
Aspiration equals reality?!
A qualitative content analysis comparing economic journalism skills 
taught in journalism education with the requirements of professional 
journalism practice in Germany – with a special focus on journalistic 

resilience and happiness
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• Master‘s thesis at the Institute of Journalism / TU Dortmund 
University, Germany

• submitted January 5th, 2026 → very recent results (main 
empirical research phase in summer/fall 2025)

• (Economic) Journalism is a demanding profession that requires 
numerous skills and knowledge

• However, to date, little empirical research explicitly addressing 
the competency requirements for prospective economic 
journalists in training and professional practice
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Goal:

Find out which competence profiles training courses for economic
journalists in Germany focus on and which competences
professional practitioners expect from aspiring economic
journalists.
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• Basis for the exploratory study: Catalogue of competences 
comprising 13 categories, which has been derived from previous 
findings in national German, European and international 
journalistic competence research and further developed in 
empirical analysis

• Thesis is structured around three research questions in two 
stages of analysis, followed by a synthesis
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Methodology:

1. Qualitative content analysis to examine the curricula and module manuals 
of 21 economic journalism training programs at universities of applied 
sciences, universities and journalism schools in Germany

2. 21 semi-structured, guided interviews with economic journalists, again 
evaluated using qualitative content analysis, to addresses practical career 
perspectives

Finally, the findings from both research steps are brought together.
Throughout the study, the researcher uses MAXQDA software to answer the 
research questions.
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Main steps before starting the empirical study:
• Define the terms „economic journalism“ and „journalistic 

competence“
• Theory: Lots of journalistic competence models from different 

periods, partly modifications and further development of 
previously established models (Gossel & Konyen, 2019; 
Katzenberger, 2024; Meier, 2018; Nölleke-Przybylski et al., 2020; 
Nowak, 2007; Steinbrecher, 2013; Weischenberg, 1990)

• Compile and add to the catalogue of competences for empirical 
analysis
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1. Subject-specific expertise (e.g., expertise in communication studies)

2. Practical journalistic skills (e.g., journalistic craft, journalistic experience

in the form of compulsory work placements or an integrated traineeship)

3. Communication skills (e.g., ability to articulate ideas, presentation and

explanatory techniques)

4. Economic expertise (e.g., departmental and specialist knowledge such as economic expertise,

background knowledge)

5. Ethical and reflective competencies

6. Organisational and conceptual competencies

7. Digital and technical competencies

8. International competencies

9. Management competencies

10. Entrepreneurial competencies

11. Core competencies (e.g., soft skills and personal qualities)

12. Interdisciplinary competencies

13. Other competencies
source: own illustration with MAXQDA



21 interviewed German economic journalists:
• purposive sampling with focus on socio-demographic diversity of participants (age, gender, professional training, 

employment status, type of media, etc.)
• harder to reach freelance journalist than those with fixed contracts
• 91 economic journalists contacted via email (Response rate: 75 %)
• Online interviews conducted with 21 journalists via Zoom (time frame: 60 minutes)
• 16 men, 5 women
• average age: 48 years (age range: 27 – 65 years)
• 12 journalists had a leading position in their media organisation (9 men and 3 women)
• 19 journalists with fixed contracts, 2 freelancer
• 19 journalists work for national German media, 2 for the German unit of an international medium
• mainly public broadcasting, classic economic media (economic newspapers and magazines)
• all interviewed journalists had an academic background, 3 of them even a Ph.D.
• half of the journalists studied economics (as a major or minor), often extensive training programs comprising several training 

and career stages (e.g., journalism school and academic studies)
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What do economic journalism programs in Germany teach?
• basics of communication studies, normative standards of journalism and empirical methods of 

journalism/media research (partly with focus on data analysis and econometrics)
• critical assessment of (academic) sources and studies
• investigative journalism and professional fact- and source-checking
• digital media competencies and data journalism (data protection, ethics and critical reflection, digital 

sources and data)
• Generative AI in content production and visualisation as well as editorial processes (hands-on 

introduction into ChatGPT, ElevenLabs or Python, but also problematization and ethics)
• geopolitics, war/conflict journalism, populism, influence of social media discourses on public debates
• entrepreneurial skills (e.g., basics of freelance work, brand, media and innovation management, self-

marketing, digital business models) → however, in different intensity (also a lot in economics courses)
• project, self- and time management (connected to resilience, working under stress as well as 

quality and time pressure) → mainly in training newsrooms settings (as a by-product)
• personal and social competences (self-management and personality development included), one 

study degree trains the perseverance of students „to achieve a higher frustration tolerance“
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What skills do economic journalists expect from aspiring journalists?
• partly critical academic reflection of (social) media processes, media 

systems, journalistic norms and standards and their influence on society 
(„stick to the facts and separate facts from opinion“)

