In the United States, where competition for attention and ad reve-
nue in local markets in all the big cities is intense, TV crews compete to 
get to the scene before ambulance crews and frame all political stories 
in terms of politicians’ attacks on their opponents. In the spring of 
2011, I visited a local TV station in the Los Angeles area which had 
about twice the ratings of Denmark’s leading public service channel 
DR1, and I saw that the channel had subdivided the newsroom into 
four broad categories: Crime, traffic, weather and scandals. ‘Scan-
dals’ was the name of the desk where the so-called political reporters 
worked. This was the channel that kept local residents informed of 
local politics and the challenges facing Los Angeles, the United States 
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and the world. What sort of worldview are their viewers likely to end 
up with?

If it Bleeds, it Leads

‘If it bleeds, it leads’ is the cynical slogan typical of the editorial 
standpoint across American local news media that promotes the 
myth that to be successful, mass media communications need an 
unhealthy dose of blood and guts. American media take this axiom 
seriously and are full of sensationalist attempts to out-shout the op-
position with headlines like ‘Plastic surgery disasters’ ‘Killer bras?’, 
‘Can frozen yogurt make you ill?’ or the jewel in the crown, ‘What’s 
happening in our public toilets?’, which TV news channel, Channel 
13 News, used in New Mexico a few years ago to scare parents into 
believing that paedophiles were using 50 of the state’s public toilets 
as a base for their activities. Backed by dramatic music and with a 
rifle sight as a logo, a deep voice promised that Channel 13 would 
 investigate. The report later revealed that journalists had investi-
gated three toilets and found nothing. The entire series, which ran 
for several evenings, was based on a police report of two possible 
incidents at the same location during which a man had taken off his 
clothes.

This might be just an example of terrible journalism of course, but 
perhaps it is also an example of the stories we as a profession look to 
because we believe it’s the only way to generate attention, ratings, 
views and advertising revenue/legitimacy for the licence fee.

As the vice chairman for the Committee of Concerned Journalists, 
and now executive director for The American Press Institute, Tom 
Rosenstiel wrote in a report on American local TV news: “Newsroom 
decision makers operate by a set of elaborate, long-held assumptions 
about what motivates viewers, reinforced by anecdote, inference and 
corporate mandate.”

He has data to back his critique on American news journalism: 
Almost two thirds of the 33,000 news stories at 154 local TV stations 
all over the United States opened on crime, accidents or a disaster. In 
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the book ‘We Interrupt This Newscast’ from 2007, Rosenstiel and his 
research team show that 73 percent of stories about politics are less 
than a minute long, and more than a third are less than 30 seconds.

“Local TV news is the main source of information for many Ameri-
cans about what is happening in their neighbourhood, their economy 
and their culture. How well news serves its audience matters not only 
for the station’s bottom line but also for the bottom line of the demo-
cratic enterprise,” Rosenstiel warns, and serves one explanation to 
those who find that the general American public has little knowledge 
about the outside world.

“The assumptions in the newsroom management … are reinfor-
ced by limited resources, lack of time, lack of reporter expertise, and 
growing demand for more programming – all conditions that are 
on the increase … But many of the current newsroom conventions 
lead to the practices that annoy not only critics of TV news but also 
viewers as well.”

American doctor and lecturer at New York University School of 
Medicine, Marc Siegel, knows the exact meaning of that statement. 
Siegel has written an interesting book entitled False Alarm, and in it 
he attacks the industries that make a living out of frightening people 
unnecessarily. His critique isn’t limited to the pharmaceuticals indu-
stry (which he criticises for influencing medical practice in the West 
in the direction of managing illness rather than curing it), the media 
is also the subject of his ire:

“Fear invades our homes as never before, and it is affecting growing 
numbers of people. Newspaper headlines are apocalyptic warnings. 
The media’s obsession with fear pours fuel on our worries, which burn 
out only to be replaced by further alarming news items.”

Negativity is an Illness

Roland Schatz agrees. He is the founder and CEO of Media Tenor, a 
Swiss-based international company doing analysis on media content 
all over the world for governments, interest groups, media companies 
and other businesses with offices in Europe, Russia, the United States, 
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Vietnam, South Africa and Australia. His message is not popular in 
newsrooms:

“Negativity is an illness caught by even serious newspapers, ma-
gazines and not least TV news broadcasters all over the Western 
world. Our surveys show that up to 60 percent of all news stories deal 
with problems and things that are wrong, depending on the country 
and the media. The problem is that the world is not like that, but 
news organisations feverously go on painting a far too dark picture 
of reality.”

Schatz, who has shared his research in newsrooms and universi-
ties on all continents, underlines that the press does not lie directly:

“The problem is not that their numbers are wrong. The problem is 
that the picture is wrong, because most news reporters systematically 
ignore the facts which do not fit into the traditional negative news 
angle. Reporters tell for instance that the big German companies 
fire people, but they ignore that small and family-owned German 
companies, at the same time, hire more people than the big ones lay 
off. The public and the elected leaders get the wrong impression that 
the German unemployment rate is going up, when in fact, it is going 
down. This journalistic negativity sickness creates fear and ignorance; 
it is bad for the press itself, bad for people, bad for politics, bad for 
business and bad for the future. I consider this one of the most dan-
gerous tendencies in our democracies.”

World’s Best News

In Denmark, the frustration of the traditional news media has led 
to a very untraditional initiative called the World’s Best News. Sup-
ported by the Government, NGOs and the United Nations, it aims 
to circumvent the traditional news media’s focus on suffering, and 
to change Danes’ attitudes. The most interesting is not the message 
itself, but the distribution channels. Instead of trying to persuade 
news media to tell the facts or run costly ads, the organisers chose 
to use milk cartons, apples and bread bags to get their message out:

“More than ever before, it’s important to provide a platform for 
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success stories. How many people know, for example, that 1.8 billion 
people have gained access to clean water in recent years,” he says 
Thomas Ravn-Pedersen, head of the World’s Best News, where I have 
had a seat on the board since 2016.

“The newest UN figures show that even though there are significant 
challenges ahead, the efforts we have made so far have created signi-
ficant and lasting improvements in the living conditions of hundreds 
of millions of people in developing countries. The clear majority of 
children in developing countries now receive an education, and fewer 
die of malaria,” Ravn-Pedersen says.

“We want to tell that story, and it has turned out to be too difficult 
to get traditional media to tell it for us. So, we have found other ways 
that are just as effective to tell the facts of the world.” The World’s 
Best News tells stories like:

y 17,000 fewer children now die every day than in 1990.
y 90 percent of the world’s population now have access to clean 

drinking water.
y Deforestation of wood has dropped 3.1 million acres per year
y Since 2000 the number of people who die from malaria is down 

by 42 percent.

Journalistic Cynicism

The fact that it is necessary to use milk cartons and not newsprint 
or broadcasting to get the facts straight, does not surprise a growing 
number of people in public office who express a growing frustration 
towards what they see as a tabloidisation of news. This frustration 
is evident when one listens to the former speaker of the Danish Par-
liament, Mogens Lykketoft, who served as president of the United 
Nations General Assembly in 2016:

“It endangers democracy when news media, in order to let sen-
sationalism attract a larger audience, in reality becomes the least 
responsible of the four pillars of power in society …. As a public, we 
do not get any smarter or wiser. And society does not improve.”
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In a keynote at the global broadcast conference NewsXchange 
in Marrakesh in November 2013, CNN’s skilled reporter Christiane 
Amanpour raised a warning flag to our profession:

“We need to keep thinking about what it is that we do and how we 
want to be relevant every day … We need to find a balance between 
holding government and all those in authority accountable without 
flipping to the other side and creating a cynicism based on a false 
premise, that all governments, all authorities, all elected are somehow 
corrupt, war criminals and all the rest. By doing so, we risk under-
mining further civil society by adding to the public notion that every 
form of authority is useless, hopeless and doesn’t work.”

Her worry of a growing journalistic cynicism finds support in 
the results of a study published by The Associated Press in 2008. It 
found that young consumers of news felt ‘debilitated by informa-
tion overload and unsatisfying news experiences’: Adding to news 
fatigue among these participants was the widespread belief that all 
news today is negative, the report noted. Repeatedly in the study, the 
negativity of news (tragedy, crisis, war, terror) added to the desire to 
tune out.

A survey amongst Danes, made by Analyse Denmark for DR in De-
cember 2011, supports the public dissatisfaction of traditional news:

y 75 percent of viewers said that they are tired of watching politi-
cians quarrel on TV;

y 50 percent said that news programs focus too much on conflicts;
y 5 percent wanted more stories on conflicts;
y 83 percent asked for more stories inspiring solutions to the chal-

lenges facing society and the world.

And tune out they do. Young readers and viewers leave traditional 
news media in the millions or even worse, they never tune in. Instead 
they turn to other media sources, with one of the most popular being 
social media like Facebook where they can concentrate on their own 
interest, their own friends, their own self-image and be less inclined 
to be confronted with conflicting views of the world besides their own.
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Irrelevant Content

Erik Rasmussen is the CEO of the international Danish think tank 
Sustania. He is former editor-in-chief of several quality news maga-
zines and business papers and a frequent participant at The World 
Economic Forum meetings in Davos. His critique of traditional news 
media sounds ruthless:

“If the media, especially the news organisations, believe to have 
a responsibility for democracy and being one of its main pillars, it is 
now they have to prove it by revitalising their own role. If not, they 
undermine their own importance and risk a justified critique for 
weakening, and not strengthening, democracy. We see newspapers all 
over the Western world losing circulation and trying to cut costs, but 
the reason is not only competition from new digital media. The main 
reason is that traditional news organisations have not in due time 
redefined their task and responsibility. Just like it is not a strategy to 
go on cutting costs, the future is not a new financial model on the web. 
The solution is a serious shift in focus. The problem is not the media 
itself or the change of distribution of news. The problem is when the 
content becomes useless.” And Erik Rasmussen does not stop there:

“Most news media now follow a strategy of a journalism focusing 
on processes and people and covering conflicts and crises in combi-
nation with a widespread use of commentators and opinion polls in 
an effort to set new agendas. The ambition seems to be clear in every 
newsroom: To be the first to trigger the next political scandal and/
or topple a minister or even better, the whole government. Nothing 
indicates that this strategy will save the media. On the contrary, it 
risks locking journalists in a position among the least trustworthy 
in society.”

Imagine

The customary view of traditional journalism would be to stop at 
documenting just another problem and then asking the responsible 
minister or CEO for a response. He would then blame his predeces-
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sors, call for more money or more control. Another more and more 
popular strategy is to blame the media, which only leads to editors 
and publishers shooting back at the politicians, accusing them of 
interfering with the free and independent press.

Just imagine if we in the press began with ourselves, dared to look 
in the mirror and start changing the things we do not like. Imagine if 
we had the guts to get involved in a dialogue on how we could improve 
together. Imagine if we spent less effort on shooting at each other, 
disagreeing and fighting over who is to blame. Imagine if we could 
inspire each other to find new roads for journalism, for media, for 
politics, for society, and for the future.

Perhaps the time has come where we in the press should be just 
as critical towards ourselves and assess our own bad habits that we 
are always seeing in everybody else? I think it has.

Imagine if we agreed on the fact that good journalism can also 
be inspirational and provide good stories about possible solutions. 
Stories that show that the world is not only crazy, evil and dangerous, 
but that it is also full of options, hope, joy and people who dare do new 
stuff, dreaming of a better tomorrow.

Imagine if we dared to supplement the traditional news criteria 
with a new one: Constructive news. As Albert Einstein once said: 
“Without changing our pattern of thought, we will not be able to solve 
the problems we created with our current pattern of thought.”

The time has come to form a rebellion against the tabloidisation 
of news. It is time to get out of the strait jacket that the tabloids have 
put on even the so-called serious media. The focus of the yellow press 
on dallying entertainment, postulating drama, simplistic conflicts, 
haunt on everybody with power, and the claim to be the true defender 
against the evil system has for years been the key to success in the 
media industry.

Also for the so-called serious media in their struggle against bore-
dom, routine and their elitist humanity talking down to or over the 
heads of the masses, it turns out that the public found alternatives in 
the tabloids and magazines. These media follow their mission to help 
people kill time, which also became the concept for TV news: Make 
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it short, make it uncomplicated, make it fast, make it dramatic and 
undifferentiated, so that the conflict is clear.

The concept is evident when a person running for office comes up 
with a new idea he gets dragged into a TV studio opposite his worst 
political opponent, who clearly starts by telling the interviewer and 
the audience why this is the most ridiculous idea he’s ever heard, and 
proceeds to attack his opponent’s intellect, trustworthiness or morals. 
Can the interviewer turn the fight physical? After all, it is good tele-
vision. A little verbal boxing for one minute and 40 seconds will do, 
before the anchor routinely interrupts with ‘I guess you won’t agree 
tonight, we have run out of time, but the debate continues. Thank you 
both for being with us tonight’.

Who got any wiser? What was the new idea? Was it any good? 
Where do they agree? Where is the solution to the problem that the 
public really wants to have fixed?

The two politicians forget those questions as they withdraw from 
the TV spotlight to each of their ring corners. Here they are surroun-
ded by their growing army of PR agents, spin doctors and one-liner 
writers who immediately continue to train them to get more airtime 
by attacking faster, sounding smarter and communicating directly 
into the real news criteria of traditional media:

Do you know them by now?
Conflict, drama, victims and villains.
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Chapter 3

WHY WE NEED TO 
CHANGE

Too strong a media emphasis on death and violence  
can lead to despair.

Dalai Lama, Spiritual leader

The professor still remembers when he realised that journalists suffer 
from a collective disease. He had a call from a reporter who had been 
told by her editor to try to do more exciting stories on something which 
works well, instead of the normal focus on only the misery in society.

“Try out this new constructive journalism thing,” the editor had 
said.

The journalist was responsible for a program on national TV and 
needed help. Hans Henrik Knoop, an associate professor of psycho-
logy at the Aarhus University in Denmark, was happy when he was 
asked if media negativity affected people. Knoop, who also served 
as chairman of The European Network for Positive Psychology, told 
the reporter of the vast research showing that the subject was both 
important and urgent. He also offered to participate on TV and talk 
about the importance of inspiration and hope, even when reporting 
on death and destruction.

However, the journalist wasn’t interested. All she looked for was 
a psychologist who had treated patients who had collapsed due to 
media negativity. Smiling knowingly, Professor Knoop reflects: “Even 
the most evident possibility to tell an inspirational story had to be 
negatively angled to fit the traditional journalistic template.”

But Knoop’s research does show that negative focus influences the 
mental condition of a nation: “News media is now so full of stories on 
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misery. Negativity controls news flow, and therefore also politics and 
public debate. And it has consequences: In the same way as you know 
that you become what you eat, you psychologically become what you 
focus on. You can eat a lot without getting proper nutrition, just as 
you can use your attention in ways that only leave you with a sense 
of emptiness. Empty calories in the food make us rapidly slower, fat-
ter and more tired, and the same thing goes for a superficial public 
debate. Rapidly people turn mentally fat. If they only hear about piles 
of problems and people who disagree and argue disrespectfully, they 
mentally turn off. Apathy or fear is the result. The risk is that people 
not only deselect media as sources for news, but also that they disen-
gage in the public debate due to the extreme priority of the negative”.

Knoop explains the biological reason why the negative focus is so 
powerful: “10,000 years ago, human life was poor, nasty, brutish and 
short. Daily life in the stone age was full of threats of hunger, thirst, 
enemies, wild animals and deadly diseases. Therefore, the human 
brain is genetically trained to being alert at all times, and that’s why 
negative stories are so much more powerful than positive stories. 
Three times more powerful at work, and five times more powerful 
in your marriage.”

Perhaps this could be the reason why it takes several I love you’s to 
neutralise one single honest answer to your wife’s question “Does my 
bum look big in this?” Knoop further argues that negative reporting 
disengages, whereas constructive angles engage:

“If we want engaged citizens, who fight to solve the small and big 
problems of the world, who believe they can make a difference, then 
media have to do their part of the work. When politicians argue on 
TV, they accuse each other of lying, deliberately remembering things 
wrong, of double standards, of breach of promise, of cheating, using 
false figures and of hidden agendas – it is disengaging. In normal life, 
a friendship would never survive minutes of that kind of communica-
tion, at work or in a marriage, even less. Journalists are to a large de-
gree responsible for the fundamental distrust the public has towards 
politicians. Of course journalists have to be watchdogs, but nobody 
has said that their job is to create their own villains.”
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In the eyes of psychologists, the scary truth is that we in the me-
dia do not only cover the local and global conflicts, we also prolong 
them. The logic of any conflict is that what each party does to defend 
themselves, the other party uses as an argument for continuing the 
battle. And the news media are happy spectators and participants: we 
report on the one-sided and provocative statements from each side. 
In this way, we do not only report on the conflicts. We keep them alive 
and make them grow.

Consequences for Political Leadership

All across Europe, it is getting increasingly difficult to attract suitable 
applicants for public office. Former Danish parliamentary speaker, 
Mogens Lykketoft, finds the quality of candidates for political office 
to be a subject of serious concern, and, in his opinion, the blame lies 
firmly with the media. He recalls an article in the Danish Tabloid, 
Ekstra Bladet, in which the contents of a garbage can from the private 
home of a minister was published:

“When the media cast every aspect of your private life in the most 
unfortunate light possible, of course politicians have to consider 
whether it’s really something they want to put themselves through. 
It’s not that well paid.”

Now we are getting to the heart of the issues which worry the vast 
majority of party leaders, but which they are reluctant to comment 
on publicly because it would involve hard-hitting criticism of their 
party colleagues. Lykketoft mentions what a party leader said to him 
during an unguarded moment:

“Several of the most talented young members of our party never 
go in for national politics. It’s just too unrewarding. The problem is 
that the ones who do, don’t always do so for the right reasons.”

Similarly, a parliamentary group leader told me about a meeting 
he held with a couple of members of his party’s youth wing who were 
keen to get his advice about how best to get into parliament:

“I heard myself say, don’t bother, it’s not worth it. I hate the fact 
that I said it, but I did. That’s just the way it is. Politics has just become 
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too unrewarding. And of course, it’s not just the media’s fault, but they 
certainly share the blame.”

During my childhood, my parents had a neighbour who was offered 
a parliamentary constituency by a group of respectable local citizens. 
This was something they were proud of. A parliamentary candidate, 
indeed a Member of Parliament, you could hardly get a more presti-
gious job than that. Today, tales of constituencies searching despe-
rately for candidates are commonplace. And when someone does 
finally stand, people usually assume that they’re doing so because 
they couldn’t get a proper job.

Jørn Henrik Pedersen, professor of political science at the Uni-
versity of Southern Denmark, has spent his life conducting research 
on Danish politics; he has also worked in media as the former Chair-
man of publicly owned TV station TV2, is the founder of the School 
of Journalism at the University of Southern Denmark, and has been 
the chairman of a regional media group, Fynske Medier. “A sort of 
death spiral has set in between media and politicians, which means 
that both groups are accorded less and less respect. I have very little 
respect for opinion polls, but even so, it’s striking that journalists and 
politicians always end up at the bottom of trustworthiness indices.”

For many years, the Danish politician Jens Rohde was a well-known 
so-called “whip” for his party, Denmark’s Liberal Party (Venstre). He 
is now elected to his second term in the European Parliament for the 
Danish Social Liberal Party (Det Radikale Venstre), and in October 
2014 he publicly gave his 6 pieces of advice to younger and less ex-
perienced politicians on how to be successful in a political debate in 
the national parliament. According to the Danish tabloid BT they go 
like this:

1. Speak so that people feel you. Invest yourself. It is okay to be en-
tertaining.

2. Give short answers and then attack. The longer you answer a que-
stion the more you expose yourself and are forced into the defen-
sive. So answer very briefly and then attack.
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3. When you know every corner of the policy of your own party, focus 
on the policy of the political program of your opponents. Only in 
this way you can find their weak spots.

4. Ask open questions. It forces your opponent to expose himself, 
and then you hit him. Ask him to repeat, what he has just said. It 
is cruel, but it works. The less experienced politician will freeze.

5. Never give people nick names. Doing that shows that you are on 
the defensive.

6. Make sure that your colleagues from your own party act like a wolf 
pack and concentrate on one issue. Do not give the opponent the 
chance to get off the hook.

That political culture has its prize: The popular Social Democratic 
mayor of Aarhus Jacob Bundsgaard, educated in political science, 
would be a normal candidate for government as were three mayors 
from Denmarks 2nd biggest city before him. But he has made his 
choice :

“I don’t want to join national politics. I cannot see myself getting 
up every morning with the purpose of undermining the credibility 
of my opponents in the media.” The similarly successful mayor of 
the Danish city Herning, Lars Krarup, has also turned down several 
offers to become a minister for his party, Denmark’s Liberal Party.

