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Journalistic News Writing:  
A Case Study on Revisions of Content and Form
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Abstract News products provide a major part of the foundation of what we know about the 
world in which we live. However, we lack empirical knowledge about the process of writing news 
texts, e. g. knowledge about the choices made by journalists as to what to communicate and 
how to communicate it. This paper aims to contribute to filling this research gap by reporting on a 
case study of some of the decisions journalists make as regards content and linguistic form when 
composing news articles. More specifically, the study investigated the revision practices of three 
journalists during text production at a Spanish newspaper, as these revisions yield insights into 
the progression of the text and thus contribute to our understanding of how journalists work 
with the content and linguistic form of a text. Results indicate that journalists’ revisions are related 
to form markedly more often than to content (approx. three to four times more often). Moreover, 
revision type (e. g. addition, omission and substitution) and effect on the text (content or form) 
seem to suggest two writing phases serving different overall purposes; producing (more) text for 
the newspaper article in the first phase and evaluating, and especially reducing the length of the 
article in the second phase.
Revisions in journalistic writing: content and form
Keywords journalistic writing and revising, democratisation of knowledge, professional text pro-
duction, workplace writing, online revisions, revisions of content and form, keystroke logging, 
qualitative research

1 Introduction

According to the American Press Institute, the “purpose of journalism is [...] to provide citi-
zens with the information they need to make the best possible decisions about their lives, their 
communities, their societies, and their governments” (American Press Institute 2017). Hence, 
a journalist’s basic task is to keep citizens informed about what is currently happening in soci-
ety and in the world at large, thus empowering the citizens to make the best possible choices. 
This democratising role of journalism implies that news media shape the settings in which we 
discuss events and get information about ourselves and the world we live in (Hartley 2011: 21). 
Consequently, news journalism possesses an orchestrating, manipulating power regarding the 
public debate (Willig 2011: 16; cf. also Jakobs/Perrin 2014a: 1). For this reason, and because 
journalistic products provide a large part of the foundation for what we know about the world 
we inhabit, it becomes important to examine how news articles are written.

The last stage before a news article reaches the consumers is the very process of writing, 
in which the journalist, among other things, makes deliberate choices concerning the content 
and form of the news, i. e. choices pertaining to what to communicate, on the one hand, and 
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how to communicate it, on the other. In other words, these are choices made to ensure that 
the story is understood by the consumers, thus empowering them and consequently creating 
social value1. Typically, studies in news production do not look into this journalistic writing 
process. However, a few studies have dealt specifically with journalistic text production, e. g. 
Pitts (1982), Schumacher/Scott/Klare et al. (1989), Perrin (e. g. 2001) and Van Hout (2010), but 
our empirical knowledge about journalists’ choices of content and form in the production of 
news articles is still very limited. The current paper aims to contribute to filling this research 
gap by investigating the content-form dichotomy in journalistic text production. 

In terms of theory, this study is rooted in the process-oriented, cognitive writing research 
concerned with investigating and understanding how texts are written. As a cognitive activ-
ity, writing is perceived as a recursive activity drawing on hierarchically organised cognitive 
processes which are, somewhat simplistically, the cognitive elements that plan and generate, 
formulate, evaluate, and revise content and form if necessary.2 Writers use these processes 
actively and in different combinations during text production “to progressively create a text 
that meets their conception of topic, task and audience” (Lindgren/Sullivan 2006a: 32). The 
interaction between planning, generating, formulating, evaluating and revising results in a 
recursive process as text producers elaborate on their texts, giving up existing ideas and struc-
tures in favour of new ones (Lindgren/Sullivan 2006a: 32). The recursivity and the hierarchical 
structure imply that choices regarding the content and form of a text are continuously being 
evaluated and revised while the text is being produced. Accordingly, revision constitutes an 
inherent part of text production. In the study, the “revision strand” was extracted for separate 
examination, precisely because revision provides insights into the progression of a text and 
thus contributes with a significant element to understanding how journalists shape the content 
and form of the evolving text. 

Thus, focusing on the content-form dichotomy in journalistic writing and revising, the 
present paper reports on an observational study (Haugaard 2016), aiming at gaining insight 
into some of the decisions concerning content and form which journalists made while produc-
ing a text. The study explored different aspects of revision occurring during three professional 
text producers’ ordinary writing practices as they unfolded in everyday life in an editorial 
office of a major Spanish newspaper.3 

1 The why question, which is the reasoning behind the journalists’s choices, is also highly relevant.  Never-
theless, an investigation of this aspect is beyond the scope of this article.

2 From a more context-oriented perspective, these cognitive processes are embedded in and influenced 
by a number of contextual factors, which affect both the writing process and the product. This line of re-
search is demonstrated in the work of various scholars, e. g. Van Hout’s (2010) ethnographic approach to 
the study of intertextuality in newswriting in the workplace, Perrin’s (2013) “Linguistics of Newswriting” 
and Leijten/Van Waes/Schriver et al.’s (2014) comprehensive model of skilled professional text produc-
tion. 

