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Introduction
	Imagine, one wakes up and there is no news in the mass media, how would life be? Possible answers are suspense, chaos, confusion, and fear of the unknown which nobody prays for. This underscores the importance man and society at large attach to news. The news is so essential to mankind in diverse ways such that people cannot do without it. News informs and educates people about economic, social, political and natural phenomena to be able to adjust to the prevailing circumstances. Also, news plays the entertainment function.
	The quest for news and the organs for its dissemination have been an age-long concern of man. Peacock (1920) cited in Wilson (2000) captures this desire and concern in his famous essay, ‘The Four Ages of Poetry’ when he states that:
The natural desire of every man to engross to himself as much power and property as he can acquire by any of the means which make right is accompanied by the no less material desire of making known to as many people as possible the extent to which he has been a winner in this universal game. The successful warrior becomes a king; his next want is an organ to disseminate the fame of his achievements and the extent of his possessions… (p.19).
	This does not simply explain why people are interested in ownership of the mass media but why they like to feature in the news media. Expectedly, influential members of the society as well as organisations receive media attention for what they are. And most of the news stories one is often confronted with on daily basis appear in form of straight news stories. This basic news reporting is complemented with in-depth reporting, interpretative reporting, and investigative reporting. In the midst of these are other media contents in form of editorial comments, analysis, commentaries, interviews, feature articles, and advertorials. 
Learning Outcomes
In the final analysis, readers are expected to:
a. Define the concepts of news, news writing and reporting;
b. Identify news values;
c. Explain journalism principles and fundamental factors that constrain reporters at work;
d. Discuss the relationship between professional ideals and daily practice in journalism. 


Conceptualising News, News Writing and Reporting, and Variable
	News defined: Many scholars have advanced intellectually exciting and relevant views about what news implies. However, few of the self-explanatory definitions will suffice. According to Hasan (2013), news can be called an account of the events written for the people who were unable to witness it.  To Wilson (2000, p.22), “News is anything which someone wants to suppress. All the rest is advertising”. On his part, Teslim (2001) construes news as a factually accurate account of event or problem or something real and current and out of the ordinary that interests people.
	A close examination of these definitions and several traditionally acquired ones indicate that the following qualities are present; “news must be circulated quickly after the event, be of wide interest, contain information which the reader or listener has not received before, represents a departure from the everyday pattern of life and contain information that is useful in taking decisions” (Wilson, 2000, p.22).
	News writing and reporting: This is the process of gathering, sorting and dissemination of information about events or situations to society through the media of mass communication. To Ngwu cited in Nwabueze (2005), news writing and reporting as the process of giving account of news events through a medium to an audience, “consist of gathering facts about an event, occasion or people through careful observation, reasoning and verification and organizing them into a news story with a view to giving mass media audience a good idea of what transpired” (p.3). Those engaged in the business of news reporting are known as reporters or journalists. However, nowadays even non-professionals also carry out these roles as in citizen journalism.
	Variable: A variable means something that is subject to change. It is "a name for something that is thought to influence a particular state of being in something else ...a special kind of concept that contains within it a notion of degree or differentiation" (Hoover, 1980, pp.22 cited in http://www.egyptarch.net/hishamgabr/lectures/Lecture%205A%20Hypotheses %20&%20Variables.pdf). Bartlet and Roger (1996, p.369) offered the following words to qualify a variable; “erratic, unpredictable, inconstant, inconsistent, and unstable”. Thus, reporters are expected to abide by certain norms and news values (which to some extent are not constant) while writing and reporting news. 


Perspectives on News Values or Newsworthiness	
	The news may appear in form of hard news (i.e. economy, oil and gas, foreign exchange, bonds, science and technology, aviation, and climate change) or soft news (i.e. human interest stories, politics, fashion, family life, sports and so forth). Irrespective of the form news takes, the essence as earlier established is to inform, educate and entertain or even mobilise people to take some course of action.