“I don’t want my children to see me being chased by the press all 
the time. It’s just not worth it.”

What Do We Expect?

Niels Krause-Kjær, political analyst and now news anchor at DR, 
commented on his blog (hosted by Danish news site berlingske.dk) 
in 2012 about the depths plumbed by political journalism:

“It’s time to reflect a bit about how far all of us – citizens, bloggers, 
op-ed writers, journalists and politicians are willing to go to debase po-
litics and politicians. Isn’t it about time we showed a bit more respect 
and common sense? What do we expect? That the country’s Prime 
Minister should come out and scrub the pavement clean every hour 
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on the hour so we can all watch, because we don’t find it ok to spend 
taxpayers’ money on a smoker’s cabin in the Prime Minister’s office? 
It’s a small step from that to the tabloid press’ exaggerated horror 
at the fact that Danish Prime Minister, Helle Thorning-Schmidt’s 
new desk cost all of ¤ 5,200. Again, I ask, what do we expect? That 
the prime minister should welcome the German Chancellor or the 
French President with Ikea furniture?”

Danish businessman, Asger Aamund, who has been suggested to 
run for public office for several political parties, understands the dif-
ficulty in recruiting talented individuals to political office:

“There’s too little prestige. Wages aren’t competitive. The oppor-
tunity to exert influence is slight, and the personal costs are far too 
big. With the result that many people who would otherwise have been 
attracted to political office, take their talents elsewhere. This lack of 
leadership ability amongst Danish politicians is one of the greatest 
challenges facing Danish democracy.”

But politicians want to be re-elected, which is why they spend 
more and more of their time trying to cast themselves in terms of 
the media’s newsworthiness criteria: drama, conflicts, victims, and 
villains. As a prominent member of the Danish Parliament explained 
to me in desperation a couple of years ago:

“We can’t get airtime anymore unless we’re prepared to attack 
someone. And we use so much money and spend so much time at 
perfecting the art that we end up forgetting what it is we want to do. 
What sort of politics we actually stand for. There simply aren’t any 
journalists who are interested in hearing about that.”

In a public debate on the myths of teenagers and alcohol in the 
summer of 2017 at the political Festival Folkemødet, a question from 
the audience produced a surprisingly honest answer.

The Social Democratic member of parliament, Tine Bramsen, was 
asked why she criticised the government in the news media for not 
doing enough to prevent teenagers aged 13 and 14 from drinking al-
cohol.

“New statistics show that 94 percent of the children in 8th grade 
have never even so much as tasted alcohol. And that is a massive 
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improvement compared to recent years. Why didn’t you mention 
that?” the voter asked.

“I would not have been quoted in the news if I hadn’t criticised 
that 6 percent of children in 8th grade have tasted alcohol,” Bramsen 
stated, acknowledging that the result was just one more story in the 
news leaving the public with the false picture that Danish teenagers 
drink more and more.

For years, politicians in many western countries such as the 
United States, France, Spain, Denmark and not least Greece, birth-
place of democracy, have raised the national debt, because they were 
afraid of what would happen to their own political future if they 
made  unpopular cuts on public spending that would hit large voting 
groups. However, as soon as a member of parliament, a minister or 
a government was daring enough to propose changes, then the story 
was instinctively covered according to the prevailing tabloid news 
criteria:

y The conflict angle: Who is opposed to these measures? Aren’t they 
at odds with the party’s former line?

y The drama angle: What do the opinion polls say? Are the party’s 
members happy with the proposals? Will they lose their seats at 
the next election?

y The victim angle: What do pensioner organisations have to say 
(they oppose …)? Can we drum up a dentist who feels disappoin-
ted and angry at the prospect of not being able to retire at the age 
he or she has been looking forward to retiring for years? Or can 
we find someone with a manual labor job whose working life has 
been so demanding that it would be hard on them to continue to 
work into old age?

y The villain angle: What on earth does the MP/Minister think he 
or she is playing at? They’re in breach of their promise.

A few years ago, the former Danish Minister of Health, Bertel Haarder, 
agreed to the obligatory interview after a documentary had revealed 
that some tattoo parlours had been tattooing people under the legal 
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age limit. He was asked the inevitable question: “What are you going 
to do about it?”

“Okay,” said the minster, “I’ll introduce more controls then, but 
don’t come back to me afterwards with some story about how the 
government has tied everything up in red tape.” There spoke the voice 
of experience.

As only a former minister with a lifetime’s experience as an elected 
representative can put it: “It’s a democratic problem that the media’s 
management, who are not popularly elected, exercise such a degree 
of influence over the political agenda. It’s the media’s eternal focus 
on victims and the need for greater public-sector provision that has 
contributed to the perceived need for even greater public sector ex-
penditure. If there was the same focus on excess spending as there is 
on the lack of it, the world would be a very different place.”

Scarce Resources

News and information are no longer elements that modern individuals 
lack. The truth is rather that they are drowning in them. Modern man 
already has too much information, news, products, channels, oppor-
tunities and tech nologies. It’s no surprise that traditional media is 
in a state of crisis, and that there are almost no media organisations 
anywhere on the planet that can put together a sustainable business 
model that is built on selling standard news, whether in print or on 
the Internet. It’s a basic economic question of the relation between 
supply and demand – when there’s too much of a product, the price 
falls, and falls until it eventually hits zero.

Futurist Anne Skare Nielsen from the Danish company, Future 
Navigator, has made an alternative list of the things that modern 
people will lack in the future: Originality, intimacy, care, considera-
tion, trust and time.

What does this mean? This means that in the future, smart media 
will try to deliver the things that people lack, instead of putting all 
their efforts into products people can get anywhere and may even be 
able to get far cheaper and quicker elsewhere.
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y Originality – let’s make it unique.
y Intimacy – let’s make it up close, whether in a geographical or 

emotional sense.
y Care – let’s make our stories take care of people and society.
y Consideration – let’s make our stories provide understanding, 

knowledge and perspective.
y Trust – let’s be authoritative and believable.
y Time – let’s help others make decisions. Let’s prioritise and focus 

on people’s need and not think our job is to give them more, but 
to clean up the mess.

As more and more news people realise: This all applies to constructive 
journalism.
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Chapter 4

A GOOD STORY

I believe that good journalism, good television,  
can make the world a better place.

Christiane Amanpour, CNN correspondent

One story from DR News showed me that we had to change. Not 
because we ran it. But because we didn’t.

As the new head of news at DR back in 2007, I was increasingly 
puzzled with the culture and traditions in Danish newsrooms, and I 
started to talk to my new colleagues about our work and editorial ha-
bits. One of the experienced reporters recalled finding some statistics 
a couple of years earlier which detailed employment rates amongst 
female immigrants by municipal authority. It didn’t look good.

Unemployment among immigrant women was greater than ave-
rage in every single town and city in Denmark, with one exception: 
0 percent unemployment among female immigrants in the Danish 
municipality of Fredericia. The journalist was so surprised that he 
contacted the city hall to ask whether their data had been entered 
correctly.

“Oh yes, it’s quite true,” they explained. “It’s the Lene effect.”
“The what?”
“Well, you see a couple of years ago we got a new immigrant con-

sultant called Lene. And she just gets on well with these women. 
She’s won their trust, and she started to take them out to meetings 
at companies all over town. She booked herself a meeting with the 
CEO, kicked the door in and said:

“This is Fatima, she’s fantastic. She can help you do something you 
need doing. What it is, we don’t know yet. That’s what this meeting is 
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all about. And what’s the worst thing that can happen? If I’m wrong, 
it won’t cost you a dime as her wages will be paid by the government 
for the first three months. Now come on, give her a chance.”

Within 18 months all the women were employed. The reporter 
enthusiastically called the then TV News Editor with his story about 
the Lene effect.

“That’s not a story,” was the response. “Where’s the conflict in that? 
Why should we give airtime to a commercial for the mayor running 
that city?” And so the Lene effect story never ran.

That would come as no surprise for Syrian-born Danish politician 
Naser Khader, who started his own party, only to leave politics again 
to work for an American think tank in Washington D.C.

Naser Khader is now re-elected to parliament for The Conservative 
People’s Party (Det Konservative Folkeparti). In 2011, with the help of 
friends, he organised a conference at the parliament in Copenhagen 
with more than 100 examples of entrepreneurial immigrants who 
had started their own business and created jobs. He describes his 
experience:

“I wanted to show that there is another side of the stereotypical 
picture of poor, passive or fanatic immigrants we see in the media. We 
invited all the newspapers, radio stations and TV shows. We sent out 
press releases, we called them and had the most fantastic people lined 
up. Do you know how many reporters or photographers came? Not 
one! Can you imagine the media turnout, if instead we had arranged 
a conference on the fanatic Muslims group Hizb ut-Tahrir? There are 
not so many of them as there are immigrant entrepreneurs, but the 
rest of the population learns only about the fanatics, because that is 
the story news organisations want to run.”

What’s New?

Hearing about a neighbours’ annual holiday in Mallorca is normally 
extremely boring:

“First we drove to the airport, and then we took the plane to Palma 
and drove in the sunshine to the hotel we always visit. And then we 
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spent eight days relaxing by the pool …” They are usually not even 
halfway through their story before we start yawning.

But are we only interested if their story turns out to deal with them 
forgetting their passports? Or even better, if they forgot the little 
brother in the airport, their baggage ended up in Kazakhstan, and it 
snowed on the beach? Wouldn’t we also be keen to learn, that they got 
a great deal with their hotel, found a smaller airport with free parking, 
explored a new facility teaching kids the language during the sailing 
classes, and learning about the new rules, such as how to make airli-
nes pay money back when they run late or even cancel flights? That’s 
why news stories are seldom about normality. A news item is precisely 
the opposite – a deviation from the norm. So, when most things work 
fine, the logic is that news is about things that do not. But who told us 
that deviation from the norm is only of interest, when it’s negative?

The problem first arises when we see the world only through nega-
tive eyes, when our vision is distorted. As Danish author and history 
lecturer, Henrik Jensen, puts it in his book The Dissent Man:

“We – or more properly our media – love people who break estab-
lished norms and go over the limit. The aggressive victim who has 
been beaten down once more by the system. The charming crook. The 
drug dealer who commits murder, and ends up holding talks about it. 
The second-generation immigrant who went off the rails and became 
a gangster. Plus all the people with unusual diagnoses, the mentally 
ill, transsexuals, the overweight and the underweight.”

The challenge that every journalist faces is that we know that the 
man has got a point. When our television, radio and newspapers are 
constantly braying that bus companies all over the country are losing 
both money and passengers and have cut their services back as a re-
sult and put their prices up, that becomes the norm. And as news is 
defined by something out of the ordinary, it is actually news, if you can 
find just one bus service in the nation that runs on time with satisfied 
customers and even makes money.

Danish broadcaster DR News found one. It was called Bus 150S 
and it run from Kokkedal north of Copenhagen. And we could do a 
fantastic report about all the many satisfied customers that used the 
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route because the bus now ran on time, had free wi-fi and a driver 
who had learned to smile, clean the bus and to be proud of his job: “I 
say welcome to my bus!”

It is now proven that it can be done. So, if they can do it, why can’t 
you?

The New DR

That approach is the direct result of a change in strategy for DR. Until 
1988, DR held a monopoly on the TV market in Denmark and no one 
else was allowed to broadcast TV or radio other than the state owned, 
licensed and financed Danish Radio Company. A new commercial (but 
also state-owned) station, TV2, broke the monopoly on 1st October 
1988 – a date that older DR employees often refer to as ‘the day the 
good old days ended’.

It might have been good times for the employees with zero com-
petition, but few Danes turned out to prefer the rather dull, slow and 
grey picture of the world presented on the state-owned, monopoly TV. 
In less than six years, DR lost 60 percent of its viewers to a faster and 
more modern competitor. For decades since, DR tried to come back by 
copying what its commercial competitor did, but with little success. 
As the market for TV changed with many new commercially and in-
ternationally owned players, everybody was competing for advertising 
money, with TV2 being more and more tabloid-like. DR had tried to 
follow by covering more crime stories, more royalty, more case-driven 
news stories and cutting down on coverage of complicated subjects 
such as the European Union and the economy, in an effort to attract 
more viewers. The tabloid strategy of more drama, more conflict, and 
the focus of narrow angles on crooks and people to feel sorry for, did 
not work. Viewership declined even more. A new management team 
and a new board decided on a different approach and began to ask 
the simple questions: What is the meaning of DR? Why are we here?

The answer was expressed in a new mission: DR shall inform, chal-
lenge and bring together people in Denmark. In short, everything that 
DR does has to be for the benefit of society. If the children’s programs 

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   74 10/12/2018   10.04.34



This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed

74 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

route because the bus now ran on time, had free wi-fi and a driver 
who had learned to smile, clean the bus and to be proud of his job: “I 
say welcome to my bus!”

It is now proven that it can be done. So, if they can do it, why can’t 
you?

The New DR

That approach is the direct result of a change in strategy for DR. Until 
1988, DR held a monopoly on the TV market in Denmark and no one 
else was allowed to broadcast TV or radio other than the state owned, 
licensed and financed Danish Radio Company. A new commercial (but 
also state-owned) station, TV2, broke the monopoly on 1st October 
1988 – a date that older DR employees often refer to as ‘the day the 
good old days ended’.

It might have been good times for the employees with zero com-
petition, but few Danes turned out to prefer the rather dull, slow and 
grey picture of the world presented on the state-owned, monopoly TV. 
In less than six years, DR lost 60 percent of its viewers to a faster and 
more modern competitor. For decades since, DR tried to come back by 
copying what its commercial competitor did, but with little success. 
As the market for TV changed with many new commercially and in-
ternationally owned players, everybody was competing for advertising 
money, with TV2 being more and more tabloid-like. DR had tried to 
follow by covering more crime stories, more royalty, more case-driven 
news stories and cutting down on coverage of complicated subjects 
such as the European Union and the economy, in an effort to attract 
more viewers. The tabloid strategy of more drama, more conflict, and 
the focus of narrow angles on crooks and people to feel sorry for, did 
not work. Viewership declined even more. A new management team 
and a new board decided on a different approach and began to ask 
the simple questions: What is the meaning of DR? Why are we here?

The answer was expressed in a new mission: DR shall inform, chal-
lenge and bring together people in Denmark. In short, everything that 
DR does has to be for the benefit of society. If the children’s programs 

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   74 10/12/2018   10.04.34

ChapTER 4  a gOOd STORy 75

are not better to watch for Danish children than those being broad-
casted on Fox Kids or the Disney Channel, then why should DR be 
here? If the drama series such as The Killing and Borgen are not of a 
higher quality for the Danish audience than cheaper TV series from 
the international electronic bulk market, why bother? And if the news 
programs now have a higher ambition to entertain, who will then take 
on the task of informing the many of important matters?

“We are here to throw light. Not to spread darkness and fear,” said 
the Chairman of the DR board and the former CEO of The National 
Royal Theatre, Michael Christiansen. He continued:

“Knowledge and insights are the roads to tolerance, and tolerance 
is the key to a true democracy. It is said that media is in a crisis. I beli-
eve that the survival of serious media among other things is founded 
on a systematic and reinforced belief in the people we are here for.”

In 2012, DR cut down on administration and invested more in 
quality content, like our news programs, with the ambition of re-
establishing DR News as an authority being ‘skilled in what we tell, 
modern in the way we tell it’. We cut down on the coverage of crime, 
entertainment and stories that were only fascinating. Instead we in-
vested in more skilled reporters on beats like globalisation, business, 
politics and health. We opened new foreign bureaus and even though 
we moved our main news show on the main channel, DR1, from 9 p.m. 
to 9:30 p.m. and insisted on keeping our news hour filled with daily 
background magazines on international issues, money and politics, 
a strange thing happened: Viewers came back.

One of the reasons was that at the same time, we added construc-
tive elements as natural stories in our daily broadcast. Every day, we 
wanted to have at least one story which could inspire by focusing on 
the things that work or the people, companies or countries who do 
something out of the ordinary. Let me give you a few examples:

y The story about a supermarket that employs autistic people as 
shelf stackers.

y The story about IKEA having started employing older craftsmen, 
because customers would rather be served by a man with grey hair 
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who knows how to hold a hammer, than a 19-year-old whose only 
experience in life is PlayStation games.

y The report on the municipality that uses money to train pensio-
ners to manage their own lives rather than sending home helps 
out to them.

y The cardiologist who saved his own father’s life with an invention 
that has gone on to be a huge export success.

y The municipality that has reduced sick leave rates by giving a bonus 
to staff that don’t report in sick.

y The extensive decline in the number of burglaries as a result, in 
part, of an initiative taken by the police to send text messages to 
local residents when criminals have been sighted in the area.

y The care home with a play area that attracts kids from the nearby 
kindergarten.

y The boom in cycling in Athens, because due to the financial crisis, 
people have found healthier and cheaper transportation.

y The Mexican city which successfully fights the local drug gangs.
y The successful German idea: A hospice for dying children, who 

can spend their last months with their family with nurses and 
personnel trained to help, instead of dying at crowded hospitals 
or at home.

y And the story from Uganda, where a Danish electricity company 
has started to hand out solar lamps to replace polluting oil lamps.

That is what the concept of constructive news is all about: Giving the 
editorial glasses a polish so that we also see the stories about things 
that work. Things that dare to inspire to be both critical and construc-
tive, to speak out about problems and actively search out stories that 
can contribute to a solution. Constructive news is all about daring 
to adjust our understanding of ourselves as journalists, so that we 
don’t just see our task as a notice board for the public’s problems and 
fears. Rather to ensure that we, to serve our society and the citizens 
it consists of, are also happy to take on a more active role as a sort of 
arbitrator in the public debate about the solutions to the challenges 
we all face.
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Best Practice

Examples like these slowly changed the news culture at DR. And it is 
no longer only the editor-in-chief who asks for constructive angles 
on daily news meetings. At one of DR’s editorial meetings, a talented 
reporter wanted to run a story based on new figures that showed that 
61 percent of Danes think that they have their dream job. She was just 
about to put a negative angle on the story: That four out of ten want a 
new job – because that’s the way we normally present things like that. 
However, she caught herself in the act and cautiously asked her col-
leagues whether it wouldn’t be more interesting and more surprising, 
given the number of articles you can find about stress, burnouts and 
terrible managers to report to, that despite this, 60 percent of us can’t 
actually imagine a better job than the one we have? She changed the 
angle on that story.

Another example is a survey sent to the nation’s newsrooms, fi-
nanced by the Danish Nurses’ Organization, intended to spark debate 
about nurses’ working conditions and their stress and wage levels. 
At DR, we took the view that this was not really news. We have all 
heard this story a thousand times before. Instead, our reporters tried 
to find an example of a hospital where management and nurses had 
done something about the problem, giving nurses a better working 
environment.

The result turned out to be great story. We found a hospital 
depart ment just outside of Copenhagen where they had taken on 
two immigrant women as ‘house assistants’. Their job was to help 
the nurses do their jobs. The house assistants made sure that stores 
were kept full, they dispatched journals, and poured patients’ juice. 
The patients were happy because service levels improved, nurses 
were happy because they were no longer stressed, and management 
was happy because sick leave rates had fallen drastically, so much 
so that the financial savings covered the two women’s salaries. The 
women were also happy because they were learning Danish and they 
smiled to the camera and said they thought Denmark was a great 
place to live.
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There was no conflict and no drama, there were no victims and no 
villains. But it was news.

The next example was also newsworthy, and neither DR’s viewers 
nor the chairperson of Local Government Denmark’s healthcare com-
mittee will forget the day she was interviewed by a TV news team. The 
story’s focus was on the increasing number of elderly patients who 
are left in hospitals even though their treatment has run its course. 
Municipalities don’t do enough to get them home again.

The chairperson was ready to give the standard response that it was 
someone else’s fault, for instance the government’s or the hospital’s 
fault. But then we showed a clip from a municipality that had actually 
taken steps to do something about the problem, and through targeted 
measures had both saved money and improved the lives of their el-
derly residents by helping them to return to their homes following 
their hospital stay. “Why don’t you do that?” asked the newscaster in 
a friendly but firm tone. She suddenly looked like a fish out of water. 
That was critical constructive journalism at its best.

Denmark on the Brink

At DR, we decided to not merely talk about our habits – we wanted to 
change them. In 2010, we directed our focus to life outside the big ci-
ties and growth centres, and decided not to just focus on the problems.

We began by collecting a large amount of data relevant to the pro-
blems caused by the constant stream of unskilled jobs being outsour-
ced to China or India – at the same time as public-sector restructuring 
meant that police officers, judges, soldiers and doctors were moving 
to population centres. We also systematically looked for stories that 
could present a potential solution to these problems.

