Jurnal BADATI limu Sosial & Humaniora
Vol 8 No 2 November 2025

P-ISSN : 1907 - 5340

E-ISSN : 2722 -3248

Hal. : 125-134

The Role of Citizen Journalism in Democratic Discourse

Demsy Wattimena

Fakultas Ilmu Sosial Dan Ilmu Politik, Universitas Kristen Indonesia Maluku
email: edems watti@yahoo.com

Abstract

This study examines the evolving role of citizen journalism in contemporary democratic
discourse, analyzing how digital technologies have transformed traditional media
landscapes and enabled new forms of civic participation. Through a comprehensive
review of international literature and empirical analysis, this research investigates the
democratic implications of citizen journalism as both a complement to and challenge for
professional journalism. The findings reveal that while citizen journalism enhances
democratic participation by providing diverse perspectives and facilitating community
engagement, it also presents challenges related to information credibility, ethical
standards, and potential polarization. The study concludes that citizen journalism serves as
a crucial component of democratic discourse when properly integrated with professional
journalism standards and supported by appropriate regulatory frameworks.
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INTRODUCTION

The digital revolution has fundamentally transformed the landscape of
journalism and democratic discourse, ushering in an era where traditional
boundaries between producers and consumers of news have become increasingly
blurred. Citizen journalism, defined as the practice of community members
playing an active role in collecting, reporting, analyzing, and disseminating news
and information (Radsch, 2015), has emerged as a significant force in
contemporary media ecosystems. This phenomenon represents what Rosen (2006)
describes as 'when the people formerly known as the audience employ the press
tools they have in their possession to inform one another.'
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The significance of citizen journalism in democratic discourse extends
beyond mere technological innovation to encompass fundamental questions about
media democracy, public participation, and the nature of the public sphere itself.
As traditional media outlets face unprecedented financial pressures and declining
public trust, citizen journalism has emerged as both a potential solution and a
source of new challenges for democratic communication (Usher, 2021). The
democratizing potential of these new forms of media participation has been
celebrated by scholars who see them as expanding access to diverse perspectives
and enabling previously marginalized voices to enter public discourse (Nah et al.,
2025).

However, the relationship between citizen journalism and democratic
discourse is complex and multifaceted. While proponents argue that citizen
journalism enhances democratic participation by providing alternative sources of
information and enabling greater civic engagement (Kaufhold et al., 2010), critics
raise concerns about the quality, credibility, and ethical standards of user-
generated content. The rise of misinformation, the potential for echo chambers,
and the challenges of maintaining journalistic standards in decentralized media
environments have become central concerns in contemporary discussions about
the future of democratic communication (Adams, 2025).

The emergence of social media platforms has further accelerated the
growth of citizen journalism, creating new opportunities for real-time reporting,
community engagement, and grassroots activism. These platforms have enabled
citizens to document events, share firsthand accounts, and mobilize public opinion
in ways that were previously impossible (Steinfeld & Lev-on, 2024). From the
Arab Spring to local community issues, citizen journalists have demonstrated their
capacity to provide unique perspectives, fill information gaps, and challenge
dominant narratives in mainstream media.

The theoretical foundations of citizen journalism are deeply rooted in
democratic theory and concepts of the public sphere. Habermas's (1962)
conception of the public sphere as a domain of social life where public opinion is
formed through rational debate provides a framework for understanding the
democratic potential of citizen journalism. In this context, citizen journalism can
be seen as expanding the public sphere by creating new spaces for democratic
deliberation and enabling broader participation in public discourse (Goode, 2009).

Contemporary research on citizen journalism has revealed both its
democratic promise and its potential pitfalls. Studies have shown that engagement
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with citizen journalism can enhance civic participation and community
involvement, particularly at the local level where traditional media coverage may
be limited (Horoub, 2023). Users of hyperlocal citizen journalism platforms have
been found to translate their news engagement into civic actions, from
participating in local events to engaging in policy discussions, thereby
strengthening community ties and collective action (Tse, 2024).

Nevertheless, the democratizing effects of citizen journalism are not
uniform or unproblematic. Research has indicated that while citizen journalism
may increase online and offline political participation, it can also be associated
with decreased knowledge of national political figures compared to consumption
of professional news media (Kaufthold et al., 2010). This suggests that different
forms of journalism serve different democratic functions, with professional
journalism remaining crucial for certain aspects of democratic citizenship,
particularly in providing comprehensive coverage of complex political issues.