	Selection of news is based on what is referred to in journalism parlance as news values. However, the consideration selection of news values involves a careful, intelligent and often meticulous process. It is neither a haphazard activity nor a task for the novice as Stovall (2005) observed, reporting “takes a great deal of thought, preparation, and practice” (p.153).  Those vested with the responsibility to purvey news are journalists because they are trained and are expected to demonstrate sense of professionalism in the discharge of their duty. Journalists, therefore, use news values to decide what will interest the audience. These news values, according to Dominic (2011), Nwabueze (2010), and Itule and Anderson (2008) include the followings:
	Proximity: It is the nearness of an event to the audience, physically or psychologically. Physical nearness refers to where reporters give priority to things that happen within and around the audience. Psychological nearness occurs when for example, Nigerian reporters prioritise blacks and particularly Nigerians living in the United Kingdom. This contrast’s Morton’s findings on this news value as illustrated by Warren (1992) cited in Nwosu (1995). According to Nwosu (1995, p.117): Studies on one news element, proximity, have produced conflicting information because it contains two separate components: geographic and localization. They define the former as “the measure of the distance between the source and newspapers” and the latter as “the presence of a local angle to the story” as the effect of localisation masks geographic distance. In African context, Traber (1905) cited in Nwosu (1995) describes proximity in news reporting as “… not only a purely geographical term. It’s an attitude of mind, a demarcation of our interests. In practice, it often means that we are mainly interested in our own kind, own priorities of values, patriotic or otherwise” (p.118). 
	Timeliness/currency: It is doubtless that news is a perishable product, and stale news is not interesting. Therefore, information has timeliness if it happened recently. Naturally, things that happen today are more newsworthy than things that happened yesterday. That is why journalists try to be first with every news. An accident, a fire, the signing of a peace treaty or the result of an election is news when it happens (Schaffer, McCutchen & Stofer, 2001). This does not mean things that happened years or even centuries ago are not important. They indeed are important. But the reporter takes care to bring out the significance of the angle that people did not know before to make the material qualify as news.
	Prominence: This has to do with people who are in positions of authority and are well known. Corporate entities are not left out. Such people include politicians, frontline businesspersons, and celebrities among others. Due to their standing in society, whatever they say or do sometimes even unimportant is newsworthy. For example, what the President of Nigeria, Governor of a state, cabinet member or parliamentarian says carry more weight than if it were said by an ordinary person. Similarly, a key staff like the alleged involvement of Col. Sambo Dasuki (rtd), who was the Chief Security Adviser to former President Goodluck Jonathan in the diversion of $2.1 billion meant for procurement of military hardware to combat Boko Haram insurgency in Nigeria for the 2015 presidential election merits mention. Similarly, the visibility giving to personalities like Former Minister of Petroleun, Alison Madueke for alleged financial misappropriation and Babachir, erstwhile Secretary to the Federal Government of Nigeria for alleged financial misappropriation merit mention. In the political arena, we have cases of legislators like Senate President Bukola Saraki and Dino Melaye who were and are being featured prominently in the news. On the aspect of corporate entities, the rancorous relationship that existed between Innoson Motors and GTB recently deserves commentary. To a large extent, prominence is built by the media. In our setting, too, the greater part of the news in the media is about those who are known.
	Impact/Consequence: This news value deals with the possible effect of an event on the lives of people that constitute the audience. Some events bear greater impact than others. In a situation, news with less impact suffers space or air constraint. That is why something would not be regarded as newsworthy except it significantly impacts on a large number of people. For example, if a law is passed inhibiting polygamy or in favour of gay marriage in Nigeria, many Nigerians will be against the laws on account that the laws do not take to account the peculiarity of Nigerian culture, and that they are deprived of having more wives and the ultimately limited number of children or eroding their esteemed cultural value that does not recognise gaysm.