• practical journalistic skills, values and experience (e.g., competent 
journalistic research / „track record“) → combined training programs favored

• social media skills, statistics and digital/data competencies, SEO, „no fear of 
AI“ in journalistic research and production

• self-marketing, brand management and entrepreneurial skills
• average satisfaction with own journalistic training: 6,9 (on a scale 1-10)
• competence requirements increase (accelerated by AI), but (economic) 

journalism training in Germany is overall fulfilling its job (still constant 
adaptation needed)
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… and regarding journalistic resilience?
• organizational and project as well as self- and time management competences; ability to set priorities
• high and diverse requirements of the journalistic profession cause pressure to perform and to be visible (already newsroom 

interns affected)
• stress due to permanent availability via different communication channels, multitasking, workload and time pressure in 

everyday professional life → (economic) journalists „always work at the limit of their own capacity“
• additional pressure caused by personal expectations, low salaries and worsening working conditions (accompanied by 

longer training periods than in other job profiles) as well as permanent fear of losing one‘s occupation
• measurability of journalistic performance → click rates, metrics; headwinds and interactions in online/social media → 

(Economic) journalists must be able to „withstand public dialogue“.
• demand for resilience and stress resistance are required in candidate selection and partly made transparent by employers 

beforehand; however, at the same time, organizational skills and awareness of one‘s own limits and capacities essential as 
well as a healthy work-life-balance (separation difficult for many (economic) journalists)

• In journalism, there is “an abstract expectation that one must always function – and that is not how it works“; another 
respondent highlights „a healthy affinity for self-exploitation“ (differences in age groups observable)

• Conclusion by one respondent: Journalism education should draw attention to these diverse sources of pressure, provide 
coping strategies and offer opportunities for exchange among aspiring (economic) journalists. However, this does not 
absolve professional practice of the responsibility to prevent potential high-pressure situations on the job.
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Main findings summarized (synthesis):
• Journalism training and professional practice sometimes put different emphases in 

the competence profiles.
• While economic journalism training highlights communication science expertise 

and ethical-reflective skills, professionals particularly put emphasis on the 
decision-making skills of prospective economic journalists. 

• However, teaching manuals and interview statements often address several areas of 
competence, so that there are overlaps in the category coding.

• For example, there are parallels in the emphasis on economic expertise.
• A closer look at the teaching manuals and interview statements shows that training 

courses and economic journalists address competencies with varying degrees of 
intensity.

• The evaluations reveal a diverse profile of economic journalism skills in theory and 
practice and provide a basis for further research projects. 
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What does journalism education have to do with 
journalistic resilience and happiness?

Hypothesis: If we equip young journalists with the necessary and up-to-date 
combination of competences, they will be better prepared to execute and succeed in 
their job. Furthermore, they will be able to navigate the challenges of the journalistic 
profession autonomously and with self-confidence.

Consequently, the goal would be: Alignment of the requirements of journalism 
education and journalistic profession.

Would you agree? If not: What could be potential trade-offs or diverging needs? Are 
there lacks at your schools/universities regarding the promotion of journalistic 
resilience and self-mindfulness?
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source: own illustration with MAXQDA

Absolute and relative frequencies of the coding of the individual categories in both research stages
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source: own illustration with MAXQDA

Category clusters in the analysis of curricula (left) and guided interviews (right)



Reflection / Outlook:
• I have been involved myself in an economic journalism training 

program in Germany → pre-knowledge & potential biases (countered 
by maximum transparency in the research process and revelation of 
own relation to the topic)

• results have academic and practical relevance and opened up a new 
research field

• results are not representative, but indicative of underlying 
developments

• potential Ph.D. project: Doing a multi-country comparative analysis 
about (economic) journalism competency requirements
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THANK YOU VERY MUCH AND I‘M LOOKING FORWARD TO YOUR 
QUESTIONS AND THE FURTHER DISCUSSION! ☺

Contact:
Richard Brandt
richard.brandt@tu-dortmund.de
+49 151 2397 1605
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