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Abstract

In the last decade, the development of small, remotely operated multicopters with cameras, so-called drones, has made
aerial photography easily available. Consumers and institutions now use drones in a variety of ways, both for personal
entertainment and professionally. The application of drones in media production and journalism is of particular interest,
as it provides insight into the complex interplay between technology, the economic and legal constraints of the media mar-
ket, professional cultures and audience preferences. The thematic issue Journalism from Above: Drones, the Media, and
the Transformation of Journalistic Practice presents new research concerning the role of drones in journalism and media
production. The issue brings together scholars representing a variety of approaches and perspectives. A broad selection of
empirical cases from Finland, Spain, Sweden, the UK and the US form the basis of an exploration of the changing relations
between the media, technology and society. The articles address topics such as: Adaption of drone technology in the news-
rooms; audience preferences and reactions in a changing media landscape; the relation between journalists and public
authorities who use drones; and attitudes from journalistic practitioners as well as historical and future perspectives.
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1. Introduction

What is it like to be a bird? Ever since the first manned
air balloon flights in the 18th century, technologies en-
abling aerial views have fascinated mankind (Dorrian &
Pousin, 2013). In the last decade, the development of
small, remotely operated multicopters with cameras, so-
called drones, has made this perspective from above eas-
ily available. Consumers and institutions now use drones
in a variety of ways, both for personal entertainment and
professionally. The application of drones in media pro-
duction and journalism is of particular interest, as it pro-

vides insight into the complex interplay between tech-
nology, the economic and legal constraints of the media
market, professional cultures and audience preferences.

As we take stock of nearly ten years of research on
the application of drones in the media and journalism,
the existing emphasis on analysing drones from the per-
spective of innovations is noteworthy, with key works
calling drones a ‘disruptive’ technology (Belair-Gagnon,
Holton, & Owen, 2017; Gynnild, 2014). Although these
lines of inquiry have provided important knowledge
about the spread and uptake of drones in journalism and
the media industry, there is a clear need to broaden the

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 60—63

60



& coGITATIO

scope. As time has passed, some of the early promises
have failed to materialise, and the reasons are not en-
tirely clear. Differing legal frameworks for operating
drones have produced large regional variations, but
there are also other factors in play. Enduring safety con-
cerns and integrity issues, as well as a possibly fading nov-
elty factor have created a complex landscape of journal-
istic drone use.

Innovation centric perspectives thus need to be in-
tegrated with insight into counter narratives, limitations
and alternative paths (for ethical issues see Bartzen
Culver, 2014; for an overview see Chamberlain, 2017).
The current thematic issue is therefore designed to pro-
vide a comprehensive and critical examination of drones
and the media in order to untangle the complexity of the
conflicts new media technology raises.

To this end, it is helpful to see drones as part of a body
of ‘sociotechnical imaginaries’; visions of scientific and
technological progress with “implicit ideas of public pur-
pose, collective futures and the common good” (Jasanoff
& Kim, 2015). This concept directs attention to issues of
power and authority inherent in technology and its appli-
cation in society.

One example of how drones can embody power re-
lations is the relationship between drone imagery and
the so-called ‘surveillance gaze’ in modern society, con-
nected to widespread use of CCTV cameras and satellite
imagery by state agencies (Carlsson, 2009). The use of
drones in public frequently raises concerns from those
potentially covered by the footage, as people are un-
sure by whom they are watched and for what purposes
(Bajde et al., 2017). The complexity of what drone tech-
nology represents is also mirrored in current societal dis-
course, where drones are portrayed both as an oppor-
tunity and as a problem. The proposed benefits of us-
ing drones in areas such as agriculture, forestry or res-
cue services—or news reporting—have clashed with nar-
ratives of risk, when drones have been involved in high
profile incidents, particularly in relation to airport traffic
(Hyvonen, Lindblom, & Harvard, 2018).

Regarding journalism, in contrast to the emphasis on
drones as enabling creative new ways of visual report-
ing, research is now also critically examining the value
of drone imagery in news reporting. The use of drones
to produce cinematic fly-overs for inclusion in news seg-
ments tend to emphasise the entertaining or immersive
aspects of news, which may pose a threat to quality jour-
nalism (Adams, 2019). This signals a drastic re-coding
of the symbolism of a view from above, which previ-
ously, in both journalism and the history of science, sym-
bolised detached objectivity, order and systematisation
(Ekstrom, 2009). In addition to techno-optimism, a po-
tential driver behind the interest for drones in the me-
dia industry may also be commercial pressure. The de-
velopment of a ‘high-choice’ media environment (Prior,
2007) has resulted in disloyal media consumers switching
between outlets and channels. Simultaneously, tighten-
ing economic conditions (Franklin, 2017) have destroyed

business models long taken for granted. The application
of new technologies, such as drones, in reporting gives
media companies one option to increase the attractive-
ness of their material, but such a strive for innovation
and novelty also raises new concerns.

The thematic issue Journalism from Above: Drones,
the Media, and the Transformation of Journalistic
Practice presents new research concerning the role of
drones in journalism and media production. The issue
brings together scholars representing a variety of ap-
proaches and perspectives. A broad selection of empiri-
cal cases from Finland, Spain, Sweden, the UK and the US
form the basis of an exploration of the changing relations
between the media, technology and society. The articles
address topics such as: adaption of drone technology in
the newsrooms; audience preferences and reactions in a
changing media landscape; the relation between journal-
ists and public authorities who use drones; and attitudes
from journalistic practitioners as well as historical and fu-
ture perspectives.

2. Contributions in the Thematic Issue

This thematic issue begins with James F. Hamilton’s
(2020) article, ‘Drone Journalism as Visual Aggregation:
Toward a Critical History,” in which he introduces the con-
cept of ‘visual aggregation’ to explore what makes drone
imagery so compelling for major news organisations. By
aggregating space visually, drone journalism produces a
visual analogy to the claim to truth of data journalism. To
understand how drone journalism is a response to the
institutional crisis in journalism, Hamilton employs a cul-
tural and historical approach and identifies key points
in the emergence of visual aggregation as authoritative
truth, pointing to a wide range of antecedent social for-
mations, devices and practices prior to drone journalism.

In ‘Diffusion of Drone Journalism: The Case of Finland,
2011-2020, Turo Uskali, Ville Manninen, Pasi Ikonen,
and Jere Hokkanen (2020) present a case study of how
Finnish news organisations’ adoption of drones has de-
veloped over time. Based on a survey among the 80 most
popular newspapers in Finland, Uskali et al. conclude
that drone journalism in Finland has diffused from a few
pioneering organisations to a large number of newspa-
pers, and that the newspapers who own drones produce
more drone journalism.

Jonas Harvard (2020) argues that early optimistic
projections of the impact of drones reflect a techno-
optimistic innovation discourse. Using an historical the-
ory to distinguish this discourse from actual observa-
tions of technology in use, his article, ‘Post-Hype Uses
of Drones in News Reporting: Revealing the Site and
Presenting Scope,” presents an interview study of photo-
journalists on the role of drones in news reporting. The
results show that the post-hype uses of drone photogra-
phy are, in essence, summarised in two categories: situ-
ating the site of a news item, and illustrating the scope
or extension of a phenomenon.
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At a time when drone footage is ubiquitous,
Catherine Adams (2020) seeks to explore the thoughts
and actions of those who produce it. Empirically, ‘Dual
Control: Investigating the Role of Drone (UAV) Operators
in TV and Online Journalism,” is based on 17 in-depth
interviews with drone operators, journalists and editors,
revealing a high degree of creative freedom for the op-
erators, a passion for using drones, and some desire to
immerse and impress the viewer. Furthermore, Adam’s
study shows that aerial images have become paramount
in video journalism and that those involved in the pro-
duction feel that drones have been ‘good for journalism.

Past research has paid little attention to audiences
and their acceptance and ethical perception of drones.
In ‘Technologies, Ethics and Journalism’s Relationship
with the Public, Megan Duncan and Kathleen Bartzen
Culver (2020) suggest that audiences who are open to
personal technology use will perceive news media using
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) as more ethical. In a sur-
vey (N = 548) of US adults, they explore the correlations
between trust, technology, privacy and the use of UAVs.
The results indicate that all three are positively corre-
lated with openness toward drone journalism—findings
that have implications for newsrooms.

In  ‘Relationships Between Law Enforcement
Authorities and Drone Journalists in Spain, Jorge
Gallardo-Camacho and Vanessa Rodriguez Breijo (2020)
formulate three hypotheses: (1) that Spanish law en-
forcement authorities have more capacity than journal-
ists to shoot aerial news footage; (2) that for Spanish
law enforcement authorities, the informational use of
the drone footage they obtain is of secondary impor-
tance; and (3) that drone journalists feel their work is
too restricted by law enforcement authorities. To test
the hypotheses, in-depth interviews were conducted
with representatives of three law enforcement organi-
sations in Spain and with five drone pilots collaborating
with news media outlets. The study concludes that the
restrictive regulatory framework for UAVs in Spain hin-
ders the development of drone journalism.

Emotional journalism is driven by audio-visual tech-
nology such as drones, which allow for greater immer-
sion of the audience. The aim of Luis Mafas-Viniegra,
Alberto Garcia-Garcia, and Ignacio J. Martin-Moraleda’s
(2020) article, ‘Audience Attention and Emotion in News
Filmed with Drones: A Neuromarketing Research,’ is to
determine the differences in attention and intensity of
the emotions experienced when viewing different pieces
of audio-visual news filmed with and without drones. In
the study, eye tracking and galvanic skin response were
used on a group of 30 Spanish students. The results
suggest that drone footage received a higher concentra-
tion of attention from the subjects, and that drones en-
hance the effectiveness of panoramic images of natu-
ral landscapes.

John V. Pavlik’s (2020) article, ‘Drones, Augmented
Reality and Virtual Reality Journalism: Mapping Their
Role in Immersive News Content,’ identifies a number of

areas in which drones are impacting immersive news con-
tent, such as a first-person aerial perspective, geo-tagged
audio and video for flight-based immersive news content,
and capacity for volumetric and 360 video capture, as
well as generating content based on data from a broad
range of sensors beyond standard video cameras. These
areas, Pavlik concludes, may contribute unique experien-
tial media content beyond visual flight-based news mate-
rial and information.

Taken together, the articles in this thematic issue po-
sition drones in journalism as a subject for which mean-
ing is negotiated between different actors and interests
in society. The articles also illustrate the usefulness of
combining broader and more critical perspectives with
previous research on how journalists and media institu-
tions have absorbed, adapted, or rejected media innova-
tions across national contexts and user-regimes.
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Abstract

The use of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs—commonly referred to as drones) in journalism has emerged only recently,
and has grown significantly. This article explores what makes drone imagery as an instance of what scholars of visual cul-
ture call an aerial view so compelling for major news organizations as to warrant such attention and investment. To do
this, the concept ‘visual aggregation’ is introduced to theorize the authority of drone imagery in conventional journalistic
practice. Imagery produced through drone journalism is a visual analogy to statistical summary and, more recently, of what
is referred to as data journalism. Just as these combine an aggregate of cases to produce an understanding of an overall
trend, drone imagery aggregates space visually, its broad visual field revealing large-scale spatial patterns in ways analo-
gous to the statistical capture/analysis of large bodies of data. The article then employs a cultural and historical approach
to identify key points in the emergence of visual aggregation as authoritative truth. The aerial view as a claim to truth is
manifest in a wide range of antecedent social formations, devices and practices prior to their amalgamation in what has
today become drone journalism. This analysis aids understanding of how drone journalism is a response to the institutional

crises of journalism today.

Keywords

aerial view; drones; journalism; photography; unmanned aerial vehicles; visual aggregation; visual culture

Issue

This article is part of the issue “Journalism from Above: Drones, the Media, and the Transformation of Journalistic Practice”
edited by Jonas Harvard (Mid Sweden University, Sweden), Mats Hyvonen (Uppsala University, Sweden) and Ingela

Wadbring (Mid Sweden University, Sweden).
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1. Introduction

Major news organizations have recently been diverting
significant resources to develop the ability to gather
imagery using unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), which
are commonly referred to as drones. In the US alone,
in 2015 ten major news companies tested drones for
news-gathering (Smith, 2015). In 2016, CNN launched
its CNN AIR (Aerial Imagery and Reporting) which, by
the end of 2018, was staffed by close to 30 drone pilots.
News organizations in the McClatchy company (30 com-
panies in 14 states) included 43 licensed drone pilots
on its various staffs. By the end of October 2018, a
number of journalism schools in the US had incorpo-
rated drone use into their curricula, and industry train-
ing programs prepared several hundred journalists to
apply for a pilot’s certification (Fox, 2018; McAdams,
2016a). Major news organizations have also taken the

lead in pioneering key regulations, procedures and uses
in order to speed adoption of drones for journalism
(Yarrish, 2018).

Given the sizable resources committed to these ef-
forts, industry justifications are surprisingly thin. Claims
about the value of drone imagery do not adequately
distinguish it from other imaging technologies. After all,
drone-mounted cameras are in one sense just another
means of generating photographic images, which have
been a staple of journalistic content for at least 100 years.
Claims that drone imagery for journalistic uses “enable[s]
journalists to see where they otherwise cannot and tell
stories in new ways” (Fischer, 2019, p. 108), that it pro-
vides “spectacular imagery” (McAdams, 2016b), “really
tell[s] the story” (“CNN drone cam,” 2016), and with it
“a new vantage point is reached” (Miller, 2018) can rea-
sonably be made about a variety of remote imaging and
listening devices.
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So, how might the current attention being paid to
drone journalism be better understood? To start, it
needs to be placed within the larger current context
of interrelated, existential challenges to news organiza-
tions throughout the world. These include the partisan
tabloidization of news such as efforts by News Corp to
intervene in US politics, the continued decline in pubic
credibility, and the hemorrhaging of revenue due to the
colonization of advertising by digital giants (Gottfried
et al., 2019; Pickard, 2019; Rudd, 2020).

This study contends that the development of drone
journalism in the midst of perhaps the biggest institu-
tional crisis ever in journalism is not a coincidence. Nor
can drone journalism be explained as the whole-cloth
and out-of-the-blue invention by a reporter or news CEO.
Rather than happenstance or personal invention, this
study contends that drone journalism is an emergent so-
cial and institutional means of augmenting journalistic
authority during a time of unparalleled challenge. Drone
journalism is a novel mode of putting into practice tra-
ditional goals of professional journalism, which are cur-
rently under siege like never before.

To substantiate this claim, this study diverges from
existing work on drone journalism in a number of
ways. First, in distinction with other studies that valu-
ably address it through such problematics as surveil-
lance (Gynnild, 2014; Herscher, 2014), this article re-
gards drone journalism as an instance of what Dorrian
and Pousin (2013) conceptualize more broadly as an
‘aerial view,” which is equally the experience, social rela-
tion and representation produced through viewing imag-
inatively and/or actually an imagined or actual land-
scape while elevated in the air and looking down at it.
Second, when seen in this more expansive way, the fo-
cus of interest is not simply content or meanings, but cul-
tural practices within determinant conditions (Williams,
1980). Third, and to make clear the connection to jour-
nalism, this study conceptualizes the relevant work done
by drone journalism as ‘visual aggregation.” Operating
through key cultural forms and formations, visual aggre-
gation exerts an authoritative claim to truth, an accom-
plishment of which is essential for journalistic viability
and legitimacy.

To examine visual aggregation in the necessary com-
plexity and large scale, and encouraged by chronologi-
cally expansive works such as Adey (2010), Cosgrove and
Fox (2010), and Mirzoeff (2011), this overview (pun in-
tended) historicizes the aerial view in relation to journal-
ism by recovering its multiple forms and placing them
within their generative formations and conditions, in or-
der to analyze the social work it does in generating claims
to authority. Drone journalism is the result of numer-
ous transformations in means of communication and the
formations in and through which they were made, con-
sisting of widely disparate areas such as theology, scout-
ing, mapping and surveying, military planning and recon-
naissance, visual-artistic genres, documentary photogra-
phy, urban policing, and feature-filmmaking, all of which

are sedimented and residual, yet active determinations.
Key questions addressed include under what conditions
have aerial views been produced? Using what means
of production, and consisting of what specific kinds of
features? Within what formations, and to meet what
kinds of social intentions and expectations? What kinds
of authority do these practices produce, and in/through
what kinds of formations? How do these inform the
practice of visual aggregation in journalism today? In so
doing, this study places the specific case of drone im-
agery in journalism within the much wider intellectual
project of not only a “general history of communication
about space” (Harley, 1987, p. 1), but one of commu-
nicative/spatial cultural production (Couldry & McCarthy,
2004; Harvey, 2001; Lefebvre, 1991; Shome, 2003; Soja,
1989). Counterbalancing the detail that is beyond the
reach of an article-length synoptic overview is the ana-
lytic, integrative understanding it seeks to enable.

2. Journalism, Visual Aggregation and Authority

To understand the relevance of drone imagery for jour-
nalism, one must first establish how drone journalism as-
sists the normative role of journalism, which is to pro-
vide authoritative accounts of events and situations in
the world (Barnhurst & Nerone, 2001). The relationship
is conceptualized here as visual aggregation. How visual
aggregation as a process and form furthers this norma-
tive role helps make clearer the relevance and important
cultural work that drone imagery seeks to do for journal-
ism today.

The degree to which the Western ideal of objec-
tivity as neutral observation and description can be
claimed—and thus the authority of the resulting journal-
istic account—depends on how well it is put into prac-
tice through a particular procedure. Informing this char-
acteristic procedure is an epistemology best character-
ized as rationalist empiricism, which reached institution-
alized form in early-modern England. Recalling its emer-
gence and basis explains its nature and relevance for jour-
nalism, as well as its role in visual aggregation.

By the 17th century, the generation of authoritative
knowledge was generally seen to require logical analy-
sis, but only if paired with systematic observation of the
natural world (Ash, 2004). The phrase ‘rationalist em-
piricism’ captures how Jacobean exemplar Francis Bacon
and contemporaries saw as requirements for authorita-
tive inquiry skilled, systematic deduction by naturalist
philosophers, but also the testing of such knowledge in
the world (Solomon, 1998, pp. 65-69). In addition to be-
ing extensive and comprehensive, the collection of data
was to be done in as systematic a way as possible in order
to avoid being skewed by personal preference. To do so,
their collection was to be as depersonalized, routinized
and mechanized as possible. In the case of 17th century
Bacon, a large team of workers followed strict, specific
procedures to amass the largest amount of data possible,
which then were interpreted by the project’s leaders.
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As empirical data collection put another way, aggre-
gation thus came to be institutionalized as a key com-
ponent of authoritative inquiry into the natural world.
Similarly, in our own day, sufficiently aggregated data are
required to bolster journalism’s claim to produce an au-
thoritative account of the world. The greater extent of
data that are aggregated, the greater the validity and au-
thority of conclusions drawn due to more fully document-
ing broad-based processes, trends and developments.

Yet, aggregation as an epistemology and methodol-
ogy is not limited to overtly scientific or journalistic in-
quiry. It has been done in multiple ways and to meet
many kinds of social intentions. One such means of doing
so that reached new levels of relevance by the 19th cen-
tury was population-survey data and statistical analysis,
which addressed the particular requirements of expand-
ing national polities. Peters (2001) sees the authority of
statistical aggregation as a manifestation of the emer-
gence of modern, far-flung industrial society. Similar to
other, modern forms of aggregation such as the novel
(which aggregates plots) and the newspaper (which ag-
gregates events), population statistics (which aggregates
population characteristics and actions) is a “space- and
time-collapsing” form of representation necessary to
capture and represent such widely dispersed societies
(Peters, 2001, p. 438).

The case of drone journalism suggests the necessity
of much more fully recognizing the importance of vi-
sual aggregation in journalism. While aggregation in the
form of a voluminous data set or documentary record is
a staple topic of reporting classes, visual aggregation is
largely relegated to conventional data visualization and
infographics design. Yet, a more robust practice such as
drone journalism seeks to aggregate spatial/geographic
points and their relation. Understanding how visual ag-
gregation via the aerial view coalesced into drone jour-
nalism today takes account of the emerging importance
of spatial analysis in news and public intelligence.

2.1. Journalism and Social Reproduction

Due to habits of media analysis inculcated through the ef-
fects tradition, it remains tempting to analyze visual ag-
gregation in terms of information/meanings it conveys
and the cognitive/psychological effects it has. Yet, by tak-
ing the existence of the messages for granted and as
the starting point of analysis, and assuming from the
outset that messages and their meanings are the ori-
gin of individual and perhaps also social effects, such
an approach regards attention to the social means and
resources of reproduction as simply irrelevant. But, as
Williams notes, this oversight shortsightedly takes for
granted what it ought to explain, which is the productive
forces that generate such messages and their implica-
tions. Furthermore, productive forces are not just facto-
ries staffed by wage workers, but consist in the broadest
sense of “all and any of the means of the production and
reproduction of real life,” which includes the production

of “social co-operation...[and] the application and devel-
opment of a certain body of social knowledge” (Williams,
1977, p. 91).

Inquiry into the means of social reproduction of
drone journalism deserves the highest level of attention,
because it accounts for the relevance of visual aggrega-
tion to the current existential challenges faced by jour-
nalism as an institution. Underlying these challenges is
the key problematic of how the establishment and legiti-
mation of claims of authority in professionalized Western
journalism work socially, which is a long-standing issue
addressed in the US in such ways as the Lippmann and
Dewey debates of the early 20th century (Dewey, 1927;
Lippmann, 1922). One way that the authority of journal-
ists” accounts is legitimized is by referencing their spe-
cialized training and knowledge. Doing so sets journalists
apart from other people as a special group—what is best
described as a clerisy. Compared to the less-precise term
of ‘elite, clerisy specifies a restricted/protected group
distinguished by a high level of learning. While, in some
ways, such a basis of authority is assumed as necessary,
it is also grounds for dismissal due to its isolation from
the lives of a broader range of people and its undemo-
cratic implications of a small group of people telling oth-
ers what to think.

A second way that the authority of journalists’ ac-
counts is legitimized is in many ways the opposite of the
first. Instead of basing it in the specialized training of a
clerisy, claims of authority in this second form are vali-
dated through public deliberation, whether in the apoc-
ryphal marketplace of ideas or, as Dewey would have it,
by bringing publics into being. Instead of setting them
apart if not above others, this way integrates journalists
and journalism into the general social process, rendering
them as an aid or resource for deliberation, rather than
as the source of directives. While this basis addresses the
objection regarding the undemocratic implications of au-
thority legitimized by a clerisy, it is also grounds for dis-
missal due to seeming to lack any basis for judging qual-
ity, accuracy or objectivity.

The problematic of claims of authority for profession-
alized Western journalism rest in the fact that neither of
these two bases for claims of authority is sufficient in
and of itself. Despite being opposites, both seem to be
required. The social and institutional dimension of this
problem today is in great part due to the lack of ade-
guate means of melding, synthesizing or at least allowing
both to operate. How drone journalism as visual aggre-
gation might address this ongoing problematic is thus of
primary interest and importance.

3. Clerisy Production

Two points need to be made regarding the earliest forms
of the aerial view as relevant to drone journalism as
visual aggregation. First, the aerial view existed much
prior to human flight and the invention of mechanical
imaging, being instead deduced through rational spec-
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ulation, and in varying degrees doctrinaire and faith-
based as well as rationally-derived through mathemati-
cal proofs and limited observation of the natural world
(Dixon, 2010). Second, its production and use were solely
in the hands of a clerisy, which then produced the con-
comitant social distinctions. As will be explained, such
origins and uses and their relevance to claims of author-
ity continue to be refracted today in the claims of jour-
nalistic professionalism.

3.1. Cosmologies

An initial aerial view as a claim to truth took the form
of a cosmology that, by merging theology and myth, as-
pired to nothing less than a timeless, universal account of
existence. Aerial views as cosmologies have been found
“in prehistoric times and [in]...nonliterate societies,” and
were “used as teleological instruments, epitomizing the
sacred and mythical space...as well as the more tangible
landscapes of the real world” (Harley, 1987, p. 4). Indeed,
the presence of aerial views as cosmologies has been
documented in as early as the Upper Paleolithic period
(40,000 BC to about 10,000 BC; Smith, 1987, p. 55).

Instead of depicting landscapes directly observed or
measured, cosmologies are typically wholly imagined
‘landscapes’ giving form to a mythical, foundational un-
derstanding and narrative of existence. Whether “/flat
earth’ cosmologies, in which the universe is seen as
made up of separate layers (heaven, earth, underworld)
that are in some way linked,” or “spherical cosmologies
of the Hindus and of Roman and medieval Europe,” they
share common characteristics, such as “a central or piv-
otal feature...such as a mountain...or the Tree of Life,” or
a labyrinth (Smith, 1987, p. 87). In addition, their levels
or zones are “connected with the passage of the human
soul after death to the afterlife or from one world to an-
other,” thus becoming as much cosmological signs as cos-
mological maps (Smith, 1987, p. 88).