Correspondents in America travelled to Detroit to see how entire 
districts are being torn down instead of leaving dilapidated housing as 
a frightful reminder of what had gone before. DR’s journalists found 
two Danish villages just kilometers away from each other, where the 
varying degree of local initiative had left one in a pitiful state while 
the other had flourished.
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A team of reporters journeyed to the north of Norway to gather 
information about an initiative introduced by the Norwegian gover-
nment. Graduates’ student debt was cut by 25,000 kroner for every 
year they spent in Tromsø or Vardø, the areas of Norway subject to 
social deprivation. And we visited Gotland in Sweden to see what 
happens when a government decides to move civil servant positions 
out of the capital and into the provinces.

The series of “Denmark on the Brink” (“Danmark Knækker”) 
programs and news items culminated in a political debate, but not a 
normal one. We invited seven politicians and three businessmen to 
a building that was once a water tower, and has been converted into 
a museum and which, from its seven-story summit, commands views 
of some of the most deprived areas in Denmark.

Their participation was conditional on two things: They had to 
stay for 24 hours, and they had to agree to try to author an action 
plan that could address the problems that deprived areas in Denmark 
are subject to. “You’re very naive,” was the response of one of the 
experienced politicians when he reluctantly agreed to participate. 
The then home secretary, the science minister, the then leader of the 
Socialist People’s Party (Socialistisk Folkeparti) and later secretary of 
state, a member of the Danish People’s Party (Dansk Folkeparti), the 
chairmen of Local Government Denmark and Danish Regions, and 
the mayor of the host town of Tønder all agreed to spend 24 hours in 
front of the cameras along with three business leaders. They were 
part of a national political and media experiment.

Can politicians and businessmen spend that amount of time to-
gether and agree, despite their differing interests and party-poli-
tical affiliations, if the challenge they all face is clear enough and 
well enough documented? Can the press provide the framework for 
a solution rather than a conflict? Do Danes have an interest in such a 
lofty debate? A debate without the intention of showing lots of people 
arguing bitterly with each other?

Initially all parties showed considerable scepticism. Could they 
really work together in a completely new way? And could journalists 
really limit themselves to providing the framework and refrain from 
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trying to influence the result? And could the participants avoid taking 
the opportunity for point scoring?

A TV journalist hosted the debate, acted as chair, and in the hec-
tic final minutes, functioned as a secretary, taking dictation so that 
the ten participants could manage to sign the declaration before the 
17:00 deadline.

And yes, they agreed that it was a problem that politicians could 
and should address. Tired but proud, they signed a declaration to that 
effect at the base of the old water tower. All the participants were 
surprised by themselves that they had managed to reach agreement, 
an agreement that was to tie them closer together in the coming years.

This constructive news was quickly sent out to the entire country 
through radio news shows, 24-hour TV news, DR’s website (dr.dk), 
regional radio stations, regular TV news broadcasts and a number of 
written media that were following the debate. The results were faster 
broadband Internet to outlying areas, grants for entrepreneurs, better 
access to credit for projects in outlying areas, the removal of outdated 
restrictions and red tape affecting businesses, and better support 
for students who commute from outlying areas. The panel defended 
these recommendations a couple of hours later in front of 700,000 
viewers and a selected local audience on a live TV show. Never before 
has DR received so much positive feedback from all over the country, 
so many comments, suggestions and ideas designed to stop Denmark 
from losing touch with its outlying areas.

The following year, DR invited a number of healthcare spo-
kespeople to prioritise healthcare initiatives as the culmination of 
a series of programs dedicated to the sharply rising costs of treating 
the illnesses that an aging population was refused to die from.

When teachers were locked out of the Danish classrooms during a 
six-week conflict with the government, we spent three days in a row 
on our new afternoon show to bring the parties together. We invited 
a mediator to help the teachers’ union and the politicians to under-
stand each other. We brought teachers, headmasters, parents and 
school kids together to debate what was needed to change in order to 
improve the education in the country. And we asked new questions 
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of the conflicting parties. Instead of handing them the microphone 
to argue why the other one was to blame, we wanted to know if they 
understood the viewpoint of the opposing party, where they could 
see a compromise, and what their vision for the school system was. It 
turned out that they did not sign any peace agreement in the studio, 
but viewers found out what the conflict was really about and learned 
something, instead of just watching a boxing match.

Far from Borgen

One of the new programs I am most proud of, is “Langt fra Borgen” 
(“Far from the Parliament”). It was the result of an ambition to fun-
damentally change the journalistic approach in a weekly current af-
fairs program on politics. In the world of TV, the concept of “hard 
talk” is the standard hard-hitting political journalist interviewing a 
so called “victim”, meaning a politician. And the idea is a bullfight: 
Who will win? Will the journalist be able to get the politician to con-
tradict himself, admit he is wrong or at least make him look visibly 
uncomfortable?

We had become increasingly tired of that concept. Not much came 
out of it, and most guests were media trained to avoid answering the 
questions, and the journalists insisted or interrupted, but viewers 
hated it.

Instead we had the idea of inviting two politicians with different 
views on a political subject and then bringing them out in Denmark 
to experience the real world. And instead of critique as the engine in 
the program, we used curiosity.

First of all, viewers for the first time saw politicians from different 
parties actually like each other and behave like real people.

Secondly, you saw politicians sometimes change their minds when 
being confronted with real people with real problems. And thirdly, 
viewers understood the nuances, that an issue had different sides, 
and they started doubting their own opinion.

In one episode, two politicians with different views on the future 
legislation on prostitution, were invited into a brothel to discuss if 
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Denmark should follow Germany, where prostitution is legal, or our 
other neighbour Sweden, where prostitution is illegal.

The politicians, and with them the viewers, met a 35-year-old 
bright woman, who argued that she had a respected job she was proud 
of, as she felt she could do good for her clients.

“I do this of my own free will. Why can I not pay taxes?”
Then it was difficult to be 100 percent against legal prostitution. 

But next the politician met a woman who said she had to sell anal in-
tercourse 13 times a week to pay for her drugs. Then it was suddenly 
difficult to be 100 percent in favour of legalising prostitution.

The result: People were in doubt, and that leads to far more enga-
ged conversation than the traditional one-angle programs or articles 
on either the crook or the victim; the happy hooker or the traded sex 
slave and her pimp.

Today, the weekly political magazine on DR1 has more viewers 
than the old concept of political boxing. In 2017, it won the award at 
the national TV Festival as Best Current Affairs Program.

The Night of Democracy

And the full-blown boxing metaphor was also what the commercial 
competitor TV2 introduced to the national election in 2011. The candi-
dates were invited into a real sport arena with thousands of spectators 
all around dressed in either blue or red t-shirts. There was smoke, 
loud disco music, half-naked cheerleaders and a bell in the boxing 
ring, which the popular news anchor would hit if any politician talked 
for more than 30 seconds.

At DR, some managers feared the competition and suggested that 
DR had to do something like that in order not to lose the battle of the 
ratings. But if the media puts a democratic debate into a boxing ring, 
politics becomes boxing, and that was not our job.

We had another idea: We invited 1,800 voters from all over the 
country to the DR Concert Hall, and asked for their input to which 
challenges they wanted their politicians to meet. We had all party 
leaders on the beautiful stage, where it is just impossible not to behave 
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in a civilised manner. The debate in prime time on the main channel 
had far more viewers than the boxing event from the competitor.

“Night of Democracy” has ever since become a national tradition 
leading up to any national election, where DR celebrates with voters, 
viewers and party chairmen, that we all live in a country where we 
can elect our own leaders.

Children’s Programs

In 2013, DR launched a new TV Channel, DR Ultra, for children bet-
ween eight and 12 years old. One of the programs showing kids and 
their parents that this was something new was called The Ultra House. 
It was a reality show, but in a positive way: Normal school children 
told each other about a problem they faced. For instance, that they 
were being harassed, they were unhappily in love, their friends forced 
them to smoke or drink, or their parents were getting a divorce. The 
idea of the program was that the children would help each other, with 
the help of an adult, to talk about and get advice on how to deal with 
the problem they – and most likely many of the viewers – were up 
against. In contrast to other reality programs, nobody was sent home. 
In the Ultra House, they all belonged.

In the autumn of 2013, we launched another program on our main 
channel DR1 in which four immigrants moved into the homes of na-
tive Danes with the task to learn the difficult Danish language. In 
the process, viewers learned how important a common language is 
for integration, but also how difficult it can be. As a result, both the 
immigrants and the eth nic Danes got to know one another, and new 
friendships flourished.

We launched a series on green energy, and showed in articles on 
the web, stories on the radio and programs on TV, how people saved 
money and helped the environment by changing their behaviour.

In 2011 and 2012, we worked together with the think tank, Monday 
Morning, to find new Danish heroes; and not just those who are good at 
repeating others’ successes and singing other peoples’ songs. We called 
the competition Growth Factor (called VæxtFaktor in Danish which 
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sounds a lot like X Factor) where entrepreneurs compete with each 
other in front of three judges to prove who has the greatest potential to 
bring more jobs and income to Denmark. Over three prime time slots, 
we were told the stories of the resident of the Danish island of Born-
holm which now supplies liquorice to companies around the world, 
the genius from west Jutland who can eliminate a fifth of the world’s 
food wastage with a simple, high-tech temperature sphere for corn si-
los, the resident of Skagen, who delivers fish door-to-door throughout 
the country, and the French-Danish man who founded a company that 
is now in the process of selling electronic patient records software not 
just to Danish hospitals, but to hospitals all over the world.

No conflicts, no villains and no victims. Just entrepreneurship, com-
mitment, innovation and the will to make a difference. Is that a journa-
listic cocktail for good TV? Absolutely, at least if you ask the one out of 
ten Danes who watched the show three weeks in a row – among them 
a teenage mother who sent this message to the program’s producer: 

“It’s really great that you make programs like VæxtFaktor that can 
inspire young people. We and our children really enjoyed the shows. 
Finally, something everyone wanted to watch and which can help to 
move our society in the right direction – we can’t all make a living 
only singing and dancing …”

Paradigm Shift

This reaction would come as no surprise to Maja Dalsgaard or Tine 
Møller Pedersen, who wrote a dissertation at Roskilde University 
about constructive news when completing their Masters in Commu-
nication.

On the basis of thorough focus group tests of a number of TV news 
broadcasts in 2009, they concluded that: “The recent implementation 
of several positive and solution-oriented constructive news items 
has been popular.” And furthermore, noted that “Our analysis shows 
that negative and dramatic news makes many women nervous and 
men irritated – and without informing them. Many Danes are fed up 
of negative news items and “emotional pornography.” Stories about 
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potential solutions catch people’s attention better, because they give 
the impression that it’s possible to do a lot about all the problems that 
journalists are so good at finding. Constructive news’ greatest strength 
consists in creating better and more qualified debate.”

The ambition to inspire is now a key part of DR’s overall strategy 
and its influence has spread beyond the newsroom. Like when DR, 
a couple of years ago, ‘Shrank a town’ and followed provincial town 
Ebeltoft’s fight against obesity. We broadcasted new shows where 
ordinary Danes helped people make tough choices in their lives.

In both TV and radio shows, constructive news has been introdu-
ced as a supplement to the traditional news criteria. The goal is for 
each of the major TV or radio news shows to carry at least one piece 
that has been angled constructively. Even though DR is aware that 
it still has a lot to learn, it perseveres and continues to hold courses 
and experiment with form and content.It is no longer just an editorial 
decision to put a constructive angle on the day’s stories, these changes 
have trickled down to reporters for whom these stories have started 
to become routine.

Viewers have also noticed the difference, as DR’s media research 
department can document. For the first time in ten years, a represen-
tative sample of the population now associates words such as trust-
worthy, relevant, informative, constructive, useful, solution-oriented 
and socially responsible with the 9:30 p.m. TV Avisen, the country’s 
most popular TV news show, and to a much greater degree than a 
competing channel’s output, which, on the other hand scored highly 
for adjectives such as exciting, fascinating and, not least, entertaining.

At DR News, we believed that leadership is performed by praising 
what you want to see more of, instead of only criticising the things 
you do not like. So we started to give out prizes to the best critical and 
constructive examination paper at the national Journalism School. 
Internally, DR gave a prize to the best constructive news story; the 
first one in 2012 went to a reporter who wrote a story about a father 
wanting to help his son with autism. Imagining his son’s future in a 
society where everybody focused on all the things his son was not able 
to do due to his handicap, the father took action and gave up his job 

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   85 10/12/2018   10.04.34



This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed

86 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

to start a consultancy firm called The Specialists, which only hires 
people with autism, and helps them work as consultants in software 
companies, banks, audit companies and supermarkets – as autistic 
individuals are often better than the average person at focusing on 
numbers and details. The Specialists has now expanded to 13 coun-
tries, and the story dealt with the father’s new vision to hire more than 
one million people with autism worldwide before 2020 – focusing on 
the abilities of people instead of their limitations.

Much to their surprise, this was also the lesson learned by the 
reporters of the regional radio in Copenhagen, DR P4, in 2013. For 
one week that autumn, they decided to experiment with their jour-
nalistic approach and focused on stories with constructive angles in 
“The Week of Yes.” And editor Kathrine Asp Poulsen recalls that the 
feedback from listeners was amazing: “We have never engaged liste-
ners so much before. Our mailbox exploded with encouragements to 
continue.” One listener, Ann-Britt Braunscheier, wrote:

“What a great idea. As spoken from my heart. The world might not 
be better if we ignore the problems. But it never improves if we stay 
down in the black hole of negativity.”

Jette Lauritsen wrote: “Remember that you can be both critical 
and positive.” And Claus Rosenquist represented many citizens of 
Copenhagen when he asked: “Please continue this genius idea of a 
“Week of Yes.” Incredibly good radio.”

Easy for You

At conferences outside the Nordic countries, I often get the question 
from frustrated journalists and editors that they come from countries 
with many more problems and that constructive news might only 
work in rich welfare states.

“In the Arab world, there are so many problems that we have had 
to launch a news channel to find space to cover them all,” the editor-
in-chief of the international media company Al Arabia Nagle Al Hague 
said. However, this comment was challenged by a member of the 
audience who asked:
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“The Week of Yes.” And editor Kathrine Asp Poulsen recalls that the 
feedback from listeners was amazing: “We have never engaged liste-
ners so much before. Our mailbox exploded with encouragements to 
continue.” One listener, Ann-Britt Braunscheier, wrote:

“What a great idea. As spoken from my heart. The world might not 
be better if we ignore the problems. But it never improves if we stay 
down in the black hole of negativity.”

Jette Lauritsen wrote: “Remember that you can be both critical 
and positive.” And Claus Rosenquist represented many citizens of 
Copenhagen when he asked: “Please continue this genius idea of a 
“Week of Yes.” Incredibly good radio.”

Easy for You

At conferences outside the Nordic countries, I often get the question 
from frustrated journalists and editors that they come from countries 
with many more problems and that constructive news might only 
work in rich welfare states.

“In the Arab world, there are so many problems that we have had 
to launch a news channel to find space to cover them all,” the editor-
in-chief of the international media company Al Arabia Nagle Al Hague 
said. However, this comment was challenged by a member of the 
audience who asked:
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“But isn’t there an even greater need for stories that inspire to 
solutions when you broadcast in societies full of challenges?”

Here are three examples of how DR tries to implement constructive 
news angles in foreign coverage:

y During the migrant crisis in 2016, with thousands drowning in 
the Mediterranean Sea, DR reported live from Malta and aired a 
report from West Africa, where African and Spanish authorities 
since 2008 have successfully stopped a wave of boat refuges trying 
to reach Europe through the Canary Islands and at the same time 
given aid to the African villages, where the refugees came from.

y We did a story from Israel where a Jewish and a Palestinian family 
had been neighbours for decades and the story simply told how 
they coped in an environment where hate, fear, tall walls and war 
seem to be the norm.

y During the so-called Muhammad cartoons crisis in 2005, when fa-
natic Muslims around the world protested against the publication 
of drawings of the prophet Mohammed in the Danish newspaper 
Jyllands-Posten, most TV stations showed live pictures from Isla-
mic demonstrations in the Arab world. In Denmark, the political 
reality soon became that the Muslim world hated Denmark, and 
Danes now were in danger everywhere in the Middle East. Yes, 
the Danish Embassy in Lebanon was put on fire; yes, there were 
demonstrations with burning Danish flags and hard rhetoric from 
Muslim leaders, but were Muslims in the millions really on the rise 
against little Denmark, as pictures of big fire symbols in capitals 
in Indonesia, Pakistan, Egypt and Lebanon showed in the news-
papers and on TV? Or was the truth that there were protests, but 
that the news cameras only pointed to the not more than a few 
hundred, who demonstrated in the big cities, whereas the vast 
populations in the Muslim communities did not care much about 
what newspapers thousands of miles away in Denmark published? 
One answer came when DR sent a reporter to walk the streets of 
Beirut carrying a giant Danish Flag, and absolutely nobody reacted.
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y DR correspondent in the Middle East, Puk Damsgaard, did a prime 
time TV special on the main channel, DR1, on the conflict in Egypt, 
where she put three representatives of the different fighting groups 
on a boat out on the Nile and challenged them to listen to each other 
and come up with a compromise for a future in Egypt in which they 
could all see themselves. It was a great story, and also showed how 
difficult it is to make the conflicting Egyptian parties realise that 
they are all in the same boat. The program further revealed where 
the opponents, in the aftermath of the Arab Spring, fundamentally 
disagree and where future common ground might be found.

It might not be easy, but it is possible to add constructive thinking to 
the coverage of even the most troublesome areas on Earth.

Are You Crazy?

When I first made my thoughts about constructive journalism pub-
lic in 2008 in a comment piece in the Danish broadsheet, Politiken, 
they were met with equal measures of curiosity, indulgence and head 
shaking.

Was the man trying to turn serious news media into happy TV? 
Was it a conservative attempt to defuse critical journalism? Or was it a 
sort of naive attempt by a happy-clappy dreamer to “heal the world”? 
A sort of drivel journalism, like ‘above it all the sun always shines’?

“Shouldn’t you have become a priest instead?” I was asked on direct 
TV by the nationally famous news anchor Reimer Bo Christensen.

“Eh … well, no. Constructive journalism is not a religion, and all I 
ever wanted was to become a good journalist.”

In a Masters dissertation on the subject of constructive news, 
which the then vice-chairman of the Danish Union of Journalists, 
Fred Jacobsen, published in 2010, a number of media figures were 
interviewed about their opinion of the new concept.

“When I hear the words constructive journalism, I get this sense 
that someone can’t face the unpleasantness that’s out there in the 
real world. And my stomach turns. We can’t just put a positive spin 

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   88 10/12/2018   10.04.34



This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed

88 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

y DR correspondent in the Middle East, Puk Damsgaard, did a prime 
time TV special on the main channel, DR1, on the conflict in Egypt, 
where she put three representatives of the different fighting groups 
on a boat out on the Nile and challenged them to listen to each other 
and come up with a compromise for a future in Egypt in which they 
could all see themselves. It was a great story, and also showed how 
difficult it is to make the conflicting Egyptian parties realise that 
they are all in the same boat. The program further revealed where 
the opponents, in the aftermath of the Arab Spring, fundamentally 
disagree and where future common ground might be found.

It might not be easy, but it is possible to add constructive thinking to 
the coverage of even the most troublesome areas on Earth.

Are You Crazy?

When I first made my thoughts about constructive journalism pub-
lic in 2008 in a comment piece in the Danish broadsheet, Politiken, 
they were met with equal measures of curiosity, indulgence and head 
shaking.

Was the man trying to turn serious news media into happy TV? 
Was it a conservative attempt to defuse critical journalism? Or was it a 
sort of naive attempt by a happy-clappy dreamer to “heal the world”? 
A sort of drivel journalism, like ‘above it all the sun always shines’?

“Shouldn’t you have become a priest instead?” I was asked on direct 
TV by the nationally famous news anchor Reimer Bo Christensen.

“Eh … well, no. Constructive journalism is not a religion, and all I 
ever wanted was to become a good journalist.”

In a Masters dissertation on the subject of constructive news, 
which the then vice-chairman of the Danish Union of Journalists, 
Fred Jacobsen, published in 2010, a number of media figures were 
interviewed about their opinion of the new concept.

“When I hear the words constructive journalism, I get this sense 
that someone can’t face the unpleasantness that’s out there in the 
real world. And my stomach turns. We can’t just put a positive spin 

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   88 10/12/2018   10.04.34

ChapTER 4  a gOOd STORy 89

on things to please people. It’s an artificial construct; false,” said then 
Berlingske Media director and editor-in-chief and chairman of the 
Danish School of Media and Journalism, Lisbeth Knudsen.