3 Research on revision has been engaged both in classifying the textual changes that writers make to 
a text and modelling the complex cognitive and/or social processes that are assumed to precede or 
influence these changes. Thus, the term revision has been used with reference to process and textual 
changes alike (e. g. Fitzgerald 1987: 483, Fredmann 1985: xi, Alamargot/Chanquoy 2001: 100) (see Haug-
aard 2016: 52 for a brief summary of other terms used). The object of study of this paper is the textual 
changes made in the text during writing.
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For each journalist, the study investigated the characteristics of the revisions of content 
and form separately. This means that the study examined time of occurrence during the writing 
process, revision type, such as addition, omission and substitution, and the possible relation 
between timing and revision type. Moreover, the study analysed the distribution of revisions on 
content and form and the differences between and similarities shared by the three journalists.

In the following, the research design will be described, the analytical framework of the 
study will be introduced, and the results will be presented and discussed. 

2 Research design

Research on writing is an eclectic field comprising a great variety of disciplines, traditions, 
approaches to and perspectives on text production (Jakobs/Perrin 2014b: 27). Even so, many 
researchers consider the composing process to be both a cognitive and a situated activity (e. g. 
Schultz 2006: 368). Recognising that text production does not take place in a vacuum, and that 
the writing process and, hence, the genesis of the text are influenced by a number of external 
factors affecting both process and product, the study combined a cognitive and a contextual 
approach (cf. also Perrin e. g. 2001, 2003, 2013, Perrin/Ehrensberger-Dow 2006, Van Hout 
2010, Leijten/Van Waes/Schriver et al. 2014) in the examination of naturally occurring com-
posing processes embedded in everyday life at a workplace. 

Using case studies is highlighted as a suitable method for investigating the peculiarities 
and complexities of a phenomenon (Stake 1995: xi) within its real-life context (Yin 2003: 13). 
Furthermore, multiple cases often accentuate complementary aspects of a phenomenon and 
can therefore strengthen the accuracy and validity of the analysis (Neergaard 2007: 22). Based 
on the research interest of the study, i. e. identifying and comparing specific characteristics of 
journalists’ revisions, a qualitative and exploratory multiple case study was chosen to explore 
and thoroughly describe authentic journalistic writing and revising in their natural context. 
More specifically, the study investigated three instances of text production processes embed-
ded in the journalistic everyday life at the business section of the Spanish national newspaper 
El Mundo. The participants were selected using strategic and convenience sampling, ensuring 
a sample of journalists with suitable qualities and a willingness to participate in the study4 
(Thagaard 2012: 55 f.). As regards level of experience, the participants had been working at the 
business section for between two and nine years (cf. Table 1); two of the participants had at 
least a couple of years of experience within their subject area, while one participant (P1) had 
recently changed her subject area due to a reorganisation of the section and had only a few 
months of experience within this new field. This heterogeneity in relation to years of employ-
ment at the section and expertise within subject areas was not thought to be problematic, as 
all three participants had either experience from other sections and subject areas within El 
Mundo (P1, P2) and/or experiences prior to their employment at El Mundo, including other 
media houses with similar (P3) and other (P1, P3) subject areas. Moreover, they all researched 
their own articles and wrote the final version themselves. Accordingly, they all were “expe-
rienced” journalists “with length, depth, and/or breadth of experience” (Perrin/Ehrens berger-
Dow 2006: 320). Before the study, the participants had been informed as to how the study 
would proceed.

4 Four journalists agreed to participate in the study, but due to technical problems during observations, 
the study only included empirical material from three articles.



- 125 -

Fachsprache Vol. XL 3–4/2018 Revisions in journalistic writing: content and form Articles / Aufsätze

Adhering to a mixed methods approach placing the research agenda at the centre (John-
son/Onwuegbuzie/Turner 2007) and in order to present a description as comprehensive as 
possible of the revisions made during the three composing processes, the study applied a com-
bination of qualitative and quantitative methods (Creswell 2014: 4, Dam-Jensen/Heine 2009: 
11 f.), i. e. the multi-method approach of Progression Analysis (PA) which aims at collecting 
and analysing writing in natural workplace settings at three different levels: the macro level, 
i. e. the situational context of the writing process by means of interviews and observations, the 
meso level, i. e. the evolving text during writing by means of keystroke logging5, 6, and the mi-
cro level, i. e. the writers’ consciously applied strategies by means of cue-based retrospective 
verbalisations (e. g. Perrin 2003). More specifically, the present study made use of keystroke 
logging and participant observation during the writing process and retrospective interviews 
immediately following the process giving insights into the journalists’ revisions of content and 
form. In the present study, the macro level and the micro level feed into the analysis and inter-
pretation of the meso level, that is: revisions of content and form.

During the elaboration of the research design, pilot tests were conducted primarily to 
qualify the participant observation and the retrospective interview. The observation was based 
on a template with predefined time slots (0‒59) that allowed both specified observations (e. g. 
keyboard activity [insertion or deletion], mouse movements, the use of notes, etc.) and com-
ments to be recorded (e. g. talks to colleague, visits to the toilet, etc.). In this sense, the par-
ticipant observations served, to a great extent, as a triangulation of the log files. Anticipating 
that the time for the retrospective interview would be very limited, the interview guide con-
centrated primarily on the overall process and the how and why of the genesis of the text, and 
focused on specific activities or challenges that the journalists might identify as relevant to 
speak about.

Data generation

Striving for homogeneous composing processes in terms of non-participant-dependent vari-
ables such as article length and time of writing, the aim was to study the production of the prio-
ritised news article of the day, which has a length of approximately 5000 characters, includ ing 
spaces. However, for various reasons, this was not possible in all cases, and consequently the 
texts vary in length (cf. Table 1). All articles were written during the hours immediately before 
deadline and were printed the following day in the business section of the newspaper, thus 
addressing the same potential readers.