While asserting theological doctrine, cosmologies
also critiqued such doctrines, too. One of the most earth-
shaking transformations of early-modern European expe-
rience was brought about via the aerial view in which
Copernicus challenged church doctrine with “the helio-
centric system (now fully equipped with mathematical
models capable of predicting planetary positions) and
defended it as the true description of the universe”
(Lindberg & Numbers, 2003, p. 35).

3.2. Scouting Reports

Cosmologies are not the only form of pre-flight aerial
view. In contrast to eternal and universal claims re-
garding human experience, scouting reports have the
much more prosaic and tactical intention of guiding
immediate and local needs of navigation, occupation
and settlement.

Such reports are of particular importance for mili-
tary defense and conquest, thus serving military and ad-

ministrative clerisies. As such, they are an early example
of the military heritage of more recent communication
practices in the context of expanding empires (Aitken,
1985; Bishop & Phillips, 2010; Williams, 1975). To op-
erate within this military/tactical social intention, scout-
ing reports differ from cosmologies by addressing an im-
mediate area, and by being attuned to a particular mo-
ment, tactical situation or need. Finally, scouts who di-
rectly observe the landscape use direct speech and ges-
ture to communicate their findings in face-to-face meet-
ings with commanders or leaders. Indeed, direct eyewit-
ness observation of an actual landscape is essential for
establishing the authority of the observation (constitut-
ing the centrality of witnessing in journalism as the dis-
tinction of specialized knowledge).

Scouting reports’ broader means of production are
also quite different from cosmologies. While naturally-
occurring features such as hilltops or treetops enabled
for millennia a scouting aerial view, increasingly sophis-
ticated building and engineering techniques made possi-
ble the manufacture of manmade hills and towers on mil-
itary battlements or cathedrals. Archaeological evidence
of hill forts as defensive enclosures in what became the
British Isles, and central and western Europe dates from
the late Neolithic period (6000 BC—4000 BC), becoming
more common as time went on. High ground due to the
location on a natural or manufactured hill provided oc-
cupants with a strategic and defensive advantage over
threats, whether human or animal (Lepage, 2012, p. 8).
By 9th century England, castles located on as high an
elevation as available commonly included a tower for
observing the surrounding countryside (Stokstad, 2005,
p. 3). Sentries in these watchtowers monitor approach-
ing visitors from a safe distance, as well as more dis-
tant locations for signs of encampment and pillage such
as columns of smoke from fires of approaching armies
(Brice, 1985, p. 13). Similar to manufactured points of el-
evation are aids for observation. Optical aids such as tele-
scopes extend the range and deepen the detail of what
can be observed and subsequently reported.

3.3. Surveying and Mapping

Under pressures of colonization and empire, cosmolo-
gies and scouting reports and the work they did came to
be synthesized in surveying and mapping, “a recursive so-
cial process [emphasis original] in which maps [are used
to] shape a world that in turn shapes its maps [through
the practice of mapping]” (as cited in Craib, 2017, p. 17).
While personally-written accounts reproduce and thus
more widely distribute the intelligence that had been
personally gathered, the spatial-administrative needs of
empire required greater scale, precision and authority.
With the expansion of empires came more powerful
means of rationally deriving not only a much farther-
ranging, comprehensive, detailed kind of scouting report
but, as has been subsequently recognized by scholars,
one that also makes cosmological claims about reality.
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Geometrically and mathematically generated aerial
views precisely index the topographies of the natu-
ral world, accommodating them to more precise mili-
tary conquest and political control as well as to land
ownership (Klinghoffer, 2006). Such maps were created
through surveying and the corresponding codification
of schematic means of representing and thus widely
distributing surveyed observations and measurements.
Evidence of surveying conducted on behalf of an official
land register or office exists on Sumerian clay tablets and
boundary stones created at least as far back as 1000 BC
(Richeson, 1966, p. 3). These maps extended the distri-
bution of observations through time and space. When
filed away in an administrative land office, maps gener-
ated through surveying extended the useful life of the ob-
servation so that, after its deposit, it could be consulted
for years after.

Mapping and surveying are essential for colonization
and empire. While the “connection between cartogra-
phy and the exercise of imperial power is an ancient
one,” the “direct use of maps to further the ends of
empire seems—at least at first glance—to be a modern
phenomenon, closely tied to, if not dependent on, the
emergence of the modern state” (Akerman, 2009, p. 1).
More specifically, “not until the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries did ruling elites in Europe turn with any regu-
larity to mapping for the management of state affairs”
(Akerman, 2009, p. 1). To underscore the relationship be-
tween mapping and imperial expansion, Barrow notes
that “it is no accident that the Dutch produced some of
Europe’s finest and most accurate maps at a time [in the
17th century] when the country was deriving enormous
profits from an expanding empire” (Barrow, 2008, p. 25).

Their means of communicative production solidified
their use and relevance for an imperial, administrative
clerisy. While ancient techniques of surveying requiring
parsing distances using wooden rods and cords that were
demarcated at specific lengths, with the measurements
aggregated by using rudimentary geometric principles,
the invention and use of a magnetic compass in China by
the 10th century and in Europe by the 12th century was
pivotal, in that “land maps could [now] be constructed
by compass bearings[,] and distances could be measured
from a fixed point,” and at magnitudes far greater than
those demarcated by a wooden rod or multiple lengths
of cord (Richeson, 1966, p. 7). By the 16th century, the in-
vention of the technique of triangulation along with the
invention of the epipedometron, and aided by the ap-
plication of more advanced geometry and trigonometry,
made it possible to survey and thus authoritatively map
“a large area, a kingdom, or a whole country” (Richeson,
1966, p. 9).

In the high precision and great informational density
of schematic maps, official administrative needs were
well met, while their reliance on complex mathematics
along with their schematic mode of representation lim-
its them as well to specialist, administrative uses. Along
with the extensive knowledge required for how to use

specialized instruments to precisely survey a land mass,
specialist knowledge is also needed to decipher the sur-
veyor’s map, which are highly schematic and technical.
Even early English surveyors’ guide/instruction books,
such as those published by William Leybourne in the
17th century, are difficult for anyone without specialist
knowledge to understand (Richeson, 1966, pp. 113-114).
Diagrams reproduced in Richeson (1966, pp. 116-117)
from such books that illustrate different methods of sur-
veying appear to the untrained eye as irregular polygons,
with dashed lines connecting some corners, degree mea-
surements written in at angles, and compass headings
labeling orienting lines. Author William Emerson in 1770
also notes the need for specialist training, urging that
“thorough instruction should be had in arithmetic, geom-
etry and trigonometry before the study or practice of sur-
veying is to be done” (as cited in Richeson, 1966, p. 144).

4. Popular Production

Aerial views in the forms of cosmologies, scouting re-
ports and surveyed maps are material productive prac-
tices that help reproduce their respective clerisies. This is
no simple media effect, manipulation or false conscious-
ness, but the concrete effectiveness of material cultural
practices for enabling action in the world and for organiz-
ing and managing social relations (Williams, 1977). Their
restriction to their respective clerisies further solidifies
their claim to authority.

While conventional claims to journalistic authority
rely similarly on assertions of news professionals’ spe-
cial training and knowledge, professional journalism in
liberal polities traditionally seeks to serve its publics, not
lead or govern them. Thus, claims to authority cannot
simply be practices that reproduce a clerisy, but those
that reproduce the formative role of readers and/or view-
ers as publics. Given this need, what was necessary to
make visual aggregation more amenable to journalism
was forms that are popularized, so as to enable the pub-
lic validation of authority and claims to truth. Two points
can be made about these popularizing practices in com-
parison to those for exclusionary clerisies. First, they val-
idate claims to truth by using iconic instead of schematic
forms of representation from sketching to cinematogra-
phy, which correspond more directly and generally to in-
dividual spatial experience. Second, and to fit better the
requirements of rationalist empiricism, they use increas-
ingly mechanical means of imaging so as to be able to
claim minimal skew by personal bias or preference (a con-
testable point as argued by Berger, Blomberg, Fox, Dibb,
& Hollis, 1973; Sontag, 1977; among others).

4.1. Civic Promotion and Aerial Views

Iconic aerial views are not categorically distinct from
schematic, nor universally a popularizing form. For ex-
ample, while ancient cosmologies were commonly iconic,
not only was access to them restricted (due to the
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restricted availability and access to textual documents
generally prior to the printing press and the emer-
gence of a commercial-book trade), they were also im-
bued with allusions, notations and iconographic signif-
icance decipherable only by members of a clerisy pos-
sessing such knowledge (Eisenstein, 1983; Harley, 1987,
pp. 2-3). Indeed, Copernicus’s treatise challenging the
geocentrism of the Catholic Church was hardly meant
for popular reading. As Lindberg and Numbers comment:
“Copernicus’s book was a highly technical astronomical
text, dominated by detailed geometric models for all of
the planets” (Lindberg & Numbers, 2003, p. 35).

At the same time, however, other practices of iconic
representation of aerial views were developed for non-
specialist circles. A key formation developed in Europe
was civic promotion in the context of Enlightenment sci-
entific and artistic exploration of the geometries of hu-
man sight. These iconic pre-flight aerial views were not
the opposite of surveys as much as enhancements and
popularizations of them that sought experiential rather
than mathematical accuracy. As Bury (2013) notes re-
garding representations of Rome that were created in
the 16th century, pre-flight civic aerial views are a sketch
of direct visual experience from actually existing elevated
viewpoints but that are also imaginatively extended to
higher points of elevation (Bury, 2013, p. 36). The result
was engravings used to produce multi-panel prints for
exhibition, thus requiring as much a draughtsman’s as a
conventional artist’s skill to execute.

While based at least in part on surveys and, as such,
seeking at least a degree of cartographic accuracy, pre-
flight civic aerial views also accommodate interpretive li-
cense such as by selectively enlarging certain categories
of buildings and by not depicting inhabitants (Bury, 2013,
pp. 27, 34-35). As such, they were not simply flights of in-
dividual fancy or surveyed maps, but variable amalgams
of both. As dal Buono writes in the early 17th century re-
garding his aerial view of Bologna, these were not maps
but “portraits of cities [that] do not consist in their plans
[schematic surveyed maps]...but in their representation
exactly as the eye sees them from a determinate point
of view” (as cited in Bury, 2013, p. 31). As Bury also ob-
serves about a similar case, Duperac’s and Tempesta’s
multi-plate aerial views of Rome are not solely a per-
sonal impression, but “synthetic images packed with fac-
tual information...for the purpose of extracting detailed
information about the individual buildings, streets and
squares of the city” (Bury, 2013, p. 41).

4.2. The Formation of Consumer Entertainment

Simply on the basis of appearance, there would seem to
be a direct line connecting the observed/imagined civic
aerial views of dal Buono and his 17th century contem-
poraries, and those of 19th century Parisian Nadar as he
drifted over Paris in a balloon taking photographs to be
later assembled into a panoramic mosaic cityscape for
public display. However, a sole focus on the formal simi-

larity masks a number of key transformations that differ-
entiate the two.

By the early 19th century in Europe and North
America, of great import for the emergence of drone
journalism as visual aggregation was the additional
formation of popular-scientific experimentation in the
context of consumer commercial entertainment, which
was an industry sector already undergoing accelerating
growth and expansion in the 19th century. In such a for-
mation, the overriding social intention for visual aggre-
gation was profitability. Aerial views worked in/through
this formation by being retail experiences.

Granting the immense complexity of this historical de-
velopment, two general points deserve mention as a way
of making sense of their relevance for drone journalism.
First is that innovations in production, distribution and
exhibition continued to synthesize uses of aerial views
as objective data and as personal impression/experience.
Innovation in means of mechanical iconic reproductionin
the 19th century further fused an experiential standard
of accuracy—in which fidelity to personal visual experi-
ence (in combinations real and imagined) was the guiding
standard—to the cartographic one.

Second is how the deterritorialization of aerial views
in order to maximize market size also underscored
the value of appeals to individual sensory experience.
Popularized iconic aerial views were valued less in terms
of their specific territorial referent (accuracy as judged by
their fidelity with personal knowledge and experience)
and more in terms of individual abstract sensory expe-
rience and pleasure. Instead of comparing the view to
what one knew of the specific location to judge how accu-
rate it was, the key comparison increasingly was whether
the represented experience convincingly portrays what it
would have felt like to have personally experienced it.

4.3. Panoramas

Panoramas as visual simulations of scenic travel engaged
middle-class audiences seeking inspirational experience
of iconic points of observation from around the world
(Oettermann, 1997, pp. 11-12). Where circular panora-
mas immersed viewers by placing them at the center of
aring whose inside-facing surface was a 360-degree con-
tinuous painted image from a particular location, mov-
ing panoramas comprising sequential scenes and places
scrolled a continuous journey for a seated audience
(Huhtamo, 2013, p. 8). Their iconic mode made them
easily understood, more fully popularized and thus more
easily commodified. As a maker of horizontal panoramas
(a type of merger of cartographic and iconic representa-
tion that could be reproduced in books) of peaks in the
Alps observed, “while map reading is a skill that must be
learned, anyone with a few years of elementary school
can understand a panorama” (as cited in Oettermann,
1997, p. 37).

Panoramas in the 19th century occupied a liminal
space between art and science, thus marking yet another
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point in the objective datafication of pre-photographic
iconic representation. A self-aggrandizing 1862 account
from the creator of a moving panorama of a journey
by boat down the Mississippi River indicates as much.
While being a painting, the panorama was claimed to dis-
play a “remarkable truthfulness of the minutest objects
on the shores of the rivers” (Banvard, 1862, pp. 14-15).
And, as Oettermann notes regarding the more schematic
horizontal panoramas of the Alps (a Cubist-style com-
posite of sketches), their makers praised such work as
equally data and evocation of experience. One such
alpinist/panoramist notes that “in addition to the sci-
entific data that such correctly sketched views can pro-
vide...what pleasure can | not obtain when...I unroll [and
look at] my circular drawings....Not even the liveliest
imagination can produce such an effect” (as cited in
Oettermann, 1997, p. 37).

4.4. Flight and Photography

The key rupture that transformed aerial views was the
emergence of human flight, first in balloons then by air-
plane, and of photography. Together they enabled the
further fusion of cartographic and experiential standards
of accuracy, thus providing a social means of more fully
articulating the clerisy with publics. This transformation
of the iconic from personal view to objective data via vi-
sual aggregation is crucial to the relevance of drone im-
agery for journalism.

What up to that point had only been imagined or ap-
proximated could now be directly experienced and cap-
tured mechanically, thus through eyewitnessing (a jour-
nalistic staple) and mechanical capture (a requirement of
authoritative aggregation) constituting a more authorita-
tive claim to truth. Indeed, the mechanical capture of im-
ages came to be seen in the 19th century as what Daston
and Galison call “‘noninterventionist’ or ‘mechanical’ ob-
jectivity...[which is] only one of several elements that his-
torical pressures have fused together into our current,
conglomerate notion of objectivity” (Daston & Galison,
1992, p. 82). In doing so, it also boosts the commercial
value of such views, in that accuracy was and is touted
as a fundamental competitive advantage. The best jour-
nalism (most read and most profitable) has convention-
ally been that which is the most accurate. It is this com-
bination that today’s drone journalism has developed to
a high level.

Early examples of non-aerial photography under-
score the extent to which the mechanically-produced
iconicimage was made into objective data through aggre-
gation. One is collections by courtrooms and hospitals of
individual photographic mugshots to aid police work and
to authenticate passports, permits and licenses (Tagg,
1993). A second is the collection by newspaper photog-
rapher Jacob Riis of photographs of individual living con-
ditions among immigrants living in New York City slums
(Riis, 1890). Additional uses of iconic forms did the same
kind of innovative cultural work. Kelsey notes regarding

photographs and illustrations done for the US Geological
Survey in the 19th century that the iconic and schematic
were not necessarily distinct. Survey photographs exem-
plify a mingling of forms taken from “the map, the geo-
logic profile, and the diagram,” thus infused with “scien-
tific exactitude, perspicacity, and detachment” (Kelsey,
1992, p. 6).

The reflections of early balloonists suggest the value
of aerial photography for visual aggregation. Prince
Piickler-Muskau in a balloon flight over Berlin in 1817 un-
derscored how there was “nothing to prevent the eye
from ranging over the boundless expanse” (as cited in
Newhall, 1969, p. 11). Thomas Monck Mason writing in
1836 notes how “localities which he never beheld or ex-
pected to behold at one and the same view, [are now]
standing side by side in friendly juxtaposition” (as cited in
Newhall, 1969, p. 12). Yet, many technical limitations of
early photography had to be overcome to make photog-
raphy amenable to aerial views. Indeed, early imaging us-
ing daguerreotyping required not only the photographer
and camera to be aloft, but an aerial darkroom complete
with chemicals as well so as to process the exposures
within the required time frame (Newhall, 1969, p. 19).

Some adventurous experimenters nevertheless took
up the challenge of documenting the experience of hu-
man flight. The aerial-photography exploits of Parisian
caricaturist/publisher-turned-photographer Nadar (née
Gaspard Félix Tournachon) are perhaps the most well-
known. His conception of aerial photography illustrates
the complex transition of iconic representation from per-
sonally imagined scene to mechanically transcribed data.
Bann notes as much, by tracing in Nadar’s written reflec-
tions a “decisive shift” from one “cognitive threshold” to
another—from art to science, from impression to tran-
scription, from image to data in which aerial photogra-
phy was “a new, precise mode of seeing, capable of being
harnessed to further technical tasks” (Bann, 2013, p. 86).
A story that appears in Le Monde lllustré in 1858 notes
that, prior to photography, where “we have had bird’s-
eye views seen by the mind’s eye imperfectly; now we
will have nothing less than the tracings of nature herself,
reflected on the plate” (as cited in Newhall, 1969, p. 20).

Further technical innovations in photography en-
abled its popularization, which expanded access from
well-heeled experimenters and adventurers, to key in-
stitutions and members of the lay public. The invention
in 1871 of gelatino-bromide dry plate photography sub-
stantially lengthened the time between exposure and
processing, thus obviating the need to travel aloft with
an aerial darkroom. Due to being more than 60 times
more sensitive than wet collodion plates, it also sub-
stantially decreased the exposure time needed (Newhall,
1969, p. 34). Continued experimentation resulted in film
on a roll instead of separate plates, which further re-
duced camera size, while the development of mechanical
shutters increased precision of exposure and thus image
sharpness still further (Newhall, 1969, p. 35). The result
of these and other such innovations was that photogra-
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phy came to be “so greatly simplified that almost anyone
could take photographs anywhere with no more trouble
than pressing a button,” meaning that “balloon photog-
raphy, once a tour de force of the professional, now be-
came common” (Newhall, 1969, p. 36).

Along with its popularization came its relevance for
clerisy uses, too, such as military reconnaissance for tac-
tical planning as well as for damage assessment (Kaplan,
2006; Mead, 1983; Oxlee, 1997). Systems for strapping
and operating cameras from airplanes pioneered in the
early 20th century came to be crucial by WWI, with the
enhancement of imagery produced through melding a
succession of overlapped images into stereoscopic form
(Newhall, 1969, pp. 52-53).

4.5. Cinematic Aerial Views

By the late 19th century, photographic images in popu-
lar as well as clerisy formations had come to constitute
through aggregation objective visual data. The final piece
needed to complete the pre-conditions for drone jour-
nalism was not only that of cinema but a cinematic syn-
tax and language, plus their social acceptance and un-
derstanding along with public systems and institutions
for their production, distribution and exhibition. In do-
ing so, the static iconic view-as-data provided by balloon
and later airplane photography could be superseded
through commercial visual entertainment and its devel-
opment, distribution and exhibition of dynamic, iconic vi-
sual experience-as-data.

At the start of cinema, the actors moved, but the
camera did not. Commonly, a single stationary camera
on a tripod captured action that took place in front of
it, with the viewpoint thus produced analogous to that
of a single seated spectator in an audience watching a
play on a theater stage. When used in aerial views, this
tableau approach to visual narrative de-emphasized the
experiential while emphasizing the objective, such as
in its early predominant use in documentary newsreels
(Castro, 2013, pp. 123, 127). Aerial views such as these
were “eminently instrumental and functional,” with prac-
titioners informed that such footage “is good in terms of
their documentary quality, such as visibility, topography
and reconnaissance capacity” (Castro, 2013, p. 123). As
Castro concludes, “indexical images obtained from the
air [came to be regarded as]...the natural replacement
for cartographic images” (Castro, 2013, p. 123).

A fusion of experiential with objective—and thus a
better fit with the requirements of commercial journal-
ism, which must engage as well as inform—required in-
novations in cinematic editing, which reconfigured this
static and unengaging visual approach. Not only do mov-
ing images correspond more fully to personal visual-
sensory experience by unfolding through time, through
the innovation of editing they produce a modernist frag-
mentation of experience that visually aggregates by pro-
ducing a supra-individual spatial experience. Marked
by the work of major early filmmakers Griffith and

Eisenstein, and analogous to expansive panoramic nov-
els of Tolstoy, Dickens and many others, multi-camera
filmmaking interlaced scenes and plots to depict what no
single person in continuous experience could directly ap-
prehend. With such innovations, spectators themselves
while viewing through the camera now moved as did ac-
tors. Production and editing innovations allowed cinema
to not just mimic the experience of an eyewitness to a
single, continuous action, but produce a personal expe-
rience of time/space/viewpoint mobility and a paradoxi-
cally fragmented/aggregated visual narrative.

While camera movement in the earliest years of cin-
ematic experimentation can be seen in the work of the
Lumiére brothers, its sophistication proceeded rapidly
(Castro, 2013, p. 125). Cameras on dollies (platforms with
wheels that move on a set of tracks) could follow actors
and action in a panoramic way. But of greater import
to cinematic aerial views was the innovation of vertical
moving shots and their narrative significance. Booms al-
lowed an operator on the ground to film as the cam-
era attached to one end was levered into the air or re-
turned to earth from an elevated position. Crane shots
raised the camera and operator even higher into the air.
When booms or cranes were also mounted on dollies,
the technical means were in place to create sweeping
aerial movement vertically as well as horizontally, which
is a signature shot employed in drone journalism. Early in-
novative examples include a variety of boom and crane
shots on dollies in Intolerance (Griffith, 1916), and a vari-
ety of shots of and from airplanes in Wings (Hubbard &
Wellman, 1927).

5. Drone Journalism in Retrospect

Concluding this study with the development of aerial
scenes in early 20th century scripted silent feature films
may seem to be a curious choice, particularly in view of
a host of subsequent technological innovations in imag-
ing and sensing, flight and control, visual aggregation and
analysis, as well as the emergence of additional relevant
activating formations, including journalism and its use of
drone imagery for visual aggregation. Journalistic uses
range from overviews of protests, demonstrations and
other large gatherings of people, to forays into danger-
ous areas ravaged either by natural disaster or military
incursion. Treading the ground of early cinema, drone
journalism has only recently begun to embrace multi-
camera editing in lieu of single-camera continuous-shot
segments. Doubtless additional uses will emerge.

Yet, doing so meets the goal of establishing how vi-
sual aggregation exerts an authoritative claim to truth,
the accomplishment of which is essential for journalis-
tic viability and legitimacy. Drone journalism’s claim to
truth is produced not solely by journalistic uses, but con-
textually and historically by the still active weight of sed-
imented practices and formations of aerial viewing.

What is most important, then, to recognize regarding
the current industry effort to develop drone journalismis
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not simply the footage taken, but how drone journalism
works socially to claim authority which, for journalism in
liberal polities, is both exceptionally important and ex-
ceptionally difficult. The challenge is to adequately syn-
thesize a contradiction, both poles of which are neces-
sary: the restriction of production to a clerisy (to validate
specialist professional training, but which also produces
the problem of elitism and thus social division), and the
involvement of publics (to validate what ideally is meant
to be the integrative, organic role of journalism to the
publics it serves, but which also encourages the problem
of tabloidization and the abandonment of professional-
ism in order to secure commercial success). This crux of
the social problem of journalism is embodied in a partic-
ularly graphic way by drone journalism. It remains to be
seen whether drone journalism will be able to sufficiently
address it.
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1. Introduction

Over the last decade, easy-to-use, inexpensive, remotely
piloted aircraft, unmanned aerial vehicles, and un-
manned aerial systems—also known as camera drones—
have entered the visual storytelling fields. Although
newsrooms have long been able to use kites, balloons,
planes, helicopters, cranes, and so forth to incorporate
spectacular images and videos from a bird’s eye view into
their reporting, the drone is the first practical tool for
aerial photography available to news organizations, re-
gardless of their size or resources.