Seven years later she is now CEO for Monday Morning, a maga-
zine with the constructive mission of helping companies share best 
practice and serve “audience navigation” rather than “information”.

Danish TV2’s news director at that time, Michael Dyrby, was also 
a declared sceptic, stating in the report that “Our role isn’t to be part 
of some problem-solving team.” In 2016 TV2 implemented what they 
call “19 Inspiration” – a daily constructive story on what is working 
well around Denmark.

“And every survey shows that our viewers love those stories,” Jacob 
Kwon, the new editor-in-chief says today. But in the early years of the 
concept of constructive news, other editors struggled to find their own 
opinion on the whole idea, and in a blog in July 2013, former editor 
of the Danish tabloid daily, BT, Peter Brüchmann looked back on his 
years as a news executive:

“I admit it: We are brought up to be negative. It is better to go after 
the crook than to find the hero. In my world, the work of Woodward 
and Bernstein is the finest. And at home we applaud those who lift the 
top off the scandals … It is the DNA of journalism. And you just don’t 
change your DNA. I tried to introduce just one positive story per day 
in our newspaper, which we would call ‘The success of the day’. We 

82% Percentage of Danes who consider DR av very reliable news source  
76%

90%

67%
55%

55% 53%
 

DR NEWS MOST TRUSTED IN DENMARK   

Source: Megafon
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didn’t make it every day, and the project died quietly and too soon 
after a long period of not working. Not quite a success.”

Gut Reaction

The most interesting example of a gut reaction came when a Danish 
version of this book was published in 2012 and the DR late night TV 
show, Deadline, covered the event the way they normally would in 
those days:

They invited the most critical public debate provocateur to review 
the idea of constructive news with me in the studio. In just nine mi-
nutes I was accused of being a right-wing politician, a North Korean 
communist and a journalistic terminator with the purpose of pulling 
every tooth out of watchdog reporting – all at the same time. In the 
debate, I felt I had two choices: Either to turn the debate into just 
another TV bull fight and attack author Carsten Jensen for doing 
exactly what was wrong with journalism – destroying the debate with 
aggressiveness – but thereby contradicting my own message of being 
constructive. Or I could try to defend myself and only leave time to 
explain what constructive journalism is not. I do not know if this de-
bate had a winner or loser. I was certainly not the winner, but I will 
say that the viewers probably lost.

It is possible that the result was entertaining, but hardly anyone 
had any chance of understanding what the idea really was all about. 
I wonder if many politicians and other people invited to debates on 
TV do not leave the news studio with the same empty feeling of not 
having a chance to explain what is really on their mind.

The episode shows that the implementation of constructive news 
at DR did not happen instantly. The now former DR reporter, Kristian 
Sloth, remembers the internal reaction on the new ideas from the boss.

“We thought you were crazy,” says Sloth, who is one of the most 
experienced investigative reporters in Denmark and feared among 
politicians and industry for his hard hitting and often aggressive jour-
nalism. He has won several prizes for his reporting, and an interview 
with a member of the Danish government who went more than a little 
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crazy in front of rolling cameras during an interview with Kristian 
Sloth is still one of the most shared Danish videos on YouTube.

Sloth dares to say what most of his colleagues, both inside and 
outside of DR, thought about constructive news when I first intro-
duced it in 2008.

“We made jokes about it, because it is really provoking for a repor-
ter who wants to reveal important matters and has to fight a growing 
number of spin doctors and PR guys every day, who try to prevent us 
from doing our job to uncover the truth. Power always tries to paint 
a positive picture of itself, and our job is get behind those curtains.

“We told each other that it is not our job to do stories about the 
200 planes which do not crash, but to report on the one falling from 
the sky. And I still believe that. But I must say I now better under-
stand what this is all about. Journalism is about telling the truth. It is 
our job to look for the broken stuff – but the downside is seldom the 
whole truth. Often there is an upside and a way out, which we should 
also look for. We have to balance our reporting if we want to live up 
to our responsibility to the public. If we only look for problems, we 
leave people in the dark. We need to also build on top of that and look 
for ways out.”

What Do Others Do?

Kristian Sloth for years uncovered the consequences of the transfor-
mation in the agricultural sector from traditional farming to a highly 
effective modern production industry. There are now four times as 
many pigs in Denmark as people. And pork is one of the most impor-
tant exports for the national economy. One of the favourite subjects 
was the growing use of antibiotics in order to prevent the industrial 
pigs getting ill from living too close to each other in the stables.

The problem was not only the risk of getting penicillin in the bacon 
and the growing cost of medicine for farmers, the main problem was 
the resistance to antibiotics among the general human population. 
In news program after news program, doctors have warned against 
the heavy use of antibiotics and the risk at hospitals when patients 
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can no longer be cured for their inflammations, because penicillin 
is no longer effective. But the use of antibiotics and the problem of 
resistance just increased.

DR and the reporter behind these stories were not popular among 
farmers: “Why don’t you instead do stories on the billions of Danish 
kroner we benefit to society by our growing export?” they asked. We 
had to tell them that uncovering problems was our job, and we con-
tinued to do more stories on the misuse of antibiotics on Danish farms.

Until one day, when the hard-hitting reporter and his editor de-
cided on a different approach: We wanted to find out if the problem 
could be solved. Had anyone anywhere experienced the same problem 
and been successful in coping with it?

In the Netherlands the reporter found a farmer who almost lost 
his young daughter to a banal infection from a multidrug-resistant 
bacteria (MRSA). The girl got the bacteria from the pigs – and the 
bacteria had become resistant to antibiotics due to the father’s heavy 
use of antibiotics on the pigs. Therefore, the antibiotics had no effect 
on the bacteria and the girl became very ill.

Her father had grown pigs on their family farm and like any modern 
farmer, put penicillin in animal food in order to prevent them from 
becoming ill. After his daughter became ill, the farmer, Eric van den 
Heulen, decided to dedicate his life to find an alternative to antibio-
tics in pork production. The results of his endeavour seem succes-
sful as he now only uses 95 percent less antibiotics than he did just a 
few years ago. He simply outcompeted the bad bacteria by spraying 
his stables and the pigs with millions and millions of good bacteria, 
called probiotics. The probiotics proliferate in the environment and 
replaces the pathogen (infection-causing) bacteria, and consequently, 
it prevents the pigs from getting ill and therefore means that they do 
not need as much antibiotics.

DR ran the story in April 2013 and a few months later major Da-
nish farmers, researchers in microbiology, and a worldwide Danish 
developer of enzymes and additives to food have decided to copy the 
Dutch farmer.

“This could turn out to be a stroke of genius,” says professor in 
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microbiology at the University of Southern Denmark, Hans Jørgen 
Kolmos.

“Instead of killing the bad bacteria using antibiotics, you supply 
good bacteria. It is really thinking outside the box, and I am sure we 
can use this new method to benefit heath care in general.”

“It was probably the most important and constructive piece of 
journalism I have seen on my TV,” says Martin Rishøj, who has worked 
in the farming industry for decades. After watching the newscast on 
DR1, he initiated a project in Denmark which copies everything the 
Dutch farmer is doing, and according to him:

“The results on a few participating pig farms after a few months 
are very promising.” For journalist Kristian Sloth, the experience has 
taught him something interesting:

“After spending years and years reporting about the downsides in 
modern farming – and believe me, they are numerous – it felt good to 
do a constructive story about a man, who actually almost completely 
got rid of antibiotics through a very simple method. It felt good to do 
a constructive story with an impact that almost immediately inspired 
the industry. The constructive story is not a beautiful painting saying 
all is well. To understand the solution, you first have to understand 
the problem. So the constructive story contains the problem – but 
it takes us a step further because it shows a possible solution to the 
problem. The idea about constructive journalism has had an impact 
on DR. Some people still laugh about the whole thinking sometimes, 
but nonetheless, today we see more stories from DR News with an 
upside or a solution built into the plot.” Sloth sums up the new edi-
torial news culture at DR News:

“The hard-hitting and tightly angled revelation with one single 
crook is not always the way to tell a story. In fact, the effect can be 
much stronger if the viewer thinks: I’ve got the pros and the cons – now 
I can make up my own mind. It is healthy for us and for our customers 
if we also look for the other story, for the upside story, which will bring 
us as a society one step closer towards a solution.”
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Chapter 5

BEST PRACTICE

“Our Republic and its press will rise or fall together …  
A cynical , mercenary, demagogic press will produce in time a people 
as base as itself. The power to mould the future of the Republic will be 
in the hands of the journalists of future generations.”

Joseph Pulitzer, Journalist, in 1883

BBC is the “mother of journalism”. What she does must be right. And 
star struck news people from all over the world go only to visit their 
giant newsroom to get inspired, to go home and copy what they do.

So, Eva Schulsinger and I were humble in the spring of 2016, when 
we were invited to talk to the BBC Newsroom. Eva is the very talented 
and experienced editor of TV Avisen, now the most trusted and big-
gest Danish evening news program.

We began to show a screen dump of that mornings front page of 
the BBC News website, which was full of great journalism about how 
horrifying the world is: (Graphic 5)

Then Eva Schulsinger told the story on how DR News has changed 
its culture and consequently its news content:

“A few years ago, we had a news meeting planning a series to run 
in the summer. Someone had the idea of doing a story about Danish 
teenagers drinking more and more. At the next meeting, he returned 
with new statistics documenting that in fact Danish teenagers now 
drink far less than before. The disappointment was huge around the 
table, but we decided to skip that story and find another problem, with 
which we could destroy the summertime for our viewers.”

Eva told her British colleagues:
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“Today we would have run that story. And every day we have one, two 
or more constructive stories in our major news programs. Because 
they inspire, they enlighten, and they give another feeling to our news 
flow. In the beginning, I was very skeptical. But now it’s a natural part 
of the journalistic conversation every day in our newsroom.”

One year later, BBC News has integrated constructive news in its 
strategy, calling it “Solutions-Focused Journalism”. And BBC World 
Hacks is one of the results as “an innovative new weekly programme 
looking at how we can solve the world’s problems.”

Mega Trend

Since the launch of the first edition of constructive news in Novem-
ber 2011, readers’ feedback has been overwhelming. Now with the 
release of this revised edition and the launch of a German edition, 
Nathalie Labourdette, EBU leader of Eurovision Academy seems to 

Source: BBC.com a random day in the Spring 2016
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have a point when she calls Constructive News “the next mega trend 
in quality journalism”:

“Constructive journalism is a new way of thinking. It answers the 
question of why public media’s quality journalism matters to society. 
It gives our news a clear purpose.”

When bright and frustrated reporters and editors have surpassed 
their natural journalistic skepticism and realised that the vision of 
constructive news is neither an attack on investigative reporting, nor 
an ambition of implementing some kind of North Korean positive 
news approach where important problems are being ignored, then 
more and more agree that the real crisis in the media industry might 
not be about eroding business models – but rather about the effect 
traditional media content is having on news consumers:

People are turning their backs on traditional news reporting, as 
they no longer find meaning and relevance in the depressing – and 
falsified – picture of the world, we are presenting to them disguised 
as news.

But a growing number of news organisations are trying to fight 
the status quo. They discover a more successful path by adding con-
structive angles to their news flow.

What’s Working

The last few years I have had the fortune to be invited to talk about the 
need of a constructive change in the media world. For five years in a 
row, DR has, together with European Broadcasting Union in Geneva 
invited editors and journalists from public service all over Europe to 
master classes in constructive journalism.

And after keynotes, seminars, and speeches in at the United Nati-
ons in Geneva, Vienna, Hamburg, Brussels, Amsterdam, Oslo, Stock-
holm, Helsinki, Marrakesh, Prague, Taipei, Tallinn, Riga, Copenhagen 
and Palo Alto, the message of this book turns out to target a general 
feeling in many professional journalists – and not only the young, not 
yet spoiled by our old cynical news culture.

Just listen to Dickens Olewe of the Kenyan newspaper The Star. 
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When he read the first edition of Constructive News during his Fel-
lowship year at Stanford University in California, he found his life 
mission:

“There are so many negative stories in the Kenyan press, how about 
a paradigm shift? What if journalists went the extra mile to highlight 
the problem and suggest a solution? What if we told more stories of 
things that actually worked? How would this change our national 
conversation, how would it impact our democracy and the leaders we 
elect? The Kenyan media, and by extension the larger African media, 
must lead the paradigm shift to influence the public conversation for 
the hope of a better tomorrow. As for me, my passion is finally defined. 
I’m energised and ready to lead this change,” as he explained in his 
Joh n S. Knight Fellow Blog in early 2015.

Often the sole word “constructive” is perceived not only as an at-
tack on the core journalistic identity but also on the working habits 
of several generations of news people. But it is possible to change:

A few months after the Swedish-language Yle in Finland intro-
duced constructive stories to their news flow in 2014, and counting 
more than 400 constructive stories, managing editor Jonas Jungar 
noticed:

“Overall, we got a positive and enthusiastic response after our de-
cision to implement the concept of constructive news. The audience 
clearly supports the idea – in a nutshell, the reaction was “Finally!”. 
The initial feelings among our news reporters in the newsroom were 
more mixed – however, most of them realised the need to challenge 
themselves and the way they had been doing news for so many years 
before. Others were a bit more suspicious. They perceived the ap-
proach to be a risk, which would make things look better than they 
actually are. But now constructive news has become an essential part 
of our editorial toolbox.”

The Time is Right

Anne Lagercrantz was editor-in-chief of Swedish Radio News when 
she made constructive news part of her vision for the future:
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“I believe the time is right for a change in journalism. It helps us to 
rethink the current approach creatively – in a world where so many 
things in our industry are being turned upside down, and the compe-
tition is so intense. Constructive news is definitely not about doing 
nice and simple stories or to paint positive, but untruthful pictures. 
It is about providing the full picture.”

“Now we are airing stories we otherwise would have not chosen; for 
example, a story about how the number of people dying from malaria 
is falling dramatically and why. It has been very rewarding to discuss 
among ourselves what good journalism actually is. The crisis in the 
media business and changing consumer habits forces news editors to 
focus on so much more than on the question what quality really is.”

“Haagerup’s idea is simple: Journalists do not see the full picture. 
We have all become tabloid-like in our news routines due to our re-
lentless search for conflicts and drama. Our profession has become 
used to covering the world in terms of crooks and victims. Construc-
tive news must not be mistaken to be irrelevant or non-informative. 
It must not lead to the habit of prioritising news that is not important. 
In the beginning, this worrying assumption has been put forward in 
the debate on constructive news in Sweden. But by being impartial 
and trustworthy we are obligated to report on the full picture, and 
that picture rarely consists solely of misery.”

Anne Lagercrantz is now heading the news at public Swedish TV 
station, SVT, where she took over from News Director Olov Carlsson, 
who made constructive journalism part of the daily conversation in 
the Stockholm newsroom:

“The results are good,” he explained in 2016.
“One example of this is that SVT has completely rearranged its 

foreign coverage.
“Instead of only covering famine, war and catastrophes, SVT are 

now regularly capturing events that depict democratisation, develop-
ment and hope for the future.

“One of those examples is the coverage on Africa. Now SVT re-
gularly documents signs of life force and positive examples of the 
‘new’ Africa.
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“The reception of this development has not always been positive. 
Both governments and aid organisations have criticised us for distur-
bing the image of crises and catastrophes. They claimed that it was 
our intent to decrease the desire among the general public to donate 
money for contributions to victims in times of hardship.

“But this must never become the purpose of journalism – we are 
to depict the truest image of reality that is possible. And reality con-
tains both hope as well as despair; war as well as peace; and darkness 
as well as light. Without one the other cannot exist.

“It is our task to report and depict reality, and this approach has 
been very well received by the audience.

“People want hope and information, but are also interested in the 
exposure of crooks and corruption. It is our task not only to depict 
negative situations, but to point towards possible ways forward and 
show good examples as well.”

Björn Soenens, former editor-in-chief of Belgian public broadca-
sting “VRT” attended the very first master class on Constructive News 
at DR in Copenhagen in 2014. At home, Björn held several workshops, 
and I did a small talk. He implemented a constructive strategy with 
his staff: One year later, the Belgian news leader looked back on the 
results:

“Implementing constructive news stories has helped VRT News to 
achieve higher standards in journalism. It is better journalism, deeper 
journalism, multi-layered journalism, more engaging journalism. 
Many of our viewers share these constructive stories on social me-
dia. It helps them stay interested in the world. It helps them to move 
away from the misery model of the world. Constructive journalism 
has given a boost to many researchers to find better stories as well as 
new angles to their stories. It helped them to move away from what 
all the others are doing.

“VRT News got universal praise for a series on Africa, called ‘The 
Other Africa’. The stories showed how Africa is rapidly growing, both 
culturally and economically. This development takes place far away 
from the madding crowds that see Africa as a single bundle of war, 
hunger and poverty. There is so much more out there. We try to show 
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this reality every single day in our newscasts. This way we try to re-
define the news.

“Many journalists from other media maintain that journalism 
should continue to do what it has always been doing: looking for 
crooks, trouble and conflict, and be critical of all power and autho-
rity. Just that. As an editor-in-chief, I was even personally attacked 
for preaching about constructive journalism in the outside world. 
Other press outlets misrepresented and framed constructive stories 
as positive journalism. They claimed that VRT News was closing its 
eyes to all the things that go wrong in the world. They even called me 
“sick in the head” and through a big headline, titled “News Boss under 
attack” tried to have me removed from my position.”

VRT still works with solution-focused journalism, but the attacks 
on Björn Soenens for not being critical enough continued, and he now 
serves a correspondent in New York for VRT.

A Way Out

In Taiwan, journalism school, public service media and the com-
mercial news organisation invited me to a one-day conference on 
constructive news in one of the big conference centres in Taipei. This 
country of 23 million people has 13 competing 24-hour news channels 
and 110 live TV-vans that chase ambulances in the capital to report 
quicker from the breaking news than their competitors.

“The competition for attention, viewers and advertising money has 
gone too far for all of us,” the chairman of one of the big commercial 
satellite-TV companies said bluntly.

“It is crippling the democratic debate in our country. But we don’t 
know how to get out of the race with more and more breaking news, 
more noise and ever shorter news clips. We think the idea of con-
structive news might be a way out.”

In 2017, the media in Taiwan have trained journalism students and 
staff on more inspirational journalism and I was proud to be asked 
to give out the first ever Chinese Constructive Award among entrees 
from Taiwan, China, Singapore and Malaysia.
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A New Role for the Press

As a young reporter working for the Danish broadsheet, Jyllands-
Posten, it was my job to find an angle on the continual fights between 
the government and the opposition.

The 80s was also a time of crisis in Denmark, and the then Prime 
Minister Poul Schlüter’s minority government and the Social De-
mocratic opposition were fighting in public about whose responsi-
bility it was that the necessary decisions hadn’t been taken to drag 
Denmark back to its feet. For months, news coverage had focused 
on getting political leaders to throw metaphorical rotten tomatoes 
at each other, while they ensconced themselves ever more securely 
in their trenches.

I spoke with the then editor of the Sunday edition, the outstanding 
Jens Kaiser, about a possible angle, and we agreed that it was perhaps 
a generational issue. Older politicians were getting bogged down in 
routines and prejudice. The upcoming generation of politicians were 
born at a time when the welfare state was well developed; they had all 
gone to state schools and didn’t have the same political allegiances 
and fixed ideas as their predecessors. Perhaps they had something 
different to contribute.

A bit of research turned up the fact that many of them had jobs 
that you wouldn’t have expected, given the youth wings they led. The 
chairman of the centre-right Danish Liberal Party’s youth wing was 
an apprentice printing plant worker, the chairman of the youth wing 
of centre-left party, the Social Democrats, was studying at a business 
school, whilst the chairman of the Conservative Peoples Party’s youth 
wing, the most right-wing of the established Danish parties, had what 
is (in Danish) the rather working-class-sounding name of Brian.

All in all, it added up to be interesting story.
I then had the idea of bringing the youth wing leaders together 

to see whether they were able to reach the compromises that the 
leaders of the parties they had joined were unable to, and to find a 
middle path between the Social Democrats’ ‘Growth in the 90s’ and 
the right-leaning parties’ ‘Plan for the next century’.
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We decamped to a conference venue and spent 24 hours trying to 
work things out. During the first few hours the young people didn’t 
get much further than attempting to take on the role of real politi-
cians, politicians who knew their party’s policies back to front, and 
attempted to score points from their opponents and to get the jour-
nalist to angle the story in their favour.