5 A keystroke logger is a type of software that records the writing activity as writers compose on a com-
puter, i. e. which keys are activated, what is deleted and how the cursor moves while the text is being 
written. The software records the exact time of each activity, including the pauses between them, giving 
access to all the various stages a text passes through before reaching its final state. The recording is 
saved in a log file which can be used to analyse various aspects of the text production process. 

6 At this level, other computer loggings such as screen recordings and eyetracking have also been used 
(e. g. Ehrensberger-Dow/Perrin 2013: 77).
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Table 1: Participants’ subject areas, years of employment at the business section and article details 78

Participant 1 (P1) Participant 2 (P2) Participant 3 (P3)

Subject area banking7 labour market financial market

Years of employment 9 2 4

Date and time of text 
production

26 April 2012
approx. 18.43–20.458 

hrs

27 April 2012
approx. 19.55–21.07 hrs

30 April 2012
approx. 19.35–20.55 hrs

Number of words 533 653 746

Prior to the study and after being security-cleared, the keystroke logging software, Translog 
(Carl 2012), was installed on the participants’ personal computers. When a participant was 
about to write an article, she was introduced to the software, and the recording was then start-
ed simultaneously with the participant observation.9 

To ensure fruitful retrospection, the retrospective interviews were conducted immediate-
ly after the text production process and were only interrupted by the normal obligations that 
apply when an article is submitted for print. The retrospective interviews were conducted as 
semi-structured interviews in front of the participants’ computers. With very few exceptions, 
the retrospective interviews did not provide insights that could inform the analysis of the revi-
sions. However, the retrospection proved useful for creating insight into the normal workflow 
of journalists and into the sources and tools they used during the composing processes. 

In addition to the completed article, the dataset comprised three process protocols, each 
containing a keystroke log, an observation protocol, a retrospective interview, source material 
including handwritten notes, a search history and the tools used during text production. As 
keystroke logging provides a detailed and nuanced picture of how the articles come into being, 
as well as nuanced insight into the revisions of content and form, the keystroke logs were the 
primary data source, and the analysis of these was informed by the remaining empirical mate-
rial, particularly the observation protocols and the retrospective interviews. In preparation for 
the analyses, the log files were synchronised with the observation protocols and the retrospec-
tive interviews and merged into one document (cf. Table 2).

7 Changed from transport, turism and infrastructure.
8 P1 had a downtime period of about 45 minutes approx. halfway through the process during which she 

didn’t produce text. Moreover, during this period and about 50 minutes into the process, the editors 
changed the spot for the article in the newspaper moving it from the front page to a location inside the 
section, which resulted in less space. 

9 Afterwards, the Translog recordings were converted into another file type to be analysed by another 
type of keystroke logging software, Inputlog (Leijten/Van Waes 2013), with different and more sophisti-
cated qualities (see Haugaard 2016 for the reasoning and a thorough discussion of the two softwares). 
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Table 2: Synchronisation and merging of empirical material 10 11 12

Time –
log file   

Time – 
obser-
vation 

Logging 
 activity  
  

Description Revisi-
on

Paragraph 
no. / sen-
tence no.

Written text

Pause: 
15085 ms

07,16 Observation: 
Uses little red 
book
Retrospective in-
terview: Checks 
up on date 

1/3

7,29,94-
7,46,47

[▼][▲]despidió 
marzo.[▼][▲]  
[▼][▲][▼][▲]
[_][o] _nivel en 
el [▼][▲]

The cursor 
is placed in 
position 378 
and lo hizo el 
pasado 1 de 
abril. is marked 
backwards and 
overwritten with 
despidió marzo.
lo_ is marked, 
the space 
between por 
debajo de_lo que 
is deleted, the o 
in lo que is then 
deleted before 
_nivel en el is 
written.

2 con-
textual 
revisions

1/3 Mañana, cuando 
las plazas del Viejo 
Continente retomen su 
actividad, el selectivo 
español arrancará la 
sesión 1.000 puntos por 
debajo de lo que lo hizo 
el pasado 1 de abril.10


Mañana, cuando 
las plazas del Viejo 
Continente retomen su 
actividad, el selectivo 
español arrancará la 
sesión 1.000 puntos por 
debajo de lo que despi-
dió marzo.11 

Mañana, cuando 
las plazas del Viejo 
Continente retomen su 
actividad, el selectivo 
español arrancará la 
sesión 1.000 puntos por 
debajo del nivel en el 
que despidió marzo.12 

Pause: 
3089 ms

The extract above illustrates the temporal sequence of two revisions made to the third and last 
sentence of the article at the time. After a pause of about 15 seconds during which, accord-
ing to the observation protocol and the retrospective interview, the author uses her personal 
calendar to clarify her doubt about a date, in the first revision, R1, she marks the last part of 

10 Tomorrow, when the European stock exchanges resume their activity, the Spanish stock exchange index 
will start the session 1,000 points lower than last April 1. 

11 Tomorrow, when the European stock exchanges resume their activity, the Spanish stock exchange index 
will start the session 1,000 points lower than at the end of March. 