	Conflict: This deals with stories about controversies, quarrels, disagreements and so forth rooted from misunderstanding and intolerance. Naturally, people are always interested in knowing about conflicts in their environment. They may not be favourably disposed to conflict that involve them. The conflict may be between individuals, organisations or countries. For example, in Nigeria, it could be about defection of members of the Nigerian National Assembly mostly on the platform of the ruling All Progressives Congress to the arch-opposition People’s Democratic Party, circumstances that led to the emergence of the 8th National Assembly leadership which some people may construe treacherous while to others, outsmarting, the alleged missing $20 billion petroleum subsidy money during President Goodluck Jonathan administration or the #10 billion incurred on chartered flights by the former Minister of Petroleum Resources, Alison Madueke. Others are mindboggling alleged discoveries and recovery of allegedly looted funds by the current Buhari administration as well as controversies surrounding declaration of some election results and court judgments at different levels and states.
	Weird/Oddity/Uncommonness: News involves abnormality, the out-of-the-ordinary; things that rarely occur. Things that meet this criterion are disasters, accidents, and the outbreak of epidemics. For instance, the spate of the flood that swept across the various States of Nigeria in 2013 made news in the mass media and the outbreak of Ebola disease. To buttress this point, though in different context, Nwabueze (2009) points out that the arrest of a policeman by citizens would receive more attention than routine arrests of civilians by policemen.
Requisite Skills and Style of News Writing and Reporting
	In using news values to report, journalists discharge their duties with recourse to recognisable skills, techniques, and formats that characterise the journalism profession. One of the important intellectual skills they reckon with is the ability to write in a style that distinguishes reporting from other forms of writing. This, they balance with the style journalism advocates as the 5 Ws and H (that is, what, who, where, why, when and how) to format the story in an “inverted pyramid form in which the news is reported in paragraphs arranged in order of descending importance” (Itule & Anderson, 2008, p.62).
	Expectedly, journalists are to discharge the onerous responsibility of news gathering and reporting objectively and bias-free. Unfortunately, literature and experience have shown that this is not always the case as intervening influence comes from different quarters to undermine the quality of news that people consume. On account of this, the paper takes an insight into the possible forces that influence the quality of news with a view to suggesting viable options that would address the challenges. These factors are considered only when attempt will be made to anchor the study on a theory.
Theoretical Framework
	The theory used for this work is the gate-keeping theory introduced in 1947 by Kurt Lewin, a Psychologist, and was borrowed into the communication field by David Manning White in 1950. Gate-keeping theory examines the process which news stories traverse before they appear in the media. The ultimate objective of the theory is to determine how some materials get into the media while others are kept out. This pilots us to the thrust of the gate-keeping theory, which is that before news reaches the public, it undergoes strict examination by certain people within and outside the media organization. Those people are called gate-keepers. In reference to Lamidi (2001), Adisa (2005) explains that the gate-keeper is anybody who has the propensity to exert influence on the final product.
	By the foregoing explanation, various persons, and institutions like the editors, reporters, advertisers, opinion leaders, politicians, business community and even government pass the qualification of the gate-keeper. Itule and Anderson (2008, p.14) add that “sources can also be considered gatekeepers. If they refuse to supply information, possibly there will be no story.” The rationale for gate-keeping is to limit the information which the public receives by editing the information before it is disseminated, to expand the number of information people receive by providing additional facts and to reorganize, as well as reinterpret the information.
	Adisa (2005) argues that the need for the gate-keepers in the media houses takes a special importance, where accurate, objective and relevant data are seriously needed from all available sources, including local, national and regional development planning and where such valuable data are difficult to come by. Thus, the act of omission or commission by the gate-keepers creates so much immediate positive impression but sometimes negative impression.
	Why this theory is appropriate to this work revolves around the way and manner news is handled before it gets to the public. This means so many serious issues of competing significance happen daily. But it is the gatekeepers that determine what and how information reaches the public as news.

Interactive Variables in News Writing and Reporting
	News is produced under different conditions, often in haste, and by people who may have different ideas as to what is important. That notwithstanding, in news writing and reporting, there are guiding principles that regulate the conduct of journalists. These principles which constitute the dominant variables that interrelate with one another are objectivity, accuracy, fairness and balance, and truthfulness.
	Objectivity means the absence of reportorial intrusion in news reports. By virtue of their professional calling, journalists are not expected to distort news with elements of subjective opinion.  Teslim (2001, p.14) cautions that:
 The reporter must have the ability to be impartial and objectivity (sic). He should not forget that the distortion of any story is unacceptable. What the reader wants is facts and not the reporter’s opinion and emotional reaction. The reporter can, however, be ruthless in his condemnation of an affair happening but must preserve an impersonal attitude in his writing.

