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Social Capital and Transformation Dilemma of Investigative

Journalists in Mainland China

Wang Tianding

Abstract

With the decline of commercial media, investigative reporting in mainland
Chinahas fallen to a record low after its ‘golden decade’ of blossom.Many media
organizations, while restructuring news production process, have cut off units for
in-depth and investigative reporting. Yet for certain reasons, new media platforms for
investigative reporting have not been secured. For these reasons, large number of
investigative journalists, especially senior ones, chose to leave journalism for other
occupations. Some of them have gained public attention in fields such as public
welfare and public relations. Drawing on the concern of occupational transformation
of investigative journalists in mainland China, | interviewed 20 reputational
investigative journalistsfrom 2016 to 2017. Of these journalists, many were forced to
leave journalism, rather than choosing to leave on their own will. Moreover, they all
have experienced, to varying degrees, certain interferences, and are trapped in a
‘transformation dilemma’. Some former investigative journalists who are known for
their seemingly successful occupational transformation are also troubled by endless
untold interferences in the new profession.

Academia in China has been closely watching the transformation of investigative
journalists; quite a few PhD theses are devoted to this topic. However, judging from
the existing publication, insufficient attention has been paid to the transformation
dilemma of investigative journalists, most of whom enjoy relatively high professional
reputation and social recognition, yet these ‘social capitals’ played very limited role in
facilitating them out of the transformation dilemma.

What is the prerequisite for social capital to play its role in occupational
transformation? The current era in China is in urgent need of investigative journalism.
The drain of investigative journalists is posing journalistic professionals crisis for
media industry, and undermining safeguarding public interest in the society. In this
new media era, is it possible to mobilize social actors to establish professional
platforms to bring back together investigative journalists?
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