12 Tomorrow, when the European stock exchanges resume their activity, the Spanish stock exchange index 
will start the session 1,000 points lower than the level at the end of March.
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the sentence, lo hizo el pasado 1 de abril, and overwrites it with despidió marzo. In the next 
step, R2, the author deletes the space between de and lo que, followed by the o in lo que before 
writing nivel en el. This takes place between 7 minutes 29 seconds and 7 minutes 46 seconds 
in the process. 

3 Analysing online revisions

When tracking the text production process as it unfolds in computer-based writing, the con-
tinuous revisions made as part of the ongoing text production process become visible to the 
researcher. Because these online revisions are actions which are continuously shaping the text, 
certain issues must be considered when they are to be analysed and their effect on the text is 
to be interpreted. In the following, some of these issues will be addressed.

3.1 Categorising online revisions

At any given point during writing, the written text can be revised at its leading edge, also 
known as the point of inscription (e. g. Matsuhashi 1987, Stevenson/Schoonen/de Glopper 
2006), where new text is being transcribed, and it can be revised in the text already written, 
i. e. after the text has been transcribed. When revisions occur at the leading edge, no textual 
context is transcribed following the revision, only before (cf. Example 1 below). Consequently, 
these revisions are pre-contextual, a term coined by Lindgren (2005). At the leading edge, 
the writer continually makes decisions about content and form while creating the emergent 
text (Matsuhashi 1987: 204, Lindgren 2005: 32), and revisions are made when what has just 
been transcribed or is being transcribed needs adjustment (Lindgren/Sullivan 2006b: 161). As 
opposed to revisions at the leading edge, revisions in the text already written are undertaken 
when writers move away from the leading edge to insert new text or to omit, substitute or 
rearrange already transcribed text (cf. Example 2 below). In this sense, these revisions are 
both preceded and followed by text. Thus, writers are operating within an already transcribed 
context, which makes the revisions contextual (Lindgren/Sullivan 2006b: 171).13 The difference 
between the two revision categories is illustrated in the following two examples, which include 
data from one of the writing processes in the study. 

In Example 1, the writer (P3) was working on the first sentence of her article (R0). As soon 
as she had transcribed the preposition en (‘in’) at the leading edge, she replaced it by another 
preposition, desde (‘since’), while also transcribing the complement in the preposition phrase, 
noviembre de 2010 (‘November 2010’) (R1). 

13 It appears from the text that Lindgren (2005) and Lindgren/Sullivan (2006b) use the two adjectives pre-
contextual and contextual to refer to the difference in linguistic environment of a revision. In contrast, 
other scholars, e. g. from the Systemic-Functional tradition, use the term co-text to refer to the linguistic 
environment of a word, reserving context to mean “the context of language, a connotative semiotic sys-
tem” (Matthiessen/Teruya/Lam 2010). However, as this article takes its point of departure in the frame-
work of Lindgren/Sullivan (2006b), it makes most sense to adhere to their terminology.



- 129 -

Fachsprache Vol. XL 3–4/2018 Revisions in journalistic writing: content and form Articles / Aufsätze

(R0) 
La Bolsa española cerró ayer el peor abril en 25 años y su peor mes en 
The Spanish Stock Exchange closed yesterday the worst April in 25 years and its worst month 
in 

(R1) 
La Bolsa española cerró ayer el peor abril en 25 años y su peor mes desde noviembre de 2010 
The Spanish Stock Exchange closed yesterday the worst April in 25 years and its worst month 
since November 2010

Example 1

When this revision was being made, it constituted the leading edge of the transcribed text, 
i. e. there was only transcribed text preceding the revision and no textual context transcribed 
following the revision. Accordingly, the revision is pre-contextual. 

In Example 2, the text producer (P3) had completed the 9th sentence (R0). After a short 
pause of barely 2.5 seconds, the journalist, hitting Enter, created space for a new paragraph, 
which she initiated after another 2 seconds, then stopped transcribing the second word. After 
a little more than 4 seconds, the author returned to the beginning of the previous sentence, 
marking el peso (‘the weight’) and overwriting it with la proporción (‘the proportion’) (R1). 

(R0) 
Así, el peso que los inversores no residentes tienen en el reparto de la tarta de deuda sober-
ana ha pasado del 50,4 % al 37,5 % en tan sólo tres meses. 
Thus, the weight that non-resident investors have in the distribution of the sovereign debt pie 
has gone from 50.4 % to 37.5 % in just three months.

(R1)
Así, la proporción que los inversores no residentes tienen en el reparto de la tarta de deuda 
soberana ha pasado del 50,4 % al 37,5 % en tan sólo tres meses. 
Thus, the proportion that non-resident investors have in the distribution of the sovereign debt 
pie has gone from 50.4 % to 37.5 % in just three months.

Example 2

Then the cursor was moved back to the leading edge of the text, and the transcribing of the 
word was resumed. The revision was made within an already transcribed context preceded 
and followed by text, hence this is a contextual revision.