 But as Leonard Gross cited in Black, Steel and Barney (1995, p.52) argued, “You could engage all you wanted in your pious discussions of objectivity. There is no objectivity. There is only conviction.” Similarly, Borchgrave and Moss also cited in Black et al (1995) expressed their reservation on objectivity when they wrote that “I (sic) don’t believe complete objectivity is possible…And those who claim to stand for journalistic objectivity have already taken sides while deluding themselves that they haven’t.” The absence of objectivity manifests in the Nigerian media as they are divided along ethnic and geopolitical lines. This manifests in the newspaper titles. For example, in one of the editions of the Daily Trust of June 2014, a northern newspaper, the lead story was captioned “Northerners released by Abia State Govt” while its western counterparts had it as, “Suspected Boko Haram Released by Abia Govt”.
	Accuracy implies ensuring that everything about the news story is factually correct and is expressed appropriately, too. Therefore, the reporter has to make a reasonable effort in getting what he wants to write right. Underscoring the importance of accuracy in news writing and reporting Stovall (2006, p.50) notes that:
Accuracy is important to the writer for several reasons. First, our society puts much stock in truth and honesty, and most people expect that the mass media will take reasonable steps to present information accurately. There is a great tendency for mass audiences to believe what they see and read in the mass media, and this inclination translates into a responsibility that those who work in the mass media must fulfill.

	This explains why it behooves on the reporter to ensure that he writes names of people, places, and date the way the owners write it just as places and date are known for what they are. Doing this requires patience, diligence, and rigour in checking and cross-checking of facts and figures. To say that journalists hardly attain accuracy completely in news reporting would be stating the obvious. There have been glaring cases of reporters’ misrepresentation of facts, wrong spellings of names of people, places, and things, using wrong captions to pictures of people etc.
	Fairness, otherwise known as balance or impartiality means treating different sources or viewpoints equally. In other words, it is the choice and use of sources, so as to reflect diverse views. To Frost (2000) impartiality means that a journalist aims at the truth. It is on the basis of this, Shrivastava (1998, p.9) advised that reporters “should not allow their personal bias or ideas to creep into a story. They should not take sides but try to cover all the different viewpoints to achieve balance in the story.” However, balance and impartiality have themselves been challenged by different people. News is a selective and mediated representation of reality. As a result, even journalists have advocated their abandonment in situations where to be impartial would mean standing “neutrally between good and evil, right and wrong, the victim and the oppressor” (Bell, 1998, p.16). Harcup (2008) however, is inclined to reason that there arise inevitable questions about who defines good and evil and whether journalists who take side automatically abandon any claim to be able to report impartially. This leads us to the issue of truthfulness.
	Theoretically, the journalist has the obligation to uphold truth in news writing and reporting. At least this in principle is much the point the social responsibility media theory advocates. Societies, therefore, subscribe to the idea that the public has the unhindered right to know, to receive information from journalistic perspectives which they believe is truthful. For many journalists, the truth is always out there in the shape of facts that are verified and explained (Seib, 2002). Thus, journalists agree that to present information which is less than truth is a gross disservice to society and a betrayal of public trust. 
	Beyond this theoretical proposition, truthfulness is elusive in real life situations. Generally, for an issue or phenomenon to be truthful, it must be written as verifiable facts. Sadly, several factors like ownership control; market forces, reporter bias and so forth (which shall be discussed in detail in subsequent paragraphs) play to erode the truthfulness of a story. When influence comes peddling, “the journalistic mission (which is to be truthful) is obscured because information control is often related to power…” (Black, Steel & Barney 1995, p.33).