The regulatory and ethical dimensions of citizen journalism present
additional challenges for democratic discourse. Unlike professional journalism,
which operates within established institutional frameworks and ethical codes,
citizen journalism often lacks formal oversight mechanisms. This has led to
concerns about the spread of misinformation, privacy violations, and the potential
for harmful content to circulate without adequate fact-checking or editorial
oversight (Adams, 2025). The European Union's introduction of the European
Media Freedom Act represents one attempt to address these challenges while
preserving the democratic benefits of diverse media voices.

The COVID-19 pandemic and recent global political events have further
highlighted the importance of citizen journalism in democratic discourse. During
periods of crisis, when traditional media access may be restricted or when official
information sources are contested, citizen journalists have played crucial roles in
documenting events, sharing information, and maintaining public discourse.
However, these same periods have also demonstrated the risks associated with
unverified information and the potential for citizen journalism to contribute to
misinformation campaigns.

Given these complex dynamics, this study aims to provide a
comprehensive analysis of the role of citizen journalism in democratic discourse.
By examining both the opportunities and challenges presented by citizen
journalism, this research seeks to contribute to ongoing debates about the future of
democratic communication in digital age. The study adopts a multidisciplinary
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approach, drawing on insights from media studies, political science, and
communication theory to develop a nuanced understanding of citizen journalism's
democratic implications. Through systematic analysis of existing literature and
empirical evidence, this research aims to provide actionable insights for
policymakers, media practitioners, and citizens seeking to harness the democratic
potential of citizen journalism while mitigating its risks.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a mixed-methods approach combining systematic
literature review with content analysis to examine the role of citizen journalism in
democratic discourse. The research design integrates qualitative and quantitative
methodologies to provide a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon
under investigation.

Research Design

The study adopts an exploratory sequential design, beginning with a
systematic literature review to establish the theoretical foundation and current
state of research on citizen journalism and democratic discourse. This is followed
by content analysis of citizen journalism platforms and professional media
coverage to examine patterns of engagement and democratic participation. The
research framework is guided by Democratic Participant Theory, which
emphasizes the importance of media access for all citizens and the
democratization of communication processes (Adams, 2025).

Data Collection

The systematic literature review encompasses peer-reviewed articles
published in international journals between 2020 and 2024, focusing on citizen
journalism, democratic discourse, and digital media participation. Database
searches were conducted using Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar with
keywords including 'citizen journalism,' 'democratic discourse,' 'digital media,’
'political participation,’ and 'public sphere.' Inclusion criteria required articles to
be published in English, focus on democratic contexts, and address the
relationship between citizen journalism and democratic processes.

Content analysis was conducted on a sample of citizen journalism
platforms and traditional media outlets to examine coverage patterns, engagement
metrics, and democratic outcomes. The analysis focused on hyperlocal news
platforms, social media citizen journalism initiatives, and mainstream media
integration of user-generated content. Data collection spanned a six-month period
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from January to June 2024, capturing both routine coverage and responses to
significant political events.

Data Analysis

The literature review employed thematic analysis to identify key themes

and patterns in the research on citizen journalism and democratic discourse.
Articles were coded according to their focus on democratic outcomes, challenges,
opportunities, and methodological approaches. Quantitative analysis was used to
examine trends in research focus and geographic distribution of studies.
Content analysis utilized both quantitative and qualitative coding schemes to
examine patterns in citizen journalism content, engagement levels, and democratic
outcomes. Metrics included content volume, audience engagement, fact-checking
accuracy, and evidence of civic mobilization. Qualitative analysis focused on
narrative themes, framing strategies, and the quality of democratic discourse in
citizen journalism platforms.

Ethical Considerations

This research adheres to established ethical guidelines for media
research and digital content analysis. All analyzed content was publicly available,
and no personal identifying information was collected or reported. The study
follows principles of responsible research conduct and maintains objectivity in
analyzing both positive and negative aspects of citizen journalism's role in
democratic discourse.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Democratic Participation and Civic Engagement

The analysis reveals that citizen journalism plays a significant role in
enhancing democratic participation and civic engagement, particularly at the
community level. Evidence from multiple studies demonstrates that engagement
with citizen journalism platforms correlates with increased political participation,
both online and offline (Kaufhold et al., 2010; Valenzuela et al., 2023). Users of
hyperlocal citizen journalism platforms show higher levels of community
involvement, attending local government meetings, participating in civic
organizations, and engaging in grassroots activism.