3.2 Interpreting the effect of online revisions

The distinction between pre-contextual and contextual revisions according to their location, 
i. e. in the text already transcribed (contextual revision) or in the text currently being tran-
scribed (pre-contextual revision), is relevant when the effect of a revision is to be interpreted; 
at the leading edge of the text, the future text has not yet been transcribed, which makes it 
impossible to know what the writer is intending to write after the revision has been made 
(Lindgren/Sullivan 2006a: 43). Therefore, the effect of pre-contextual revisions is interpreted 
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based on the preceding text, that text being the only one, which the researcher can safely 
assume the writer to be conscious of when making the revision. Accordingly, pre-contextual 
revisions lack analytical context, which makes their effect on the text difficult – even impos-
sible – to interpret on the basis of an observation of the writing process, e. g. by keystroke 
logging. This is excellently illustrated by the Example 1 in Section 3.1 above. In this example, 
the prepositions, en (‘in’) and desde (‘since’), are contingent on the following text, which is yet 
to be transcribed at the time of the revision. Hence, the revision is not made in a semantically 
meaningful context that may qualify an interpretation as to whether the revision reflects a 
change in the non-transcribed content, or whether it affects the form of the text (see Section 
3.3 regarding the concept of semantically meaningful context and Section 3.4 regarding the 
content-form dichotomy). By contrast, in Example 2 in Section 3.1 above, the substitution of 
the noun, peso (‘weight’), by another, proporción (‘proportion’), is made within a semantically 
meaningful context which allows for the interpretation of the revision as only involving the 
form of the text, leaving the content unaffected. As appears from the above, only the effect of 
revisions made in a semantically meaningful context is interpretable on the basis of keystroke 
logging alone. The interpretation of the effect of revisions made in semantically non-meaning-
ful contexts often – if not always – requires a verbal protocol from the writer, e. g. think aloud 
or stimulated recall,14 as a supplement. Hence, such revisions were not included in the study.

3.3 Analytical framework

The approach to the analysis and interpretation of revisions was inspired by the online revision 
taxonomy developed by Lindgren and Sullivan (2006a, 2006b) in collaboration with Marie Ste-
venson (Stevenson/Schoonen/de Glopper 2006). The taxonomy categorises textual revisions 
both according to their location, e. g. pre-contextual or contextual revisions, and to their effect 
on the text, i. e. revisions of content or form (cf. Section 3.4 below). However, due to the distin-
guishing features of the two revision categories, the taxonomy proved to be insufficiently ac-
curate to be operationalised, and too coarse to categorise all interpretable revisions in the data 
(see Haugaard 2016 for an in-depth discussion of the taxonomy and its shortcomings). For the 
purpose of analysing all interpretable revisions in the data, a stringent and nuanced analytical 
framework was developed based on a heuristic and highly iterative analysis characterised by 
interaction between the established theory and the data. This new analytical framework intro-
duced the concept of semantically meaningful context, i. e. a group of words that are syntac-
tically and semantically linked, and whose content constitutes a potentially complete whole15 
which makes sense in itself. It was suggested to categorise online revisions made during text 
production on a continuum of semantically meaningful context. At the one end of the contin-
uum lies the potentially most complete semantically meaningful context represented by a sen-
tence concluded by a sentence-completing character, e. g. a full stop or a question mark. At the 
other end, the semantically non-meaningful context is placed, represented by contexts lacking 

14 Think aloud is a research method whereby a writer verbalises his or her thoughts during text production. 
The verbalisations are often recorded and transcribed into a protocol. Stimulated recall is a research me-
thod whereby a writer is invited to recall his or her concurrent thinking during a writing episode when 
prompted by some form of visual recall.

15 The concept of potentiality accounts for the fact that no context can be defined as completed until the 
article has been printed in the newspaper.
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semantic meaning. These semantically non-meaningful contexts will often coincide with the 
leading edge of the text, but as writing on a computer is not necessarily a linear process, con-
texts lacking semantic meaning are also to be found when writers move back in the text already 
transcribed, for instance to add a new element, and during the addition of this element, make 
additional revisions before a new semantically meaningful context is transcribed. In between 
the two ends, the continuum holds semantically meaningful contexts that are potentially less 
complete, such as semantically meaningful sentences without sentence-completing characters 
and semantically meaningful phrases (see Haugaard 2016 for the reasoning and an exemplifi-
cation of the different types of contexts). Contextual revisions are made in semantically mean-
ingful contexts – some even of semantically meaningful contexts, such as the substitution of 
one sentence with another. By contrast, pre-contextual revisions are characterised by the fact 
that they occur in semantically non-meaningful contexts and are located to the far right of the 
continuum. With the exception of very few revisions in semantically non-meaningful contexts, 
including a particular group involving the retranscription of (parts of ) the just deleted text (cf. 
Example 3 below), only the effect of revisions made in semantically meaningful contexts can 
be interpreted solely on the basis of keystroke logging. Accordingly, these are the only revi-
sions interpreted in the study. Retranscription of (parts of ) the just deleted text occurs when 
deleting text is used as a means to reach the place in the already transcribed text where the 
revision is to be carried out. These originally pre-contextual revisions, typically at the leading 
edge of the text, are used to omit or substitute previously (partially) written text and to add 
new text, as in the following example where the noun mañana (‘tomorrow’) is added.

(R0)
En los últimos 30 días, el Ibex 35 ha perdido 1.000 puntos y arra  
In the last 30 days, the Ibex 35 has lost 1,000 points and [arra?]

(R1)
En los últimos 30 días, el Ibex 35 ha perdido 1.000 puntos y   
In the last 30 days, the Ibex 35 has lost 1,000 points and 

(R2)
En los últimos 30 días, el Ibex 35 ha perdido 1.000 puntos y mañana arrancará el mes de may
In the last 30 days, the Ibex 35 has lost 1,000 points and tomorrow will start the month of May

Example 3

By introducing, at this level of analysis, the interpretation as to whether the revision is con-
ducted in a semantically meaningful context, the analytical framework distances itself from a 
more objective categorisation of the location of revisions at the leading edge or in the tran-
scribed text. This allows for a systematisation of the contexts in which the effect of revisions at 
the leading edge can be interpreted and the contexts in which the effect of revisions made in 
already transcribed text cannot be interpreted. 