Drone journalism started internationally in the early
2000s with the help of amateurs, freelancers, and ac-
tivists in various countries, with varying topics that in-
cluded floods, demonstrations, and celebrities. After this

pioneering testing period, between roughly 2010 and
2014, the largest and most resourceful newsrooms were
among the first to invest in their own drone fleets and
educate their photographers to become drone pilots.
During this phase, the scope of drone activities advanced
from isolated ad hoc cases to more continuous opera-
tions (Gynnild & Uskali, 2018).

In Finland, the first news images and videos pro-
duced by camera drones were published in 2011, which
aligns with the general drone journalism timelines in
many other Western countries (Gynnild & Uskali, 2018;
Lauk, Uskali, Kuutti, & Snellman, 2016). Yet there are
many questions in this area. First, how has drone jour-
nalism diffused in the context of a single country? In
particular, how are mid-sized or small newsrooms using
drones, if at all? We find that small and mid-sized news-
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papers, in general, are under-researched in journalism
studies. Similarly, news photographers have been gravely
neglected in contemporary journalism research, which
has mainly concentrated on the changes in the journal-
ists’ work (see, e.g., Greenwood, 2019).

To fill the current gap in drone journalism research,
the present study focused on exploring the diffusion of
drone journalism in Finland from 2011 onwards. The
starting year of our inquiry is based on findings from pre-
vious studies (Lauk et al., 2016). The main research ques-
tion of the current study is as follows:

RQ1: How many Finnish newspapers adopted drones
for journalistic work between 2011 and 20207

The Finnish media landscape has quickly digitized. Since
2014, Finns have spent more time on the Internet than
with any other media (Ala-Fossi et al., 2018). However,
newspapers still hold a distinctively strong position in
Finland, as they have done historically (Jyrkidinen, 2017).
Newspaper publishing is the second largest media sec-
tor by revenue generation (after television), and seven of
the ten largest media companies (by turnover) are news-
paper publishers (Statistics Finland, 2020). An important
feature of the Finnish newspaper industry is the persis-
tent dominance of subscriptions over single-issue sales.
In 2015 (i.e., the most recent data available), over 90 per-
cent of all print copies were home delivered. This has lent
Finnish newspapers financial stability and a license to fo-
cus on long-term quality over short-term sales.

In terms of journalistic production, newspapers are
crucial in Finland. Although the public service broad-
caster, Yleisradio, is the largest single employer of jour-
nalists in Finland, most private sector reporters work
for various newspapers (Union of Journalists in Finland,
2019). The newspaper industry is also notably less
concentrated than the radio and television industries
(Ala-Fossi et al., 2018). Although the number of newspa-
pers has been declining since 1990, there are still close to
200 individual newspapers—in a country of some 5.5 mil-
lion inhabitants (Finnish Newspapers Association, n.d.;
Statistics Finland, 2020). This (relative) granularity of the
field makes newspapers a more interesting object of in-
novation diffusion studies than, say, the highly central-
ized television sector. In terms of drone journalism, both
liberal regulations and press freedom are vital prereg-
uisites. Finland has consistently been at the top of the
Press Freedom Index (Reporters Without Borders, 2020)
and its drone regulations have been light, based on in-
forming the authorities about drone activities but not
asking for any permission or license.

In the next section, we will present the theoretical
foundation of our enquiry based on a literature review
in two research fields that we acknowledge as impera-
tive for understanding the diffusion of drone journalism
in Finland: innovation studies and research on changes
in professional photojournalists’ work conditions.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations Theory

Digital disruptions, financial crises, and constantly chang-
ing media consumption habits have exerted long-lasting
negative influences on the journalism business, espe-
cially for newspapers (Jahangir & Zhiping, 2015). For
more than a decade, news media companies’ typical
strategy for responding to diminishing revenues has
been to cut their workforce. For example, in Finland, this
has been done with layoffs and early retirement pension
packages (Nikunen, 2014).

However, many experts have emphasized that layoffs
are not a sustainable solution for the future of journal-
ism, instead suggesting more proactive measures. Pavlik
(2013) argued that the key for journalism’s viability is in-
novation; he defined innovation in news media as “the
process of taking new approaches to media practices and
forms while maintaining a commitment to quality and
high ethical standards” (Pavlik, 2013, p. 183).

However, newsrooms often lack the necessary re-
sources for creating innovations (see, e.g., Kiing, 2015;
Lowrey, 2012; Steensen, 2009). News organizations are
designed first and foremost for effective, constant con-
tent production. Even if journalists’ and photographers’
work includes creative and innovative elements at the
level of individual stories, these actors cannot innovate
at the procedural or organizational levels. Therefore, we
argue that rather than innovating, news organizations
mainly adopt or adapt new technologies that they then
incorporate into their work routines. This is also the case
with drones.

Rogers’ (1962) diffusion of innovations theory has
been among the most influential theories for pre-
dicting how new technologies are communicated and
adopted in societies and it has contributed significantly
to the field of communication studies (Srivastava &
Moreland, 2012).

In journalism studies, the research on diffusion has
focused on single platforms, such as journalists using
Twitter (English, 2016; Muindi, 2018), TV stations using
drones (Ferguson & Greer, 2019), and on the adoption
of major technological changes, including the use of com-
puters for reporting (Davenport, Fico, & Weinstock, 1996;
Garrison, 2001; Maier, 2000). It has been applied to
the emergence of user-generated content in news (Yeo,
2016), the study of multiform change—including tech-
nological, relational, and cultural aspects (Ekdale, Singer,
Tully, & Harmsen, 2015)—and the processes and influ-
ence of convergence (Micd, Masip, & Domingo, 2013;
Singer, 2004).

The innovation diffusion curve illustrates a wide vari-
ation in the time required by someone to adopt a new
technology or service. The categories of adopters, based
on the pace of adoption, are: (1) innovators; (2) early
adopters; (3) early majority; (4) late majority; and (5) lag-
gards (Rogers, 1962).
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In short, innovators are technology enthusiasts. They
are the first to test and adopt new technology (Gershon,
2017). Early adopters follow them but tend to be more
discerning in their adoption choices; they are crucial in
“translating” the innovation and its worth into something
the majority can understand (Gladwell, 2001). The early
majority is also interested in acquiring new technology,
but their rate of adoption is slower than those in the first
two categories. Those representing the late majority are
more cautious and resistant to change than those belong-
ing to the aforementioned groups. Lastly, laggards are
the ones that do not want to spend money or effort on
new technology; they are the last to adopt an innovation.

We hypothesized that the diffusion of new technol-
ogy is always gradual; therefore, the case of camera
drones in Finnish newsrooms would be no different. In
the current study, we applied Rogers’ (1962) diffusion
of innovations theory in a manner similar to Zhang and
Feng’s (2019) application in the context of data journal-
ism in China. Their conclusion was that data journalism
was not yet deeply rooted in China’s journalistic tradition
(Zhang & Feng, 2019, p. 1297).

2.2. Multiskilled and Precarious Photojournalists

The role of photojournalists is crucial in drone adop-
tion. Between 2015 and 2018, the use of drones in-
creased from three percent to eight percent among par-
ticipants in the World Press Photo Contest (Hadland,
Campbell, & Lambert, 2018). Major influences affecting
the work of photojournalists from the 2000s onwards
include the changing economic situation of media orga-
nizations, adoption of new technology, shifts in news-
rooms’ use of photographs and video, and the require-
ment of multiskilling.

Redundancies in US newsrooms between 2000 and
2012 led to 43 percent job cuts for photographers,
artists, and videographers, exceeding those of their re-
porter and editor colleagues (Anderson, 2013). Among
the participants in the World Press Photo Contest, the
number of professionals working full-time in photogra-
phy decreased from 74 percent to 59 percent between
2015 and 2018 (Hadland et al., 2018). Finnish news-
rooms also faced several substantial layoffs between
2009 and 2015 (Atarah, 2012; llta-Sanomat, 2014; Yle,
2015). Unfortunately, there are no official statistics on
the number of photojournalists in Finland. There are
about 8,400 working journalists (Union of Journalists
in Finland, 2019), whereas the Finnish Association of
Photojournalists has only 254 members (I. Launiala, per-
sonal communication, 9 March 2020).

In the 1990s, a shift from using film cameras to digi-
tal ones changed photojournalists’ work routines (Fahmy
& Smith, 2003). Later, Klein-Avraham and Reich (2016)
noted the weakened professional status of photojour-
nalists. One reason for this was so-called deskilling: au-
tomatic cameras and software, such as Photoshop, al-
lowed almost anyone to capture and distribute decent-

quality photographs. A study on Czech photojournalists
noted the increased workload and decreased degree of
specialization (Stefanikova & Lab, 2016). Notably, news-
rooms have used more amateur photographs and video
in their news reports because of their low cost and
timeliness (Andén-Papadopoulos & Pantti, 2011; Makel3,
2014). In part, photographers have either been replaced
by multiskilled multimedia journalists or have had to un-
dertake responsibilities that did not exist before, such
as producing audio, video, and multimedia (Robinson,
2011; Stefanikova & Lab, 2016; Yaschur, 2012). Because
of these pressures and many layoffs during the last
decade, photojournalists are in a precarious position
(Mortensen, 2014).

Multiskilling is both a threat and a possibility for en-
hancing photojournalists’ professional status. Rapid tech-
nological evolution has been a cause of stress interna-
tionally (Hadland, Campbell, & Lambert, 2015). In a study
on Finnish photojournalists in 2007-2008, Mé&kela (2014)
noted that most participants saw multiskilling as a threat
to their professional identity.

Drones represent a new tool that requires both tech-
nical expertise and the knowledge of ethics and regula-
tions of drone use. On the one hand, learning to use
drones is yet another arduous task for many. On the other
hand, this new technology might strengthen the pro-
fessional status of photojournalists by giving them pre-
eminence over amateurs (Klein-Avraham & Reich, 2016),
enabling professionals to acquire new skills that could
help them career-wise (Greenwood & Reinardy, 2011).

3. Method

The current study is based on two rounds of telephone
surveys of Finnish newspapers. The first round (n = 28)
was conducted in summer 2019, and it collected exten-
sive data on drone acquisition and use. The second round
(n = 52) was conducted in early 2020, and although it in-
cluded more newsrooms, it only sought to gather data
on drone acquisition. Combined, the data provide a com-
prehensive overview of drones’ diffusion into newspaper
newsrooms and qualitative information on their use.

Additional qualitative data on drone use was col-
lected by interviewing the representatives of five drone-
using newsrooms in spring 2020. These five newsrooms
were selected from the latter survey sample (n = 52) to
represent newspapers of different sizes and geographi-
cal regions.

The full sample (N = 80) was designed to cover all of
Finland’s major newspapers. First, we compiled two lists
of Finland’s leading newspapers. One list contained the
50 largest newspapers by print circulation. The second
list comprised the 50 largest newspapers by reach (i.e.,
combined print and digital readership). Merging these
two lists produced a sample of 80 newspapers. This com-
posite sampling was chosen to ensure the inclusion of
all relevant newspapers. Using only one of the two lists
would skew the picture of Finland’s newspaper sector.
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For example, the country’s two leading tabloids, //talehti
and /llta-Sanomat, have opted out of the print circulation
audit. In contrast, some regional newspapers have a rel-
atively weak online presence despite their respectable
print circulation.

The newspapers in our sample were contacted by
telephone and failing that, by email. Contact was prefer-
ably made with each newspaper’s photo editor, but in
some cases, only an individual photographer, news ed-
itor, or the editor-in-chief completed the survey. The
first round of surveys and supplementing five interviews
asked about the time of drone acquisition, the use of
outside drone footage, and the frequency of the news-
rooms’ drone use. In the second round, the respondents
were asked to indicate whether the newsroom operated
its own drone fleet and, if so, when the drones were first
acquired. This information was collected by year quar-
ters. Some respondents were able to cite an exact month
or even date of acquisition, but most recalled the time
frame only in approximations, usually as a season in a
particular year (e.g., “spring of 2019” or “at the end of
2016”). Hence, we recorded the information in similar
terms. Most respondents could recall this information
with apparent ease, while some had to confirm the time
from archival records or their colleagues. Sometimes,
definitive answers could not be found, and in these (few)
cases, we recorded the earliest year quarter the respon-
dent was certain drones were in the newsroom'’s posses-
sion. Although relying on the respondents’ recall can be
fallible, the results are likely close to the objective reality:
The question is unambiguous and the time frame short
(for most newsrooms, less than five years).

Data on when newsrooms adopted freelancer-based
drone use was not collected because of methodologi-
cal difficulties. It would be near impossible to determine
when freelance drone services first became an acknowl-
edged option at different newsrooms. Simply recording
the first use of commissioned drone footage would be in-
accurate as well: A one-off use of drone imagery does not
equal adoption in anything but a superficial way. Only a
massive content analysis could reveal when drone mate-
rial has become a newsroom staple. In comparison, news-
rooms’ acquisition of drones is a relatively clear-cut indi-
cation of drones’ perceived utility.

Having drones in a newsroom’s inventory was de-
fined as having them available without the need to sched-
ule their use with freelancers or affiliated newsrooms.
This type of drone use implies a modicum of commit-
ment to drone use, one usually involving the allocation
of resources for the devices’ purchase and staff training.
Many newspapers make use of drone footage by com-
missioning it from freelancers or from better-equipped
affiliates; this was interpreted as newsrooms ‘not hav-
ing’ their own drones. Although these newspapers ac-
knowledge drones’ usefulness in select situations, they
do not—per our definition—see drones as a necessity for
their daily operation. A total of 24 newspapers indicated
this to be their drone-use strategy. In addition to the di-

chotomy between the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots,” one news-
paper permanently houses drones owned by the news-
paper’s photographers. This situation was interpreted as
the newspaper ‘having’ drones.

4. Results

A total of 24 newsrooms of the 80 surveyed newspapers
operate their own drone fleets (30 percent). Additional
30 percent (24 newspapers) indicated they have, if need
be, access to drone footage through freelancers or affili-
ated newsrooms. The remaining 32 newspapers (40 per-
cent) showed no interest in drone use although it is al-
most certain that they, too, could purchase drone ser-
vices from outside the newsroom. Only one of the sur-
veyed newspapers had once had its own drone but did
not have one at the time of contact. Even in this case, the
respondent indicated that the newsroom was looking to
replace the drone, which had been transferred within the
company to a different location.

In terms of a timeline, Helsingin Sanomat was the
first Finnish newspaper to start using their own camera
drones. The newspaper’s drones flew their first mission
in mid-January 2012. For over two years, it was the only
newspaper in our sample to operate its own drone fleet.
It was joined in the second quarter of 2014 by the na-
tional tabloid, /lta-Sanomat, and the regional news daily,
Karjalainen. From there on, drones began to diffuse into
other large and mid-sized newspapers. The first smaller
newspaper to acquire its own drones was Raahen Seutu,
a tri-weekly regional newspaper with a circulation of a
little over 6,000 copies; its history with drones began in
the third quarter of 2017. The rate of drone adoption
appears to have been steady since the trend caught on
in 2014. Figure 1 shows how the ownership of camera
drones evolved from 2011 to 2020.

Our survey results show that Finland’s seven largest
newspapers deploy their own drones. Further, of the 15
largest newspapers, only three have resisted the trend.
The sample’s mid-range, which consists of regional and
large local newspapers, is mixed: about half of them have
their own drones. The bottom third of our sample is con-
sistently drone free. This suggests a very straightforward
diffusion: drones were first adopted by larger and better-
resourced newspapers, with smaller organizations fol-
lowing suit within a few years. At the time of the study,
at-the-ready drone fleets appeared to be a must-have
for leading newspapers, optional for mid-sized newspa-
pers and unnecessary for small newspapers. The use of
freelancers’ or affiliates’ drones was referenced rather
evenly throughout the sample. This implies that drones’
value to journalism can be recognized—or dismissed—
regardless of newsroom resources.

So far, the rate of drone diffusion has been steady.
Our survey, however, indicates that most droneless
newsrooms are hesitant—or even opposed—to acquir-
ing them. Some respondents said that they are waiting to
see what changes the new EU regulations (being drafted
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Figure 1. Share of drones and time of acquisition among Finland’s 80 leading newspapers, 2011-2020.

at the time of writing) bring, while others suggested that
they do not need drones or that their occasional needs
can be met through external commissioning.

The first round of surveys (n = 28) supplemented
with interviews (n = 5) collected information on drone
acquisition, use of outside footage, and the frequency
of drone use by asking for an estimate. Of the 33 news-
rooms included in this sample, 19 were using their own
drones, 12 were using drone footage through freelancers
or affiliated newsrooms, and two were not using drone
footage at all.

Those equipping their own drones used them more
frequently than the ones acquiring footage from outside
sources. Newspapers owning drones flew them daily (3),
weekly (12), or occasionally (4), whereas the ones em-
ploying freelancers used drone footage only occasion-
ally (6) or very rarely (6). Adding this up, of the 31 news-
rooms that did use drone footage, three newsrooms
were using them daily, 12 weekly, ten occasionally, and
six very rarely.

As for the type of use, common themes in drone
footage were land use planning and construction, festi-
vals, and nature. However, these data were not collected
systematically from the newspapers. The survey and in-
terviews responses also hint at very varied use, from
quick and simple high-altitude shots from one specific
position, to more complex video rolls like pans and track-
ing shots.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

In the current article, we have looked at the diffusion of
drones among Finnish newspapers. Despite early experi-
ments, their widespread adoption did not begin until mid-
2014. Drone journalism in Finland has diffused from a
few pioneering organizations to a larger number of news-
rooms, including regional and mid-sized newspapers.

At the turn of 2020s, about two-thirds of the news-
papers in our sample were using camera drones. Thirty
percent use their own drones and equally as many
commission drone footage from outside the newsroom.
Although we did not explicitly ask about it, many re-
spondents noted that their newsrooms had been ex-
posed to drones through the enthusiasts in their employ.
Specifically, freelancers, summer interns, or staff photog-
raphers brought their personal drones to the office to
show and use. For example, the first sampled newspaper
to acquire drones did so at the initiative of their drone-
hobbyist photographers. Thus, it is likely that the news-
rooms were familiar with drones and their journalistic
possibilities, but the uncertainty around their regulatory
status was too much of a deterrent for most until 2014.

The newsrooms in our study use drone footage ac-
cording to two strategies: through buying their own
drones or commissioning freelancers. Some supplement
in-house material with footage bought outside the or-
ganization. Both strategies are valid and enable using
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high-quality aerial images and video in reporting. For ex-
ample, in Spain, Fernandez-Barrero (2018) noted that
major media companies were mainly preferring to out-
source drone services because of tight regulation, the
cost of buying drones, limitations of image quality, and
many other reasons. The current situation in Finland
seems quite different. Our study of 33 Finnish newspa-
pers shows that newsrooms in possession of drones use
drone footage more often than those relying on free-
lancers. In our survey, none of the newsrooms using the
freelancer strategy acquired drone footage daily or even
weekly. Ferguson and Greer (2019) studied the adoption
of drones in 94 local TV stations in the US and found that
the stations that use drones use them only to a moderate
degree, a mean figure of 2.28 on ascale of 0to 5 (0 = not
at all, 5 = daily). Our findings hint at a similar direction:
most newspapers use their drones weekly.

Having a drone (or several) at the newsroom prob-
ably makes it much easier to acquire aerial footage, al-
though having a drone increases the costs for the news-
room: the drone(s) must be bought (prices for basic mod-
els are around 1000-2000€) and repaired in case of dam-
age. In Finland, insurance is also mandatory. The pho-
tographers must be trained both for operating the aerial
vehicle and for the ethical and legal aspects of flying.
Therefore, choosing to adopt drones via freelancers may
prove to be a viable option if the predicted utility of in-
house drones does not match the costs.

As per Rogers’ (1962) model, drones were first picked
up by innovators—in this case, technology-enthusiast
photographers. Because of their increasingly precarious
professional status, upskilling themselves to drone pi-
lots was an attractive route for improved occupational
prospects. At the next stage, early adopters followed the
budding trend. In the case of Finland and drone jour-
nalism, large, well-resourced newsrooms were the first
to adopt drones as soon as the fear over legal reper-
cussions of their use was dispelled. At the next crucial
step, early adopters “translated” (Gladwell, 2001)—that
is, made salient—the value of drones. By pioneering the
forms and practices of drone journalism, they set an ac-
tionable example for their peers. After seeing the early
adopters successfully use drones for journalism, the
early majority—some mid-sized and small newspapers—
began adopting drones in 2017. Simultaneously, drones
were becoming more affordable, reliable, and easier to
pilot. At this point, drone journalism in Finland seems to
be reaching the late majority. Some apparent laggards
were also present in our sample—those loath to adopt
innovations until they are unavoidable.

Next, we will examine how the results of the Finnish
case compare with the development of drone journalism
elsewhere. First, regulation seems to play an essential
role in terms of drone journalism. Compared with other
countries, for example, Sweden and the US, Finland re-
ceived its own drone act quite early; the Finnish drone
rules came into effect in 2015 (Finnish Aviation Act,
2014), in Sweden in 2017, and in the US in 2018. Without

a permissive legal environment, many news organiza-
tions are hesitant to adopt drones. The environment par-
ticularly affects the late majority and the laggards be-
cause these groups are reluctant to spend their relatively
scarce resources on an innovation if there is any uncer-
tainty about the benefits of doing so (Rogers, 1962).

So far, about 40 countries have either declared a to-
tal ban on or have heavily restricted the use of camera
drones. For example, the US and Sweden have temporar-
ily banned the use of camera drones. In the US, drone
journalism education was halted by the authorities from
2013 to 2016. In Sweden, a total ban on using drones
for journalism lasted from autumn 2016 to summer 2017
(Uskali & Gynnild, 2018). Finland has never heavily re-
stricted or banned the use of drones in journalism, which
has enabled their diffusion.

Second, even minor incidents have had a nationwide
influence on how the diffusion of drones evolves. Based
on previous research on drone journalism, we can list sev-
eral cases where only one incident or simply the threat
of an incident has triggered a nationwide ban on the
use of camera drones: Nepal in 2015, Kenya in 2015,
Thailand in 2015, and Sweden in 2016. For example, in
the Nepalese case, in the aftermath of a devastating
earthquake, as powerful drone videos of the ruins of
old buildings in Kathmandu began circulating online, the
authorities instituted a nationwide drone ban, mainly
to safeguard their country’s image and tourism industry
(Uskali & Gynnild, 2018).

Therefore, the concept of the ‘key incident’ is intro-
duced as another complementary explanation for why
the diffusion of drone journalism practices have had dif-
ferent trajectories, even in neighboring democratic coun-
tries such as Finland and Sweden.

‘Key incident’ refers to a news event that stimulates
public discussions about the ethical use of new technol-
ogy. Key incidents lead to watershed moments that ei-
ther strengthen the adoption of a new device or service,
hinder the process, or prohibit the use of the device or
service. The result of the key incident depends on the
conclusion of the public debate and on the decisions
made by the authorities and policymakers.

In the literature, the terms “focusing event’ (Birkland,
1998) and ‘key event’ (Zerback, Reinemann, Van Aelst, &
Masini, 2020) have been used to describe certain impact-
ful happenings that have had, for example, an agenda-
setting influence in societies. The concepts of focusing
event and key event are based on large-scale tragic news.
For example, natural disasters and industrial accidents
are defined as focusing events (Birkland, 1998), and the
Lampedusa shipwreck disaster in 2013 was a key event
for immigration reporting in Italy but not in Germany or
Belgium (Zerback et al., 2020). A key incident may also
be something negative, or it may be neutral or even pos-
itive. In addition, Wood (2006) conceptualized the term
‘tipping event’ which includes minor or even nonexistent
incidents (i.e., speculation, fear, or thoughts) that might
trigger a change.
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Our long-term observations highlighted one case
that could be defined as a key incident in terms of drone
journalism in Finland: the Sysma small plane crash in May
2013 (e.g., llta-Sanomat, 2013a; Yle, 2013). This plane
crash pitted drone pilots against authorities in a brief
but dramatic standoff. The initial signal was that drones’
journalistic use could be interpreted as unlawful and be
met with gunfire. This kind of publicity, even without an
official resolution, could have created a perception of
drones as a liability to their pilots and a danger to soci-
ety. However, the incident reached a public conclusion:
an authoritative figure articulated the legal and ethical
boundaries of drone journalism, to which the police ac-
quiesced by issuing a public apology (e.g., llta-Sanomat,
2013b; MTV3, 2013).