But when the journalist suddenly changed role, so did the charac-
ter of the debate. I made it clear to them that we could not use the 
story unless they managed to reach agreement. Success was not to 
be measured in terms of confrontation, but in terms of agreement. I 
was not going to get involved in what they agreed upon, but I would 
help them to listen to each other and to find a common interest where 
one existed. My role was no longer that of boxing match referee or 
secretary, I was their mediator and facilitator.

It proved possible to overcome the vast majority of their disagre-
ements when the young people recognised that the aim of the game 
was to deliver a better future for Denmark. In the early hours of the 
morning, the whole project was on the point of collapse over a disag-
reement about pensions. The Social Democrats’ young leader wanted 
pension contributions to be obligatory and pension provision to be 
state-organised. Others wanted to give Danes the freedom to choose 
their own pension fund.

The chairman of the centrist party, the Danish Social-Liberal Par-
ty’s youth wing Lars Nielsen, who is now a member of DR’s board, 
and the man who would later in life become Denmark’s minister 
of business, Brian Mikkelsen, devised a compromise arrangement 
in the early hours of the morning. Pension contributions would be 
obligatory, but Danes would have the option of choosing between a 
number of approved pension providers. The representatives from 
the Social Democrats and the Danish Liberal Party approved the plan 
over breakfast. In less than 24 hours, the party’s youth wings had 
managed to reach the agreement that their parliamentary leaders 
had failed to for months.

The text of the compromise agreement was sent to party leaders 
and three of them declared, to our surprise, that it was a compromise 
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they could agree to. One party leader took a long time in sending a 
response, but eventually refused the deal.

So, no miracle occurred, but Jyllands-Posten had a great construc-
tive story for its front page, and a seed had been sown.

24 Hours for North Jutland

At the Danish regional media house NORDJYSKE, we regularly co-
vered the developing fight between 12 tourist associations who were 
all trying to tempt Norwegian, Dutch and German tourists to visit 
their area during the summer months. Tourist numbers were disap-
pointing across the board, and none of the tourist associations had 
enough marketing resources. The region they covered was also one 
in which jobs in all the other sectors were being outsourced in record 
numbers: the shipyard had closed, Flextronic had closed, the meat 
processing plant had closed.

We decided to try a little experiment. We invited six local mayors, 
who were also the chairmen of their local tourism associations, to a 
holiday cottage on the west coast of Denmark. Under the heading 24 
Hours for North Jutland we broadcast direct TV news and radio, as 
well as providing regular net updates on the six mayors attempts to 
find a solution to the problem NORDJYSKE had set them: How do 
we double the number of tourists and tourism jobs in North Jutland 
within ten years? It was an ambitious goal and all parties were aware 
that it wouldn’t be possible to achieve it unless they were prepared 
to make radical changes.

With the editor-in-chief taking on the role of moderator, and the 
local population watching and adding their own contributions to the 
debate on the Internet, the six mayors managed to reach an agre-
ement. They decided to co-found a joint tourist board for the entire 
region that would market it as one entity and attract greater numbers 
of tourists. “To the benefit and joy” was NORDJYSKE’s mission state-
ment, and the 24 hours for North Jutland project showed we meant it.

We repeated our success, when, after months of political disagre-
ements about the future of state schools, we invited three national 
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politicians, a headmaster, a teacher, a parent and the chairpersons of 
the powerful representative organisations, School and Society and the 
Danish Union of Teachers, to a school to participate in an experiment 
we called: 24 Hours for Class 5.C.

The ambition was to get the eight participants to agree, over the 
course of a day, what class 5.C (due back from the summer holiday 
the day after) could profitably learn in the coming year that would 
qualify them for a job in the global marketplace and a role in a society 
that would be markedly different to the one that faced the rest of us 
when we completed our schooling one or two generations ago. What 
curriculum should they follow?

The then spokeswomen from three political parties participated 
in a lively debate. Whilst NORDJYSKE’s 24-strong film crew filmed 
every single word and broadcast it directly to the entire region, inclu-
ding the incident when the chairman of the Danish Union of Teachers, 
during a debate about the quality of teaching, came out in support 
of the notion that head teachers were going to have to inspect their 
colleagues’ work in the classroom to ensure that the members were 
actually doing the job they were supposed to.

Before they took a break for the night, I spent some time with the 
participants over a bottle of red wine and talked through the day’s 
events. The conversation faltered until one of the politicians said: 
“We’re sitting here discussing whether or not we can trust you. Do 
you journalists really try not to bring us down? Aren’t you there to 
find fault, split us up and get us to look like idiots like you normally 
do? Can the press really act in a constructive way and not just judge 
and accuse? We’ve just decided to make a go of it.”

The next day, the proud participants could report that they had 
arrived at a compromise agreement and a new curriculum for 5C. It 
put innovation and creativity at the heart of the curriculum and was 
designed to allow pupils to accept that they would make mistakes, 
and that that was okay, and to get them to work together with people 
with skills they themselves did not possess.
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Good News

“I have good news,” Arianna Huffington wrote on 12 January 2012 on 
the website she started seven years earlier. As an innovative frontrun-
ner in the age of digital news publishing, The Huffington Post has 
challenged both the conventions and financial models of the traditio-
nal news industry. In 2013, The Huffington Post became the second-
largest news provider in the United States, surpassed only by CNN.

In 2012, Arianna Huffington was ready to challenge the very es-
sence of news reporting: HuffPost Good News was the name of the 
new online section of the American news website. The ambition was 
to place a “spotlight on what’s inspiring, what’s positive and what’s 
working. Huffington Post Good News covers the stories that most 
media choose not to.”

On the first day, Arianna Huffington explained the idea:
“Everywhere around the country, people and communities are 

doing amazing things, overcoming great odds, and facing real chal-
lenges with perseverance, creativity and grace. But these stories are 
rarely told online, in newspapers, and on TV (especially if you live in 
a primary state being bombarded with negative attack ads). HuffPost 
Good News will be using a variety of storytelling tools to bridge the 
wide gap that separates the world as it is from the world as portrayed 
by the bulk of media … The excuse often given by the media is that 
these stories are ‘what the public wants’. Well, we don’t believe that 
and HuffPost Good News will be our answer, and challenge, to that 
cynicism.”

The first edition of HuffPost Good News included a portrait of 
29-year-old Sarah Churman who heard her own voice for the first 
time with the help of a hearing implant – and whose video of the ex-
perience captivated millions on YouTube. HuffPost Good News also 
introduced bloggers on positivity, Desmond Tutu being the first as 
he movingly recalled the struggle to end apartheid:

“We were always upheld and strengthened by the good news of 
those whose actions reminded us we are each God’s partners in a love 
and justice that includes all.”
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A year and a half later, Huffington could see a growing market for 
this kind of news journalism and explained:

“Simply reporting news about what’s broken and what’s gone 
wrong doesn’t give a full or accurate picture of what’s going on. As 
we expected, we were far from alone in wanting to share stories of 
what is working in addition to stories about what’s going wrong. In 
its first month, Good News received 5.6 million unique visitors. And 
on average, it continues to get nearly 5 million unique visitors, nearly 
15 million page views, and 1 million social referrals each month.”

The then CEO of The Huffington Post, Jimmy Maymann, has lea-
rned two important lessons from the experience with constructive 
news stories:

“Our statistics show that constructive stories are shared far more 
than traditional news pieces on social media – which is extremely 
important for us. There is a huge market for it. It has been highly suc-
cessful for us. We have found that people really relate to constructive 
stories and are much more engaged in them compared to traditional 
news reporting. For instance one of our stories on a new way of fun-
ding African companies is being shared and debated. People try to find 
out if this idea can be implemented elsewhere. And on top of that, it 
gives a broader – and more correct – perspective on life in Africa. On 
top of that, it also turns out that advertisers like constructive stories 
more than any other kinds of journalism. All in all we have evidence 
to say that this kind of journalism it not only better for the audience 
and society. It is also good for business.”

Jimmy Maymann is now head of the privately funded UN Live 
project aimed at helping to raise awareness about United Nations and 
the global Sustainable Development Goals. He also sits in the Board 
of Constructive Institute.

The New Role of the Regional Paper

At the Danish regional newspaper on the island of Fyn, they will not 
be surprised by the success of The HuffPost. The Danish regional 
newspaper, Fyens Stiftstidende experienced a stable and slightly gro-
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cessful for us. We have found that people really relate to constructive 
stories and are much more engaged in them compared to traditional 
news reporting. For instance one of our stories on a new way of fun-
ding African companies is being shared and debated. People try to find 
out if this idea can be implemented elsewhere. And on top of that, it 
gives a broader – and more correct – perspective on life in Africa. On 
top of that, it also turns out that advertisers like constructive stories 
more than any other kinds of journalism. All in all we have evidence 
to say that this kind of journalism it not only better for the audience 
and society. It is also good for business.”

Jimmy Maymann is now head of the privately funded UN Live 
project aimed at helping to raise awareness about United Nations and 
the global Sustainable Development Goals. He also sits in the Board 
of Constructive Institute.

The New Role of the Regional Paper

At the Danish regional newspaper on the island of Fyn, they will not 
be surprised by the success of The HuffPost. The Danish regional 
newspaper, Fyens Stiftstidende experienced a stable and slightly gro-
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wing circulation three years in a row after implementing constructive 
news in their core strategy.

The then editor-in-chief, Per Westergård, who stopped in April 
2016 and now serves on the board of Jysk Fynske Media and chairs 
Constructive Institute, has no doubt, when he points to inspiration 
from the thoughts on constructive news and the following strategic 
new focus on inspirational news as the key element to this success:

“Often there are light years between what a reader thinks is a good 
story and what a journalist finds to be a good story. And if you listen 
to readers they will tell you that the “newspaper always shoots down 
new ideas, before they have a chance,” “the newspaper never lets 
anyone express a vision,” and “the newspaper always focuses on the 
negative sides of things.” “They actually see us as a bunch of dyspeptic, 
old cheroot munching grouches.”

His reflections go further:
“As journalists, we have been brought up to sit at the stands kee-

ping an eye on what’s going on in the arena. When anyone makes a 
mistake, we hit hard. It is written in our journalistic DNA, that we 
focus on the unexpected, on the things that are out of the ordinary. We 
write when a person is being run down in a crossover, but not about 
the thousands of times when people pass without being hit by a car. 
And we love a juicy exposé, where people with power say one thing 
and do another. At Fyens Stiftstidende we have asked ourselves if it 
is possible to supplement the traditional, critical observing role with 
a more activist approach, where the paper enters the arena to play a 
role and affect events. Our answer to that question is yes.”

Westergård is the kind of editor, who believes that his most im-
portant job is to experiment with the role his media has to play to the 
citizens and society he is paid to serve. An editor who realises that if 
you go on writing articles, taking pictures and producing the news 
in the same way that you did last year and the year before, then you 
will most likely get the loss in circulation that you got last year and 
the year before.

“Only by constantly renewing the content of the paper, we are able 
to maintain the importance of it for its readers. And the same goes for 

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   107 10/12/2018   10.04.36



This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed

108 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

our other media in print, online, radio and TV: Status quo is not an 
option. News in itself is not enough anymore. We have to climb the 
ladder of value. Tell news, but add perspective, background, interac-
tion, analysis and understanding. We have to help citizens to navigate 
in a more and more complex society,” says Westergård.

The first step in the new constructive strategy was to introduce a 
series of journalistic formats – a systematic use of articles each with 
a graphic stamp like ‘This is how it can be solved’, ‘How others do’ 
and ‘3 good pieces of advice’. These so-called ‘constructive signals’ 
are blue, round and easy for the eye to catch. Not on every page, but 
in every paper.

“The idea in the constructive signals is that the journalist is forced 
not only to describe a problem. As often as possible he or she has to 
ask the question: How can I contribute with new knowledge? How 
can I inspire with experiences from the outside? How can I help with 
a possible solution?”

Fyens Stiftstidende has also introduced constructive news cam-
paigns like ‘More action downtown’ in order to help the city center 
of Odense from dying and ‘This is how we’ll make a living’ in order 
to engage citizens and politicians in a debate on the regional rising 
unemployment.

Westergård is a rare animal in the media zoo of endangered spices, 
he is an optimistic editor:

“Do not think for a moment, that constructive journalism is about 
the absence of critical reporting. It is not. Readers say we are too ne-
gative. They never say we are too critical. They want their paper to be 
critical. They long for a paper that not only hands the microphone to 
politicians and business people and reprints the picture they want the 
public to see. Readers expect us to separate PR, spin and representa-
tion of interest from fact. They expect us to reveal disproportions of 
what power says and what it does. But at the same time readers say: 
Stop being negative and dyspeptic. Show us there are things in our 
community that succeed. Give new ideas a chance. Inspire us. Please.” 
The example of Fyn tells us that the new approach creates results.
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Die Zeit

In Hamburg, they are not surprised. The two most respected new-
sweeklies in Germany, Der Spiegel and Die Zeit, are both based in 
the north German metropolis – both founded by German icons of 
post-war journalism. But they are now following two different strate-
gies for content and their businesses seems to be headed in opposite 
directions.

As Der Spiegel had to fire its two top editors in the spring of 2013 
amid a long slump in circulation, Die Zeit was celebrating record 
sales figures and big gains in advertising. Two different approaches 
underscore these diverting routes. Der Spiegel has a long tradition for 
hard-hitting investigative and political reporting, and prides itself on 
its critical tone. In 2012, ads for the news magazine showed a picture 
of an editorial meeting with the tag line: “The conference that makes 
politicians tremble.”

The problem is that Der Spiegel is no longer alone in the market of 
this kind of journalism, and readers have turned their backs on both 
print and online media. Circulation fell from more than a million in 
2009 to 883,000 five years later, and even worse, the number of adver-
tising pages have dropped by half over the past decade. Considering 
the problems in other parts of the news industry this would not come 
as a surprise, if it were not for a striking growth of neighbouring Die 
Zeit. Both Der Spiegel and Die Zeit try to reach similar audiences of 
affluent, well-educated readers, but their curves point in different 
directions.

Since 2002 circulation of Die Zeit has gone up by 20 percent, rea-
ching more than 500,000. Zeit Online has in ten years gone up from 3 
million hits per month to 31.5 million visitors make zeit.de the fastest 
growing German speaking online site. Advertising revenue has incre-
ased close to 75 percent in 2017, and circulation revenue skyrocketed 
58 percent in a decade when newspapers in the rest of the country 
are dying. Two other German news magazines, Focus and Stern, are 
also losing circulation. What is going on?
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 Reiner Esser, media manager at Zeit Verlag has an explanation:
“People in Germany, and maybe in the rest of Europe as well, have 

become sick and tired of the traditional journalistic approach, where 
only bad news is good news. Unfortunately, many editors and jour-
nalists haven’t realised this change. And the consequences for the 
industry are not good.”

Giovani di Lorenzo is the editor-in-chief of Die Zeit, and he thinks 
other media can learn from the lessons learned in Hamburg:

“20 years ago, Die Zeit was in a real crisis. Circulation was drop-
ping, the reputation of the paper was very problematic. And we had 
a deficit of 30 million German marks (15 million euros). We had red 
numbers. And back then we could not blame the Internet. We had 
only ourselves to blame. So we were forced to consider what we did 
wrong.”

In order to change their situation, Die Zeit changed its journalistic 
approach, as di Lorenzo puts it:

“A reader experience that consists week after week of finding out 
how bad the world is, so at the end you only want to pull the blanket 
over your head, that seems to me to be a rather masochistic exercise.”

He continues: “After reading the paper people must feel that they 
have learned something, that they have won something. Knowledge. 
But perhaps also an insight that wasn’t open to them before, but which 
make them happy now. In the end, people must feel it paid off. The 
basic feeling must be: It was good I read the paper. Today, we try to 
make a mix of stories in Die Zeit, so there are always stories which 
arouse one’s curiosity. Which are a promise of something new, and 
which perhaps also have a constructive approach. Here readers get a 
learning approach to a problem, which perhaps can be transformed 
into other areas.”

Spreading the Word

The Danish left-wing daily newspaper, Information, is known for its 
very critical reporting. Some would call the tone sharp and close to 
depressing. The edition on Wednesday 17th September 2014 seemed 
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to look like any other, and all the articles dealt with traditional themes 
in the newspaper: Wars, crises, and environmental problems.

But many readers felt differently that day after reading the paper; 
joyful and optimistic, and that was the mission. Every article focused 
on the possible solutions on the problems the newspaper normally 
only pinpointed and complained about.

One the front page the headline read “One place in Syria demo-
cracy lives”.

“The cover story showed that it is possible to do constructive and 
hopeful journalism in even the most hopeless reality. It can be done, 
and at the same time still practice the critical analysis and normal 
journalistic criteria of importance,” the then editor-in-chief Christian 
Jensen explained.

He calls the reactions from readers overwhelming. In modern 
times information hasn’t had so massive a response from its readers, 
and with almost no exceptions they were positive. The traffic on its 
website was 15 percent higher that day, and the paper received more 
likes on Facebook than ever before. 300 new users signed up on in-
formation.dk.

“The initiative for the special constructive edition came from a – 
normally very critical – reporter, who started a daily news meeting 
by claiming that he would never be able to persuade his children to 
read his own paper, if it was only about problems and death. So we 
developed a concept and the normal beat reporting groups found the 
constructive stories. It was not difficult at all. We have learned that 
if our job is to a give a true picture of the world and the time we live 
in, we fail if we only focus on problems and decay. Because that is not 
how the world is,” Christian Jensen says.

“We have learned that there is a lot of good journalism in repor-
ting on positive trends created by visionary people, and our job is to 
find the right balance between problem and solution. We will now 
continue that journey.”

Three days after that new understanding by the most critical news-
paper in the Kingdom of Denmark, 40 newspapers worldwide, came 
to the same conclusion. In what they called “Impact Journalism Day”, 
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Le Soir, The Sunday Times, La Stampa, The China Post and 36 other 
newspapers around the world published articles about initiatives 
which create positive changes.

“The role of the press is to keep people informed. But the time is 
over, when the most important role of the media was to “twist the pen 
around the wound,” as the great French journalist Albert Londres 
once wrote. In rising numbers journalists want to contribute toward 
the common good by reporting on solutions and creating hope,” the 
man behind the Impact Journalism Day, the Frenchman, Christian 
de Boisredon, explains.

“Day in and day out news is full of the problems of the world. 
The constant stream of bad news makes us worried, afraid or – even 
worse – numb. But the truth is that citizens, companies, universities 
and organisations today are more engaged than ever before in solving 
the problems of the planet. We are witnessing a wave of social inno-
vation and social business projects.”

Impact Journalism Day changed the content of news for one day. 
Now comes the time to supplement the news content on the other 
364 days.

New Questions

At the Icelandic Public Service Station RUV, the experienced news 
anchor Helga Arnardóttir was asked to do one more season of a talk 
show where she and a colleague was confronting a politician or a civil 
servant. But she was reluctant. She felt that the concept of TV arm 
wrestling drained her energy and worse, that viewers no longer got 
any wiser from her very critical approach. So in late summer 2017 she 
did something new: She asked different questions.

“Instead of fronting the problem first, like we have been taught 
in the news reporting for decades, we fronted how the problem can 
be solved. This approach made me understand much more clearly 
what constructive journalism is all about,” Helge Arnardóttir said a 
few days after the showed aired. She says that normally she would 
introduce the story like this:
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“Roughly 100 people are now waiting for group therapy treatment 
to treat depression and anxiety in Reykjavik. The services can’t re-
spond to this demand because of lack of psychiatrists who offer the 
sessions.

“This would be a typical news intro to draw up the bleak situation. 
This is the way we have done it for decades. Just 20 minutes before 
the interview I wrote my intro in a different way:

“What needs to be done to improve the service in Reykjavik in 
order to respond to the many people who need to undergo a group 
therapy session to treat depression and anxiety?

“That rephrasing changed the whole interview. We always offer 
the problem to our viewers, but rarely cover the possible solutions to 
the problem. That doesn’t mean that journalists should be declared 
problem solvers to every problem that is reported. We just need to 
approach the solution to the problem as well in our reporting. The 
response I got after this 8-minute interview was much different than 
any other interview we have done before. We are not talking breaking 
news here, but talking about what to do about a problem was just so 
much more engaging for people to watch, than our old approach,” the 
Icelandic News Anchor said.

“In a changing TV environment and falling linear TV viewership 
numbers, we need to use different approaches in order to get the 
viewers’ attention. Research shows that people get tired of hearing of 
constant negative news and problems. But we as journalists and the 
so-called ‘fourth estate’, have obligations to report the problems, ask 
the questions and demand solutions,” Helga Anardóttir says.