3.4 The content-form dichotomy 

To operationalise the content-form dichotomy, the analysis was based on Faigley/Witte’s 
(1981) understanding of the two concepts. According to Faigley/Witte, content is not to be 
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understood restrictively as concepts explicitly referred to in the extant text, but also as con-
cepts which can be reasonably inferred from it. In order to anticipate that inferences may vary 
from reader to reader, the focus is on the inferences which the writer “raises to the surface by 
adding explicit text or requires by deleting explicit text during revision” (Faigley/Witte 1981: 
402). Accordingly, the dichotomy is based on whether the writer makes content explicit so that 
readers do not need to infer relations from the text, or whether the writer fails to explicate and 
leaves it to the reader to make inferences. Faigley/Witte (1981: 402) illustrate their argument 
with the following short text:

 
1.  I just made it to the station on time.  
1A.  I got on the train. 
2.  I had to buy my ticket from the conductor. 

 
They state that the reader will be able to infer sentence 1A if it is omitted. That is, the reader 
is able to make the inference about the information I got on the train. Hence, the omission 
or addition of sentence 1A will not affect the content of the text, and, as a result, this type of 
revision is classified as revision of form, leaving the content untouched. Accordingly, revision 
of form involves changes that rephrase the content without altering it. Beside this distinction 
between content and form, Faigley/Witte (1981: 403) also distinguish six different revision 
types, namely addition, deletion16, substitution, permutation, distribution and consolidation, 
which apply in relation to revisions of content and form alike. 

Summing up, revisions of form neither omit nor substitute original content that cannot be 
inferred from the written text as it is, nor do they add content that cannot already be inferred. 
By contrast, revisions that affect the content of the text add new content or omit existing con-
tent that cannot otherwise be inferred from the written text. 

The analysis of the revisions and particularly the interpretation of their effect on the text 
were carried out several times. These processes were continuously and thoroughly discussed 
with experts, and a number of revisions have been the subject of repeated and nuanced dis-
cussions. 

4 Overview of results

The following overview of results focuses on the overall features of the composing processes of 
the three articles in terms of revision practices.

16 As a revision type, deletion should not be confused with omission. Omission of text will always imply the 
activity of deleting the text in question, but deletion of text does not always entail the omission of the 
text in question. Consequently, I will use the term omission with reference to the activity whereby text is 
deleted and omitted, the reader being forced to infer what was previously explicit.
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Table 3: Overview of revision type and effect in the overall writing process 

Revision 
type

Revisions during the  
ongoing text production

No. of 
revisions

Revisions during the  
systematic review

No. of 
revisions    

Total no. 
of revi-

sions

Content Form Content Form

P1 P2 P3 P1 P2 P3 P1 P2 P3 P1 P2 P3

Addition 7 4 11 12 9 6 49 1 1 50

Substitution 1 2 6 8 6 21 44 7 9 16 60

Omission 2 2 1 5 1 5 9 15 20

Distribution 1 1 2 2

Total (parti-
cipant)

8 6 17 22 18 29 100 1 1 12 18 32 132

Total (ef-
fect) 

31 69 100 2 30 32 132

Total 100 32 132

The analysis of revisions during the writing of the three news articles showed that their num-
ber differed from process to process. Thus, during their work with the texts, and as shown in 
Table 4 below, P1 carried out a total of 43 revisions, P2 24 revisions in total, and P3 65 revi-
sions. When these numbers of revisions are related to the number of characters typed during 
the processes (cf. Table 1), it appears that P1 and P3 carried out roughly the same number of 
revisions per 100 words produced in the articles, i. e. P1 made 8.1 revisions per 100 words, and 
P3 made 8.7 revisions per 100 words. By contrast, P2 only carried out 3.7 revisions per 100 
words, which are significantly fewer revisions per 100 words produced. This heterogeneity will 
be accentuated in Section 4.1 below and further discussed in Section 5.

Table 4: Revisions related to produced characters and according to time of occurrence

Participant Total number 
of revisions 
during the 
writ ing pro-
cess

No. of revisions 
related to pro-
duced charac-
ters in total

No. of revi-
sions during 
ongoing text 
production

No. of revi-
sions during 
systematic 
review

No. of revisions 
related to produced 
characters during on-
going text production

P1 43 8.1 30 (69.8 %) 13 (30.2 %) 5.6

P2 24 3.7 24 (100 %) 0 (0 %) 3.7

P3 65 8.7 46 (70.8 %) 19 (29.2 %) 6.2

4.1 Time of occurrence 

Heterogeneity was also demonstrated in the time of occurrence of the revisions. The analysis of 
the revision types and their effect on the text showed that revisions were distributed between 
what seems to be two different phases of the writing process, i. e. ongoing text production, 
during which cohesive and coherent text for the article was produced, and a systematic review 
of the potentially finalised text, during which the text was evaluated and its volume reduced. 
These findings will be further explained in Sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2. However, as appears from 
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Tables 3 and 4 above, P2 carried out her writing as one phase; hence, she did not carry out a 
final systematic review of the potentially final text, which stands in contrast to both P1 and 
P3. This circumstance may help to explain P2’s rather low number of revisions. Nonetheless, 
even if this systematic review of the text is ignored, P3 and P1 still carried out more revisions 
per 100 words produced than P2, i. e. 6.2 revisions and 5.6 revisions per 100 words produced, 
respectively, against P2’s 3.7 revisions per 100 words produced. This difference in number of 
revisions cannot be explained on the basis of the study. However, see Section 5 for a discussion 
of feasible causes and possible further investigations.