At the time of the key incident, no special drone regu-
lation existed in the Finnish aviation law. Although there
were no immediate regulatory effects, the widely publi-
cized and discussed incident had a pivotal impact on the
legitimacy of drone journalism. We argue that both the
early test of the limits of drone journalism, the key inci-
dentin 2013, and the early crafted and light drone regula-
tion were vital for the constantly increasing drone adop-
tion in Finnish newspapers. The current regulatory status
of drones is permissive, but new EU wide drone regula-
tions are slated to come into force in mid-2020. Starting
from July 2020, a common EU regulation will replace all
national drone rules, and a drone pilot needs authoriza-
tion from the state’s registry (European Union Aviation
Safety Agency, 2020). This contributes to an air of uncer-
tainty. The diffusion of drones among Finnish newspa-
pers might be on a hiatus while journalists anticipate the
new regulations. A follow-up study is needed to monitor
and analyze the implications of the new EU law for drone
journalism in Finland and elsewhere.

The current study has some limitations, and further
studies are needed. Although our data cover a good
portion of Finnish newspapers, our survey is limited in
its depth. The survey of 80 newspapers inquired about
drone ownership (or the use of outsourced footage)
and does not contain more specific information on how
drones are used. Our smaller sample (n = 33) illus-
trates the frequency of drone use. Further questions re-
main. These include more specific details on drone use,
the effects of legislation from the viewpoint of newspa-
pers, and reasons for (and against) acquiring drones for
the newsroom. Also, the status of news photographers
should be studied in the light of drone adoption. How
has this development affected their work?

The regulatory environment for drone journalism in-
ternationally is heterogeneous. Therefore, the key inci-
dents behind divergent developments should be stud-
ied and compared with each other. Such comparative
research could reveal different patterns of incident, re-
sponse, and innovation diffusion—perhaps dispelling
some deterministic views on media systems and techno-
logical diffusion. An international comparison could well
illustrate the effect that drone aviation legislation has on

the adoption of drones for journalistic use. There is also
a need for localized investigations, such as case studies
on those outlier large newsrooms that have not adopted
drones along with their peers. How drones are actually
used is a rarely studied topic and deserves further at-
tention. Data on how much drone footage is used could
be collected, and barriers for the adoption of drones
should be looked into. Studies comparing owning and
commissioning strategies would also help in understand-
ing their use more comprehensively. Furthermore, the
professional precarity of photojournalists should be stud-
ied in depth.
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1. Introduction

Journalism research has often applied innovation the-
ory and ideas of ‘disruption’ to map and better under-
stand the adoption of technology in media organisa-
tions and by journalists. This has been particularly true
for research on drones and journalism (Belair-Gagnon,
Owen, & Holton, 2017; Ferguson & Greer, 2019; Gynnild
& Uskali, 2018). Innovation theory tends to come with a
baggage of techno-optimism, implying that innovations
replace or supersede previous technology, and journal-
ism research has been criticised for being too technology
centred (Zelizer, 2019).

As camera-equipped drones have quickly gone from
a novelty to a multi-billion-dollar industry involving con-

sumers as well as journalists and professionals in many
different areas, a larger historical perspective on the cur-
rent situation is necessary. There may also be signs that
the drone industry has seen its golden years; Bloomberg
(2019) recently headlined that the “drone bubble” had
burst and many drone companies were going bankrupt.
Adams observed that “drone fatigue” was increasing in
journalism and noted industry comments that drones
were a “passing fad” (Adams, 2019, pp. 1-2).

Through interviews with photojournalists and image
editors, the current article analyses how drones are his-
torically situated by practitioners in news organisations
and how the interaction with previous technologies and
professional values, as well as societal factors, shapes
how photojournalists see the current potentials and limi-
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tations of using drones in newsgathering. This article fills
an empirical gap, in that data from practitioners have
been scarce, but it also contributes to the discussion of
breaks versus continuity in the history of emerging me-
dia technologies.

The article also adds a perspective from the Swedish
media landscape. In the Swedish media system commer-
cial news media coexist with a public service broadcast-
ing system for television and radio (Weibull, Wadbring,
& Ohlsson, 2018). Early Swedish legislation categorized
drones as a form of camera surveillance but allowed jour-
nalistic uses on condition that a special permit was ob-
tained. In 2016 a court order significantly limited the
range of allowed uses and for a period journalistic drone
photography was effectively illegal. A revision in 2017
eased restrictions, and since 2018 no permit is needed
to fly drones weighing less than 7 kilos, as long as
flights follow certain rules and no-fly zones are avoided
(Transportstyrelsen, 2017).

Historians have shown that the progression in the life
of a new technology—from introduction and visionary
statements from proponents, to the subsequent phase
of sobering up, potential disappointment and long-term
co-existence with other technologies—is a repeating pat-
tern. Similar cycles have been observed for the introduc-
tion of telegraphy, telephony, wireless broadcasts, tele-
vision and other technological advancements (Marvin,
1988; Rhodes, 2012). An important part of the initial
phase is the existence of enthusiastic media coverage of
the new technology. In the case of drone journalism, the
contrast between how the media has covered drones as
a news item and how they are actually employing drones
in newsrooms has been observed (Vobic, 2020).

This shift from viewing technological changes in the
media sector as radical transitions where new technolo-
gies replace previous ones, to envisioning a process
where new technology is added to an existing set of
technologies and practices and its complementary bene-
fits absorbed, implies a different temporal focus. Instead
of seeking to explain rapid change, we are concerned
with processes taking place over a longer period. From
a longer historical perspective, the potentially disruptive
impact of new journalistic technologies is often moder-
ated by the contexts in which they are applied, and tech-
nology is adapted to already existing routines and values
by news workers (Fenton, 2010; Singer, 2005).

Within an overall framework of this type of lay-
ered journalistic technological development, camera-
equipped drones constitute a special type of journalis-
tic technology that is concerned with the production of
visuals. From its inception, visual journalism has held a
special position as truth-teller, with photography having
a strong impact on the documentary legitimacy of news
stories (Brennen, 2009; Hall, 1973; Ray, 2020). Camera-
equipped drones further constitute a very particular kind
of visual technology—the aerial view. Whereas the truth-
claims of visual representation from the ground can, in
theory, be checked by a member of the public, aerial im-

agery represents a form of seeing not available to the ev-
eryday observer and “a culturally specific way of seeing,
or visuality” (Mangold & Goehring, 2019, p. 25).

Implicit in the intersection between drone technol-
ogy and journalism are both the long lineage of aerial
imaging technologies and the tension between the aerial
as neutral and truthful and something which gives a pre-
viously impossible visual experience.

2. Theory

In a timely critique of innovation-centred histories of
technology, David Edgerton (1999) has placed innovation
discourse in a larger societal context and provided a his-
torically grounded approach for analysis. A key point is
that innovation discourse in itself is an important part of
modern society, which makes objects that can be linked
to notions of the ‘new’ or ‘groundbreaking’ inherently
important and interesting. Edgerton argues that rather
than adoption, which he suggests can be rather swift
and easily traceable, analysis of technological changes
should focus on the extent and forms of the uses of tech-
nology. Histories of actual use over time often tell a dif-
ferent spatial and geographic story than the history of
how a particular technology first came to be adopted by
the public, institutions, or professionals. The perspective
of use often reveals that older technologies continue to
be of great importance, long after the time when they
were deemed outdated and considered to have been ‘re-
placed’ (Edgerton, 1999).

Taking this critical approach further, Miller and
Tworek (2016) have proposed the idea of ‘imagined use’
as a fruitful category of analysis. In an innovation-centric
society such as ours, optimistic projections of the poten-
tial of new technologies into the future can often serve
to guide and influence practical choices in the present.
Their analysis highlights the importance of the contents
of what can be called the ‘hype’ phase.

For journalism research, the digital revolution has
meant the emergence of lively research streams, but also
an increased focus on the tools used to produce journal-
ism. Recently, Katie Day Good (2017) has pointed out the
tendency of journalism research to focus solely on tech-
nology, and she reiterates warnings about seeing journal-
istic transformation as a one-way street forward, where
new forms and technologies automatically replace old
ones. In periods of technological change, she reminds
us, different media forms interact in “unsettled” ways as
new and old technologies recombine and interact, leav-
ing revised roles for long-existing technologies.

In a broader critique of the tendency to define jour-
nalism in relation to technology, as in digital journal-
ism, Zelizer claims that starting with technology obscures
not only that changes in journalism are incremental, but
also that there sometimes are detrimental outcomes
of change. Focusing on technology also fails to distin-
guish what stays stable in journalism beyond technologi-
cal change (Zelizer, 2019).
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In the current environment, many scholars have ob-
served that journalists are increasingly expected to mas-
ter multiple production technologies and become multi-
skilled (Nygren, 2014). Ornebring (2010) has suggested
that this constitutes a recent example of the longer histor-
ical development of journalistic labour, where decisions
by employers to invest in technology lead to changes that
impact everyday journalistic work such as newsgathering.
How journalists choose to interact with new technologies
(and their newness) in everyday use, thus also reflects
how journalists define and re-define their own agency in
relation to evolving technological demands.

3. From Game Changer to Everyday Journalistic Tool

When assessing research on the role of drones in jour-
nalism, one encounters several points of view which
seem to contradict each other. Some early research in
the field has called media use of drones a “disruptive
innovation” (Gynnild, 2014) which embodied journalis-
tic eyewitness ideals (Zelizer, 2007), and a “global game
changer” in journalism (Gynnild & Uskali, 2018). A study
on how early adopters experimented with drones con-
cluded that they dwelled on the fringes of accepted jour-
nalistic practice, but implicitly affected their respective
organisations, providing an example of innovation adop-
tion from within (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2017). In contrast
to such accounts of creative development, however, oth-
ers have shown the relative lack of actual drone use by
news organisations, citing not only legal concerns and
safety issues, but also the weak connection to newswor-
thiness (Barrero, 2018). A survey of local TV stations in
the United States indicated that, although half of the sta-
tions owned drones, these were only used moderately,
and the study found no evidence that drones were used
because of their importance for news stories (Ferguson
& Greer, 2019). One critical overview agreed that drones
could contribute to newsgathering where “geographi-
cally unconstrained coverage” was of interest, such as
natural disasters, public unrest or conflicts, but pointed
to the limited uses of drones in practice by news organiza-
tions (Ntalakas, Dimoulas, Kalliris, & Veglis, 2017, p. 193).
John Pavlik, in a study of immersive journalism, found a
number of production related reasons that drones would
become increasingly important for providing visual con-
text, but emphasized that they should be seen in relation
to a continued importance of on-the-ground reporting
(Pavlik, 2015).

It thus seems that, although there is a broad range
of research that places drones as a central component in
a major transformation of journalism towards more im-
mersive and audience-oriented practices, there are indi-
cations that the actual use of drones in journalistic prac-
tice is more limited. Against this background, the purpose
of the current article is to place drones in a larger histori-
cal perspective and, based on interviews with practition-
ers, analyse how they see the potential and limitations
of drone journalism.

4. Method

To shed light on how practitioners see drones in rela-
tion to past, current, and future uses of aerial imagery
in journalism, in-depth interviews were performed with
19 Swedish photojournalists involved in using drones for
media production. Interviews were suitable since the
views of practitioners regarding drone uses were the
focus (Remenyi, 2011). The interviewees were selected
through a combination of strategic samples, by approach-
ing photographers at Swedish newspapers who were
known to have used drones, and then through a snow-
ball method enrolling their aid in finding further subjects.
An overview of the interview subjects is given in Table 1.
In relation to images and journalism, the breadth of work-
ing roles among those interviewed (N = 19) mirrored the
hybrid nature of image production in the current media
landscape. Out of those interviewed, 15 worked directly
as producers of content, still images, or video for news-
papers or television. Four informants worked for newspa-
pers or news organisations, either as head photo editors
(N = 2) or editors/producers of online Web TV (N = 2).
Those not working directly in the field had backgrounds
as photographers or photojournalists and were involved
in decision-making on the use of drones in everyday
newsgathering. A freelance position was common, and
around half of those interviewed (N = 9) worked on a
freelance basis. Whereas many freelancers had a steady
working relationship with a particular employer, four of
the interview subjects worked as free agents.

The interviews followed a semi-structured approach,
where open-ended questions were combined with a set
of questions where subjects were asked to comment
more specifically on the value or appropriateness of using
drones in different types of settings. Follow-up questions
were used to clarify statements or to encourage further
reflection on the themes discussed. The format enabled
a certain amount of dialogic interaction, while still adher-
ing to a pre-determined thematic structure (Kvale, 2006).

The interviews were carried out via telephone or
video conferencing software during the summer of 2018
and took a total of 11 hours, with on average 35 minutes
per interview. The audio material was subsequently tran-
scribed and resulted in 354 pages of text. The transcripts
were analysed thematically using a combination of top
down and ground up analysis to both identify patterns
in the responses to the interview questions and iden-
tify spontaneously emerging themes, and to investigate
these themes systematically (Dearnley, 2005).

The titles of those interviewed were self-selected
during the interviews as part of an introductory question.
Although only two mentioned the term photojournal-
ist, the majority of those interviewed had working roles
which would fit the general definition of a photojournal-
ist as someone who produces visual media content with
a journalistic purpose, but who may also write, edit, or
do journalistic research (Ferrucci, Taylor, & Alaimo, 2020).
The selection is also in line with the broader definition of
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Table 1. List of photojournalists interviewed in the study.

Informant code Title Freelance Workplace

PH1 Photographer Yes National television

PH2 Video photographer National daily newspaper
PH3 Photographer Yes

PH4 Photographer and journalist Yes

PH5 Photographer Local daily newspaper

PH6 Photographer National daily newspaper
PH7 Photographer Yes National daily newspaper
PH8 Photojournalist National daily newspaper
PH9 Photographer National daily newspaper
PH10 Photographer Yes National tabloid newspaper
PH11 Photographer Yes

PH12 Photojournalist Yes National television

PH13 Photographer Yes National tabloid newspaper
PH14 Web TV editor Local daily newspaper
PH15 Video reporter Local daily newspaper
PH16 Photographer and video producer Yes

PH17 Live TV producer Local daily newspaper
PH18 Head photo editor National daily newspaper
PH19 Head photo editor News agency

Adams (2019, p. 16) of drone journalism, which includes
“journalism in which a drone is used... but also the rel-
evant scripting and editing.” In sum, this selection of in-
formants provides a broad sample of how drones have
been used, seen, and integrated in the Swedish media
landscape, with an emphasis on newspapers with a na-
tional scope.

5. Results
5.1. Comparisons to Historical Aerial Technologies

The advent of drone aerial imaging was placed in a longer
historical context by many of those interviewed. They un-
derlined that the use of images taken from above was
nothing new, and many different ways of achieving shots
from above had been used over time. They described a
variety of technologies, both using equipment like “fish-
ing rods” or masts to get the camera higher (PH18), but
also basic strategies like climbing up to high spots or set-
ting up in a house near an event (PH15). One intervie-
wee referred to drones as a continuation of renting a “big
skylift” (PH13). Another recounted spending many years
“mounting cameras,” in high places “just to get a shot.”
From that perspective, drones simplified things (PH8).

The main historical comparison was to that of us-
ing motorised vehicles. Many related to well-established
practices of hiring helicopters (PH1, 2, 3, 4, 5,7, 8, 10, 15,
16,17,18,19) orairplanes (PH1, 4,5, 15, 16,17, 19). Thus
it was not the aerial perspective itself that was novel, but
that it had become more easily accessible:

If you take this example with a train accident or Tour
de France, those types of images have always existed

as a part of the journalistic image, but then they were
often taken with a helicopter, so it is not that you
have never seen aerial photos before as a reader—
you have seen them....So the type of image has always
existed, but | can imagine that it has gotten a lot more
common. (PH19)

Hiring a helicopter was previously something only larger
newspapers or media institutions could afford. Drones
had thus broadened access to the production of aerial
imagery. Although drones had made aerial photography
more accessible, using a helicopter was still preferred on
some occasions, in part because they were seen as a con-
trolled part of the airspace: One commented that when
covering a highway traffic jam, it would “still be easier to
fly a helicopter” (PH18). As they situated drones in this
longer historical context, seasoned photojournalists de-
scribed drones as “just another tool”—just as they may
use a wide-angle lens, they could choose to use a drone,
as an “equipment detail” (PH1). It was one of many tech-
nologies they used as visual journalists, a tool in the tool-
box, “just like all other tools” (PH9).

When photojournalists discussed the possibilities
and limitations of drones for their craft and media con-
tent, their reflections did not constitute reactions to an
entirely new media form, but rather ways of relating to
a recent variation in a long-standing component of me-
dia reporting.

5.2. From Novelty Enthusiasm to Drone Fatigue
In their photojournalistic practice, the interview subjects

had seen fads come and go. To them, it was natural that a
new technology would initially raise interest. Sometimes
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it was “the delight of something new” that made an im-
age interesting (PH8). Several concluded that there had
indeed been a phase where everything shot by drone
was seen as interesting in itself: “It almost didn’t have
to be a news event, it was enough to show how a place
or a society looked from above to raise a lot of interest.”
Now the “drone effect, this idea that the unique is that
it is a drone shot” had worn off, which meant that there
was not “just the same hype around it anymore” (PH14).

The interview subjects drew historical comparisons
to other popular formats whose popularity had faded.
When a new type of flash appeared or underwater cam-
era houses became common (PH3), or when cameras
started to be mounted on top of goalposts (PH8), then
all of a sudden there had been a flood of these types
of images, which had quickly led to diminished interest.
This was also becoming true of drones: “And | would say
that we currently have too much drone photography in
journalism—It is getting old” (PH7). One saw a future of
more restricted use:

It will definitely play a role, but | don’t think it will
have the same leading role that it has had...That it
can be a thing for a news site to just say ‘here we
have the drone perspective from this event’ for ex-
ample....I think both producers and consumers will be
quite fed up with that. (PH11)

Just as the initial interest in newspapers that produced
web TV waned when everyone could have their own
channel and broadcast on social media, the populari-
sation of drones created drone fatigue. Once everyone
could own a drone, it was not “as special anymore,”
and as more non-professionals acquired drones, the
more it became trite and seen as a mannerism (PH15).
Nowadays, some said, drones were found in “every other
home” and so many were using drones that it did not
merit special attention. It took something more spectac-
ular for people to light up, and the audience was quickly
becoming blasé: “Oh, okay, you flew a drone...that did
not make it more interesting” (PH17). Media outlets had
to be careful “not to make everything a helicopter or
drone session. Then it really loses its purpose” (PH5).

In contrast to the phase when a drone photo or video
was interesting just because it was shot with a drone, the
goal once usage had matured was to make technology in-
visible. This was formulated succinctly by one photojour-
nalist who said the goal was not to get a viewer to react:
“what a great drone shot” but have them react “what a
great shot” (PH8).

5.3. Limiters for Broader Use

In addition to expressing that journalism had become
over-saturated with drone-generated aerial footage, the
interviewed, based on their professional experience, also
saw a number of limiting factors that in many ways ham-
strung the future creative use of drones. Although legal

and ethical issues were mentioned, they did not consti-
tute the main limitations.

5.3.1. The Ideal of the Invisible Observer

One limiter was that drones were anything but discreet
and their intrusive presence clashed with the documen-
tary idea of the photographer as an invisible observer.
The principle that as a photographer or filmmaker one
should be “noticed as little as possible” (PH1) showed
up in many different forms during the interviews. One
contentious issue was sound. The sharp noise of drone
propellers drew attention in an unwanted way (PH9, 10).
Others pointed out how clearly visible the drone was, as
a dark object against the bright sky “and people notice it
and are bothered by it” (PH15). Several interviewees re-
counted how the use of drones had interfered with their
coverage of news stories. One photojournalist had been
shooting a youth football tournament. Once he started
the drone, the kids stopped playing and instead came to
watch his operation of the drone (PH5). Another stated
that drones acted as an integrity trigger: “What shall | say,
the presence of a drone can lead to a type of provoca-
tion.... am not there to provoke; | am there to document.
So, there we need to be careful” (PH14).

Thus, although drones provided easier access to a
perspective from above, their presence at the same time
interfered with other valued aspects of the photojournal-
istic work.

5.3.2. Safety and Collaboration with Rescue Services

Safety was a concern mentioned by nearly all the intervie-
wees. Not only could propellers create deep cuts, but get-
ting hit by a crashing drone could be lethal. It would be
as though a rock of several kilos dropped on one’s head
(PH8). There was also a reputation risk inherent in safety
concerns. If a major news organisation crashed a drone
while reporting, the crash would in itself become a piece
of news, an “accident within the accident” (PH3).

Flying near crowds was something that worried many
interviewees. That was inherently risky and should be
avoided (PH4, 5, 10, 12, 16, 18, 19). Some said they cov-
ered crowds, but never flew right over, but remained to
the side (PH5). The issue of crowds illustrates the duality
of using drones in journalism. Visually reporting the size
or movement of a crowd was a typical type of imagery
that suited the drone well, but was in practice limited
by safety issues. Maintaining good relationships with the
police and rescue personnel was another issue. Drones
could seldom be used at active crime scenes or where ac-
cidents were ongoing, due to the risk of interfering with
the work of these personnel (PH2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 11, 15, 16).

5.3.3. The Allure and Peril of Aesthetics and Abstraction

When it first emerged, the quality of drone imagery had
stunned many. This was both an asset and a risk. Visually
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appealing photography or video was not seen as bad in it-
self, but the aesthetic side should not be allowed to take
over. Filmicimagery was not was required in classic news
reporting, where it could detract from legitimacy. The
important thing was to tell a straight story rather than
have good-looking angles (PH17). It was said that drone
footage would never come into play for ordinary cover-
age of breaking news, but rather in more long-term jour-
nalism which aimed at “educating people” (PH4). That is,
it was not in regular news stories, but on occasions where
filmic quality was important, that drones would be used
(PH18). Some were positive towards the “Hollywood”
look though; in particular it was seen as interesting to
“highlight” in a Hollywood manner something that was
not in itself inherently cinematic (PH4).

Drone shots sometimes tended toward the map-like,
and some early abstract “guess-where-this-was-taken”
types of drone stories had been published. But still pho-
tos from drones quickly started to look like “Google
maps” all the time, which was boring and of little inter-
est (PH15). Many expressed disdain for abstract graphical
drone shots, saying they were “allergic” to map-like pic-
tures (PH3). This also resonated with the idea of getting
close to people as an important part of quality journal-
ism. Some of the best photos came from walking around
and meeting people, face to face, and using a drone took
the photojournalist away from that (PH7).

In sum, the intrusiveness of drones in use, safety risks,
and the risk of overly aesthetic or abstract images were
three factors limiting the use of drones. There were, how-
ever, broad categories of journalistic drone use, on which
the interviewees in general agreed.

5.4. Revealing the Site

An appropriate circumstance for using drones was when
revealing a site to the audience, showing where some-
thing happened, but also explaining relationships be-
tween objects on the site. In the language of the intervie-
wees, this was most commonly referred to as providing
an “overview” (PH16). As an extension of this overview,
drones were also used to create explanatory graphics
(PH9). Such graphics could, in more advanced cases, in-
volve using the drone for photogrammetry, creating 3D
models which could then be adapted to explain a partic-
ular situation (PH4, PH18). In such examples, drones pro-
vided raw material which was then further refined. In re-
lation to the results found by Belair-Gagnon et al. (2017),
the use of drones to create a basis for graphics presented
by participants in this study seemed less a pioneering
work and more integrated in the production chain.

The concrete examples of situations where drones
would be suitable were often related to infrastructure.
Drones were perfect if you wanted to shoot a “hous-
ing complex” which was hard to cover from the ground
(PH19). Using drones to cover infrastructure, such as
roads or houses, gave a better overview and showed
“whereitisin relation to other known landmarks” (PH15).

One suggested:

Say that a whole bridge is about to be taken down,
and a new one is built 50 metres away. It is perfect to
use a drone for that, just to tell what it actually looks
like, instead of drawing or taking bad pictures from
the ground. (PH17)

Drones could also be used to illustrate relationships be-
tween objects on a site (PH19). Using drones to establish
spatial relations could be seen in crime coverage. Using
the example of a murder story, a drone could show a
road and then the bushes along the road, and the drone
could show how close to the road the body had been,
telling the viewer “here the body was found” (PH11).
Such presentations were formulated to give “a com-
pletely different overview” (PH4). This overview could
“explain” things much better “than seeing things from
the ground,” again showing “this happened here” (PH6).
When filming a building on fire, a drone could show
where exactly it was burning and how (PH14).