	Although news values determine the newsworthiness of a story, there are certain forces that influence what reporters give prominence to, what to consider timely or what is selected on account of proximity. The interest here is on how other extraneous factors significantly influence the news values, particularly in developing countries. This is premised on the standpoint that there exists the interplay between the journalist and cultural forces in his environment as Mfunbusa (2008) remarks that media professionals in Africa operate in a context marked by the politics and culture of the larger society. This position is amplified by Elliot cited in Ogongo-Ongong’a and White (2008, p.162) that:
The bases upon which individuals develop value systems are unique and complex combinations of religious beliefs, education, family and cultural norms, individual rationality and consciously or unconsciously accepted conventions of many of the subcultures in which one lives.

	 Thus, the decisions journalists take to write and report on certain issues and personalities or occurrences are informed by other factors like journalistic norm or routine. Journalism has a routine. That is those habitual, ongoing, patterned procedures that are accepted as appropriate professional practice. For journalists, these include such things as gate-keeping, the beat system, balancing sides in issue stories, and reliance on authoritative sources. News scholars have documented other professional norms of journalists and routines such as their methods of verification (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001), “their careful selection of story topics and facts” (Altheide, 1976; Tuchman, 1978 cited in Robinson (2007, p.307)), and their reliance on other media as a check for news value (Zelizer, 1992). The routine of journalism is developed to help reporters make sense of the world and interpret ambiguous situations (Kidder & Judd, 1986). Therefore, these routines help the journalist to claim of accuracy and objectivity. The journalist interviews credible sources attribute their remarks and avoid expressing overt opinions. The resulting work can be defended because professional procedures have been followed. 
	Despite the fact that the professional procedures are invoked to defend work, Shoemaker and Reese (1996, p. 15) have contended, “it does not mean that these routines are perfect. As systems of information-gathering, journalism has its biases”. This portends that no system of journalism information-gathering is ever completely adequate. 
	Apart from journalism routines is the role of government and the elite class. Journalists owe people the obligation to report on all spheres of human endeavour including government at all levels and organs. But many journalists tend to be uncritical of the policies and activities of incumbent governments and chief executives.  They even tend to be sycophantic. Nwosu (1996, p.119) reasoned that “…sometimes they do this because of gratification or hopes for gratifications in form of cash, materials, and appointments. This is mainly because most African journalists are very far below poverty line” and find it difficult to resist the temptation to be gratified. In some cases, however, is due to the fear of proscription, seizure of publications, arrest, and detention. Besides government influence is that exerted by the elite class who have control over and access to the media. This way the state and the elite act as a constraint. 
	Proprietors of the media can and do shape editorial content. Herman and Chomsky (1988) cited in Harcup (2008, p14) attest to this when they wrote that “media owners are the first ‘filters’ through which the wealthy and powerful are able to filter out the news fit to print, marginalize dissent, and allow the government and dominant private interests to get their messages across”. It is their firm belief that in corporate ownership, the sheer size, concentrated ownership, immense owner wealth, and profit-seeking imperative of the dominant media corporations could hardly yield any result if they do not determine the style of journalism the public gets. In rare cases, some journalists might risk being fired by not adhering to proprietorial interference and directives. Where proprietors exert overwhelming control to the extent of setting a unit parallel to editors, the result is fall in standard as Gransby (2002) affirms based on his personal experience as former editor of the Harrow Observer:
The papers which came out of the unit were appalling, littered with errors and riddled with inconsistencies. No one seemed to understand the areas or the different editions…[The] the outcome is worse newspapers, demotivated staff and a remarkable exodus of talent and experience (cited in Harcup, 2008, p.15).
	News is also influenced by other social institutions and forces. This suggests that factors external to the communicator and the organisation—economic, cultural forces, and audience—determine content. Advertising constitutes an integral source of fund for media houses. Those who sponsor advertisements have their agenda which is to protect their economic and even political fortune. They threaten to withdraw their advertisement if the media operate to the contrary. As a result of the influence, they have, editors are inclined to slant even media content to suit those advertisers. It is on the basis of this that Ojo and Adebayo (2013) conclude that the editorial content of the prosperous media has not only shrunk profoundly, it has also lost prominence to the advertisement. On the other hand, the influence of the market interest is located in the communicators' desire to give audiences what they want in order to ensure large audiences for sponsors' products. According to Sparks (1999), this makes the press be under pressure towards reaching the widest possible audiences, and thus prioritises the kinds of material that sell vast quantities. As key parts of the economic system that are controlled by those with economic power, “the mass media carry an ideology consistent with those interests” (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p.6).