“By changing our approach in a constructive way, without taking 
anything away from our reporting, we might keep our viewers longer 
and maybe offer a new dialogue between the viewer and the broad-
caster.”
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Takeaway
Everything Begins with a Thought

“be careful of your thoughts, for your thoughts become your 
words. be careful of your words, for your words become your 
actions. be careful of your actions, for your actions become your 
habits. be careful of your habits, for your habits become your 
character. be careful of your character, for your character be-
comes your destiny.”

– Chinese proverb
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Chapter 6

HOW TO DO IT?

To see the right and not to do it is cowardice

Confucius, Chinese editor, politician, and philosopher

Remember school? For many of us, the picture in our memory is 
full of yelling teachers, pointing fingers, and embarrassing red lines 
under misspellings and wrong calculations. When my son, Anders, 
came home after the first day of preschool, I was somewhat surprised 
when he triumphantly threw his new LEGO school bag on the floor 
and proclaimed:

“That was it!”
“What was what?” I asked.
“I can read and write,” the six-year-old responded.
“No, you can’t, and you have to go back to school tomorrow, just 

so you know.”
“I know that, and it’ll be fun. Because there is a language grown-

ups don’t understand.”
“You mean texting? I can do that – almost,” I replied.
“No, it is called children spelling,” he proclaimed.
“That’s nonsense,” I said, handing him a piece of paper and a 

pen, “Show me!”
He started to write something very fast. The messy lines made no 

sense whatsoever.
“Read it aloud,” I demanded.
Anders proceeded to read his story about two trolls who played 

soccer and one of them scored a goal in the wrong end. I wondered 
what this was all about and had a chance to ask the teachers at a meet-
ing with parents later that week. It turned out that they planned to 
experiment with our children for the next seven years:
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“Instead of pointing out the mistakes the children make, we will 
try to praise the things they do well,” the teachers explained. “We will 
underline the right letters with a blue pen, instead of underlining the 
wrong ones with red, as we have done for generations.” Several of us 
parents simultaneously rolled our eyes.

“Does that mean that when you ask Anders if he can spell the word 
Horse, and he answers ‘H-P-M-Z-X-T’, you will pat his shoulder and 
say how good it is that he can listen to the sound and figure out that 
horse begins with an H?”

“Exactly,” the teachers answered happily.
“Alright, stop that hippie stuff and start giving them homework so 

they’ll learn to read the right way, the hard way, just like the rest of 
us did,” a father said in a loud voice.

But the teachers believed in their idea and taught the class in the 
new way. And a strange thing happened; all the children loved going to 
school, because they were praised for each bit of progress they made. 
The teachers loved to teach that class because the children were so 
motivated, and before Christmas every child in the class was able to 
read – faster and better than any other class in the school area. For 
the next five years, national tests showed that the class performed 
better in reading, writing and mathematics than any other class in 
the district.

Maybe this strategy of praising the good you want more of, instead 
of criticising the bad stuff, works only on children? Or is the example 
a hint, not only to schools, but also to other areas where negativity 
rules?

Trouble Shooting

American professor and motivation researcher, Frank J. Barrett, 
makes a living from changing the business culture of major  American 
organisations, among them the U.S. Navy. He has helped the Navy 
leave the traditional military culture – where the boss is always right 
and the job of an employee is to avoid mistakes. The goal is a new in-
novative leadership culture where managers lead on the principles 
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of shared values and people are supposed to think for themselves and 
work together in order to come up with better and faster solutions.

Barrett has written a book, Appreciative Inquiry, which deals with 
the subject of the consequences of negativity in organisations:

“We’ve gotten used to, as a society, approaching things in terms of 
problems. If there’s a problem then we – politicians, business leaders, 
whatever, should address that first. It seems like a logical approach. 
If someone or something in our organisation isn’t working, then our 
instinct is to analyse the problem and correct it. We do it when we 
bring up our children, when we teach our pupils and when we manage 
our staff. Lawyers make their money from finding problems instead 
of finding solutions. Widely-used management tools, such as TQM 
[Total Quality Management], focus on avoiding errors, and that gives 
rise to organisations where staff are reduced to potential risk factors 
and managers are reduced to experts in troubleshooting. And you 
journalists do exactly the same,” Frank Barret told me.

He finds media organisations interesting because they almost al-
ways have an ingrained culture of looking for problems and criticising:

“All you do is look for problems. That sort of culture destroys 
people and affects a whole society’s motivation and makes the in-
novative solutions we need, difficult to find.”

How to Break a Horse?

The word ‘management’ originates from the French word mesnage-
ment (or ménagement), which in turn derived from ménager, meaning 
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of a horse. And so management used to mean how to train horses – if 
you use the whip like this, the horse will do that. The whole concept of 
management was exported from the military into the Industrial Age in 
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their workers. Too many organisations are stuck in this quagmire of 
the Industrial Age, based on a century-old, inherited, and often well-
funded mutual distrust between unions and employers. “The more 
we can steal from the opponent, the more successful we are, and the 
more we can keep to ourselves,” explains Barrett.

Shortly after I had begun my new position as a boss in the news 
business, an editor-in-chief of a local newspaper, whispered to me to 
“Outsmart the journalists before they outsmart you.”

That attitude may not create instant trust, respect and results. But 
in the many news organisations that I have visited all over the world, 
top management are still seen as cynical bureaucrats who care more 
about the bottom line than the bylines. And they, in contrast, often see 
reporters as overpaid, spoiled workers who think that they are artists 
and therefore, in order to keep their privileges, hide behind unions 
who behave and sound like the now dead typographers.

I have seen newsrooms where both might be right. But it would be 
more constructive if managers and employees stopped seeing each 
other as opponents and understood that they are in the same boat, 
and that it is downright stupid to stand on each end of the sinking ship 
and think ‘we are glad that the water is not coming in on our end of the 
boat’. Just imagine if both parties recognised that in order to survive, 
companies no longer have to compete with puttering cargo barges in 
regular service, but with modern speedboats which have to ride the 
rough waves and fight the throw winds of the rocky globalised seas. 
Just imagine if both parties realised the need for both captains who 
dare to set a course and adjust it in time, and for skilled sailors who 
can think for themselves and tighten the sails when needed. And while 
we are making use of this maritime metaphor, most organisations 
need seamen who accept that the view is better from the bridge, and 
for officers who love both sailors and sailing. As the brilliant global 
business consultant, C. K. Prahalad, once told me:

“There are far too many managers in the world, and too few lea-
ders. And leadership is something completely different. Leadership 
is creating the future by providing innovation and hope.”

And in a work environment where everybody is afraid of being 
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punished or ridiculed by either their boss, their peers or both, people 
stop taking risks. If you are afraid of failure, you begin to play it safe, 
and the ideas you express are the ones you can be sure are going be 
accepted, and in organisations where negativity rules, you begin to 
copy old successes. However, if you are in a business where new ideas 
and innovation are essential for survival, this culture is fatal. If you 
are afraid of failure you will end up becoming a failure.

How to Lead Innovation

New ideas can only grow in a culture where it is okay to make mistakes. 
As Thomas Edison once said: “I did not make mistakes. I found 9,999 
ways in which an electrical light bulb does not work.”

One of my good friends is the Danish songwriter and singer Lars 
Lilholt, who is one of the bestselling artists in the country. He has a 
clear view on his own skills and creative process:

“I sing so badly that I cannot make a living of singing other peoples’ 
songs. That’s why I have to write my own. But the creative process 
needs healthy and constructive feedback, but mainly just praise. The 
beginning of my life as a musician happened among Marxists. Nobody 
got any praise there. Critique was the way to communicate. Nobody 
dared to do anything that could be criticised. And then you play it 
safe, and not much new comes out of that.”

Historians have found few examples of great innovations in old 
Europe in the Middle Ages, from the year 900 until 1300. Brutal dic-
tators and a strong church claimed to have all the answers, and que-
stions to the authorities and status quo could be lethal. Only when the 
plague killed many of the priests, kings, warlords and all other figures 
of authority, did people dare to ask questions, dream and experiment 
again. The result was the Renaissance in Europe and an explosion of 
new ideas, inventions and thoughts.
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Culture Change

In traditional business areas such as construction, a shift in culture 
is on its way in Scandinavia. The dirty little secret in the construction 
business was that success demanded the ability to calculate, build, and 
then outsmart the client you were building for. It was a game of poker 
and tough negotiation. Now some companies are trying to change 
from the formalistic acting of the Industrial Age, to the concept of 
‘partnering’ – where previously they were opponents, now builders, 
architects and contractors partner to find the best ideas and solutions 
at the most cost-effective price.

When I followed negotiation classes at Stanford Business School 
in the beginning of the 1990s, mediation was still somewhat of a hip-
pie word in the MBA world. But the professor insisted that billions 
of dollars were wasted in unnecessary conflicts fuelled by greedy 
law firms who specialised in turning disagreements into costly and 
time-consuming wars. Instead, he tried to teach the future CEOs a 
different approach, where the people representing different views 
were placed on the same side of the negotiation table.

“If you physically sit opposite each other, it will eventually turn 
into arm wrestling where there is only one winner and one loser. 
But by putting the problem on the other side of the table you begin 
working together on how to solve it,” the professor said, and taught 
the students to look for the parts of the solution that mean a lot to 
the other person, and less to you.

That meant that listening was just as important as talking. It me-
ant that building trust became a key qualification and that fighting 
negative and aggressive vocabulary became essential.

An example of the impact of this type of mediation is the decline in 
divorce rates in many Norwegian cities after the introduction of pro-
fessional mediators who help desperate husbands and wives to save 
their marriages. Normally troubled couples follow the traditional path 
and each hire their own lawyer. But experience is that this path leads 
to divorce, more fights, less trust and too often a very complicated life 
afterwards with huge problems not least for the children who have to 
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grow up in broken families. By helping the fighting married couples 
to understand each other in an early state, the government saves a 
lot of marriages, a lot of pain and a lot of money.

Law schools are not the only faculties to focus on conflicts. Science 
builds on the principle of critique, as professor Hans Henrik Knoop 
points out:

“Asking questions and critiquing the status quo is essential to most 
science. But it is getting out of hand when scientists, by tradition and 
to be taken seriously by their peers, ignore best practice and the good 
examples.”

The Danish professor in psychology also notices that “Over the last 
30 years, 45,000 articles have been published in psychology journals 
about depression, and just 4,000 about happiness. This mindset in-
fluences public debate and political decisions in, for instance, health 
care, where attention and money goes to treating diseases, leaving 
very little resources to efforts trying to prevent them.”

Gentle in What You Do

In journalism, the best reporter is, in the eyes of other reporters, the 
most critical. We reason that the sharper the questions, the better the 
story. No wonder many politicians react with ‘no comment’ or hide 
behind spin doctors and rehearsed quotes.

We might all learn from exceptions like the American reporter 
from The Seattle Times I met a couple of years ago. He did amazing 
interviews, and I learned his secret: When faced by a person whom 
he wanted to open up and tell him something, the reporter kept his 
notebook in his pocket for the first twenty minutes of the interview. 
Suddenly he would take his notebook out of his pocket and say, “could 
you please repeat what you said just now. It was very interesting and 
well put.”

Then he would write the quote down very carefully in his notebook. 
And then he did his trick: He would put the notebook back inside his 
pocket.

“During the rest of the interview, they’d do anything to get me to 
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take that notebook back out of my pocket. So, they think and think 
to try and find something that’s worthwhile and well-articulated. 
And the interview gets much better,” explained the reporter, who 
instinctively knew that a positive response gives better results than 
a normal purely aggressive journalistic attitude.

Don’t Yell

When I finally had to give in to years of pressure from my wife and 
children and add a dog to our household, it did not take many weeks 
before I had to attend a local puppy training class. There, in line with 
dozens of other new dog owners with barking, crazy and uncontrol-
led four-legged creatures at the end of too-long leashes, I learned a 
leadership lesson. All of us frustrated dog owners had come to the 
class to change our misbehaving dogs – how to make them not sit on 
the sofa, not eat our socks, not use our shoes as toilets, not to bark 
into the night, and to come back when asked to. But it turned out that 
the dog trainer didn’t pay much attention to the dogs, she wanted to 
change us dog owners:

“Don’t yell at the dog when it runs away. Never hit it when it misbe-
haves. Reward the desired behaviour instead. Don’t use force. Praise 
your dog, and help it do the right thing.”

The American horse whisperer, Buck Brannaman, became famous 
when Robert Redford played him in the movie The Horse Whisperer. 
He opposed the traditional way of ‘breaking’ wild horses where Joh n 
Wayne types forced their will on the horse with power, whips and the 
use of spurs. Brannaman has helped thousands of frustrated owners 
of horses with troubled minds using a different and more effective 
approach:

“Try to understand the horse and help it to do the right things,” 
Brannaman urges, and teaches a constructive approach to leadership 
where the art is to gain the trust of the other party to help find the 
right solution. “Be gentle in what you do. Firm in how you do it.”
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Takeaway

Constructive News is Not Constructive News Offers

y Uncritical
y Superficial
y Naïve
y Irrelevant
y Unsensational
y blind to the world’s problems
y The sweet story
y politics and activism

y a way out
y hope
y Inspiration
y Call to action
y Education
y perspective

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   123 10/12/2018   10.04.37



This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed

124 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

Chapter 7

CONSTRUCTIVE 
LEADERSHIP

People, who are crazy enough
to think they can change the world,
are the ones who do.

Apple Commercial “Think different”, 1996

Everybody wants progress, but nobody wants change. This truth is 
well-known by any leader in the world. The best of them understand 
that if more change happens outside of the company than inside it, 
the company ends up in trouble.

The massive and rapid changes in media tech nologies and consu-
mer habits have made behavioural change to core focus of editorial 
management. Running a newsroom has, in recent decades, meant 
an endless series of cutbacks, new workflow, implementation of new 
skills, new organisational models, and hopefully a new culture where 
the traditional solo I-take-no-shit-where-is-my-morning-whiskey 
reporter in his curled cotton coat has been replaced by reporter teams, 
who are not only faster and more skilful, but also have the social ca-
pacity of working together with people who are not like themselves.

Change has become a permanent condition: From analogue to 
digital. From print to web. From broadcast to on demand. From mono 
media to multimedia. From industry to innovation. From monopoly 
media to social media. From mass communication to a situation where 
anybody can tell their own stories in text, sound and video, and reach 
hundreds of millions of people by doing so.

It is foolish to insist on keeping a collective identity as a gatekee-
per, when the fence is gone. Media is Latin for ‘through’, but people 

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   124 10/12/2018   10.04.37



This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed

124 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

Chapter 7

CONSTRUCTIVE 
LEADERSHIP

People, who are crazy enough
to think they can change the world,
are the ones who do.

Apple Commercial “Think different”, 1996

Everybody wants progress, but nobody wants change. This truth is 
well-known by any leader in the world. The best of them understand 
that if more change happens outside of the company than inside it, 
the company ends up in trouble.

The massive and rapid changes in media tech nologies and consu-
mer habits have made behavioural change to core focus of editorial 
management. Running a newsroom has, in recent decades, meant 
an endless series of cutbacks, new workflow, implementation of new 
skills, new organisational models, and hopefully a new culture where 
the traditional solo I-take-no-shit-where-is-my-morning-whiskey 
reporter in his curled cotton coat has been replaced by reporter teams, 
who are not only faster and more skilful, but also have the social ca-
pacity of working together with people who are not like themselves.

Change has become a permanent condition: From analogue to 
digital. From print to web. From broadcast to on demand. From mono 
media to multimedia. From industry to innovation. From monopoly 
media to social media. From mass communication to a situation where 
anybody can tell their own stories in text, sound and video, and reach 
hundreds of millions of people by doing so.

It is foolish to insist on keeping a collective identity as a gatekee-
per, when the fence is gone. Media is Latin for ‘through’, but people 

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   124 10/12/2018   10.04.37

ChapTER 7  CONSTRUCTIVE lEadERShIp 125

no longer need to go through us anymore for information. They can 
communicate directly with each other without the need and inter-
ference of media. So yes, the sole foundation of traditional media is 
getting eroded and more than ever media companies, newsrooms 
and individual editors and journalists need to focus on how to create 
meaning for people and society at large, in order for citizens to be 
motivated to spend time and money on journalism. The focus from 
the traditional critical and negative to the more constructive editorial 
approach is one strategy with the purpose of creating a new meaning 
of journalism. Nevertheless, it demands change in identity, in culture, 
in approach, in workflow, in the questions we ask, in the headlines we 
write, and in the content we produce.

Is it easy? Don’t count on it.
Can it be done? Of course it can.
However, it demands leadership and understanding that any 

change in routines and news cultures does not come by itself, and 
cannot be implemented by memos or by direct order. It is not easy 
to break the habit of a lifetime: 86 percent of us always fall asleep in 
the same position. 78 percent of us always sit in the same place when 
we watch TV. 81 percent of us always eat lunch in the same place, at 
the same time and with the same people.

The Power of Habits

My wife is a doctor, and as a result, our house is always full of innu-
merable scientific journals, most of which are completely beyond my 
comprehension. However, one of them caught my eye, and it was an 
analysis of the power of habit: 1,600 heart patients were told by their 
doctor that they would die within six months if they did not radically 
alter their habits, such as eating french fries, smoking, drinking too 
much alcohol, not doing enough exercise.

What is interesting is that the proportion of patients who can 
change their habits under threat of death, was only 10 percent. The 
neurologist behind this scientific article was thus able to conclude 
that 90 percent of people are unable to alter their habits even though 
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they understand at the intellectual level that not doing so will kill 
them. Does that help answer the question of why so few companies 
have survived the financial crisis, and why it is so easy to talk about 
change, but so difficult to do it?

How many times have you attended a seminar about change readi-
ness and new strategies, only to go on doing things in the same way the 
next day? Since it feels comfortable, you tend to never find the time 
to get started on doing things in a new way. Perhaps this is because 
you know what you have got, and you never know what you might get. 
Better the devil you know, than the devil you don’t. Besides, we are 
all so busy anyway, who has the time to change?

Here is a brief exercise I want you to try: Clasp your hands. Perhaps 
while your hands are in this position, you can pray that the changes 
will pass and never affect you.

Now, look at your fingers, is your left thumb on top of your right 
thumb, or visa versa? In fact, about half of us hold our hands in such a 
way that our left thumb is on top. The other 50 percent of us solve this 
motor control problem by putting our right thumb on top. And it has 
absolutely nothing to do with whether we are right or left handed, it 
is just a question of habit; habits that were formed when you were so 
small that you do not even have any recollection of their formation.

You were lying in your cot fiddling with your fingers and your 
brain said to itself, ‘that worked, now I can concentrate on something 
else’. Try to put your hands together in the way that the other half of 
the population does it. You never do it that way, and it feels strange, 
uncomfortable, unnatural, wrong even, right?

Habits and routines help the brain to tackle other, more important 
tasks. Think if you had to concentrate on the complicated process 
involved, for example, in taking a step forward, or buttoning a shirt, 
or riding a bicycle. Your body knows how to do it, because your rou-
tine habits take over. Doing what we customarily do is good, it is only 
bad if we want to do something new – which will require recognition, 
willpower and courage from us.
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Coping with Conservatives

In many newsrooms in the Western world, unions too often see their 
role as routine opponents to change as life has taught them that the 
word change is new management speak for cutbacks, more work and 
more trouble. Editorial cultures have also had centuries of fighting 
any authority with critical questions ingrained in their DNA.

This makes an industry that, by its very nature should be fascinated 
with everything new, to be in fact very conservative and locked on 
maintaining the status quo. Furthermore, management in the news 
industry has been dominated by the routine that the best reporter 
was appointed to become the leader of the other reporters.

Yet, just as the best sales person does not necessary become the 
best boss of the sales force, or the best doctor becomes the best leader 
of the hospital, being a good writer, news anchor or copyeditor does 
not in itself qualify someone to run the speedy changes in a media 
world in the midst of a paradigm shift.

In fact, most of us editors have gotten our leadership positions 
because we were good at something else; for instance, I was promoted 
to my first position as managing editor because I was fairly good at 
writing long articles. The point is that specialists do not necessarily 
become good leaders.

The psychologist, Daniel Goleman, writes in his book ‘Primal Lea-
dership’: “The biggest mistake a company can make is to put the best 
programmer in charge of the software company – without knowing if 
he is able to inspire others and communicate efficiently. It will most 
likely turn into a gigantic failure.”

The tech nical qualifications needed in a specific job do not in 
themselves qualify someone to the role of leadership where the 
raw material is people. Leadership is about one thing only: Crea-
ting results through other people. Or put in another way, leadership 
is about translating talent into performance – to motivate people, 
move them mentally, and help them improve and work together in 
order to create the framework so that they can use their full poten-
tial. It demands the desire to work with other people and is, as such, 
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fundamentally different from the baseline of the specialist as a tech-
 nical competency.