Another way of using drones to present a site was
to create atmosphere (PH9). Many video news segments
begin with an overview image, and if that image could
also set a mood, it was considered an advantage (PH3).
Sometimes mood-setting illustrations of site played on
stereotypes. One occasion of using a drone to illustrate a
suburb involved a shot of the location from above show-
ing the subway passing by; the photojournalist reflected:
“Itis so iconic” (PH12).

5.5. Presenting Scope

A second category seen as relatively unproblematic was
presenting scope. Here the contribution of the drone
could be to show how big something was or how far
something reached, sometimes by placing a smaller ob-
ject in the foreground. Many of the examples involved
information that something was the biggest of its kind.
One photographer used a drone to present a retirement
community which was “the world’s biggest” (PH13). If
they could be covered safely, public manifestations—not
everyday demonstrations, but “something large or a re-
ally large demonstration”—would be better illustrated
with a drone (PH14). Another example was using a drone
to cover the vastness of a giant refugee camp, where
over a million people lived in a clearly defined area (PH6).
A more everyday example that still illustrates the impor-
tance of size involved filming an explosion at a construc-
tion site, which was “the biggest” the company had ever
done and involved hundreds of kilos of dynamite (PH14).

Drones could make the contrast between big and
small or far and near more striking, such as when shoot-
ing alone runner crossing an open field. From the ground
“you can’t tell how big the area is or how hard it is. On
such an occasion it can be very revealing to come up from
a higher angle, to show what a giant marshland some-
one is running through” (PH8). Another example was if
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you were travelling with a freight ship across the ocean,
it would be “obvious” to bring a drone to show “the open
water, the lone boat, coming from out there and looking
inwards. There it really contributes something” (PH7).

Natural phenomena were considered an obvious
area where drones could be used to present scope.
Drones were ideal to illustrate “the size of things which
are big” and which could not be captured from the
ground, such as forest fires (PH9). For natural phenom-
ena, using drones was “spot on” to show “the extension
of flooding or a drought” (PH6). In a story about conflict-
ing land claims, a drone would be useful to “provide an
overview of the land mass in itself” (PH11).

6. Conclusion

This article has analysed how photojournalists position
drone camera technologies in relation to existing modes
of acquiring images from above and the potentials and
shortcomings they see with drone photography. Drones
were related historically to an already existing visual
genre of aerial imagery and its connected technologies,
both helicopters and airplanes, but also to simpler meth-
ods such as climbing houses or using high poles. Drones
did not represent something entirely new, but facilitated
the acquisition of imagery which had been more exclu-
sive. This novelty effect initially gave rise to hype and en-
thusiasm for the new technology: Drones in themselves
held a news value. However, this led to overuse and a
reaction against them.

This image of a more reserved attitude among pho-
tojournalists contrasts with research exploring the cre-
ativity of early adopters (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2017) and
other studies which have positioned drones as a dis-
ruptive innovation (Ferguson & Greer, 2019; Gynnild &
Uskali, 2018) The results are more in line with the more
critical approaches that have highlighted limiting factors
in the actual use of drones (Barrero, 2018; Ntalakas
et al., 2017), as well the results of content analysis of
drone journalism, which found that in the majority of
the cases, drone footage was used to establish context
(Adams, 2019).

On a theoretical level, the results illustrate the value
of analysing technology in use to get a broader sense of
how a new technology affects society (Edgerton, 1999).
In actual use, old and new technologies co-exist, and
in the case of drones, their incorporation into journal-
istic practices was facilitated by the pre-existence of a
well-established genre of aerial photography. The rapid
spread of drones in society over time, paradoxically, de-
creased the attractiveness of drone imagery among pho-
tojournalists. Some still preferred to use helicopters to
achieve aerial shots.

The analysis also showed that photojournalists imag-
ined a wide range of potential applications for drone film-
ing and photography, but that safety—as well as prob-
lems with intrusiveness and aesthetic ideals—Ilimited
several of these application areas. Some of these poten-

tial but unfulfilled uses could be understood using the
category of imagined use (Miiller & Tworek, 2016) which
posits that non-experienced uses can still shape actions.
The types of use which were seen as carrying long-term
journalistic potential can be summarised into the cate-
gories site and scope, where drones are used to establish
place and spatial relationships and to communicate size
or extension.

The extent to which the photojournalists distanced
themselves from the hype around drones can also be in-
terpreted in relation to the issue of journalistic agency
and the concept of journalistic labour (Ornebring, 2010).
The emphasis that drones were “just a tool” can be seen
as way to claim the importance of professional specialist
competence, implying that as photojournalists they were
not owned by technology, but made independent jour-
nalistic judgements of when using drones was suitable,
and when it was not.

It should also be acknowledged that the results of
the study may have been impacted by the selection
of informants. Many worked at well-established media
outlets in the Swedish media landscape, and in some
cases these had a generous history of using resources
to acquire aerial imagery. Such experiences may have
led to a less convinced attitude towards the newness
factor of drone photography. To other media outlets,
with fewer resources, drones could represent a previ-
ously unavailable opportunity to get an aerial view. The
contrasts to earlier research also likely reflect that the
present interviews were conducted at a later point in
time, when more mature usage patterns had developed.
The early adopters interviewed in earlier research might
later come to exhibit signs of drone fatigue.
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Abstract

At a time when TV and online journalism embraces more moving images filmed from drones than ever before, this article
seeks to explore the thoughts and actions of those who produce them. It builds on earlier research into how aerial images
impact on the viewer through the lens of ‘quality journalism’ (Adams, 2018). It investigates how drone operators are in-
volved in the journalistic process, what meanings and effects they seek and who controls their work in a market-driven
environment. Qualitative analysis was carried out of seventeen in-depth interviews with drone operators, journalists and
editors working in UK and around the world. Data revealed a high degree of creative freedom among the operators, a
passion for using drones and some desire to immerse and impress the viewer. It showed that aerial images have become
paramount in video journalism amid market pressures to find ever more sophisticated and ‘cinematic’ shots. Interviewees
felt drones had been “good for journalism,” by providing raw data, exciting new perspectives, context and story-telling
techniques and “space to think.” The article explores the significant yet often unplanned contribution to the journalistic
process of the drone operator and recommends more is done to increase understanding between journalist and pilot, such
as providing training courses designed to teach quality drone journalism, as the media approaches ‘peak drone.
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1. Introduction

As online and broadcast journalism embraces more mov-
ing images filmed from unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs)
than ever before, it is timely to deepen the research in
this field by investigating the thoughts and actions of
those who produce the shots. Although much has been
written about the impact of the digital revolution on jour-
nalists’ jobs, such as multi-skilling and convergence, a
glimpse into the camera operator’s point of view is rare.

The term ‘dual control’ is a reference to a system
where two consoles are plugged into the same aircraft:
one for an operator to fly and direct the drone itself, and
the other for a person to work the camera. The operator
and camera person can stand close together, discuss and

collaborate in order to decide what and how to film. Most
UAVs now are operated by one person with ‘single con-
trol’ but the phrase ‘dual control’ is useful in the context
of this study, which seeks to explore the roles of operator
and journalist and how they work together and interact.
For the purposes of this article, the term ‘operator’ will be
used interchangeably with ‘pilot’ and the term ‘journalist’
will be used to describe anyone involved in making jour-
nalistic decisions, such as reporter, editor or producer.
The role of drone operator is relatively new and pre-
vious research into the cross-over with the role of jour-
nalist is hard to find. Unlike jobs in the news industry
which merged to produce new roles such as the ‘video
journalist,” (adding filming skills to reporting and editing
ones), UAV pilots have so far tended to work as special-
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ist technicians; ‘drone journalists’ exist but are uncom-
mon. However, the newsgathering carried out by drone
operators, as by any camera person or photographer, is
bound to involve a degree of editorial decision-making
which must affect the journalistic output. It is this in-
volvement by drone operators in journalism which is of
concern here, not least because research has shown that
early adopters of new technology are more likely to want
to please their TV consumers than their journalist col-
leagues (Wallace, 2009).

We know from previous research that drones have
not turned out to be the widely predicted ‘gamechang-
ers’ of the industry, but that they have brought new ‘play-
ers’ and ‘narratives’ to the ‘game’ of journalism. A mul-
tiple case study of audio-visual news and feature items
from several different countries (Adams, 2018) identi-
fied thirteen hypothetical perspectives or ‘narratives’ in
aerial filming which potentially affect journalism. These
included a diagnostic view, a sense of global connec-
tion, drama through movement, a feeling of (unrealis-
tic) power, suggestion of surveillance, beauty or art, un-
necessary gloss and occasionally the immersion of the
viewer. Some shots were found to enhance while oth-
ers detracted from the quality of the journalism. This re-
search puts these ‘narratives’ to the test by presenting
them to drone users themselves for comment and asks,
among other things, whether their actions are deliberate
or unconscious.

The article is based on in-depth interviews with oper-
ators based in the UK and the journalists they work with
in order to try to answer four key questions: what the
current role and status of the drone pilot is, how they
are involved in the journalistic process, what meanings
and effects they seek through drone-filming and whether
any of their work is threatening the quality journalism
needed for a functioning democracy.

2. Journalism and Quality Control

When judging the effect of drones in this medium, it
is important to revisit the underlying aims of journal-
ism itself. In its most basic sense, journalism aims to re-
port or tell its audience what is happening, often in the
form of a story. ‘Democratic’ or ‘quality’ journalism is
defined in professional codes of conduct and industry-
accredited guidelines and training courses across the
world. Among its recognisable traits, perhaps none is as
important as the idea of the journalist as ‘truth-seeker’
The concept of the press as the Fourth Estate, speak-
ing truth to power and ‘monitoring’ the establishment
mostly prevails, even while journalism is constantly un-
dermined (McQuail, 2013, p. 112).

Authors agree that quality journalism should also re-
veal something which is not only new but also of sub-
stance (de Beer & Merrill, 2008, p. 17; Ray, 2003, p. 23),
presented in ‘original’ form (Shapiro, 2014, p. 561), fact-
based, neutral, accurate and proportional (Deuze, 2005,
p. 447) and serving a public interest (Curran & Gurevitch,

2005, p. 144) or even a ‘public enlightenment’ func-
tion (SPJ, 2014). Professional bodies state that journal-
ism recognises the right of the public to information and
truth (IFJ, 2020; NUJ, 2018). It isincumbent on journalism
to communicate well and explain (Ray, 2003, p. 23), pro-
vide insight and/or analysis and engage viewers through
means such as drama, visual attractiveness and enter-
tainment (Golding & Elliott, 1979, pp. 115-118). There
is also an expectation in our modern networked society
that it should present audiences with context, a wide
range of voices (Overholser, 2009) and link the local to
the global (Zuckerman, 2013, p. 7). It should ask diffi-
cult questions and challenge the status quo (Greenwald,
2014, p. 230). Journalism should convey not only facts,
but discourse and cultural information (Auslander, 1999,
p. 2). In order to be trusted, it needs to display “abil-
ity, benevolence and integrity” (Blobaum, 2016, p. 8)
and above all to balance engagement and objectivity. As
one of the editors interviewed put it: “There’s a mas-
sive element of trust and once we overstep that mark
we’re in trouble. Viewers have to believe what they see”
(M. Dolan, personal communication, January 20, 2020).
It is important to highlight that journalism is strug-
gling to retain this trust and to control its future in the
face of market forces and economic pressures (Deuze,
2008, p. 5). The news industry is forced to attract larger
revenues’ which “may not be in the public interest”
(Dominick, Wurtzel, & Lometti, 1975, p. 213). The knock-
on effect is to reduce the range of angles, opinions
and sources journalism offers (Davies, 2008, p. 203), to
cut fees, salaries and resources, to over-simplify com-
plex issues and to rely more heavily on public relations
and business interests (Greenwald, 2014, p. 233). In
short, increased commercialisation leads to a lowering
of news standards. Cheaper, digital technology presents
challenges such as online interactivity which undermines
journalism via clickbait as “audience feedback seems
to take centre stage” (Phillips, 2014, p. 6). It has also
brought about shifts in journalism practice, including
multi-skilling, multi-platform production and the blur-
ring of news and entertainment (Lee-Wright, Phillips, &
Witschge, 2011, p. xi) which can “imperil the public ser-
vice function of the media” (p. 13). In this context, the
introduction of drones to the journalism industry has
brought both welcome and unwelcome changes.

3. The Drone’s Point of View

Drones were expected to be ‘game-changers’ for media
and society (Hamilton, 2015; Roug, 2014), a disruptive
innovative technology (Belair-Gagnon, Owen, & Holton,
2017) which would transform journalism and markets
(Levine, 2014) and signal new value networks (Gynnild,
2014, p. 360). Aerial filming was regarded as ‘central to
modern imagination’ and viewers’ appetite for it “ever-
increasing” (Dorrian & Pousin, 2013, p. 9). Drones have
even been attributed with the power to “change the
way that we see” (Rothstein, 2015, p. 125). Drones, also
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known as UAVs, were “set to go mainstream” (Waterson,
2014) and to revolutionise news reporting (Waite, 2014).
Scholars identified the ‘emergent genre’ of drone journal-
ism (Gynnild, 2014, p. 334; Hamilton, 2015). At the same
time, critics warned of ‘drone fatigue’ (Wyndham, 2017),
‘drone fetishism’ (Krisis, 2017) and a “short-lived novelty
wow factor” (Rocha, 2016).

Gynnild and Uskali highlighted a lack of research into
following up these predictions and expectations of drones
in journalism (2018, p. 8). Scholarly investigation to ver-
ify them or look at their effect on media discourse has
been slow to catch up (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2017, p. 11;
Chamayou, 2014; Choi-Fitzpatrick, 2014, p. 31). Recent
work has now produced a number of indications and in-
sights into the use of aerial footage in TV news (Adams,
2018): namely that drones are used in news more of-
ten to provide context than content; that they are not
revolutionising newsgathering but can undermine qual-
ity journalism by encouraging style over substance. Drone
footage can potentially immerse viewers, with the danger
that they lose their objective, critical perspective on the
story and the absence of interviews can de-humanise a
topic, as distant views replace a grittier reality.

Building on these findings, drone shots can be cate-
gorised into three types by looking at the degree of con-
trol which they seem to offer or suggest to the viewer.
The ‘informative’ ones treat the viewers as passive ‘learn-
ers,” informing them or helping them to understand the
story. This type includes footage which underlines story
content, adds meaning or insight and creates a sense of
global context. This plays out one of the classic roles of
quality, Reithian journalism. On other occasions, edited
footage can take the viewer on a journey by framing a
story (deliberately or otherwise) to produce an effect
on their perception. This second type of ‘journey’ shot
might, for example, turn a landscape into an aesthetic
entertainment, for example displaying a rural scene as a
patchwork quilt, imitating surveillance or military recon-
naissance, presenting a diagnostic, quasi-scientific view,
or creating armchair super-power shots which mimic
video-gaming. In this case, it gives viewers a false sense
of control, or “manufactured authority,” to quote Marek
Vanzura (2019), turning views into something else, or
something “unreal.” Thirdly there are shots which re-
sult in the viewer feeling out of control. These ‘fair-
ground’ or ‘floating’ shots can immerse the viewer and
take them on a wild, playful ‘ride,’ using unexpected dra-
matic movement. An audience might enjoy the feeling of
escapism, novelty and liberation from the ground, or feel
distracted from the story itself, depending on the con-
text. These last two types may be more about entertain-
ing the viewer than telling the story.

4. Angle and Trajectory
My approach was to focus mainly on the operators and

investigate the part they play in determining and con-
trolling the form, content and style of journalistic prod-

ucts and in shaping narratives by finding, choosing and
filming their footage. | sought to find out what was go-
ing through the minds (not only of the pilots, but also
their journalistic counterparts) and to probe their deeper
knowledge and understanding of drones to seek more
general insights into contemporary and future practice
and culture.

| used a variety of methods to identify and ap-
proach drone operators, starting with my own profes-
sional network of journalistic contacts, then searching
online for drone operators and approaching the main lo-
cal and regional broadcasters, BBC and ITV. | submitted
a request for interviewees through the National Union
of Journalists newsletter and the Association of Drone
Operators. The sampling followed a snowballing pattern,
often added to by personal contacts and word of mouth
recommendations. This led to a broad spectrum of inter-
viewees, some who worked internationally and others
on region-wide level. The interviews were mostly with
drone pilots who were purely technical camera operators
(eleven), but | also interviewed five journalists (reporters,
editors and producers), who worked closely with opera-
tors, and one who carried out both roles simultaneously,
as a ‘drone journalist,” in order to see how their perspec-
tives differed or complemented each other. In two cases
| was able to interview a pilot and journalist (editor) to-
gether to observe the dynamic between them. The other
eleven pilots strongly resisted the suggestion that they
were also journalists, although their work sometimes in-
cluded editing the footage.

Qualitative analysis was carried out into seventeen
semi-structured in-depth interviews of drone operators
and journalists: fifteen men and two women; fifteen
white and two of colour. They came from various profes-
sional backgrounds, mostly journalism, photography and
camerawork, but also the police, insurance and building
industries. They included early adopters and newcomers,
working for a range of local, regional, national and in-
ternational news, entertainment and current affairs pro-
grammes, both public service and commercial. The sam-
ple size recommended for this kind of research can be
from five to fifty interviewees (Dworkin, 2012) depend-
ing on the quality of information gathered. In this case,
the process reached saturation point by the seventeenth
interview and no new, relevant data was forthcoming.

The interviews took on average an hour and were car-
ried out either in person (eight) or on the phone (nine)
and recorded and/or transcribed. Interviewees were pre-
sented with twenty-two questions divided into six sec-
tions and a list of the thirteen ‘narratives.” They were
asked how they ‘got into’ drones; why they enjoyed us-
ing them; why drone footage was used; what kind of
shots they liked; what they saw, felt, or thought when
filming, editing or producing; what the relationship was
between operator and journalist; whether drones had
changed journalism; whether the ‘narratives’ resonated
with them and how they saw the future of drone journal-
ism. The aim of the interviews was to seek exploratory
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data through their comments and descriptions, looking
for patterns and themes, nuances and tensions and deep
information or knowledge (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2005)
with regard to the four research questions.

A distinction should be made here between the types
of journalism in question. This article discusses the use of
journalism in both news and features (longer ones com-
ing under the heading of ‘programmes’ in the television
industry). News differs starkly from features in that items
are conventionally shorter and more factual while a fea-
ture seeks new insight into a topic and can be crafted in
a more creative or dramatic way to sustain audience en-
gagement. It is to be expected therefore that drones are
used in different ways for each.

5. The ‘Reveal’
5.1. The Role of the Drone Operator

The role of the UAV pilot in journalism has not only been
enhanced by the increased number of pilots employed in
the news industry, but in the status of drones themselves.
Interviewees working in the UK said they had experi-
enced a great deal of freedom to film and found that they
could do almost anything: “people are relaxed” about
drones, one said. Although laws and restrictions vary
greatly around the world, several felt that the general
public were used to journalism drones and had warmed
to them. Pilots revealed as a “trick of the trade” that edi-
tors would sometimes add the sound of a helicopter over
the drone shots, because it sounded “more authentic”
and powerful than the feebler whir of the UAV blades.
It must be concluded that this marginally unethical prac-
tice also serves to enhance the status of the drone and
remind the viewer of its presence.

The research indicated that the use of drones was
widespread and would almost certainly continue to be,
depending on the format. Interviewees from UK pro-
grammes (features, documentaries and drama) said they
had “reached peak drone,” as Choi-Fitzpatrick predicted
(2014, p. 32), while in regional news there was “still
room” for “much more.” In national programmes the
trend was for more “filmic, stylised” sequences whereas
local and regional TV newsgathering “aren’t bothered
about quality, just the story.” Regional BBC TV documen-
taries were “expected” to use drones heavily, partly be-
cause they had more time to plan, whereas interviewees
working in daily news said they were currently only using
them approximately twice a month.

Operators’ comments revealed that they were in a
strong, privileged position, because it was often impossi-
ble for colleagues on the ground to know what the shots
would look like until the drone went up in the air, when
they were the first to see the images: “You don’t know
what you’re going to get,” as one put it. This gave them
exclusive access and perhaps enhanced their status vis-
a-vis the journalist, or at least made the work more fun
than other kinds of filming.

The operators’ passion and love of drone filming
came across very strongly in the interviews. They often
associated words “love” and “like” with their aerial film-
ing work. | had not expected to find such emotional at-
tachment to what is essentially a routine technical job.
One remarked on the intellectual challenge of “making
you think in a completely different way”; another said
they liked to film with drones “because it’s cool.” The
drone was referred to both “toy” and “tool”: one oper-
ator said he was “aware it’s not a toy,” associating it si-
multaneously with playfulness and work.

5.2. The Operators’ Involvement in the Journalistic
Process

The overriding view among the interview subjects was
that drones were now a vital part of the job of journal-
ism: shots were described by journalists as “very pow-
erful” and “so valuable”; aerial footage was now “a sta-
ple” in TV news and current affairs, where “it’s all about
the pictures,” with drones regarded as “essential tools”
of the trade. If aerial shots were available, they would
automatically be used as ‘teasers’ for the news item. The
strength of images has long been a determining factor in
prioritising news stories (Hunt, 1999, p. 94) and the im-
portance of drone shots has already been suggested by
their frequent appearance as headline or opening shots
(Adams, 2018).

Although most of the operators were not journalis-
tically trained, they nevertheless understood that ‘the
story’ was paramount and that simulating videogaming
was ‘not appropriate’ for news. There was widespread
criticism of poor or pointless drone shots on TV, an ad-
mission that some stories would not have aired without
the drone shots and several complaints about “overkill”
and “overdroning” which could confuse or bore viewers.
This showed that these drone users understood some
of the requirements of quality journalism, even though
they were not journalists, and wanted to work within
its parameters.

The relationship between pilot and journalist was a
key insight provided by the data, which suggested that
this varied widely in terms of who had dominance over
what was filmed and used in the final product. One oper-
ator said the “reporter reins me in,” while another expe-
rienced “heavy handed or prescriptive” editing. Several
pilots were given carte blanche to get the shots they liked
and some “guided the reporter” rather than the other
way around. Two referred to the practice of the journal-
ist acting as “observer” for their pilot during filming (a le-
gal requirement), making them their technical assistant
in a temporary role reversal. In one joint interview the
operator described an increase in his status and author-
ity, due to new skills, accreditation and knowledge about
permissions and regulations, which his editor was keen
to underplay, insisting that he simply “contributes.”

The data often revealed a lack of communication and
a wide knowledge gap between operator and journal-
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ist: Pilots reported journalists “not knowing” what shots
they wanted and criticised inexperienced operators who
“don’t think about the pictures.” None of the subjects
had had any training on drone filming for journalism and
there was a lack of universal code to describe shots, so
they had often developed their own working language
and terminology with colleagues. In one case the oper-
ator admitted he did not use any specialist language at
all and his editor said he “didn’t need to talk” about the
filming in detail to or go on a training course: it was “just
terminology.” This lack of template or job delineation for
drone journalism could be problematic but also allows
the process of navigating unchartered territory to be cre-
ative and organic.

5.3. Meanings and Effects Sought by Operators

Many pilots spoke enthusiastically about the creative
and artistic possibilities of drone filming they enjoyed,
the “buzz” or thrill of finding and producing aerial im-
ages and the aesthetic rewards of producing “pretty pic-
tures,” particularly the “breath-taking” or “wow” shots:
One said that the images “blew my mind.” Some were
disparaging about the “pretty” shots and talked about
striving for ever more unusual angles. The comments sug-
gest that drone filming is still a ground-breaking and ex-
perimental activity and that a certain amount of thrill-
seeking is involved in filming.

The use of drone filming to produce dramatic effects
was seen by most as a positive attribute, while others,
particularly working in news, did not think it was appro-
priate, highlighting the contrasting requirements of the
news and programme genres. However, when asked to
pick a shot he had particularly enjoyed filming, one pilot
working for a regional newsroom described a very dra-
matic tracking shot of a viaduct ending in a wide ‘reveal’
of the surrounding countryside.

Interviewees by and large recognised the narratives
identified in previous research (Adams, 2018), although
some criticised the research as “reading too much into
it,” but often needed to have the concepts explained, sug-
gesting that their filming was done without consciously
reflecting on its deeper significance or effect. The idea
that bird’s-eye views might give an audience a sense
of imaginary omnipotence, as described by McCosker
(2015, pp. 2, 5) was reinforced by the pilot who re-
vealed that these are referred to in the newsroom as
“God-shots.” One editor indicated that drone footage
was useful as a kind of marketing tool to “show off” the
region; it was also regarded simply as an effective way of
conveying “information.” Most interviewees dismissed
the idea that drone journalism would ever remind view-
ers of surveillance or the military but they could recog-
nise it in other types of programmes.

