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PROJECT DESCRIPTION for
COLLABORATIVE DTP STUDENTSHIP 2021
“The Role of Journalists in Reporting End of Life Decisions: Questions of Ethics, Law and Democratic Citizenship”
Cardiff University, School of Journalism, Media and Culture

For details of the funding, eligibility and application process see: https://www.findaphd.com/phds/project/the-role-of-journalists-in-reporting-end-of-life-decisions-questions-of-ethics-law-and-democratic-citizenship-professor-jenny-kitzinger/?p128395
Deadline: noon 3rd Feb 2021

	Supervisor: Prof Jenny Kitzinger
This collaboration builds on the supervisor’s track record of collaboration across journalism and end-of-life studies e.g. coordinating one of the first Death cultural festivals in the UK and co-producing 3 radio programmes about end-of-life decision-making and leading an interdisciplinary GW4 initiative on ‘Dying Well’.


 
	External collaborators: Third Sector: ‘Advance Decision Assistance’ Charity and the ‘Open Justice Court of Protection’ initiative.



	Pathway-  Journalism and Democracy: This proposal builds on the ‘Journalism and Democracy’ pathway, enriching understandings of what journalists (and sources) might do to help inform citizens about rights and choices at end-of-life and the complex challenges of 21st century medicine, including those related to the pandemic. The project builds on the supervisor’s expertise in this arena and the partners’ frontline work; it combines journalism studies’ tradition of gaining insight into source activities, news values/practices/representation – with a broader engagement with legal/ethical/clinical challenges and the practice of end-of-life decisions at the level of policy, at the bedside and in the courts.



	Interdisciplinarity: Anchored by JOMEC’s social science expertise in journalism and democracy, the project also draws on expertise in law and medicine (see supervisor, methods and partnership). It will align scholarly enquiry with professional, real-world priorities, producing conceptual and empirical findings relevant to academics and stakeholders (e.g., news organisations, NGOs, policy-makers, campaigners) concerned with improving the quality of news reporting on end-of-life issues. Better reporting would empower citizens,  deepening their understanding of end-of-life decision-making, give them greater control over decisions for themselves, enhance their potential involvement in debates about how the law operates, and improve decisions about palliative care and end-of life-support.





	
Suggested Project Outline (to be focused/developed depending on applicant)

Context & Rationale: Modern medicine can sustain the body long after patients have lost the mental ability to participate in decision-making and after quality of life has become very compromised. Decisions about whether life-sustaining interventions should continue are everyday occurrences in care homes and hospitals - but have received less scholarly attention from journalism studies than high-profile topics such as ‘Assisted Dying’.  Yet news representations of end-of-life decisions fundamentally shape citizen understanding of everyday caring/dying. How we apprehend and engage with these issues as individuals, families, social networks and professional carers is key to the quality of deaths experienced, the grief and memories of those left behind, and to social support for diverse policies. News stories are central to questions around democratic decision-making and the broader political fabric of our lives and relationships with one another and our own bodies. Death is a significant ‘life-event’ for all, and yet we are often ill-prepared to address. One in three will face the end of life unable to make choices for themselves. Recently,  there have been high-profile court cases and rapidly growing initiatives to ‘reclaim dying’ through  ‘death cafés’ and ‘festivals’ and the promotion of advance care planning (all intensified in 2020 with the Covid-19 pandemic). These are important developments to which journalism studies is well-positioned to make significant contributions toward citizen knowledge and understanding. 

Probable Aims: to examine how journalists cover decision-making about life-sustaining interventions and how this compares to the range of source events/activities/statements and contribute, or not, to ‘democratising’ decision-making and citizen involvement. 

Likely questions and scope: When are end-of-life decisions and policies covered in the news? What makes some stories more newsworthy than others and why? Whose voices are heard, what range of opinion is represented and how are source statements selectively used? How are key players represented, and what ideas about death, emotion, choice, rights, medicine, ethics, law and society play out in the news narratives? 

Methods/design: Content and discourse analysis; journalist interviews, analysis of source statements (including transcripts of court judgments and citizen journalism blogs) and attending public court hearings. The interface between journalism and medical ethics and legal studies will be a key aspect of the student’s training will not only make a unique contribution to the field, but will set up the student with a set of methodological and theoretical skills drawn from a range of disciplines fruitful for future employability and development.





	
Ethical implications will include impact on researcher and research participants of addressing what can be a personally difficult and emotive subject. Researcher safety will be considered in relation to both physical safety and mental health. Intellectual property in products developed from this project – such as online teaching resources – will be the property of the research team, student or University in keeping with University guidelines. The student will submit a complete ethics application once the research project design is refined, with full details of consent forms, management of data etc at that point.
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