The democratizing effect of citizen journalism is particularly
pronounced in communities that have been underserved by traditional media.
Research conducted in Palestine (Horoub, 2023) demonstrates how citizen
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journalism can empower marginalized communities by providing platforms for
alternative narratives and challenging dominant media discourse. Similarly,
studies from various global contexts show that citizen journalism enables
previously silenced voices to enter public discourse, contributing to more
inclusive democratic deliberation.

Information Quality and Credibility Challenges

Despite its democratic benefits, citizen journalism faces significant
challenges related to information quality and credibility. The systematic review
reveals consistent concerns about the accuracy of user-generated content, the
prevalence of misinformation, and the lack of professional editorial oversight
(Adams, 2025). Unlike professional journalism, which operates within established
fact-checking frameworks and editorial standards, citizen journalism often lacks
these quality control mechanisms, leading to the circulation of unverified or false
information.

The research indicates that while citizen journalism may enhance
political participation, it can negatively impact knowledge of national political
figures and complex policy issues compared to professional news consumption
(Kaufhold et al., 2010). This suggests that citizen journalism and professional
journalism serve different but complementary functions in democratic discourse,
with professional journalism remaining crucial for comprehensive coverage of
complex political issues requiring specialized knowledge and investigative
resources.

Digital Media Landscape and Platform Dynamics

The analysis of contemporary digital media landscapes reveals complex
dynamics in how citizen journalism operates across different platforms and
contexts. Research by Steinfeld and Lev-on (2024) demonstrates that contrary to
concerns about echo chambers and filter bubbles, digital platforms can facilitate
exposure to diverse political views, depending on their specific characteristics and
user behaviors. The interpersonal nature of media interactions, rather than the
simple distinction between online and offline platforms, significantly influences
the diversity of political perspectives to which individuals are exposed.

However, the study also reveals concerning trends in audience
participation decline. Research indicates that while initial enthusiasm for user-
generated content was high, audience interest in creating informative content has
waned over time, with participation becoming increasingly problematic due to
issues such as online harassment, privacy concerns, and the spread of harmful
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content (Lopez-Garcia et al.,, 2024). This decline in meaningful participation
threatens the democratic potential of citizen journalism platforms.

Regulatory and Policy Implications

The findings highlight the need for appropriate regulatory frameworks
that can harness the democratic benefits of citizen journalism while addressing its
challenges. The European Union's development of the European Media Freedom
Act represents a significant attempt to promote quality journalism and safeguard
democratic discourse in the digital age (Popovi¢, 2024). Such regulatory
approaches seek to balance the promotion of media pluralism with the need for
quality standards and ethical accountability.

The research suggests that effective regulation of citizen journalism
requires a multi-stakeholder approach involving governments, technology
platforms, civil society organizations, and the citizen journalists themselves.
Rather than restrictive top-down regulation, the evidence supports the
development of collaborative frameworks that promote media literacy, fact-
checking capabilities, and ethical standards while preserving the democratic
benefits of diverse and participatory media ecosystems.

CONCLUSION

This comprehensive analysis of citizen journalism's role in democratic
discourse reveals a complex landscape of opportunities and challenges that
require nuanced understanding and careful policy responses. The evidence
demonstrates that citizen journalism serves as a crucial complement to
professional journalism in democratic societies, particularly in enhancing civic
engagement, amplifying marginalized voices, and providing alternative
perspectives on public issues.

The democratic benefits of citizen journalism are most pronounced at
the community level, where it facilitates local engagement, strengthens social ties,
and enables grassroots activism. The ability of citizen journalism to mobilize civic
participation and translate information consumption into civic action represents a
significant contribution to democratic governance. However, these benefits are
not automatic and depend on the quality of platforms, the presence of supportive
institutional frameworks, and the media literacy of participants.

The challenges identified in this study—including information quality
concerns, credibility issues, and the potential for misinformation—require serious
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attention from policymakers, technology companies, and civil society
organizations. The decline in meaningful audience participation and the rise of
problematic content threaten to undermine the democratic potential of citizen
journalism platforms. Addressing these challenges requires collaborative
approaches that promote quality standards without stifling democratic
participation.

The study's findings suggest that the future of democratic discourse
depends not on choosing between citizen journalism and professional journalism,
but on developing complementary relationships that leverage the strengths of both
forms of media. Professional journalism remains essential for comprehensive
coverage of complex issues, investigative reporting, and maintaining quality
standards, while citizen journalism provides valuable perspectives, community
engagement, and democratic participation opportunities.