A few operators and journalists articulated the opin-
ion that the aerial shots can be used to allow the viewer
to think or wonder, in their words, as a “breathing space,
a thought.” An extended version of the story online

could “let them breathe,” and by giving space to the
footage, “allow [the viewer] to relax; people are so pres-
sured.” This resonates with the idea that drones can
bring viewers some kind of Aufkldrung (enlightenment;
Jablonowski, 2014) and access to deep, even philosophi-
cal or existential thinking, by taking their view skyward
(McCosker, 2015, p. 15). Some delved further into the
question of why people liked to see aerial shots. One
drone journalist cited a “sense of global connection”:
Viewers could feel they were “a small part in a massive
world” or as Monaco (2000) puts it, “an abstract...global”
point of view (p. 205).

5.4. The Influence and Effect of Drone Operators
on Journalism

Most operators found challenging the idea that immers-
ing the viewer might result in sacrificing objectivity on
the altar of audience engagement. Several said it was in-
deed their aim: One said about the viewers, “l want them
to be immersed,” while another common view was that
immersion was acceptable as long as there was context
to go with it. In contrast at least one journalist baulked
at the idea of immersion, insisting that, “we’re telling
stories rather than giving experiences.” One editor felt
that his audience desired an aerial view because “it takes
our viewers to places they wouldn’t normally go.” He re-
garded the drone as a pioneering tool because it was “go-
ing somewhere new.”

The operators’ motive for getting into the field often
came from a passion for technology and ‘gadgets,’ sug-
gesting that their interest in innovation might drive new
practices. Operators said “innovation will continue” in fu-
ture as more “sophisticated shots” are looked for, and
that “a different camera technique” would at some point
supercede drone filming. “People are used to drone
shots now, so you’re looking for something different,”
explained one interviewee, in line with Cardoso’s obser-
vation that an audience is quickly satiated (2015, p. 43).
Perhaps the operators’ presence itself helps to drive in-
novation more than ever, in an industry which tends
to bow to the narrative agency of technology (Stewart,
2009, p. 45). The use of drones is also potentially a gen-
der issue, in the context of the dearth of women profes-
sionals in the industry (Kuzma & Dobson, 2019).

Beyond this, pilots and journalists (especially those
working in programmes) felt pressured by market forces
to attract viewers away from more popular commercial
outlets by being “filmic, cinematic.” “We're competing
against Netflix,” was one regional editor’s view. One jour-
nalist suggested that the resources spent on drones were
potentially being diverted away from quality journalism,
because it was a cheaper way to provide eye-catching
news: “Journalism needs more resources to investigate,”
she said. This recognises that UAVs are rarely necessary
for newsgathering and cannot replace the skills of an in-
vestigative journalist (Jolley, 2014, p. 6; Marron, 2013).
This reference to the political-economic context was rare
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in the interviews and may indicate a lack of interest in
investigative journalism by pilots, who, after all, would
be out of work if money was diverted back to hiring
more reporters.

The interviewees all felt drones had been “good for
journalism,” (in its normative role as Fourth Estate), by
providing a “unique perspective,” illustrating “scope and
scale” and offering new story-telling techniques. Some
defended the use of dramatic shots as necessary “to en-
gage people.” They also provided examples of crucial
story content (an illegal recycling dump, a flood breach)
which had created programming. There was no acknowl-
edgement that seeing scenes from above using drone
techniques can potentially be counter-productive and
create a “form of blindness” to the story (Lee-Morrison,
2015, p. 214). There were mixed views about how much
the UAV had actually changed journalism. One said it
had “changed the game a bit” while another claimed
only the style and quality of the material broadcast had
changed. Another operator indicated that “it changes
things” dramatically in terms of his role and status. One
(ex-policeman) pilot expressed concern about intrusion
into privacy or revealing “sensitive intel,” demonstrating
a consciousness of the law, of the drone user’s power
and responsibility and of how an individual’s particular
(non-journalistic) background can influence the output.

6. Conclusion: In and Out of Control

While the power of drone journalism may still not be fully
understood (Radnor, 2014), especially in an era where
the old newsroom job delineations are blurred, this re-
search takes clear steps towards that comprehension. It
highlights the crucial and under-valued role of the drone
operator, portrays the complex and varied relationship
between them and their journalistic counterparts and re-
veals their powerful influence on the evolution of jour-
nalism today.

The article reveals the importance of the initial stage
of producing drone journalism: the operator’s often pri-
vate and unpredictable experience of discovering the pic-
tures, when their creativity, skills and imagination are at
play as they experiment with the technology and test out
possibilities. When the journalist/editor sees the footage,
they will approach it with their set of news and ethi-
cal values and journalistic skills. In the ensuing dialogue,
choices and decisions are made which contribute to the
final edit and the published product, influenced by tech-
nological development, market forces and corporate in-
terests, such as the pressure of ratings and audience
size and reach: Technology and commerce driving ‘news
as escapism.

The interviews underscore earlier research which has
shown that aerial images present new perspectives and
‘players’ to viewers and that they continue to be highly
prized in video journalism. The more important the pic-
tures, the more important the person who takes them,
yet interviewees indicated that the changing role of the

operator was barely discussed or accounted for in the
workplace, even though drone filming had transformed
their working lives.

Instead of having equal or ‘dual’ control, the journal-
ist and operator (whose input may take place at differ-
ent times), are better described as being “in and out of
control.” Their aims usually align but due to the new tech-
nology, responsibilities and highly skilled nature of drone
filming, a knowledge gap has opened up between them.

This article clarifies that aerial shots can be positive
for journalism, enriching it through alternative perspec-
tives, stronger audience engagement and new oppor-
tunities to trigger their imagination, sense of wonder
and ‘blue skies thinking. The operators’ comments re-
veal the potential value of “the wow factor,” “fairground”
and “floating shots” and show that without their new
creative freedom, the “mind-blowing” images in video
journalism would not exist. Drones represent a clear
trend away from quality journalism and towards produc-
ing marketable, ‘pretty’ pictures and immersive, escapist
moments, often being used to ‘prettify’ and dramatize
a story, prioritising engagement over objectivity. Pilots
enjoy the experience of deliberately “flying” the viewer,
letting them feel a loss of control yet at the same time
the range of voices and difficult questions vital for qual-
ity reporting is reduced. Operators and journalists do
not always appear to know why or how this is happen-
ing, where it is leading drone journalism and which ‘new
value networks’ it may be signalling; thus the direction of
travel is not being planned or thought out.

Stories are being experimented with and told in dif-
ferent ways from the past; the technical and commer-
cial interests of a neo-liberal environment are challenging
quality journalism as never before and the camera opera-
tor has unprecedented power. | contend that journalists
themselves would benefit from learning more about the
potential—good and bad—of drones in journalism and
from realising how, when and why the output is being
driven by their use. A closer working relationship and un-
derstanding between journalist and operator could help
to close this knowledge gap, bring back ‘dual control’ and
enhance the quality of drone journalism. There is a case
for further examination of this topic and for continuing to
ask how the increased use of aerial footage is impacting
the audience, as TV and online media reach “peak drone.”

7. Future Directions

It is still not clear why viewers love to see aerial footage.
One reporter/operator suggested that wide aerial shots
may give viewers the sense of awe at their place in the
universe. It could be simply a desire to see more of the
natural world. More research would be useful to tease
this out through interviews with professionals and audi-
ences. Drones may well be changing the way we see but
certainly the ‘wow factor’ associated with aerial shots is
still impressing audiences and does not look like going
away. More training for both journalists and operators
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could be useful yet | could find few if any appropriate
drone journalism courses outside universities beyond
technical ones. Future research into new technological
developments such as live broadcasting, streaming and
new types of lenses and batteries will be required to keep
pace with this field. Any researchers into drone filming
should be conscious of the overwhelmingly male domi-
nance of this sector of industry. Although women drone
pilots are increasing, they make up just 5.8% of certified
operatorsin the US (UAV Coach, 2019). Investigations are
well overdue into the role played by gender, and other
diversity factors, to determine further who is ‘calling the
shots’ in the production of drone journalism.
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1. Introduction

When then-Kentucky Governor Matt Bevin faced a scan-
dal in 2017 over an exceptionally low tax assessment
of his home and property, the Louisville, Kentucky, Fox
News affiliate WDRB flew an unmanned aerial vehicle
(UAV) over the home during an inspection and subse-
guent meeting at the home (Andrews, 2017). Bevin was
angry and invoked the privacy of his family to argue
it was an inappropriate way to cover the news story.
At first incorrectly blaming two different news organi-
zations for the drone above, he took to Twitter and
called a political reporter a ‘peeping Tom’: “Drones again

flying directly over and around my home filming my
children...@wave3news @courierjournal #PeepingTom
Loftus” (Bevin, 2017a).

Soon after, he corrected which news organization
was responsible for the UAV, again emphasizing that the
UAV was “flying over my home & filming my children”
(Bevin, 2017b) The WDRB news director responded that
he was flying the UAV according to federal regulations
and did not film the governor’s children.

Much of the public is wary of UAVs circling above to
capture video and still images. Often citing privacy con-
cerns or suspicion about technology (Tompkins, 2017),
about 20% of Americans say they would be angry or
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scared if they saw a UAV flying near their home (Hitlin,
2017). Audiences may not readily accept drone jour-
nalism if they are reluctant to adopt drones as new
innovation. Though newsrooms have been criticized
for their slow adoption of technology (Garrison, 2001;
Roberts & Saint, 2015), audiences, too, are reticent to
accept journalists’ use of technology in reporting (Jung,
Song, Kim, Im, & Oh, 2017; Kiousis, 2006; Tsfati, 2010).
Diffusion of innovation theory—or the process of learn-
ing about and developing an attitude toward an emerg-
ing technology (Rogers, 2010)—illuminates the accep-
tance and openness toward communication technolo-
gies like UAV-aided journalism.

Newsrooms adopt new technologies for a variety of
reasons, but among the considerations are how journal-
ists think the technology will be received by the audi-
ence (Boczkowski, 2004) and how the technology will
affect the relationship between journalists and the au-
dience (Ekdale, Singer, Tully, & Harmsen, 2015). A lack
of support of drone journalism from the public could
have an impact on UAV adoption in newsrooms or the
type of news stories that are covered with the aid of
a UAV. Yet, avoiding adopting UAV technology into the
newsroom because of audience worries could allow for
competitors to gain a foothold in the market of drone
news (Christensen, Raynor, & McDonald, 2015). While
drone journalism has been investigated through the lens
of legal fights (Goldberg, 2015; Holton, Lawson, & Love,
2015; Mclintyre, 2015), ethical questions for the news
industry (Culver, 2014), and technological implications
(Gynnild, 2014; Tremayne & Clark, 2014), this study asks
the audience what ethical stances and opinions it has
about the use of drones in gathering news. Using the the-
ory of Diffusion of Innovation (Rogers, 2010), we investi-
gate how audience attitudes toward privacy, technology
adoption, and journalism ethics influence its openness
to drone journalism.

Using a survey of residents of the United States
(N = 548), we measure attitudes toward technol-
ogy adoption, concerns about privacy, and percep-
tion of journalism ethics. We find all three are posi-
tively correlated with openness toward drone journal-
ism. The findings have implications for newsrooms con-
sidering adopting UAV technology, and for applying
Diffusion of Innovation theory to technology mediated
by news media.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Public Perceptions of News Media Ethics

News media in the past decade saw a historic dip in lev-
els of public trust and perception of ethics. A third of
Americans ranked the ethical behavior of journalists as
high or very high in 2018, ranking above bankers but be-
low accountants (Gallup, 2018). While that percentage
seems dismal, it was a 10-point improvement from the
public’s perception in 2016. The way journalists think

of themselves and the way the public thinks of journal-
ists are consistently far apart. The public thinks journal-
ists are motivated by legalities and business competition
while journalists feel motivated by professional ethics
and personal morals (Voakes, 1997). Journalists think
their roles should focus on providing analysis and playing
watchdog while audiences think journalists should focus
on neutrality and providing basic information (Willnat,
Weaver, & Wilhoit, 2019). Losing the trust of the audi-
ence or misunderstanding what the audience expects
from the news media can be costly to journalism’s busi-
ness and its credibility. When the audience loses trust
in media, it seeks alternative sources of information
(Tsfati, 2010).

In times of low media credibility, journalists turn to
practices that give their work the appearance of objectiv-
ity and neutrality. Drones, or UAVs (also called remotely
piloted aircraft), have expanded the ability of journalists
to bring images to the audience of news events that jour-
nalists cannot get from ground level, including those of
natural disasters like Alabama tornados in 2011 (Estes,
2011), a comprehensive view of Occupy Wall Street
protests that same year (Gynnild, 2014), celebrities va-
cationing on the beach (Tremayne & Clark, 2014), and in-
vestigative journalism (Chamberlain, 2017; Tremayne &
Clark, 2014), like WDRB'’s look at Bevin’s home. Images
of events lend to journalists’ credibility and an appear-
ance of objectivity (Zelizer, 2010). When journalists com-
plement textual narratives with visual accounts through
photographs or video, the audience stands to benefit be-
cause members can see for themselves evidence of the
narrative told by the news media. By providing ‘indis-
putable images, journalists can bolster the trust of the
audience and reduce the room for claims of bias, hope-
fully retaining the audience.

2.2. Introduction of Drones into Journalism

When newsrooms and journalism schools first started
adopting UAVs for reporting, best practices, ethics, and
the laws surrounding them were ambiguous. Some jour-
nalists and journalism educators like Matt Waite of the
University of Nebraska saw the ability to capture still
and video images from above the treetops as an ex-
citing innovation with potential to improve visual jour-
nalism with less safety risk and cost than a news heli-
copter (Culver, 2014). Soon though, Waite and others
were sent cease-and-desist letters and told they must
get a small aircraft pilot’s license. Though he did, those
rules were clearly a burden on newsrooms, and the
Federal Aviation Administration revised them in 2016.
This new rule, called the Small Unmanned Aircraft Rule
or Part 107—established a separate certification process
for commercial drone operators. Journalists, who are
considered commercial under the regulations, had a new
path to using UAVs in journalism that involved taking a
knowledge test but no operation test (Federal Aviation
Administration, 2016).
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While the regulations primarily addressed the law,
they also set some ethical guardrails for newsrooms
and other drone operators who were working at the
boundaries. For example, ethicists argued that re-
mote drone operation could lead to dehumanization
through gamification and offer a limited field of vi-
sion that would reduce safety compared to visual line-
of-sight operation (Culver, 2014). The Federal Aviation
Administration regulations made line-of-sight operation
mandatory. Additionally, the regulations emphasize by-
stander safety by prohibiting drone operation over
people and crowds and operating after dark (Federal
Aviation Administration, 2016). For situations where per-
sonal and professional ethics have failed to catch up to
technology innovations, these regulations may provide
the baseline for ethical decision making in newsrooms.

2.3. UAVs and Early Technology Adoption

UAVs represent an innovation in the journalism mar-
ket. According to diffusion of innovation theory (Rogers,
2010), the innovation itself generally holds the character-
istics of an improvement over past technology, providing
a market need, and visibility (Rogers, 2010). From a news
organization’s perspective, UAVs provide this by offering
a low-cost, easy-to-use alternative to news helicopters
(Culver, 2014; Tremayne & Clark, 2014) that is visible to
mass audiences when the footage is shown on televi-
sion or streamed online. Hence, the adoption of UAVs for
journalism purposes has been studied from the perspec-
tive of early newsroom adopters (Belair-Gagnon, Owen,
& Holton, 2017). Here, though, we take the perspective
of the audience through the lens of diffusion of innova-
tion theory. This is a slight departure from the original
intention of the theory, as we are not focused on the au-
dience’s use of the technology directly, but rather its buy-
in and openness toward journalistic reporting that uses
the technology. It is an indirect adoption of the technol-
ogy that is rewarded not by purchases but rather views
and granting of credibility.

Diffusion of innovation theory approaches the prolif-
eration (or failure) of new technology through social sys-
tems as a process that begins with knowledge, and pro-
gresses through interest, persuasion, adoption and con-
firmation (Rogers, 2010). The first step toward adoption
of a technology is knowledge about it. Thus, communica-
tion systems are key to spreading initial knowledge and
subsequentinformation that leads to persuasion (Rogers,
2010). It likely did not help public trust of drones that in
the years after September 11, 2001, many audiences first
heard of drones in the context of military reconnaissance
and warfare (Tremayne & Clark, 2014). Yet, news organi-
zations are in the unique position of having direct access
to a mass audience to which to communicate knowledge
about the innovation.

In any diffusion of innovation, some people are will-
ing to adopt the technology in the early stages where
there are risks and higher costs, while laggards are con-

tent to wait until the technology is widely adopted and
the costs and risks have diminished (Rogers, 2010). This
openness to early adoption of a technology compared
to peers and wider society defines an individual’s ‘inno-
vativeness’ (Rogers & Shoemaker, 1971). Early adopters
of innovation tend to have consistent attitudes toward
openness to technology. Research into adoption of com-
munication technologies has demonstrated that those
who were among the first to adopt digital television were
more likely to have been early adopters of email, for ex-
ample (Atkin, Neuendorf, Jeffres, & Skalski, 2003). Early
adoption of fax technology was more strongly predicted
by these attitudes toward technology than social and de-
mographic factors (Neuendorf, Atkin, & Jeffres, 1998).

Past research into the adoption of communication
technologies has used these attitudes toward technol-
ogy and past early adoption behavior as predictors of
direct adoption of a technology. Yet, this variable was
such a strong predictor of early adoption in these cases,
we posit that the theory of Diffusion of Innovation will
work similarly for a case of indirect adoption. Thus, we
hypothesize that those with early adopter attitudes to-
ward technology will be more open to the adoption and
use of drones in journalism:

H1: Audiences who adopt technology earlier will be
more open to drone journalism.

2.4. Privacy and Technology Innovation

A chief concern among those who fear technology dif-
fusion may be the loss of privacy. When online journal-
ism emerged in the market, audiences were wary of their
privacy. And, indeed, Culver (2014) identified privacy of
those who were surveilled as one of four main ethical
concerns drone operators should consider. The author’s
research found that drone developers had no clear eth-
ical principles on which their decisions about the pri-
vacy of those on the ground were made. Instead, the de-
velopers defaulted to legal definitions, and referenced
the conception of “reasonable expectation of privacy”
(Culver, 2014, p. 59). While eyewitness accounts hold
strong value in journalism, drone journalism becomes
a form of a digitized robot eyewitness that transforms
the norms of journalism (Gynnild, 2014). Tremayne and
Clark (2014) argued that while surveillance is one of the
key functions of journalism, journalists need to address
the ethical boundary between violating citizens’ privacy
and getting the best story. They called for a balance be-
tween using drone journalism to paint a more realistic
version of reality and transforming the outdoors into a
Foucauldian panopticon. Gynnild and Uskali (2018) poses
the question: Where should journalists never fly drones
in respect of privacy?

If journalists are conflicted and unclear about the eth-
ical policies surrounding UAVs, it follows that the audi-
ence may not have confidence in journalists to respect
their privacy. While it is true that much of the Digital
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Age has been about giving up various forms of privacy,
Gynnild and Uskali (2018) argue that recent pushback on
technology giants from the public demonstrate the pub-
lic still cares about and expects privacy. There’s little re-
search on where the American public thinks journalists
should and should not fly UAVs. A 2017 Pew Research
poll, though, shines light on the public’s thoughts about
drones in general. More than half of Americans think
drones should not be flown near people’s homes, but
44% were accepting of drones in public parks (Hitlin,
2017). These results suggest that the public has concerns
about privacy. We suggest that this concern will be ex-
tended to UAVs flown by journalists, and that support
for drone journalism will decrease as personal concerns
about privacy increase:

H2: Audiences more concerned with privacy will be
less open to drone journalism.

2.5. Media Ethics and Technology Innovation

Early adoption of online communication technologies
was predicated on the amount of social trust (Mutz,
2005). Because the systems were new and most of their
workings were behind a black box, the public needed
some blind trust that people they could not see or talk
to would act ethically with their credit card numbers, for
example (Mutz, 2005). While research has found gaps be-
tween how the audience thinks about journalism ethics
and how journalists think (Tsfati, Meyers, & Peri, 2006;
Voakes, 1997), audience members rank journalistic val-
ues as high priorities when it comes to earning their trust
(Chung, 2009; Heider, McCombs, & Poindexter, 2005;
Van Der Wurff & Schoenbach, 2014). Trust in news work-
ers to act ethically and without bias is a consistent pre-
dictor of news media use (Tsfati, 2010; Tsfati & Cappella,
2003). Similarly, perceived credibility of online news is
positively related with its use (Johnson & Kaye, 1998,
2004; Wanta & Hu, 1994):

H3: Audiences who think news media act ethically will
be more open to drone journalism.

In it its infancy, citizen journalism was an alternative for
audiences who had low trust in media ethics. Audience
perception of mainstream news trust predicted use of
early online mainstream news use so that those who
had greater trust in mainstream media were more likely
to use mainstream media online (Tsfati, 2010; Tsfati &
Cappella, 2003). Those who had distrust in mainstream
news were the early users of citizen blogs, which they
saw as an alternative source of information (Johnson &
Kaye, 2009). Because audiences with low media trust
turned to citizen alternatives in past communication in-
novations, we hypothesize that those who have low per-
ceptions of media ethics will support civilian UAV use
more than journalism UAV use:

H4: Audiences who have a low perception of news
ethics will support drone use by civilians more than
journalists.

3. Method

In a survey (N = 548) of adults living in the United States,
we explore the correlates between concern about privacy,
attitude toward technology adoption, and perception of
news media ethics with the audience’s openness to drone
journalism. The survey was distributed through Survey
Sampling International, and participants were paid incen-
tives for participating through their agreement.

3.1. Participants

The sample of survey respondents was drawn from
across the United States and designed to approximate
a nationally representative sample. Participants were
51% female; the average household salary was $50,000
to $59,000; and the average participant had a two-
year post-secondary degree. Where participants were
allowed to select more than one race, 82% indicated
they were white; 11% black or African-American; and 5%
Asian. About 9% of the sample indicated their ethnic-
ity was Hispanic. The average age was between 35 and
44 years old.

3.2. Procedure

Participants double opted-into the survey by first agree-
ing to be included on Survey Sampling International’s
email list to participate in surveys. Then, they chose
to participate in this survey in exchange for incentives
as outlined by their agreement with Survey Sampling
International. Once participants were screened for the
age of majority, they were shown an information sheet
about this research study. Those who consented to the
information sheet continued to the survey, which took
on average 18 minutes to complete. Participants were
asked about their use of, attitudes toward, and engage-
ment with news media. Then, they were given the follow-
ing information statement before they began answering
drone questions:

The United States is writing rules for civilians to
use Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (often referred to as
drones) in the National Airspace. This will include
recreational use by hobbyists, as well as some com-
mercial uses like capturing video to use in movies.
Some news organizations are interested in using these
technologies in their reporting to take photos, capture
video or sense data. We'd like to hear what you think
about this topic.

After answering questions about drone use, participants
indicated their demographic and sociographic informa-
tion before concluding the survey.
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3.3. Variable Construction
3.3.1. Technology Adoption

Technology adoption (M = 2.95, SD = 1.25) was mea-
sured using Chau and Hui’s (1998) index of eight items to
measure early adoption of information technology prod-
ucts. These eight items were measured on a scale of 1 to
5 where 1 indicated avoidance of early adoption and 5
indicated early adoption. The answers to the items were
averaged so that higher values on the resulting variable
indicated earlier adoption of technology. The Cronbach’s
alpha of the eight items was .97 (Table 1).

3.3.2. Privacy Concern

Privacy concern (M = 4.08, SD = 0.78) was measured us-
ing a four-item index adapted from the Internet Users
Information Privacy Concern scale (Malhotra, Kim, &
Agarwal, 2004) that included ‘Privacy isimportant to me,’
‘I worry new technology is a threat to privacy, ‘Compared
with other subjects on my mind, personal privacy is very
important,” and ‘1 am concerned with threats to my per-
sonal privacy today.” The questions were asked on a 1
to 5 scale, where 1 was strongly disagree and 5 was
strongly agree. The items were averaged so that higher
numbers on the resulting variable indicate stronger con-
cerns about privacy. The Cronbach’s alpha for the four
items was 0.81 (Table 2).

Table 1. Means of early technology adoption by scale item.

3.3.3. Media Ethics

Perception of media ethics (M = 2.90, SD = 1.92) was
measured using an eight-item scale based on the ethi-
cal principles of journalism. The items asked the partici-
pants to rate how well most news media organizations do
at meeting the ethical principles such as ‘seek the truth
and report it’ and ‘be accountable’ on a scale of 1 to 5
where 1 was strongly disagree and 5 was strongly agree.
The items were averaged so that higher values on the
resulting variable indicate a higher perception of media
ethics. The Cronbach’s alpha for the eight items was 0.94
(Table 3).