As shown in Tables 3 and 4 above, P1 and P3 both revised considerably more frequently 
during the ongoing text production than during the systematic review. Thus, P1 carried out 30 
revisions in the ongoing text production, and only 13 revisions during the systematic review, 
which corresponds to 69.8 % and 30.2 %, respectively. P3 revised 46 times during the ongoing 
text production, compared to 19 times during the systematic review, which corresponds to 
70.8 % and 29.2 %, respectively. Accordingly, P1’s and P3’s revisions were distributed fairly 
evenly between ongoing text production and systematic review.

4.2 Distribution of revisions across content and form 

The analysis of the way in which the revisions were distributed across content and form also 
demonstrated a homogeneous picture of the three writing processes. As is shown in Table 3 
above and Figure 1 below, all three journalists made significantly more form revisions than 
content revisions. P1’s 34 revisions of form account for 79.1 % of her 43 revisions, and only nine 
of her revisions, or 20.9 %, change the content. P2’s 18 form revisions amount to 75 % of her 24 
revisions, and the remaining 25 %, or six revisions, affect the content. P3’s 47 revisions of form 
correspond to 72.3 % of her 65 revisions, and her 18 revisions of content correspond to 27.7 %. 

Figure 1: Journalists’ revisions distributed across content and form in the overall writing process 

Consequently, P2 and P3 both revised the form of their texts three times or approximately 
three times as frequently as they revised the content, and P1’s revisions were related to form 
approximately four times as often as to content.
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4.2.1 Content revisions

During writing, all three journalists added and substituted content (cf. Table 3 and Figure 2). 
Being the only journalist to do so, P3 also omitted content. One major similarity between P1 
and P3 in terms of content revisions is that they both revised content significantly more often 
during the ongoing text production than during the systematic review of the potentially final 
text; they both undertook just a single content revision in their systematic review of the text 
(cf. Table 3). In other words, 88.9 % of P1’s revisions of content and 94.4 % of P3’s were under-
taken during the ongoing text production and only 11.1 % and 5.6 %, respectively, during their 
final review of the text.

Figure 2: Journalists’ content revision types 

As illustrated by Figure 2 above, during the ongoing text production, all three journalists’ con-
tent revisions were characterised by adding or substituting content (cf. also Table 3), by far 
the most common revision type being adding. Content additions added new content, either 
in an existing sentence or as a new sentence. In line with all of the substitutions, one content 
addition in an existing sentence appeared to correct a content error. 

During the systematic review of the text, P1 added a sentence, which appeared as sentence 
23 (of 28) in the printed article, whereas P3 omitted the two last sentences of the potentially 
completed article17 (cf. Figure 2 and Table 3). Accordingly, content revisions during the sys-
tematic review involved entire sentences.

In summary, content was not omitted during the ongoing text production, nor was it sub-
stituted during the systematic review. This indicates that the focus of the first phase was on 
producing suitable content to the article by adding and substituting content, but not omitting 
it. Moreover, it suggests that the focus of the second phase was on adding missing content and 
omitting unnecessary content, but not on changing content by substituting it.

17 Even though the revision involves the deletion of two sentences, it represents one revision because it is 
carried out as one single activity. 
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4.2.2 Form revisions

Working with the form of their texts, all three journalists added, omitted and substituted text, 
although with different frequencies (cf. Table 3 and Figure 3). Moreover, P2 and P3 amended 
the distribution of text once each.18 As was the case with content revisions, P1 and P3 both 
revised the form of their text more often during the ongoing text production than in their 
systematic review of the potentially final text; 64.7 % of P1’s form revisions and 64.1 % of P3’s 
were undertaken during the ongoing text production, and only 35.3 % and 38.3 %, respectively, 
in their review of the potentially final text.

Figure 3: Journalists’ form revision types 

As illustrated by Figure 3 and Table 3 above, during ongoing text production, the form revi-
sions of all three journalists were characterised by adding, substituting and omitting text, al-
beit in a varying degree. Furthermore, P2 and P3 distributed text once each. During this phase, 
the two most common revision types were adding and substituting. A number of additions 
of form were characterised by making explicit what could already be inferred from the text. 
Moreover, additions and substitutions of form repaired grammatical and orthographic errors 
such as missing characters, quotation marks and commas. 

During their systematic review of their text, P1’s and P3’s form revisions were character-
ised by the omission and substitution of text (cf. Figure 3 and Table 3). The majority of the 
substitutions reduced the volume of the text involved, either by substituting one phrase with 
a corresponding shorter phrase or by paraphrasing the original text segments, thus reducing 
their size.