Moving forward, research and policy efforts should focus on developing
frameworks that support high-quality citizen journalism while addressing its
limitations. This includes investing in media literacy education, developing fact-
checking capabilities, promoting ethical standards, and creating supportive institu
tional environments for citizen journalism to thrive. Only through such
comprehensive approaches can societies fully realize the democratic potential of
citizen journalism while mitigating its risks to democratic discourse.

REFERENSI

Adams, E. J. (2025). Ethical dimension of citizen journalism: Implication on news
gathering. Communications, 12(1), 1-10.
https://doi.org/10.11648/j.com.20251201.11

Delli Carpini, M. X., & Keeter, S. (1996). What Americans know about politics
and why it matters. Yale University Press.

Dimitrova, D. V., Shehata, A., Strombick, J., & Nord, L. W. (2014). The effects
of digital media on political knowledge and participation in election
campaigns. Communication Research, 41(1), 95-118.

Goode, L. (2009). Social news, citizen journalism and democracy. New Media &
Society, 11(8), 1287-1305. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444809341393

Habermas, J. (1962). The structural transformation of the public sphere: An
inquiry into a category of bourgeois society. MIT Press.

|Page 132




JURNAL BADATI, P-ISSN : 1907 — 5340, E-ISSN : 2722 — 3248 , VOL 8 NO 2 NOVEMBER 2025

Horoub, 1. (2023). Understanding media empowerment: Citizen journalism in
Palestine. Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, 10, 32.
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-023-01526-z

Kaufhold, K., Valenzuela, S., & Gil de Zudniga, H. (2010). Citizen journalism and
democracy: How user-generated news use relates to political knowledge
and participation. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, 87(3-4),
515-529.

Kleinberg, M. S., & Lau, R. R. (2019). The importance of political knowledge for
effective citizenship in a democracy. In Oxford Research Encyclopedia of
Politics.

Lopez-Garcia, X., Negreira-Rey, M. C., & Rodriguez-Vazquez, A. 1. (2024).
Mediatised participation: Citizen journalism and the decline in user-

generated content in online news media. Social Sciences, 13(5), 266.
https://doi.org/10.3390/socscil13050266

Nah, S., Luo, J., Ak¢akir, G., Wu, X., Nam, G., & Kim, S. (2025). Revisiting
citizen journalism scholarship in the Web Era (1994-2023): Past, present,
and  prospect. New Media &  Society, 27(1), 45-68.
https://doi.org/10.1177/14648849241247972

Nair, P., Eberwein, T., & Sparkes-Vian, C. (2025). Editorial: Social media and
political participation: Unpacking the role of social media in
contemporary politics. Frontiers in Communication, 9, 1482934.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1482934

Popovi¢, D. (2024). Responsibility in citizen journalism: Challenges and
perspectives. Media Studies and Applied Ethics, 5(2), 63-78.
https://doi.org/10.46630/msae.2.2024.05

Radsch, C. C. (2015). Cyberactivism and citizen journalism in Egypt: Digital
dissidence and political change. Palgrave Macmillan.

Rosen, J. (2006). The people formerly known as the audience. PressThink.
Retrieved from http://archive.pressthink.org/2006/06/27/ppl_frmr.html

Steinfeld, N., & Lev-on, A. (2024). Exposure to diverse political views in
contemporary media environments. Frontiers in Communication, 9,
1384706. https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2024.1384706

| Page 133




JURNAL BADATI, P-ISSN : 1907 — 5340, E-ISSN : 2722 — 3248 , VOL 8 NO 2 NOVEMBER 2025

Tse, C. H. (2024). Hyperlocal journalism and community engagement: A
comparative analysis of citizen participation in digital news platforms.
Digital Journalism, 12(3), 445-462.

Usher, N. (2021). News for the rich, white, and blue: How place and power distort
American journalism. Columbia University Press.

Valenzuela, S., Bachmann, 1., & Aguilar, M. (2023). Citizen journalism and
political knowledge: Evidence from a natural experiment. Political
Communication, 40(2), 189-208.

|Page 134




	INTRODUCTION
	METHODOLOGY
	Ethical Considerations

	RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
	Democratic Participation and Civic Engagement
	Information Quality and Credibility Challenges
	Digital Media Landscape and Platform Dynamics
	Regulatory and Policy Implications