3.3.4. Openness to Drone Journalism

Openness to drone journalism (M = 3.71, SD = .83) was
measured by support for 11 types of news stories that
have been covered using UAVs to capture images on a
1 to 5 scale where 1 indicated not open to that type of
drone journalism story and 5 indicated very open to that
type of drone journalism story. These included weather,
breaking news, celebrity events and investigative stories
and were shown in randomized order. The Cronbach’s al-
pha for these 11 items was 0.92. The items were aver-
aged so that higher values on the resulting scale indicate
more openness toward drone journalism. For a complete
list of the 11 types of stories included in this variable, see
Table 4.

Variable

M SD

| often seek out information about new hardware/software products 3.21 1.38

When | go hardware/software shopping, | find myself spending a lot of time checking out new products 3.01 1.35

I like to go to places where | will be exposed to information about new hardware/software products 2.98 1.36
| like magazines that introduce new hardware/software products 2.94 1.39
| frequently look for new hardware/software products 2.93 1.39
| take advantage of the first available opportunity to find out about new hardware/software products 2.86 1.38
| am continually seeking new hardware/software product experiences 2.85 1.39
| seek out situations in which | will be exposed to new and different sources of new 2.84 1.38

hardware/software products

Notes: The resulting variable of the eight-item scale (M = 2.95, SD = 1.25) has a Cronbach’s alpha of .97. Source: Based on Chau and

Hui’s (1998) early technology adoption scale.

Table 2. Means of privacy concerns by scale item.

Variable M SD

Privacy is important to me 4.38 0.89
Compared with other subjects on my mind, personal privacy is very important 4.09 0.97
| worry new technologies are a threat to privacy 3.95 1.01
I am concerned about threats to my personal privacy today 3.89 1.04

Notes: The resulting variable of the 4-item index (M = 4.08, SD = .78) has a Cronbach’s alpha of .811. Items based on the Internet Users
Information Privacy Concerns scale (Malhotra et al., 2004).
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Table 3. Means of perception of media ethics by scale item.

Variable M SD
Provide the audience with information they need to know 3.17 1.20
Engage with communities 3.16 1.12
Seek the truth and report it 3.01 1.26
Be accountable (e.g., correct errors or listen to feedback) 2.93 1.16
Minimize harm 2.79 1.20
Be transparent (e.g., disclose reporting processes and ethical choices) 2.78 1.22
Act independently and avoid outside influence 2.71 1.28
Minimize bias 2.65 1.24

Note: The resulting variable of the eight-item index (M = 2.90, SD = 1.02) has a Cronbach’s alpha of .94.

Table 4. Means of openness to drone journalism by index item.

Variable M SD
Cover severe weather events, such as a hurricane 4.15 1.01
Monitor possible environmental damage, such as rising sea levels 4.07 1.02
Monitor traffic congestion, such as a live feed during rush hour 4.03 1.04
Get video from breaking news involving a hazardous incident, such as a fire 3.96 1.04
Do investigative reporting, such as a long-term look traffic safety in an area 3.93 1.05
Cover a story on the outdoors, such as best places to rock climb 3.90 1.10
Show raw footage of events live as they happen, such as high-speed police chases 3.63 1.19
Report on civilian protests, such as the Occupy movement 3.62 1.14
Get video of breaking news involving a crime, such as a mass shooting 3.60 1.21
Cover celebrity events, such as a wedding 3.01 1.35
Document impropriety by well-known figures, such as a politician having an extramarital affair 2.95 1.35

Note: The resulting variable of the 11-item index (M = 3.71, SD = .83) has a Cronbach’s alpha of .918.

3.3.5. Civilian/Journalist UAV Support Gap

Civilian/journalist UAV support gap (M =—.09, SD = 1.07)
captured the extent to which a participant supported
UAV use by civilians more than by journalists. This was
done by calculating the difference between participants’
answers to the statements: ‘I support civilian UAV (drone)
use’ (M = 3.34, SD = 1.20) and ‘I support use of UAVs
(drone) for journalism’ (M = 3.43, SD = 1.21). Each state-
ment was measured on a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 was
strongly disagree and 5 was strongly agree. In the result-
ing variable, a number above zero indicated stronger sup-
port for civilian use than for journalism use while a num-
ber below zero indicated stronger support for journalist
use than for civilian use.

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Results
A repeated measures test was used to compare the

11 drone journalism story types that compose the
Openness to Drone Journalism index. When Bonferroni’s

correction was applied, there were significant differ-
ences in support for many of the story types. For exam-
ple, audiences were significantly more open to journal-
ists using UAVs to cover weather than traffic (MD = .12,
SE = .03), p = .015; hazards (MD = .21, SE = .04),
p = <.001; investigations (MD = .25, SE = .04), p < .001;
outdoors (MD = .52, SE = .05, p < .001; live events
(MD = .52, SE = .04), p < .001; protests (MD = .52,
SE =.04), p <.001; celebrity events (MD = 1.14, SE = .06),
p < .001; or impropriety (MD = 1.2, SE = .07), p < .001
(Figure 1).

A paired-sample t-test was used to compare the sup-
port for civilian (M = 3.34, SD = 1.20), and journalist use
of UAVs (M = 3.43, SD = 1.21). The results indicate that
the difference (MD = —.09) rose to a level of significance
so that there was stronger support for use of UAVs for
journalism than by civilians, t(547) = —2.00, p = .046.

4.2. Controls
Demographic and sociographic characteristics have been

shown to be associated with both trust in news media
and news use habits. For example, age and income are
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Figure 1. Differences of means of drone story type items. Note: Findings indicate there is significantly more openness
toward using UAVs for covering weather, environment and traffic stories than covering celebrity events or impropriety.

positively associated with news seeking behavior (Gil de
Zuiiga & Hinsley, 2013; Ksiazek, Malthouse, & Webster,
2010). Similarly, youth and higher incomes are asso-
ciated with earlier adoptions of technologies (Rogers,
2010). Meanwhile, political conservatives are less likely
to have trust in news media than are liberals (Lee, 2010;
Stroud & Lee, 2013). To isolate the variables of interest,
age, gender, race, income, and political ideology were
controlled for in the model.

4.3. Hypotheses Testing

The first three hypotheses were tested using an Ordinary
Least-Squares regression model. Openness to drone jour-
nalism was used as the outcome variable. Attitude to-
ward technology adoption, privacy concerns, and per-
ception of news ethics were used as independent vari-
ables. Age, income, race, gender, and ideology were in-
cluded in the model as controls. The results of the re-
gression indicated the model was significant (adjusted
R? = .21, F(9,547) = 17.42, p < .001). The three indepen-
dent variables together explained 20% of the variance
and explained significantly more variance than the con-
trol variables alone (adjusted R? = .20, F(3,538) = 47.07,
p < .001). Each of the independent variables was posi-
tively correlated with the dependent variable to a level
of significance: attitude toward technology adoption
(B = .18, p < .001), privacy concerns (8 = .15, p < .001),
and perception of media ethics (3 = .346, p < .001).
These results provide support for H1 and H3, which sug-
gested that those who are more open to adopting tech-
nology and those who perceive the news media to act

ethically will be more open to drone journalism. There is
no evidence to support H2, which suggested that those
more concerned about privacy would be less open to
drone journalism. While the variable is a significant pre-
dictor of openness to drone journalism, the relationship
is positive, not negative (Table 5).

To test the final hypothesis, which suggested that
those who have a low perception of news ethics will
support drone use by civilians more than by journal-
ists, an Ordinary Least-Squares regression used the same
model as the previous one. The dependent variable in
this model was the civilian/journalist UAV support gap.
The results of the regression indicated the model was sig-
nificant (adjusted R? = .04, F(9,547) = 3.45, p < .001).
Perception of media ethics explained 3% of the variance
and explained significantly more variance than the con-
trol variables, privacy concerns and technology adoption
together (adjusted R? = .01, F(1,538) = 14.76, p < .001).
Perception of media ethics was negatively correlated
with the civilian/journalist UAV support gap (f = .18,
p < .001). The model also indicates that early tech adop-
tion was positively correlated with the civilian/journalist
UAV support gap (8 = .15, p < .004). These results pro-
vide support for H4, suggesting that the less people per-
ceive the media as ethical the more they support civilian
use of UAVs compared to journalistic use (Table 6).

5. Discussion
These findings shed light on an understudied area of

drone journalism: The audience’s perspective. We find
that the audience is more likely to support some types
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Table 5. The influence of privacy concerns, early technology adoption and perception of media ethics on the openness to

civilian drone use.

Openness to drone journalism

SE B t p

Constant 0.25 7.02 <.001
Age 0.02 0.02 0.55 0.58
Gender (Female = 1) 0.07 0.07 1.66 0.098
Race (White = 1) 0.09 0.03 0.78 0.434
Income 0.01 0.04 0.77 0.442
Education 0.02 -0.01 -0.27 0.788
Political ideology 0.04 -0.02 -0.37 0.712
Tech adoption 0.03 0.18 3.72 <.001
Privacy concern 0.04 0.15 3.77 <.001
Media ethics 0.04 0.35 8.15 <.001
N =548 Adj. R? = 213

of drone journalism stories than others. For example, we
find high support for coverage of severe weather events
and low support for documenting impropriety by pub-
lic figures. While overall, we observe openness to drone
journalism from the public, we find that concerns about
privacy, attitudes toward technology and perception of
media ethics are all significant predictors of the audi-
ence’s openness to drone journalism.

Fundamentally, audiences who perceive news media
to act ethically, who are concerned about privacy, and
who are early technology adopters are more open to
drone journalism. This provides evidence that those who
see the benefits of technology and believe that news me-
dia take professional ethics seriously will support the use
of UAVs in news reporting. Interestingly, the correlation
between privacy concerns and openness to drone jour-
nalism is positive. This suggests that in this case, those
who have personal privacy top of mind are open to drone
journalism, while prior research suggests that those who
are more concerned about privacy will be less likely to
accept new communication technologies.

Additionally, we find a negative correlation between
the perception of media ethics and the civilian/journalist
UAV support gap. As the audience’s perception of me-
dia ethics decreases, the support for civilian drones in-
creases in comparison to the support for drone journal-
ism. When audiences do not think news media act ethi-
cally, they are less supportive of journalists using drones.
This is similar to past literature that suggests those dis-
trustful of journalism are more likely to turn to alter-
native sources of information during innovative periods
(Johnson & Kaye, 2009).

5.1. Limitations

While this study provides evidence to understand the au-
dience’s perspective on drone journalism, it does have
some limitations. Chief among these is causation. Like
any survey, we are unable to say that concerns about pri-
vacy, early technology adoption, or perception of ethics
are the cause of openness to drone journalism or sup-
port of civilian drone use compared to drone journalism.

Table 6. The influence of privacy concerns, early technology adoption and perception of media ethics on the support gap

between civilian UAV use and journalist UAV use.

Support for civilian UAV use over drone journalism

SE B t p

Constant 0.35 2.02 0.043
Age 0.03 -0.07 -1.60 0.11
Gender (Female = 1) 0.1 -0.05 -1.07 0.283
Race (White = 1) 0.12 -0.09 -1.98 0.048
Income 0.02 -0.01 -0.28 0.777
Education 0.03 -0.00 -0.06 0.955
Political ideology 0.06 0.01 0.27 0.788
Privacy concern 0.06 -0.04 -0.87 0.385
Tech adoption 0.05 0.15 2.87 0.004
Media ethics 0.05 -0.18 -3.84 <.001
N =548 Adj. R? = .04
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Hence, these results should be understood as influenc-
ing factors.

Second, while the survey pool was designed to be
representative of the United States Census, racial and
ethnic minorities were underrepresented. While the
Census indicates 13% Black or African-American, our
sample included only 11%. Additionally, while 18% of the
population is Hispanic, our sample included only 9%. The
underrepresentation of these groups in our sample could
alter results in comparison to the general population.

Finally, audiences are exposed to and learn more
about drones with each passing natural disaster or high-
speed car chase. These results described here, which are
from data collected in July 2016, may change as drones
are seen as less novel.

5.2. Practical Implications

Gynnild (2014) suggested that the theory of diffusion of
innovation might not go far enough to fully explain the
impact UAVs could have on journalism. She posited that
drone journalism qualified as a case deserving of a look
through the lens of ‘disruptive innovation.” Disruptive in-
novation theory (Bower & Christensen, 1995) applies to
instances where market incumbents ignore a technologi-
cal innovation by market challengers to the incumbent’s
eventual peril. Economists laid out a thorough case that
the struggle between legacy news media and new me-
dia fit the profile of a disruptive innovation (Christensen,
Skok, & Allworth, 2012). In disruptive innovations, incum-
bents spend too much time paying attention to current
customers who want the status quo rather than the in-
novation on the horizon. Hence, news organizations who
pay too much attention to audiences who are distrustful
of drone journalism will pay a cost to challengers who
innovate regardless of current audience preferences.
Rather than interpreting these results as evidence
that playing it safe is preferable, we suggest newsrooms
and journalists see these results as evidence that educat-
ing the audience will help them accept and support news-
room innovation. For example, participants said news me-
dia were doing poorly on transparency. Building a rela-
tionship with the audience that does more to disclose
how the news story was crafted builds news credibility
(Curry & Stroud, 2019). Newsrooms that engage with
the audience to demonstrate how its privacy will be re-
spected and how it will decide and enforce the bound-
aries of ethics should increase the audience’s openness
to innovation. This will allow newsrooms to both keep cur-
rent audience members and grow it to those who are look-
ing for that innovation to change their news experience.

5.3. Theoretical Implications

In the past, the theory of diffusion of innovation (Rogers,
2010) has provided guidance to researchers about who
will be open to using a wide variety of technologies, in-
cluding many online and digital communication technolo-

gies. In this study, we expand the theory to look at how
early adopters are more open to an innovation that they
do not directly use but would benefit from through a re-
lationship with a news organization. This new perspec-
tive on the theory suggests that those who avoid early
adoption of technologies are also less willing to see news-
rooms adopt technologies that could improve the infor-
mation they get. This framework should be examined in
the context of other early-stage innovations to under-
stand its generalizability. We see this as a potentially im-
portant theoretical contribution to understanding why
legacy media lag behind their new media counterparts
in news innovation.

Additionally, we find supporting evidence for a past
trend: Those who have low trust in news media turn
to non-journalists during periods of journalism innova-
tion. In the early days of the internet, these low-media-
trust users turned to citizen blogs (Johnson & Kaye, 2009).
Here, those with low perceptions of media ethics were
more trusting of civilians using drones, who are not nec-
essarily certified by the Federal Aviation Administration
for safety and knowledge, than journalists, who pre-
sumably are certified. Future research should examine
whether the audience’s knowledge about the certifica-
tion process journalists must complete elevates the au-
dience’s trust in journalists to operate drones. Capturing
a measure of media cynicism may also shed some light
on this finding.

6. Conclusion

Taken together, the results provide a way forward for
newsrooms looking to adopt new technology and build
relationships with the audience. First, they should work
to educate the audience on ethical practices of the
news organization, perhaps through a transparent pol-
icy posted online or through community events. That
ethical policy should be clear about the boundaries of
privacy for private citizens, celebrities, and public offi-
cials. Second, newsrooms should educate the audience
about how the technology works so that late-adopters
are less concerned about the technology’s implications.
The findings provide avenues for theoretical exploration
between generalized audience trust in news media and
its trust in newsroom technology.
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1. Introduction

Drones, also known as unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs),
are remotely guided aircraft that can carry high-
resolution video cameras that work at high altitudes and
distances (Brasil & Moratti Frazdo, 2014). The first uses of
UAVs for journalistic purposes date back to 2010, when
a paparazzi used a drone to take aerial pictures of Paris
Hilton on the French Riviera. Then in 2011, the Daily
(a former iPad-only news app) and CNN used drones
to capture the damage caused by a tornado (Cruz Silva,
2014). Since then, drone journalism has rapidly spread
around the world (Sahin, 2018).

Drones have many advantages over manned aircraft,
like airplanes and helicopters, when it comes to cap-
turing aerial footage. The first advantage is their lower
cost. Drones can also improve the quality of videos
and photos, thanks to the miniaturization of image-
capturing technology (Mazur, Wisniewski, & McMillan,
2016). Another benefit for journalists is that drones pro-
vide arange of perspectives that other forms of photogra-
phy do not allow (Belair-Gagnon, Owen, & Holton, 2017).
UAVs are also an attractive option for the live coverage
of man-made and natural disasters, and for filming hard-
to-reach and dangerous areas, such as war zones and
flooded areas (Mademlis et al., 2019).
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The drone industry in Spain consists mostly of small
businesses and freelancers (93% of the total), whose
scope is mainly regional. Moreover, 75% of drone oper-
ators have been on the market for less than 3 years. In
terms of turnover, 78% of them earn less than €50,000
per year, and only 2.4% exceeds €5 million. It is a small
niche of providers who operate low-cost, yet profes-
sional, equipment and offer basic services, most of them
audiovisual (46% of the total), so it is difficult for them to
carry out large-scale projects (ToDrone, 2016).

Large television companies in Spain do not have their
own drones (Fernandez Barrero, 2018), and buy footage
from aerial cinematographers or news agencies when-
ever they need it. They also use material produced and
shared, free of charge, by institutions and organizations,
such as the army, NGOs, and police departments. Private
television companies sometimes commission the filming
of aerial footage but at very low fees which, according
to drone pilots, are not enough to make a living out of
this profession. In 2016, natural disaster footage repre-
sented 72% of all the images shoot by drones and broad-
cast in news programs in Spain (Gallardo-Camacho &
Lavin, 2016).

Increased use of drones has raised significant pub-
lic safety concerns, as drones can collide and cause in-
juries or interfere with aircraft. Their use near danger-
ous places, such as burning buildings and flooded cities,
can hinder rescue operations. Not to mention the risk
of UAVs being hacked or hijacked (Alwateer, Loke, &
Zuchowicz, 2019). In addition, camera-equipped drones
can potentially violate their right to privacy of the people
they photograph (Mclintyre, 2015).

In Norway and Sweden, Gynnild (2014) found that an-
other problem with the use of drone footage for jour-
nalistic purposes has to do with errors in the selection,
collection, editing, contextualization and dissemination
of videos. As Gynnild (2014) points out, these errors are
caused by the fact that a large part of drone footage is
not produced by professional journalists nor filmed in
the country where it is shown. Drone footage is in fact
created and contextualized in other parts of the world
by secondary sources, such as news agencies, citizens
or government institutions. This is particularly worrying
in the case of surveillance images, whose dissemination
has increased markedly due to the growing fear of crime
and terrorism, when they are presented without disclos-
ing the way data were collected and when they are re-
contextualized by people who are unaware of their real
origin and do not apply journalistic criteria.

Commercial drone operations are permitted in many
countries but are often strictly regulated, while regu-
lations for recreational drone flights are more permis-
sive. Aviation authorities around the world often require
drone pilots to obtain a license, certificate or permit, and
most countries classify drone flights according to the ca-
pabilities of the unmanned aircraft. Careless or reckless
drone operations face civil or criminal punishments in
almost any jurisdiction. Another trend among interna-

tional regulations is to require pilots to assess their op-
erations through a certification or permit. Drone regu-
lations are relatively permissive in Europe, Canada, the
Middle East, South America and South Pacific countries,
while the early stages of drone regulation in the United
States of America and Asia have been characterized by
some resistance (Ravich, 2016). Drone liability insurance,
for bodily injury or property damage, is mandatory in
Canada, China, Germany, Poland, the United Kingdom
and other countries (Mazur et al., 2016).

The use of drones in Spain was regulated from 2014
to 2017 by the Royal Decree 552/2014, which estab-
lished that drones weighing less than two kilograms
could only fly over unpopulated areas and below 122 me-
ters (Gallardo-Camacho & Lavin, 2016). The Royal Decree
1036/2017, which defined the new regulatory frame-
work for drones in Spain, allows drone flights over ur-
ban areas, crowds, and in non-controlled airspace, pro-
vided they are within the visual line of sight, have a max-
imum takeoff weight lower than 10 kilograms, and keep
a 50-meter horizontal distance from buildings or people
(Ministry of Interior, 2017). To fly a drone, it is essen-
tial to request authorization from the National Aviation
Safety Agency (Agencia Estatal de Seguridad Aérea) and
to demonstrate that the drone will be operated in ‘stan-
dard scenarios,” through an aeronautic safety assess-
ment. Otherwise, drone pilots must undertake this as-
sessment using standardized methods and submit it to-
gether with the application and the rest of the documen-
tation (National Aviation Safety Agency, 2020).

In the United States of America, the Federal Aviation
Administration initially defined drone journalism as an
illegal operation on the grounds that it had a commer-
cial purpose. This regulation led to actions and investi-
gations against those who used UAVs to take aerial pho-
tographs and video for newsgathering. For this reason,
unmanned aircraft were not widely used by media pro-
fessionals, who strongly criticized this legislation (Holton,
Lawson, & Love, 2015). Meanwhile, the ethics of drone
journalism were discussed outside the newsrooms as it
was a practice that developed on the fringes of the law.
However, the legal requirements to operate UAVs were
relaxed in 2016. The current regulation allows small un-
manned aircraft to fly, even over people and in restricted
airspace (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2017).

European countries at the top of the World Press
Freedom Index, such as Finland, Norway, Denmark,
The Netherlands and Sweden, as well as Australia, have
set regulations that allow the development of drone
journalism without excessive restrictions, but also with-
out neglecting security and privacy issues. In contrast,
countries at the bottom of this index—compiled by
Reporters Without Borders (2019)—apply severe limita-
tions. In Cambodia, Kenya and Nepal, bans on drone
flights were enacted and flying restrictions were tight-
ened after individuals made illegal use of drones or dis-
closed materials the government did not want the pub-
lic to see. In Thailand, drone operators must ask permis-
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sion directly from the Minister of Transport before flying.
The United Arab Emirates have banned the use of drones
in Abu Dhabi. In South Africa, the legal ban on drones
is complete, although the government cannot efficiently
monitor compliance with this regulation. This context
seems to indicate that there is a correlation between the
general state of freedom of expression in a country and
the extent of restrictions set to drone journalism on such
a country (Lauk, Uskali, Kuutti, & Hirvinen, 2016).

As from July 2020, a common regulatory framework
came into force in the EU to create an Unmanned Traffic
Management System, called the U-Space. In this new
framework, drone operations are classified into three
types depending on the level of risk involved: open, spe-
cific and certified (for low, medium or high risk, respec-
tively), adopting a different regulatory approach for each
category. Standardized risk assessments will only be re-
quired for medium—and high-risk categories. National
aviation authorities shall ensure compliance with EU leg-
islation and the registration and authorization of aircraft
(Drone Rules, 2020).

There is consensus on the scarcity of research on
drone journalism, because it is a very recent activity
(Adams, 2018; Fernandez Barrero, 2018; Mclintyre, 2015)
and because most studies have focused on the legal
and ethical implications of UAV in general (Belair-Gagnon
et al., 2017; Hebbel-Seeger, Horky, & Theobalt, 2017) in-
stead of their journalistic applications.

However, there are some research works that ad-
dress drone journalism from different perspectives: its
ethical considerations (Bartzen Culver, 2014); the impli-
cations and awareness of privacy regulations in the use
of drones for newsgathering purposes (Finn & Wright,
2016; Mclintyre, 2015); the journalistic features of the
stories made with UAVs (Adams, 2018; Sahin, 2018); the
ethical principles of journalists who used UAVs despite
bans in the United States of America and their role as
disruptive innovators (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2017), and
expectations and experiences in relation to the use of
drones in sporting events (Hebbel-Seeger et al., 2017). In
case of Spain, the studies of Gallardo-Camacho and Lavin
(2016) and Fernandez Barrero (2018) have examined the
situation of the use of drones in journalism.

Some of the research carried out around the world
on journalists’ relationship with law enforcement author-
ities has allowed us to approach this subject matter in the
Spanish context in this article. Tremayne and Clark (2014)
focused on the capacity of synoptic surveillance of UAVs
operated by private citizens and journalists who hold po-
litical or economic power. After analyzing eight cases of
drone journalism, they concluded that most of them ful-
filled this function, managing to reverse the ‘panoptic
gaze’ traditionally exerted from the authorities and cor-
porations towards people.