Summing up, during ongoing text production the most frequent revision types were ad-
dition and substitution, and during the systematic review, the most frequent revision types 
consisted in omission and substitution. This suggests that the focus of the first phase was on 

18 According to Faigley/Witte (1981: 403), “distributions occur when material in one text segment is passed 
into more than one segment”.
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developing the content and making relations explicit. Moreover, the high number of revisions 
which omitted text during the systematic review indicates that a focus in this phase was on 
shortening the article. This is supported by the circumstance that the majority of revisions in 
which text was substituted contributed to reducing the volume of the article. 

5 Conclusion and discussion 

From the above section it appears that the overall result of the study presented a relatively 
homogenous picture, including certain variations, in which the form of the text was revised 
markedly more often than the content (approx. three to four times more often). Thus, the ini-
tial heterogeneity in terms of the participants’ years of employment at the business section and 
their expertise within the subject areas did not seem to be reflected in these overall results. The 
uneven distribution of revisions between content and form suggests that the journalists were 
skilled at planning and generating suitable content which did not often require revision, which 
may be a result of the highly standardised format of a news story (see also below) and the rou-
tinised writing processes resulting from several years of experience: The structure of the news 
story and the content of the different subject areas may be so well-known to the journalist that 
more capacity was available for shaping the form of their news stories.  

The overall results also seem to suggest that the revision types and their effect on the text 
reflect the diverging purposes of these two phases: The first phase served to generate cohesive 
and coherent text for the article, and the second phase aimed to evaluate and, in particular, 
to reduce the volume of the written text. Thus, these results do not support Perrin’s findings 
(2001 referred in Perrin 2003: 919) that experienced text producers “are more likely to revise 
their texts in several, complete passes through and gain a certain distance in between” (Perrin 
2003: 919). Perrin’s conclusion is based on 17 case studies of journalists’ text production at 
the workplace, often including several texts from the same journalist/workplace as well as a 
variety of genres. In this respect, it is important to emphasise that the study reported in this 
article explored revisions to the news article genre, which is a “highly structured genre [...] 
involving the ‘inverted pyramid’ form” (Schumacher/Scott/Klare et al. 1989: 392) as well as a 
very tight timeframe. As “journalistic writing involves genres of widely varying constraints” 
(Schumacher/Scott/Klare et al. 1989: 392), this circumstance may be of consequence to the 
observed revision practices in relation to other and less constrained journalistic genres such 
as editorials (Schumacher/Scott/Klare et al. 1989: 393), and, on a more general note, in relation 
to other types of professional text production with other characteristics and constraints. More 
studies are therefore needed to enhance our knowledge of the impact of specific genres and 
timeframes on text production and revision practices. 

For the purpose of analysing the revisions in the study, a stringent and nuanced analytical 
framework was developed based on existing theories and the empirical material. Accordingly, 
the framework was tailored to analysing and interpreting online revisions during the produc-
tion of authentic news texts. To what extent the framework applies in other contexts, future 
studies will show.

The study presented here explored revision practices in journalistic text production. How-
ever, revisions constitute only one aspect of a text producer’s work on the content and form 
of the text. Pauses make up another and complementary aspect which may reflect evaluations 
and mental revisions (Lindgren/Sullivan 2006a: 38) and may thus influence the quality of the 
written text and also the number of textual revisions (Witte 1987: 401). As mentioned above, 
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P2 carried out fewer revisions per 100 words in the completed article than the other two par-
ticipants, and it may therefore be assumed that she succeeded, to a greater extent, in creating 
quality in her mental text prior to transcription, entailing that the written text did not need 
revision as frequently as the other two texts. Hence, a study of the pauses would enrich the 
description of the journalists’ revision practices and might contribute to an understanding of 
any differences in the frequency of revisions among the participants: Are longer and/or more 
frequent pauses a possible explanation for the number of textual revisions?

According to the theory, the interpretation of online revisions informed by keystroke log-
ging should only relate to the revision’s effect on the text, and not to the underlying reasons 
(e. g. Lindgren/Sullivan 2006b: 160). In the present study, however, it was found that surround-
ing activities (e. g. other revisions and mouse movements) as well as the written context might 
in certain cases lead to a deeper understanding of the effect of revisions beyond the distinction 
between content and form, and, thus, to an insight into to what (the effect of ) the revision 
contributes. Accordingly, it appeared that in addition to adding new content to the text, the 
insertion of new sentences seemed to accentuate the coherence of the text. Similarly, additions 
of form that made explicit what could already be inferred from the text strengthened the cohe-
sion of the text, helping the reader to draw inferences. Moreover, some substitutions of form 
appeared to indicate that linguistic expressions were related to one another, thus bringing 
about variation in the terminology, e. g. by using lexical anaphors. This observation indicates 
that the textual context and a comprehensive overview of the writing process might be fruitful 
in enhancing the understanding of how the text producers juggle content and form.

To sum up, the exploratory and qualitative nature of the study has provided a detailed 
analysis of the journalists’ revision activities and has offered nuanced insights into their text 
production. In this sense, the study contributes to our empirical knowledge of how journalists 
write and revise news texts. Moreover, the study contributes to our theoretical-methodical 
knowledge of how to explore, analyse and interpret online revisions in authentic news texts. 
However, due to the limited scope of this study, further studies should be conducted in order 
to gain further insights into these aspects. Nonetheless, the overall tendency of the analysis 
and the details which it reflects may be used as a point of departure for new studies and can 
help generate hypotheses about how other text producers, both in similar and different con-
texts, write and revise theirs texts, and how they juggle content and form.
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