The desire alone is not sufficient for good management. Although 
management is a skill that can be taught, there is no guarantee that 
even several years at a business school and a prestigious MBA title 
will make someone a good boss. However, an updated management 
toolbox is just as important as the realisation that one of the most 
important qualifications of a good leader is being constructive.

The Constructive Leader

y Be authentic – don’t play a leader, be one
y Know your own strengths and weaknesses
y Have a positive attitude – give mental high fives
y Have respect for others
y Praise in public what you want more of. Criticise one on one and 

in private.
y Show a desire for change and challenges
y Be creative, open and hard working
y Be good at collaborating with others who are not like yourself
y Have a sense for quality
y Be able to communicate, inspire and create visions
y Listen louder – bring your ears to work. Not only your mouth
y Don’t take yourself too seriously

The most important skill for a leader is to understand what happens 
with people and organisations when you try to change them.

I believe that a good leader needs to work with four “boxes”, se-
curity, target, feedback, and pressure, and it is the leader’s job to fill 
each of them in order for every individual to perform optimally in 
the Innovation Society, where creativity and the execution of good 
ideas are essential:

Security is the most important. You need to feel welcome and 
valued. The culture needs to be that everybody speaks properly and 
shows each other respect. It is okay to make mistakes because you 
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learn from them. The working conditions are good, the salary comes 
in due time and is fair, and the food is okay. You belong here with us 
and all of us need what you do.

The target is clear. This is the direction in which we work together. 
This is your task. This is your responsibility. This is what you have the 
competence to do. These are the expectations. Do we agree on that? 
When I was at DR, I would emphasize that we needed to tell impor-
tant stories to the audience, and that going to work has to be great, 
because if it isn’t fun going to work, we cannot produce good stories, 
and if we do not tell important stories then nobody will want to listen.

Feedback, constantly and both ways: Do we tell good stories and 
is it fun working here? It has to be part of the daily conversation and 
not only come up in the annual review. How are you? Are both sides 
satisfied with the agreement we have? If not, we need to do something, 
like refreshing the targets, offering courses, and changing workflow. 
And the model learned at manager courses is to praise first, then 
critique and praise again – it is not good if it is not honest: “It was 
good you came here, it was some shit you made, it was good you went 
back home.”

Pressure: There are consequences if you do not meet the targets 
we agreed upon. If you constantly fail to deliver, then it is not fun for 
your colleagues who have to do your job as well. And yes, when eve-
rything else has been tried, it might be that you do not belong here. 
Remember there is a reason why you are paid. If, over time, you want 
more compensation than you create in value, then we end up having 
a problem, and no union can help you with that.

The non-leader thinks that if only the box with security is full, 
then results will follow. The psychopath leader, on the other hand, 
believes that if only people are scared and the box with pressure is as 
full as possible, then people will work at their best.

However, if the constructive leader remembers to fill up all four 
boxes of motivation and is always honest in the dialogue about the 
target, and the integrity of each individual, then everybody works 
better and we end up getting an improved, and more secure work life.
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Strategy: From A to B

In implementing change, the most important task of any leader is to 
understand, and later communicate, the two pictures:

‘The first one I call ‘the toilet is on fire’. The equivalent expression 
in English is “light a fire under them”: If they do not feel the heat 
under them, why would they move? If you do not sense the burning 
platform, it is much more comfortable and easy to just stay where you 
are. Better the devil you know …

But if you only make people see the flames under them – and it is 
not difficult to paint a doomsday picture of the news industry, with 
declining circulation and dropping sales curves – then you only suc-
ceed in depressing people. And apathy and depression do not engage. 
It makes you stuck where you are, which is a bad place to be if the fire 
is starting to catch you.

That is why the leader needs to understand and communicate the 
second picture: The vision – a realistic dream of how tomorrow can 
be better than today. The road from the first picture to the second 
picture is what business professors and the expensive consultants 
call strategy. Successful implementation of a strategy demands that 
you have a clear picture of where you are, where you want to go, and 
the involvement of your staff in building the road to get there.

Many editors can tell horrible stories in low voices about how dif-
ficult their first years in management were. They soon realised that 
you cannot lead journalists – while the newsroom budget is getting 
smaller and smaller – through the needed changes by merely arguing 
‘because I say so!’ or by giving in and letting reporters do what they 
have always done, but faster.

So, if the editor does not understand that the news routines of 
modern reporting end up scaring customers away and painting a 
generally false and too-negative picture of the world (and they are 
communicating that picture), then the reporters will automatically 
fight the idea of constructive news as an attack on their identity and 
the basic notion of critical reporting. Even if you do try to paint that 
picture, the change does not come easily.
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New ideas often experience the same pattern. First, they get ig-
nored, and then they are ridiculed. If they are not dead by then, then 
they are met with fierce resistance. And if the idea, by chance or sheer 
stubbornness, makes it and becomes part of the new routine, then 
most people will say that this is not really new, but that it is something 
that we have always done.

Or as the German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer put it:
“All truth passes through three stages. First, it is ridiculed. Second, 

it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as being self-evident.”

Where is the Problem?

Nanna Jespersgaard was teaching at The Danish School for Media 
and Journalism. Being a journalist herself, she was frustrated with the 
negativity of her profession and wanted to supplement her education 
of future reporters with constructive story-telling tech niques. But her 
fellow teachers thought that was a very bad idea.

“The critique was either that constructive journalism was not real 
journalism or that it was not new at all and that everybody already 
did it. The conservatism and skepticism at that time was immense.”

She recalls how she insisted and was allowed only to teach con-
structive journalism as a test.

“The students got really motivated and good at also finding in-
spirational stories as a supplement to the problems they uncovered. 
But then they had internships in the news media, and got absorbed 
by the traditional news culture. And there was just no demand for 
constructive stories: Only crime, conflicts and problems.”

Nanna Jespersgaard did a masters degree in constructive journa-
lism in her spare time and concluded her study about the conservatism 
in her profession by quoting from scientific research on animals: “Sca-
red rats do not explore the labyrinth.” Now she has quit her teaching 
job to work with communicating research results from scientists at 
the department of Health at Aarhus University.

“From here, I can follow how easy it is to get journalists to do stor-
ies about new problems. But research which contradicts the myths 
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about how scary the world is, is far more difficult to get attention in 
the traditional news media.”

Challenging a journalistic culture takes time and demands a change 
in journalism training, admits the Rector of The Danish School for 
Media and Journalism, Jens Otto Kjær Hansen.

“The critical, negative tradition is so solidly founded that the use 
of the word ‘constructive’ alone in combination with journalism easily 
leads to remarks about silly, positive reporting. Most teachers at jour-
nalism schools are just as formed by the negative, critical tradition 
as everyone else. And new students in journalism have, even before 
they come here, based their views on real journalism from the media 
content they already know.” Rector Kjær Hansen continues by saying 
that the education for future Danish journalists is changing and that 
it is about mindset:

“Most teachers in journalism are just as used to the critical, ne-
gative approach as anybody else in the business … But many people 
outside are, in their daily life and at work, very positive and solutions-
oriented to a degree which we as professionals often ignore due to our 
negative tradition. There are so many more hits on the web where 
people help each other, than finding hate sites. No doubt the potential 
for crowd sourcing is enormous in constructive, critical journalism.”

Grumpy for the Sake of It

For many years, DR’s news culture could perhaps be best described 
as ‘grumpy for the sake of it’. And in many of the media organisati-
ons I have visited around the world, the word ‘feedback’ has been a 
daily mantra that editors and their assistants have persistently stated 
that you could not get enough of. A lot of editorial meetings begin by 
denigrating others’ work and the stories that their competitors have 
run. The errors made the day before, criticism of the rubbish that 
ended up being published because the other departments were not 
doing their jobs properly and their planning was abysmal. And when 
everyone ends up feeling really worthless, you can bet the person 
leading the meeting will ask:
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“Well, are there any good ideas for tomorrow?” Funnily enough, 
there often are not.

I have spent years of my life as an editor trying to legitimise my 
own position by satisfying journalists’ demands for more feedback. 
Subsequently, I have found that this is a sort of code, a sort of way of 
saying to your manager that “I’d like you to praise my work, please. 
And I’d like you to do something about the idiots whose work I have 
to do for them because they always take the easy way out.” But in 
most cultures, it is not socially accepted to say something like that, 
so instead reporters ask for more “general feedback”. It is a much 
more effective way of managing things by getting involved with stor-
ies before they are printed; praise the things you want more of, and 
behind closed doors, re-engage the enthusiasm of under-performers.

Negativity Impact

Professor of psychology at the University of North Carolina and aut-
hor of the book Positivity, Barbara Fredrickson, has researched how 
negativity impacts culture in newsrooms:

“Positive mental conditions create high performance, less illness, 
more cooperation, greater outlook and better idea generation. None 
of the journalistic newsrooms I have belonged to in 12 years have seen 
it as an asset to be positive. On the contrary, being positive has been 
a word associated with the naive, blue eyed and non-sharp members 
of the staff. In the media houses, we typically praise the negative and 
mistake finding approach, not at least among the reporters. With this 
attitude, the media companies are about to cut their own throats as 
this culture cripples the creativity and performance of their emplo-
yees.”

When my wife completed her medical studies, she had to take a 
version of the Hippocratic Oath and, along with her fellow students, 
promise to “use my abilities with diligence and care, and to the benefit 
of society as a whole and my fellow men.” When my class completed 
our training as journalists, we had a beer.

Whilst I was the chairman of the Centre for Journalism at the 
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University of Southern Denmark, the then journalist fellow and sub-
sequent managing director of the Danish newspaper, Information, 
and cultural editor at Politiken, Mette Davidsen-Nielsen, worked 
with the then head of the program, Troels Mylenberg, who is now the 
editor-in-chief of the regional new chain Jysk Fynske Media, on the 
text of a journalistic oath, which we thought of as the equivalent to 
the doctor’s Hippocratic Oath. In 2008, we put it like this:

Journalistic Oath

“In my work as a journalist I hereby undertake that I persistently and 
with an open mind will seek out and communicate the best achievable 
version of the truth.

My journalism is a societal duty. I am aware of my democratic re-
sponsibility, and my duty to hold those in power to account. For this 
reason, I will follow my conscience, and be both fair and self-critical.

My journalism will be both independent and even-handed, and I 
will be open about my methods. I will strive to present material with a 
sense of proportion, prioritise what is significant and make journalism 
comprehensible, interesting and relevant.

I know that I risk making mistakes, but I will recognise them and 
learn from them. Additionally, it is my ambition to seek out new paths 
and to contribute to journalistic development.”

The journalistic oath was controversial, especially amongst those 
journalists who specialise in communication or pure entertainment. 
Today, journalism graduates are not asked to take an oath, but this 
kind of commitment is incorporated in the course training, and accor-
dingly permeates the values with which they are educated. However, 
both new and experienced journalists could try to commit themselves 
more.

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   134 10/12/2018   10.04.37



This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed

134 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

University of Southern Denmark, the then journalist fellow and sub-
sequent managing director of the Danish newspaper, Information, 
and cultural editor at Politiken, Mette Davidsen-Nielsen, worked 
with the then head of the program, Troels Mylenberg, who is now the 
editor-in-chief of the regional new chain Jysk Fynske Media, on the 
text of a journalistic oath, which we thought of as the equivalent to 
the doctor’s Hippocratic Oath. In 2008, we put it like this:

Journalistic Oath

“In my work as a journalist I hereby undertake that I persistently and 
with an open mind will seek out and communicate the best achievable 
version of the truth.

My journalism is a societal duty. I am aware of my democratic re-
sponsibility, and my duty to hold those in power to account. For this 
reason, I will follow my conscience, and be both fair and self-critical.

My journalism will be both independent and even-handed, and I 
will be open about my methods. I will strive to present material with a 
sense of proportion, prioritise what is significant and make journalism 
comprehensible, interesting and relevant.

I know that I risk making mistakes, but I will recognise them and 
learn from them. Additionally, it is my ambition to seek out new paths 
and to contribute to journalistic development.”

The journalistic oath was controversial, especially amongst those 
journalists who specialise in communication or pure entertainment. 
Today, journalism graduates are not asked to take an oath, but this 
kind of commitment is incorporated in the course training, and accor-
dingly permeates the values with which they are educated. However, 
both new and experienced journalists could try to commit themselves 
more.

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   134 10/12/2018   10.04.37

ChapTER 7  CONSTRUCTIVE lEadERShIp 135

Journalism – That’s Why

There is plenty of inspiration in the speech by former American Pre-
sident Barack Obama in 2009 at the annual dinner for journalists who 
cover Washington politics daily. Seldom have the free press’ challenges 
and its exponents’ duty to the democratic process been formulated 
so clearly:

“I may not agree with everything you write or report. You help all 
of us who serve at the pleasure of the American people do our jobs 
better by holding us accountable, by demanding honesty, by preven-
ting us from taking shortcuts and falling into easy political games 
that people are so desperately weary of. And that kind of reporting 
is worth preserving – not just for your sake, but for the public’s. We 
count on you to help us make sense of a complex world and tell the 
stories of our lives the way they happen.”

The press’ dilemma is not between being controlling or being con-
structive. It should be both. In addition to having a duty to make the 
significant relevant, fair and without showing preference, we have 
a duty to ask critical questions about the challenges that face our 
society and its people. We should also dare to inspire solutions and, 
on occasion, provide a framework within which those responsible for 
addressing them can do so.

So, ladies and gentlemen of the press, we need to change our at-
titudes. Not just to save journalism from obsolescence in the form of 
bad habits and a tabloid culture which is not even effective as enter-
tainment anymore, but also so that journalism can serve the society 
it is part of. For that to happen, we editors and news reporters will 
have to remember that it is our job to generate meaning. That good 
news can be about something good, something that works, something 
that we can learn from, and something that will make us smarter and 
inspire us.

The American reporter and author, David Bornstein, is still able to 
see his profession from the outside as his background is not traditional 
journalism education, but rather computer science and humanitarian 
aid. He has written the book How to Change the World, which focuses 
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on social entrepreneurship, because he missed the good stories in 
the traditional media. He also co-founded the Solution Journalism 
Network in America with the ambition to inspire more journalism 
that engages in meaningful conversation.

“The majority of publishers, editors and reporters contend that 
the primary role of journalism is to expose wrongdoing,” Bornstein 
explains.

“The general public also supports this function. But, today, along 
with all the other changes in media, it’s fair to say that what is so-
metimes called solutions journalism should be seen as a legitimate 
branch of reporting; one that needs to be held to the same standards 
of accuracy and professionalism as other forms – rather than seen as 
a kind of fluffy feel-good feature to be offered, say, during the holiday 
season.” His definition of journalism is the best I have heard:

“Journalism is a feedback mechanism to help society self-correct.”
“We know from behavioural science that information about a pro-

blem alone is rarely sufficient to generate corrective action. People 
need to know what they can do – and how. That doesn’t mean including 
a little ‘good news’ now and then, but regularly presenting people with 
innovative ideas and realistic pathways and possibilities that remain 
outside their view frame. In this sense, solutions journalism needs to 
be interwoven with traditional journalism – it rounds out the story, 
so to speak. Without it, society suffers.”

Constructive News – Back Then

The American journalist Walter Lippmann published his book Public 
Opinion in 1922, in which he noted:

“The way in which the world is imagined determines at any parti-
cular moment what men will do.”

The big publishers of the American press in the late 19th and early 
20th century, Joseph Pulitzer and Randolph Hearst, would both agree 
as they became successful partly because they believed that their pa-
pers should be engaged in not only covering, but also facilitating and 
engaging in public debates on how to solve the problems facing the 
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communities in which their publications were being published. But 
according to Peter Bro, professor in journalism from the University 
of Southern Denmark, this approach to journalism vanished during 
the course of the 20th century. Both Pulitzer and Hearst crossed the 
line from being only publishers to becoming politicians and engaged 
themselves and their papers directly in party politics. In order to 
gain more trust from the general public, alleged independent news 
publications in both America and Europe began to separate editorial 
view points from the journalistic content.

“Editors and reporters found it more meaningful to ask the elected 
leaders in the democracies what they would do to solve the problems 
of society rather than engage ordinary citizens,” Bro explains, and 
continues that “In the last decades of the 20th century, a mixture of 
idealism and commercialism made more and more journalists and 
editors on both sides of the Atlantic experiment with new forms of 
journalism where citizens again were involved, and where media 
actively tried to help their communities to solve their problems.”

The experiments had names like public journalism, civic journa-
lism, solution-based journalism, citizen journalism, and many other 
terms – all with the intention to promote more problem-solving re-
porting. 

“International research has singled out Denmark as a country 
where the press has tried to experiment with new forms, and new 
norms, of news publishing, and the work with constructive journalism 
demonstrates that this work now continues,” Bro states.

Remember the DNA

In times of constant and rapid change in tech nologies, distribution 
channels, and financial models, it is more important than ever to 
remember the values, the role, and the foundation of truly good jour-
nalism. Christiane Amanpour of CNN put it brilliantly in her keynote 
to the NewsXchange conference in Morocco in November 2013:

“There is no substitute to the professional journalists who 
have spent their lives studying, working, doing, collecting wisdom, 

110030_constructive-news_cc2017_.indd   137 10/12/2018   10.04.37



This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed

138 CONSTRUCTIVE NEWS

experience, and credibility. When people look at us – whoever gives 
them their news, they want to know one thing: Do these persons know 
what they are talking about, can I trust them, is this true, is it accu-
rate? We mustn’t give that away, thinking the future belongs to social 
media. Social media is fantastic, the amount of information we can 
get. But social media isn’t journalism. It is information. Journalism 
is what we do with it. So we must believe in our own function. If we 
don’t believe in us, nobody else will. We have to carry that flag, that 
torch of accurate, credible, experienced, trustworthy sources that 
people can turn to in order to know what is going on … But we must 
remember to balance our cynicism.”

In 2001, the great American news editors Bill Kovach and Tom 
Rosenstiel published the book The Elements of Journalism.

There they call the purpose of journalism not defined by tech no-
logy, nor by journalists or the tech niques they employ:

“News is that part of communication that keeps us informed of the 
changing events, issues, and characters in the world outside. Though 
it may be interesting or even entertaining, the foremost value of news 
is as a utility to empower the informed. The purpose of journalism is 
thus to provide citizens with the information they need to make the 
best possible decisions about their lives, their communities, their 
societies, and their governments.”

Nothing in that definition contradicts with the vision of construc-
tive journalism. And it might not be easy to find the balance while 
insisting on the essence of journalism to do good in the world, to 
be critical and constructive at the same time, and to tell important, 
engaging and inspirational stories.

But let us dare to promise naively like the children’s TV character 
Bob the Builder, who had his slogan so cruelly stolen by a former 
American President: “Can we fix it? Yes, we can.”

Exercise

Try to combine these 9 dots with only 4 straight lines without lifting 
the pen from the paper:
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Give up? See the solution on the next page.
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The solution is to think outside the box. Not to let traditional frames 
and habits limit your thinking.
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Chapter 8

MIND YOUR STEP

When the wind of change blows, some people build  windbreaks, others 
build windmills.

Old Chinese saying

No matter if you are a journalist, an editor, a politician or just a con-
cerned citizen longing for a change in your daily newsfeed, and by 
now you think that there is some truth in this book, you will soon be 
engaged in several discussions with yourself, your colleagues, editors 
and people both on the inside and the outside of the media.

Here is a shortlist of the booby traps of constructive news that you 
should be aware of.

It is not positive news. Do not misunderstand that constructive 
news is the same as positive news. It is not. Constructive news criti-
cises traditional news journalism where you only see the world with 
one eye. It does not argue that it is better to just see it with the other 
eye. Instead, good journalism is seeing the world with both eyes and 
with the ambition of providing the best obtainable version of the truth 
in order to engage people to make up their own minds.

Do not be a politician. Do not cross the line of subjectivity. Con-
structive news argues that a good story can be inspirational and that 
journalism can facilitate a better public debate on possible solutions 
to the problems facing society. But it is not the job of any professional 
journalist to define what the right solution is. That would be turning 
journalism into activism or pure politics. But just as professional jour-
nalists can facilitate a public debate on problems, we can facilitate a 
debate on how to solve them. And just as journalists can look for bad 
examples, we can also look for good examples.
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Critical reporting is still important. Any dictator and other op-
ponent of critical watchdog journalism will misuse the idea of con-
structive news and agree that there is far too much negative repor-
ting and that a more constructive approach in coverage is necessary. 
Constructive news is not an alternative to the important role of the 
press to ask critical questions to people with power on behalf of the 
public. It is not a substitute for investigative reporting trying to dig 
beneath the polished surface of corrupt politicians, cynical CEOs or 
powerful interest groups. Constructive news is a supplement to, and 
a correction of, mainstream news journalism. It argues against the 
growing belief that in order to avoid criticism, one must have a critical 
approach to any civic authority, and when meeting people, doing so 
with skepticism and the notion that everything is bad, negative, cor-
rupt and to be mistrusted.