	Time or deadline is the period all stories must be ready in order to print or shown on the newscast. Budget, on the other hand, is the financial involvement in news production. The budget and time involved in news gathering and reporting is little discussed among the factors that influence news reporting. Even textbooks in journalism seldom have very much to say about the relationship between how media are financed and their product characteristics. Allern (2002, p.144) points out that “in Melvin Mencher’s News Reporting and Writing (1994), only two of 600 pages mention the influence finances can exert on content, news priorities and journalists’ choice of sources”. News is produced at different levels of expense. Cheapest are items based on rewrites of press releases, reports from press conferences and other situations where news sources serve information. Somewhat more demanding of time and effort are required to make contact with alternative sources for comment. This is why Allern (2002, p.144-45) puts a convincing argument that:
 If the news desk relies heavily on news of its own making – following up tips, developing its own reportage ideas and putting research into a solid background article – its costs will be high. Even more costly are investigative reporting and series. Reluctant sources and closed doors only add to the cost of such ventures. Most news desks will also buy material from one or more news services. Since these services are subscribed, it is most economical to make use of the material the service provides as a copy; it is much more costly to use it only as background and reference material for one’s reporters. Studies of news media have found that, due to shortages of staff and budget constraints, news desks generally have to make sure they develop contacts with organized, bureaucratic sources – e.g., the police, the courts, traffic control centres, local administrators and political bodies – reliable sources of a steady stream of information that can easily be converted into news copy. Active, self-reliant news gathering costs. 

Offensive offers of journalistically processed information from resource-rich sources are a daily temptation. Precisely such ‘information subsidies’ play a central part in professional agents’ media strategies (Allern, 1997). By the same token, some kinds of potential news stories are left aside, not because they lack relevance, but because they require ‘digging’ and journalistic resources such as time, staff and money. Budget-consciousness means that certain kinds of news stories that cost little to produce tend to have an easier time making their way into news columns and newscasts at the expense of those that cost much.
The way forward
	Since it is certain that deliberate omission of news stories, crucial as it may be, is as a result of paucity of fund with the attendant consequence of limiting plurality of ideas, news organizations should explore all possible legitimate ways of raising enough money to be able to cover the essential news stories that are left out as a result of lean budget.
	There should be a routine on-the-job training among journalists. This is reasonable because some journalists are not thoroughly grounded in journalism in the first place. Even some that pride themselves to have been properly grounded lose sight of the etiquettes of their calling and fall easy prey to seducers. Additionally, the training will give reporters the opportunity to keep abreast with state-of-the-art equipment necessary for smooth operation. This is necessary because journalism routine requires coverage of a variety of issues at different places in the swift period in this globalised computer age. Anything short of that will continue to pose a threat and limitation to reporters in the course of discharging their duties effectively.
	Much as business concerns, politicians, social institutions and even the media organizations themselves might have a stake in journalism, they should recognize that their interest should not override national or collective interest. By implication these groups should allow journalists to function by purveying qualitative information which is an essential ingredient to the healthy development of the nation.
	There should be an upward review of reporters’ remuneration both in private and government-controlled media vis-a-vis the current economic realities. This should be considered an imperative that requires urgent attention because most media outfits do not pay their staff handsomely and the tendency is for some journalists to pauperise and operate based on dictates of higher bidders. 
Summary and Conclusion
	This paper considered the importance of news to society. It reiterated that the role of the reporter responsible for purveying news is to determine what people are thinking of on an issue and reports the opinions of different stakeholders on local and national discourse. It does not lose sight of the newsworthiness of issues reported, guiding principles of journalism as well as the requisite skills and style. The paper went on to acknowledge that much as journalists are expected to religiously stick to their ethical conduct, they are from time-to-time influenced by certain forces that undermine their professional capabilities and ultimately, the quality of reporting. As a result, the paper recommends viable options with a view to enhancing the quality of news writing and reporting.
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