It is not happy news. Constructive news is neither the North 
Korean approach to journalism, where problems are ignored and the 
sky is always blue. Nor is it the cute story of puppies riding skateboards 
on YouTube or the heartwarming report about the firefighter bringing 
down the little kitten from the big tree just before the weather report.

It is not conservative. Skeptics argue that constructive news is 
conservative by nature, and protects society from attack from more 
liberal or even revolutionary groups. This is not the case. Construc-
tive news is not political. It is also not political to do journalism on a 
better tomorrow, as long as journalism does not define what better is.

Easy for you to say. Editors and reporters working in areas of the 
world with fundamental problems such as wars, hunger, child morta-
lity etc., will argue that constructive news is much easier to practice 
for news media published in welfare states, such as the Scandinavian 
countries where international studies consistently find the happiest 
populations in the world. There is some truth in that, as the idea be-
hind constructive news does not encourage ignoring the coverage of 
important problems. And having many important problems to focus 
on is indeed an easy excuse for failing to find the time, resources or 
news space to be constructive. But the bigger the problems, the greater 
the need to create meaning for the public by facilitating a debate on 
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how to deal with those problems. Find best practice examples. Inspire 
hope. Find the light in the dark. Remember the definition of news is 
something out of the ordinary. So when the ordinary is trouble, the 
news is where the trouble has stopped.

Take care of too strict quantity goals. In South Africa, the new 
government appointed director general of the public service broadca-
ster SABC began his carrier by demanding of the news reporters, that 
80 percent of the news coverage of South Africa should be positive. 
Probably he just agreed with the premise of this book that his news 
people missed a lot of the good stories out there. But because he was 
appointed by the government led by ANC, it was very easy to criticise 
him for trying to create more positive coverage of his political friends.

It is a both-and. The Americans have a nice expression called “The 
Tyranny of the OR”, which explains the rhetorical trick that is often 
used to shoot down new ideas or viewpoints. Do you think form or 
content is the most important? Are you critical or constructive? Do 
you prefer black or white? Are you positive or negative? If you do not 
pay attention then you feel pressured to make a choice. However, the 
alternative to “The Tyranny of the OR” is “The Genius of the AND”. 
Constructive news is not an alternative to critical reporting; it is a 
supplementary new tool in the editorial tool box.

Don’t give up. Experiment with new ideas, new questions, new 
angles, and new ways. Find out what works, and what needs to be 
corrected. Find peers, share examples, use best practice.
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Chapter 9

NOW WHAT?

If you are a reporter who wants to persuade your editor to give way 
to more constructive news, try the argument of experiment:

y Try to add a constructive angle on your next story, and monitor 
the reactions from your readers, viewers, and listeners. Share the 
experience.

y Find a likeminded person inside (or outside) the newsroom.
y Conduct a workshop where you look at the stories you have made 

today. How many of them deal with conflicts, drama, crooks or 
victims? Ask: would you read/watch it yourself if you were not 
paid to do so? Will your children or neighbours? Look at the stories 
again: How could you add constructive angles by looking for ways 
out, best practice or facilitate a debate on how to deal with the 
problem? How could you involve your audience?

y Suggest to your editor and colleagues that you try just to publish 
one constructive story. Next week suggest that you try for one 
day or in one section to look for solutions and not only problems, 
just to learn.

y Praise: Editors are human too. They would love to be told that they 
have guts and vision. And they in fact need to be reminded that they 
are journalists as well, who can deal with important stories to the 
benefit of society instead of all the budget cuts, union meetings 
and management-rhetoric that steal their time and engagement.
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If you are an editor trying to motivate your reporters to be more 
constructive:

y Show them the declining circulation figures/ratings. Again. But 
this time, ask them the question: Don’t you think that we probably 
will end up with more of the same result if we continue doing what 
we have always done?

y Show them the principles of constructive news and quote former 
skeptical and skilled reporters who have realised that it is possible 
to be both critical and constructive. Invite speakers, or visit other 
newsrooms who have tried this.

y Experiment: Workshops, The Day of Yes, a Good News Section, a 
series involving the community to come up with ideas to solve the 
problem your reporters have documented.

y Praise behaviour, ideas and stories you want more of. Give rewards 
to the best constructive angle.

y Tell your audience about your plans. And invite them to give feed-
back along the way.

y Post all the positive reactions you begin to receive from readers, 
viewers and neighbours. And don’t forget to share when your 
daughter suddenly voluntarily spends time reading/watching one 
of your stories.

y Think about why your audience loves your daily weather report. 
You might hate it as much as your hard-hitting newsroom thinking 
it’s not really journalism. But what makes the weather forecast 
different and so relevant for people? It’s not only about today or 
yesterday: It deals with the weather tomorrow and in the weekend. 
What if you also used data and experts to do stories on tomorrow 
on other areas in your community: Demographics, schools, traffic, 
crime, health, etc.

y Make your own version of the new BBC program “My Perfect Coun-
try”, where listeners share ideas on how the community can im-
prove and three experts debate, which of the ideas of improvement 
would make most sense.
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If you are a politician hoping for reporters to begin to change their 
behaviour and give you more airtime.

y Don’t bother. Concentrate on yourself. What about saying what you 
really mean, instead of what your spin doctor tells you would be 
smart to say? What about spending time on coming up with good 
ideas to solve the problems facing society, instead of looking for 
weak arguments from your opponent.

y Send this book to a newsroom near you. Anonymously.

Be constructive. 
Share your experience. 
Good luck.

Takeaway

Constructive Journalism is Constructive Journalism is Not

y critical, objective, and bal-
anced

y tackling important issues 
facing society, not trivial

y unbiased
y calm in its tone and does 

not give in to scandals and 
outrage

y bridging, not polarising
y forward-looking and fu-

ture-oriented
y nuanced and contextual-

ised
y based on facts
y facilitating well-informed 

debate around solutions to 
well documented

y problems

y promoting a specific agenda, 
crossing the line between jour-
nalism and politics

y uncritical or naive
y promoting heroes, govern-

ments or civil society organi-
sations

y obscuring critical viewpoints
y activism in any shape or form
y dumbed-down, trivial or happy 

news
y giving in to false equivalence/

balance
y proposing solutions to prob-

lems or advocating one solu-
tion over another

y over-simplifying complex prob-
lems or solutions to complex 
problems
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Chapter 10

JOIN THE GLOBAL 
MOVEMENT

“Nothing is as powerful, as an idea whose time has come.”

Victor Hugo, Author

Ignaz Semmelweis was not a popular man among his fellow doctors.
In the mid-19th century, before the germ theory of disease was 

confirmed, it was not unusual for doctors to go directly from an aut-
opsy procedure to the maternity ward to deliver babies, and the new 
mothers were dying from childbed fever.

While working at an Obstetrical Clinic in Vienna, Semmelweis 
noticed that doctors’ wards had three times the mortality compared 
to the midwives’ wards, and tried to convince doctors they were killing 
their own patients because they were not washing their hands. Some 
doctors were offended at the suggestion that they themselves were 
causing their patients’ deaths. Dr. Semmelweis’ ideas were rejected, 
he became severely depressed, had a breakdown, was admitted to a 
mental asylum, and died only 14 days later, aged 47, after a particularly 
bad beating by the guards.

A journalist admitting that news people are not doing our job well 
enough and in fact are doing harm to democracy, does not win popu-
larity contests among peers either.

Isn’t it a betrayal of the profession and destroying the credibility 
of professional men and women having a hard time already and doing 
their best?

Isn’t it in fact better for the public if this criticism could take place 
behind closed doors, as people do need someone to trust, and an open 
debate on the fact that we can improve will destroy that trust?
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Sir Martyn Lewis is well aware of how controversial it is to speak 
out about journalism.

In the 1980s, he was the most respected and well-known news 
anchor at the BBC in London. But he became increasingly frustrated 
with the news he was presenting to the British public evening after 
evening. Not that it was fake news, but the news anchor just didn’t 
feel that the picture he presented was right.

“We told so many negative stories, though the world was much 
more nuanced,” Sir Martyn Lewis recalls. He tried to talk with his 
editors and colleagues, but they refused to listen. News was news.

In 1993, he was invited to give a talk in Los Angeles, and he decided 
to speak out, far away from London. But to make sure he was on the 
safe side, he had the communications director of the BBC go through 
his speech before he left.

“It was not easy. I could not mention that I thought that we jour-
nalists and also the BBC were not giving a fair and accurate picture 
of the world. But in the end, we agreed that instead of mentioning the 
BBC, I could say “a TV station close to my heart.”

When Lewis landed in LAX airport in Los Angeles, he was being 
asked by the ground personnel to contact his bosses at home.

“On the phone I was being told, if I held that speech, I would be 
fired. I got so mad, that I said that they couldn’t fire me, because I felt 
I no longer worked at the BBC, which normally fought for freedom of 
expression and public good.”

Lewis did his speech, which was reported by CNN and international 
media, and when he returned days later, he thought he should clear his 
desk at the BBC. Instead he was invited for coffee by his bosses, who 
didn’t dare fire him: Thousands of viewers had contacted the BBC to 
tell that they fully supported their news anchor. They too found that 
their evening news was far too negative.

Lewis stayed in his job through most of the 90s.
But he left without seeing a change in the news culture and news 

content.
Sir Martyn, who has chaired the National Council for Voluntary 

Organisations in Great Britain, told me his story the day after I had 
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made a talk at the BBC Newsroom in 2016. The fact that the BBC now 
listened and even now has decided to include so called “Solution-
Focused Journalism” in its core news strategy gives him hope:

“It came late, but I do hope there is now more awareness of the fact 
that we do need to change our negative culture in the news business.”

So, the diagnosis that news culture is ill is not new. What is new is 
that more and more agree, and that the idea of constructive news as a 
medicine with the potential to cure the patient, now spreads around 
the world. And more and more newsrooms find that constructive 
news does not cripple any of the virtues on which great journalism 
must stand. The key elements of good journalism as expressed by the 
great American editors Tom Rosenstiel and Bill Kovach, whose work 
on journalism and leadership I enjoyed during my year at Stanford 
University in the early 90s are as follows:

1. Journalism’s first obligation is to the truth.
2. Its first loyalty is to citizens
3. Its essence is a discipline of verification.
4. Its practitioners must maintain an independence from those 

they cover.
5. It must serve as an independent monitor of power.

 

Improve democracy and public knowledge   

      Make journalism great again    
 
 
                 Change the global news culture in five years   
 
 
                              Provide new knowledge, new inspiration   
                                  and new ambassadors of constructive news    
 
                                          Non profit funding to create a global       
                                              constructive journalistic movement 
 
                                                     Constructive Institute at Aarh. Uni.   
                                                         Fellows, Conference, research
 Partnerships / global hubs 

CONSTRUCTIVE INSTITUTE – JOURNALISM FOR TOMORROW      

Source: Constructive Institute 2017
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6. It must provide a forum for public criticism and compromise.
7. It must strive to make the significant interesting and relevant.
8. It must keep the news comprehensive and proportional.
9. Its practitioners must be allowed to exercise their personal con-

science.

Constructive journalism builds exactly on those old principles. Not 
on activism. Not on subjectivity. Not on journalists taking the roles 
of politicians.

Commit Yourself

On March 1st, 2017, I had been heading DR News for ten years and 
enjoying every moment of it. A better mission, a better newsroom, 
better journalists and a more important task as an editor-in-chief 
you cannot get in Denmark – or maybe elsewhere.

But the vision of constructive journalism is to me so important for 
not only journalism and news media, but also for democracy itself, 
that I just had to commit myself to it.

On September 1st, 2017, we launched Constructive Institute as 
an independent non-profit organisation placed right on campus of 
Aarhus University. On our board serves the former EU commissioner 
Connie Hedegaard, media director of the European Broadcasting 
Union in Geneva Jean Philip De Tender, the chairman of UN Live and 
former CEO of Huffington post Jimmy Maymann, Aarhus University 
representative Head of Communication Anders Correll, the former 
editor-in-chief and now member of the board of the regional media 
house Fynske Media, Per Westergård, myself and lawyer Steffen Eb-
drup of the press foundation, Aarhus Stiftstidendes Fond.

We have an advisory board with equally fantastic people like:
y Michael Moeller, director general at the United Nations Office at 

Geneva, Switzerland
y Peter Bro, professor of journalism at the Centre for Journalism in 

University of Southern Denmark, Denmark
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house Fynske Media, Per Westergård, myself and lawyer Steffen Eb-
drup of the press foundation, Aarhus Stiftstidendes Fond.

We have an advisory board with equally fantastic people like:
y Michael Moeller, director general at the United Nations Office at 

Geneva, Switzerland
y Peter Bro, professor of journalism at the Centre for Journalism in 

University of Southern Denmark, Denmark
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y Dawn Garcia, director of the Joh n S. Knight Fellowships Program 
at Stanford University, United States

y Espen Egil Hansen, editor-in-chief at Aftenposten, Norway
y Rasmus Kleis Nielsen, associate professor at Reuters Institute for 

the Study of Journalism, United Kingdom
y Jesper Højberg, executive director of International Media Support
y Anne Lagercrantz, director of news at SVT, Sweden
y Trine Nielsen, director of education and knowledge at the Danish 

School of Media and Journalism, Denmark
y Johann Oberauer, CEO of Oberauer Publishing, Austria
y Erik Rasmussen, founder of Global Think Tank Sustainia, Denmark
y Richard Sambrook, director of the Cardiff School of Journalism, 

Media and Cultural Studies at Cardiff University, and former di-
rector of BBC News, United Kingdom

Based on philanthropy, and supported so far by TrygFonden, Bestsel-
ler, Den Fynske Bladfond, Aarhus Stiftstidendes Fond and Helsinki 
Sanomat, the idea is to use Denmark and media in Northern Europe 
as a showcase and spread best practice to the rest of the world.

We follow three roads:

1. New knowledge, which is why we are placed at Aarhus University, 
where Rector Brian Bech Nielsen heads his university of 40,000 
students based on the vision that a university serves not only its 
students, by also society with new knowledge, which can lead to 
solutions of the challenges faced by civilisation. We want to interact 
with independent researchers at Aarhus University and elsewhere 
to find evidence on how news media influence not only democracy 
and politics, but also the human mind – and if we do it differently, 
what is the impact? We want to help future journalists with new 
educational material on constructive journalism. We want to in-
vent new creative constructive media formats and share it with 
the news industry.
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2. New inspiration. We want to share ideas, best practices and mo-
tivational insights at conferences, seminars, keynotes, master clas-
ses, workshops and give out global constructive prizes. We will help 
boards of media companies find new strategies and help editors 
implement new culture and new storytelling. We will build a da-
tabase with best practice examples and share information and be 
part of the growing constructive movement via social media, our 
own website and partnerships. In five years, we aim to be – alone 
or with partners – present with hubs in Europe, North America, 
Asia and Africa.

3. New role models. Six Constructive Fellows started at the end of 
August 2017 as journalistic talents to broaden their minds at Aar-
hus University, where they not only can update their knowledge 
and in depth understanding of the challenges facing society on 
their beat, but also look for possible solutions for society. Mean-
while, we give them training in constructive journalism. After a 
full academic year of 10 months they return to their news organi-
sations as role models and agents of change for better journalism 
at Politiken, Fyens Stiftstidende, Kristeligt Dagblad, Jysk-Fynsk 
Medier and DR News. The fellowship program, which is inspired 
by the Joh n S. Knight Fellowship Program at Stanford University 
and the Nieman Fellowship at Harvard, has English as its working 
language and will, from 2018, consist of 6 Danish and 6-8 interna-
tional journalists and editors.

Yes, we need help to do all this. Partners and funders to supple-
ment our partners like the United Nations, the World Association 
of  Newspapers and News Publishers (WAN-IFRA), the Internatio-
nal News Media Association, the European Broadcasting Union, all 
three Danish Journalism education institutions, media organisations 
like Politiken, TV2, Kristeligt Dagblad, Mediehusene Midtjylland, 
Deutche Welle, Google, Facebook, and our early funders like Aarhus 
Stifts tidende Foundation, Den Fynske Bladfond, TrygFonden and 
Bestseller.
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The experienced investigative Danish reporter Orla Borg, the Ox-
ford educated Maarja Kadajane who who has been working with in-
ternational media – at the EBU and elsewhere – for over ten years, 
and political scientist Peter Damgaard Kristensen heading our small 
staff at Constructive Institute look forward to hearing from you, if 
you have ideas, want to support us, or be part of the global move-
ment. Go to our website for more information at constructiveinsti-
tute.org.

Why do we think, we can do this?

y The crisis in the media business is now so obvious that no company 
can stone wall constructive criticism any longer.

y More and more young reporters want a change in journalism.
y This criticism does not come from the outside; from politicians, big 

business or interest groups, which makes it easy to ignore for an 
independent press used to fighting any outside pressure. It comes 
from editors, publishers and journalists out of a worry and love for 
journalism and with the ambition to make journalism great again.

y New constructive groups of reporters or networks for solutions 
focused journalism are spreading, and the demand for common 
standards, definitions and vocabulary is only growing.

y Invitations to Constructive Institute to do keynotes, seminars and 
workshops come from news organisations from all over the word.

y And media owners find the vision of constructive news meaning-
ful. When I made a keynote at “The INMA Global News Media 
Congress” in New York in May 2017, 424 CEOs from news media 
from 42 countries rose from their seats and applauded – most li-
kely because they were so happy that I finally stopped talking. But 
maybe also because they understood after just another conference 
about the future of news and depressing demands of investment 
in data analyses, new platforms, new apps, and new distribution 
channels, that constructive news is a cheap strategy which is more 
about changing mindset and changing bad habits of just running 
faster, instead of agreeing to where to run to.
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The time is right. The time is now. We need to experiment. We need 
to share ideas. We need to generate new knowledge. We need a global 
movement of opportunity, hope and courage to think differently. And 
we cannot wait any longer for somebody to do something sometime.

We are the change, we are waiting for.
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THE NEED FOR MEDIA 
EMPOWERMENT

By Michael Møller

Director-General of the United Nations Office in Geneva

Whether through newspapers, social media or broadcast, media em-
power us all. They empower us by bringing us stories that matter to 
our daily lives, alerting us to the trends that are changing our world, 
engaging us in debate, and holding decision-makers to account. We 
need data, we need different points of view, we need to see solutions 
that inspire us to action. That is the bedrock of democracy and of 
progress. Are we getting that?

In Ulrik Haagerup’s analysis we are not. I agree. And I firmly beli-
eve it is critical that we figure out a way to ensure that we do.

We live in a world where the flow of information and the possi-
bilities for citizen participation have never been greater. Yet, many 
feel disempowered by the news, are disappointed in their political 
leadership and disengaged from decision-making. This generates a 
democratic deficit through apathy and indifference.

This concerns us as individuals but is also fundamental to how we 
shape a better world collectively. The information we get determines 
our choices. And more than ever, we need to make the sustainable 
and long-term choices. We cannot afford a one-dimensional view 
of the world that ignores complexity and glosses over connections 
across challenges.

It is a debate of vital importance to the United Nations, and to all 
of us: freedom of expression and access to knowledge are essential in 
our efforts to promote peace, rights and well-being for all. In world of 
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more than 7 billion people, with a cacophony of voices that are often 
ill-informed and based on narrow agendas, we need media that take 
seriously the responsibility to educate and serve as a counter-point 
to power.

Because we increasingly witness how rules are broken with im-
punity: ongoing and fresh conflicts, young girls kidnapped and held 
hostage, waste dumped into our oceans, journalists silenced, passen-
ger planes blown out of the sky, eavesdropping and censorship, the list 
goes on. Leadership entails an important level of global responsibility.

But if the Security Council fails to act on breaches of international 
peace and security, how can we expect others to respect the rules?

There is no stability without solidarity, and no solidarity without 
stability. We need a return to common decency, and this will only 
come if our leaders set an example that we can follow. This is why we 
need responsible media that empower. We simply need constructive 
alternatives in the current stream of news.

Ulrik Haagerup is at the forefront of fresh thinking about the role 
of the media in today’s world and how to bring us those alternatives. It 
is often said that we get the media and the political leaders we deserve. 
It is our shared responsibility to ensure that we get the best. Because 
that is how we are all empowered. “Constructive News” is a welcome 
call for a more profound reflection about priorities and choices, not 
just among media professionals and political leaders, but for all of us.
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