Bakir (2015) also examined the problem of surveil-
lance of citizens by government and journalists’ efforts to
counteract and oppose it. Although he does not address
this issue from the perspective of drone journalism, he

concludes that the way to achieve a balance in power re-
lations is to enhance mutual watching and surveillance.
Brucato (2015), for his part, has also confirmed that
surveillance of the government by the press increases
the information the government institutions provide on
a voluntary basis. His study, however, found that police
violence has not undergone significant changes, despite
the possibility of being always watched by ubiquitous
surveillance cameras and new technologies.

Finn and Wright (2016) interviewed civil aviation and
data protection authorities in Europe and concluded that
they are mostly suspicious of commercial and private
drone operators as they are thought to be associated
with significant privacy, data protection and ethical risks.
In contrast, Feeney (2016) highlights the threat that law
enforcement drones pose to the privacy of citizens and
the lack of law reforms to address this problem.

Finally, Gynnild (2016) has shed light on one of
the factors she identifies as responsible for the lack
of alignment between drone journalism and journalis-
tic and transparency ideals: the use of drone footage
filmed by government and not by journalists themselves.
According to the author, this fact increases the chances
of news decontextualization and disconnection between
graphic and textual materials.

So far, there are no studies on the relationship be-
tween people who use drones for newsgathering and the
Security Forces and Corps, which in addition to being re-
sponsible for enforcing the law, are UAV operators and
provide aerial footage to the media. For this reason, this
article aims to develop a better understanding of some
of the characteristics of this relationship in Spain.

In Spain, law enforcement is carried out by numerous
civilian and military organizations. The civilian category
includes the National Police (Policia Nacional/Cuerpo
Nacional de Policia); autonomous police forces, un-
der the rule of the regional governments, like the
Catalan Police (Mossos d’Esquadra), the Basque Police
(Ertzaintza) and the Navarrese Chartered Police (Policia
Foral); and the local police forces of each municipal-
ity. The military law enforcement authorities include the
Civil Guard (Guardia Civil), at the national level, and the
port, customs and forest surveillance services. Their ob-
jective is to maintain public safety at all these levels
of action.

The first specific objective of this research is to ad-
dress the role of the main Security Forces and Corps as
producers of drone footage, which is used by the media
for news making. In other words, the objective is to ana-
lyze this transfer of material from one law-enforcement
organization to an institution responsible for informing
the public.

The second specific objective is to explore the re-
lationship between drone pilots who provide aerial
footage to news media outlets and the Security Forces
and Corps, as law enforcement institutions, more than
two years after the new regulation came into force. We
investigated drone journalists’ perception of freedom

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 112-122

114



& coGITATIO

and repression, the prohibitions or sanctions they have
received, their opinion on the status of the Spanish legis-
lation in comparison to that in other countries, and the
specialized training they received to work in television.

2. Hypotheses and Methods

This research is guided by the following three
hypotheses:

H1: In Spain, the Security Forces and Corps have
a greater capacity than the media to obtain aerial
news footage, because they have their own drones for
surveillance and crime investigation and because they
have fewer flight restrictions.

H2: The main function of the footage obtained by the
Security Forces and Corps through drones is to ensure
the safety of citizens, while its informative function
is secondary. They distribute the footage only after it
has fulfilled its main function.

H3: Interviewed drone pilots who provide news
footage to news media outlets believe this activity
faces many restrictions: they consider the require-
ments to be excessive and the administrative wait-
ing times too long to be able to cover breaking news
events.

To test these hypotheses, we have used a qualitative
approach and an exploratory, descriptive research de-
sign. A structured interview applied to two expert pan-
els. One composed of the communications officers of the
National Police, the Civil Guard and the Catalan Police,

and another made up of drone journalists who provide
aerial news footage to news media outlets. Tables 1 and 2
show the composition of the panels.

This study ruled out the inclusion of representatives
of port, customs and forest surveillance services, as they
do not have a direct link to the research questions. Also
excluded from the study were experts from the local po-
lice departments because their authority in security mat-
tersis lower than that of their regional and national coun-
terparts. As for the inclusion of the regional autonomous
police forces, it was not possible to obtain a response
from the Basque Police and the Navarrese Chartered
Police, due to the current national emergency caused by
the coronavirus pandemic outbreak. We consider that
the responses provided by the representatives of the na-
tional armed organizations are the most relevant to the
objectives of this study, as they operate the largest num-
ber of drones and cover the broadest capacities in the
field of security.

As for the second expert panel, it consists of five
drone videographers who produce or have produced
news footage for media companies. One of them be-
longs to the Spanish Association of Drones and Similar
Devices, while three belong to other companies that
provide aerial filming and photography services (Drone
Madrid and GoDrone) or connect UAV pilots with poten-
tial customers (The Drones Post); and a journalist who
owns two drones and works for E/ Mundo, a national
newspaper. This last participant was included to comple-
ment the panel with a more particular vision.

The questions asked to the first panel investigated
the number of drones owned by their institutions, the
news footage production process, the selection and
transfer of that material to the media and the publica-

Table 1. Panel of experts representing the Security Forces and Corps.

Participants Affiliation

Position/department

Interview date  Interview type

Antonio Nevado Raja  National Police Head of Press and Media Relations Office 10 March 2020 Email

Fernando Cubillo Civil Guard

Jordi Pefia Cami

Head of Information and PR Office

Catalan Police  Communications Office representative

7 March 2020
11 March 2020

Email and Phone

10 March 2020 Phone and email

Table 2. Panel of experts representing drone journalists who provide aerial news footage to the media.

Participants Affiliation

Position Interview date

Interview type

Salvador Bellver Escrihuela Spanish Association
of Drones and Similar

Devices
César Gonzdlez Galindo GoDrone
Roger Persiva The Drones Post
Ignacio Espinoza Drone Madrid

Alvaro Undabarrena Infante El Mundo

President

Technical Director
Founder 10 March 2020
Founding CEO

Reporter, drone-owner

11 March 2020 Email

9 March 2020 Email
Phone and email
12 March 2020 Email

3 July 2020 Phone and email
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tion of this material on the institution’s social networks,
the characteristics of their relationship with journalists
and the specific training of their UAVs operators. In the
second panel we were interested in knowing how free or
restricted drone pilots feel they are to carry out their pro-
fession, their perception of the new regulations in com-
parison to the regulations in other countries, their ex-
perience with the Security Forces and Corps while using
drones to obtain aerial footage for journalistic purposes,
their contractual relationship with the media and their
specialized training to work in television.

Once the answers were obtained from the expert
panels, they were systematized in a comparative ta-
ble that was used as a reference to test the hypothe-
ses and answer the research questions, using a quali-
tative, exploratory-descriptive design, with no statistical
representativeness.

3. Results

3.1. Aerial Footage Filmed by the Security Forces
and Corps

The question about the number of drones owned by
the Civil Guard was answered only by Fernando Cubillo,
Lieutenant Colonel and head of the Head of Media
and Social Relations of the Civil Guard. He stated that
they own 60 drones. The communications officers of
the National Police and the Catalan Police stated that
their institutions cannot disclose that figure, for secu-
rity reasons.

Jordi Pefia Cami, the representative of the
Communications Office of the Catalan Police, explained
that this institution uses drones for the purposes of citi-
zen safety, mainly for police investigation. He remarks
that if a case is under secrecy in summary proceed-
ings, they do not distribute drone footage about it. In
cases like the Mobile World Congress or air and rail ac-
cidents, he narrates, the Catalan Police offers the media
images captured by the security devices to show how
their agents are working in those areas.

Cubillo (Civil Guard), for his part, explains that the
Civil Guard uses drones to capture audiovisual evidence
of crimes and administrative misconduct, not to provide
the media with these materials. He mentions that UAVs
belong to the Research Units, not to the communication
offices. Once the images are authorized by the compe-
tent judicial body, they are offered to the Information
and Public Relations Office for release.

Public dissemination of drone footage through the
media and social networks occurs in the three law en-
forcement institutions. Pefia Cami (Catalan Police) adds
that the footage they distribute to the media are also
published on their social networks and vice versa, with
the aim of publicizing the work of the Catalan Police.

Antonio Nevado Raja, Head of the Press and Media
Relations Office of the National Police, explains that they
send footage to all accredited news media outlets on

their distribution lists. Prior to this, “they assess the suit-
ability of the distribution of the footage, edit it to cut out
restricted information or images, and distribute it with
the relevant press release.” Pefia Cami (Catalan Police)
claims that the Catalan Police also sends the information
to all media outlets.

With regard to the most frequent themes of the
images, Pefia Cami (Catalan Police) mentions that the
footage filmed by the Catalan Police is about “investiga-
tions in which there is no classified information, issues
of citizen safety, rail or air accidents, etc.” Meanwhile,
according to Nevado Raja (National Police), the footage
shot by the National Police refers to “concluded police
operations.” The Civil Guard provided no answers to
this question.

The three organizations acknowledged, through their
communication officers, that they have agents with for-
mal education and authorization to fly UAVs but did not
reveal the number of agents.

3.2. Relationship between Drone Pilots and the Security
Forces and Corps

As for the relationship between the Security Forces and
Corps and drone journalists, Pefia Cami (Catalan Police)
explained that they have to comply with the same regu-
lations as any professional drone-operating company:

Specific authorizations by the National Aviation Safety
Agency are required in certain areas, in outdoor lo-
cations you have to notify the Interior department
10 days in advance; if it is a space near an airport,
more air permits are needed, and the documentation
of pilots and drones (insurance, medical certificates,
etc.) must be in order.

Journalists cannot fly drones over rail accidents, even if
they are not on a restricted area, simply because a po-
lice investigation is underway. Moreover, drone filming
can be banned for security reasons, as it happened dur-
ing the Carnival of Sitges.

Neither the National Police nor the Civil Guard make
distinctions in their treatment of journalists. Nevado Raja
(National Police) explains that the Police acts when a
drone flies over areas restricted by security reasons, re-
gardless of who the drone operator is. He remarks that
the use of drones can never violate people’s privacy
and security.

None of the institutions has developed a manual
to guide their relationships with media regarding the
use of drones. Violations committed by those who work
in them, or for them, have not been counted because
they do not differentiate between the different per-
sons reported.

When the panel of drone pilots were asked their opin-
ion about the Spanish legislation, those who represent
companies that provide audiovisual services, or serve as
link for this activity, and Alvaro Undabarrena Infante, re-
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porter of El Mundo, agree to describe it as very restric-
tive. Four pilots consider that other countries are more
permissive and are more advanced on regulatory issues.
The examples they mentioned were the United States of
America, France and Germany. Roger Persiva, founder of
The Drones Post, mentions that in the latter two coun-
tries, it is up to municipalities to decide whether to au-
thorize or deny permission to fly, making operations eas-
ier. For his part, the president of Spanish Association of
Drones and Similar Devices, Salvador Bellver Escrihuela,
rightly points out that the regulatory framework is more
restrictive in some countries and more permissive in oth-
ers, and that it is necessary to achieve a balance between
safety and operability.

César Gonzalez Galindo, technical director of
GoDrone, explains that the regulatory framework es-
tablishes a series of requirements and encompasses all
operations in general, without specific guidelines for the
media. He warns that “drones cannot fly over urban ar-
eas, cannot fly over people, cannot fly within 8 km of any
airport or 12 km if it is instrumental, and cannot fly at
night.” He then reconsiders:

You could apply for special permits to fly in restricted
areas, but these procedures are painstaking and the
authority can take up to six months to reply to your
permit application; if you do not receive a response
within this period, administrative silence is taken as a
denial of the request.

It concludes that it is difficult to do aerial drone filming
events under these circumstances.

Ignacio Espinoza, the founder of Drone Madrid, also
provides details of the restrictions set by the legisla-
tion: “The Ministry of Defense restricts the publication
of footage filmed in restricted zones, for security reasons,
or because it is vulnerable content.” Persiva (The Drones
Post) recognizes that the new regulation opens the door
to flying and filming in areas that were previously pro-
hibited, such as urban environments and areas close to
airports, but with many conditions. He explains that “per-
mits must be requested, security assessments must be
carried out, we have to wait for the administration’s re-
sponse, and ultimately hope the police or the Civil Guard
do not have any impediment.” For this drone pilot, this
procedure makes it very difficult to use a drone for the
coverage of breaking news. He concludes: “Sometimes
permits must be processed and the administration’s re-
sponse can take several months.”

Undabarrena Infante (E/ Mundo) summarizes his
opinion in the following way: “Currently everything is
forbidden except for exceptional cases, those that do
not violate the privacy of others, that is, you can only
film monuments and things like that.” To film sporting
events drone pilots must request authorization from the
National Aviation Safety Agency, which is very compli-
cated. According to him:

The regulations that have been passed so far in Spain
have not solved the needs of journalists. The regula-
tory framework in Spain has made drone pilots and
operators feel that every drone flight they perform is
in violation of the law.

With this view of the Spanish law, it is not surprising that
three of the drone pilots would respond that they do not
feel free when performing unmanned flights for journal-
istic purposes. Gonzalez Galindo (GoDrone) explains that
“depending on the incident, it is better to refrain from fly-
ing drones, unless the Security Forces and Corps them-
selves ask for your help, to avoid hindering their work.”
Persiva (The Drones Post) considers that “with the law
in hand, in the event of an incident, even if it occurred
in a free-flight area, it could not be done.” He remarks
that “if there are emergency and police teams in the area,
they would surely prohibit drone flights.” Undabarrena
Infante (E/ Mundo) acknowledges that he has done aerial
filming, “but never in Madrid, because it is risking more
than you should.” He considers that one way to be able
to publish his videos is to upload them to YouTube and
share the link in an article of the newspaper where he
works, “but never as a journalist, always as a citizen.”

Espinoza (Drone Madrid) did not answer the question
but sent a link to the ENAIRE initiative of the Ministry of
Transport, Mobility and Urban Agenda (2020), which has
an extraordinary procedure to fly a drone in situations
of risk, catastrophe or public calamity, subject to the re-
quest of the public authority responsible for managing
such situations. However, the pilot did not offer further
comment on it. Bellver Escrihuela (Spanish Association
of Drones and Similar Devices) is the only pilot on the
panel who stated that he does feel free and considers
that there is no problem if drone users comply with
the regulations.

None of the pilots on the panel reported a bad rela-
tionship with the Security Forces and Corps in this study.
Even Bellver Escrihuela (Spanish Association of Drones
and Similar Devices) describes their relationship as “very
good,” adding that “professional drone pilots are aware
of their limitations and the penalties they are exposed
to.” In the same line, Gonzalez Galindo (GoDrone) and
Persiva (The Drones Post) believe that there are no prob-
lems when drone operators comply with the regulations.
Espinoza (Drone Madrid) points out that some agents
lack information, but drone operations are gradually be-
coming standardized. However, Persiva (The Drones Post)
remembers that once the police prevented him from tak-
ing aerial news footage of an event that took in an iso-
lated mountain site. He concludes that “despite no au-
thorization was requested from the National Aviation
Safety Agency, police officers can, at any given time, de-
cree that you cannot fly a drone over an area where po-
lice intervention is taking place.”

Tables 3 and 4 summarize the responses obtained
from the expert panels.
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Table 3. Summary of answers provided by the panel of experts representing the Security Forces and Corps.

Questions

Jordi Pefia Cami
Catalan Police

Antonio Nevado Raja
National Police

Fernando Cubillo
Civil Guard

How many drones does
your institution own? How
many of them are used to
generate news content for
audiovisual media?

Do you have a manual to
guide relationships
between law enforcement
authorities and the media
regarding drone use?

Do journalists feel free to
cover news events with
drone filmography?

How many journalists or
freelancers hired by media
companies have been
fined?

We cannot disclose the
number of drones at our
disposal. Sometimes our
operations are filmed to
show the media how we
work.

No. The communication
area serves as link between
journalists and police
authorities.

There are restrictions, so
they cannot be used freely.

We do not have these data.
When a pilot is fined, we do
not differentiate between
journalists and
non-journalists.

We cannot disclose the
number of drones at our
disposal.

We do not know.

We do not know what
journalists think in general.

No.

Yes.

60 drones. They belong to
the Research Units, not the
communications offices.

No.

(Did not answer).

No.

Yes.

Does your organization Yes.
have properly trained drone
operators?

None of the drone pilots in the panel is dedicated ex-
clusively to the production of news footage for the media.
They use their UAVs for several activities, not just audiovi-
sual filming. However, three of them (the representatives
of GoDrone, Drone Madrid and The Drones Post) claimed
to have specific training to work in television. According
to the GoDrone’s representative, in most cases there is
no economic benefit in offering their videos to the media,
because they only “include your logo or mention your
name in the broadcast news report.”

4. Discussion and Conclusions

The National Police and the Catalan Police did not dis-
close the number of drones they own. However, the
number revealed by the Civil Guard (60 UAVs) is much
higher to than the number revealed by the Spanish me-
dia, who outsource the production of aerial images to
individuals or small companies, which in turn have a
much lower capacity for newsgathering than the afore-
mentioned Security Forces and Corps. The interviews
have shown that the National Police and the Civil Guard
have trained and accredited drone pilots and can fly over
areas where there are ongoing operations (unlike the
media), which confirms the first hypothesis (H1) of this
exploratory and descriptive study, which proposed that

these law enforcement organizations have greater capac-
ity to obtain aerial news footage than the media.

However, the interviews have also shown that the
main use of the footage shot by the drones owned by the
National Police, the Civil Guard and the Catalan Police
is not public dissemination, which also seems confirms
the second hypothesis (H2). These unmanned aircraft
are primarily used to ensure safety, collect evidence and
conduct investigations. Only when these police opera-
tions are not under secrecy in summary proceedings, the
Security Forces and Corps shares the images to the me-
dia and disseminates them through their social networks.
They are mainly videos of accidents or completed po-
lice operations. Before their public dissemination, these
videos are edited to highlight the way the organization
works (as in the case of the Catalan Police).

Therefore, while these audiovisual materials are use-
ful to inform about events that the media cannot cover
due to the legal restrictions, their source is not necessar-
ily always independent and impartial and their produc-
tion is not necessarily governed by journalistic criteria,
which means that they may be edited with certain bias.
In media theory, there is some consensus on the role
of journalists as guardians of the public interest, to hold
those in political and economic power accountable for
their possible mistakes (Lashmar, 2017), controlling their
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Table 4. Summary of answers provided by the panel of experts representing drone pilots working for the media.

Questions

César Gonzalez
Galindo
(GoDrone)

Roger Persiva
(The Drones Post)

Alvaro
Undabarrena
Infante
(El Mundo)

Ignacio Espinoza
(Drone Madrid)

Salvador Bellver
Escrihuela
(Spanish
Association of
Drones and Similar
Devices)

How is your
relationship with
the Security
Forces and
Corps?

What is the
difference
between drone
regulations in
Spain and in
other countries?

Do you feel you
are free to cover
news events with
drone
filmography?

It is good,
provided the
regulations are
complied with.

In Spain it is very
restrictive in
many respects.
Countries like the
United States of
America, France
and Germany are
way ahead.

Not in this type
of situation.
Depending on
the incident in
question, it is
better not to use
drones, unless
the authorities
ask for your
support.

It is good, if you
have fly permits,
although they
are useless if
thereis an
ongoing police
investigation.

Our regulations
make us feel we
break the law on
every flight. In
France and
Germany,
municipalities
have the power
to issue fly
permits.

No. With the law
in hand, in the
event of an
incident, even if
it occurredin a
free-flying area,
it cannot be
done.

For news outlets,
itis very
complicated to
avoid being
fined.

Our regulations
do not allow us
to film virtually
anything, except
for monuments.
Drone use in
sporting events is
very
complicated.

For the media it
is not convenient
to buy their own
drones. It is
better for them
to use the
footage other
people film for
recreational
purposes.

Some agents lack
information, but
drone use is
gradually
becoming
regularized and
standardized.

In Spain, it is
more restrictive.
Other countries
are already more
permissive in
challenging
environments.

(Did not answer
but shared a link
to the website of
the ENAIRE
initiative of the
Ministry of
Transport,
Mobility and
Urban Agenda,
2020).

It is very good, as
pilots already
know the legal
restrictions.

Restrictions vary
across countries.
We must find a
balance between
safety and
operability.

Yes. We all must
know the
regulations. If we
comply with it,
we will not have
any problems.

abuses and guaranteeing citizens’ right to information
(Martinez-Sanz & Durantez-Stolle, 2019), which is impos-
sible to achieve without investigation and surveillance.
However, the circumstances described in this study sug-
gest that it might be difficult for journalists to carry
out both activities when the entity under journalistic in-
vestigation is the Security Forces and Corps. Although
the conducted interviews lack statistical representative-
ness, the data obtained through them are reminiscent
of the findings of Bakir (2015), Brucato (2015) and Mills
(2018), who indicate that the ‘synoptic’ surveillance from
journalists and citizens towards power is not balanced
against the ‘panoptic gaze’ that occurs in the opposite di-
rection. In addition, as Gynnild (2016) explains, the use of
externally-produced videos could make complicate the
contextualization and explanation of the news stories
the journalist has investigated, and could increase the
risk of the situation described by Diezhandino (2007), in
which the media mainly develop an institutional agenda
based on government interests, rather than an agenda

of their own based on the investigation and inquiries car-
ried out by their own journalists.

Ideally, to take advantage of all the opportunities that
UAVs offer to journalism—like bird’s eye views of diffi-
cult news situations and live surveillance for investigative
journalism, to mention just two—journalists should be
the ones who use drones for newsgathering or the ones
who commission others to do so. According to the drone
pilots interviewed for this research, the administrative
processing of the requirements established by the legisla-
tion should be shortened and streamlined, always within
the limits imposed by security and privacy concerns. The
expert panel should be expanded in future studies, to de-
termine whether this view can be generalized to all those
who use drones for newsgathering.

In Spain, the restrictions applied to the filming of
news footage are the same as for any other commer-
cial use of drones. The representatives of the Security
Forces and Corps interviewed for this study do not pro-
cess these requests separately nor consider the speed of
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authorization required to produce news footage. There
is no specific manual or regulation for the media. Some
of the pilots interviewed mention that it was precisely for
these reasons that they do not feel free to use drones for
newsgathering, because of the large number of restric-
tions imposed by the regulations and the Security Forces
and Corps during ongoing police operations. These par-
ticipants also fear the sanctions the authorities may im-
pose on them. Their general perception is that drone leg-
islation is more permissive and flexible in the rest of the
world. These results confirm the third hypothesis (H3),
although the number of interviews conducted for the
study does not allow us to generalize the results.

Although the new law expands the types of places
where drones can film, it requires drone operators to per-
form a security assessment when drone filmography is
going to be carried out in non-standard scenarios. The
waiting times involved in this assessment and the resolu-
tion of the administration limit the use of drone cameras
to cover breaking news events. This could be the reason
why some of the interviewed drone pilots feel the new
law imposes even more restrictions on drone journalism
and, essentially, only allows the filming of monuments.
For the panel of drone pilots, the procedures are com-
plicated and the waiting times for their resolution are
too long, as if the limitations set by the previous law re-
mained in force. They perceive the requirements as re-
strictions because the waiting times of the procedures
hinder the immediate coverage of news events.

Authors such as Lauk et al. (2016) and Ravich (2016)
have found correlations between regulations on the use
of drones for newsgathering and the level of freedom of
expression of countries. International regulations range
from permissive, as in Nordic nations, to totally restric-
tive, such as those in Kenya and the United Arab Emirates.
In this context, it is necessary to assess whether the re-
strictions are based only on the dangers that drones pose
to security and privacy, or whether are related to the
need to prevent the filming and disclosure of videos po-
tentially harmful to the reputation of institutions and
individuals in power, or the desire to restrict access to
certain types of information. In any case, the relation-
ship between the media and the Security Forces and
Corps, according to the panel of drone pilots, is con-
frontational to some extent, because the enforcement of
drone legislation by the latter is perceived as an obstacle
in newsgathering.

Therefore, we agree with Ntalakas, Dimoulas, Kalliris,
and Veglis (2017), who point out that the great chal-
lenge for drone journalism is to advocate for a regula-
tory framework that offers drone journalists the desired
freedom to investigate and inform, without violating eth-
ical, privacy and security implications. However, in Spain
there is also an economic motivation. Interviewed drone
pilots acknowledge that they do not work exclusively for
media companies, because it is not profitable for them.
Most of them operate other types of UAVs, despite sev-
eral of them have journalistic and audiovisual training.

Drone-generated content can be a valuable tool for
storytelling, for its profitability and data collection capa-
bilities (Ntalakas et al., 2017). Drone footage provides
credibility to news storytelling because of the reality
it conveys, which previously required the physical pres-
ence of the reporter, and raises awareness about issues,
places and events that were previously ignored (Gynnild,
2016). However, the circumstances described in this ar-
ticle seem to constitute obstacles that currently prevent
the development of drone journalism in Spain. However,
the forthcoming entry into force of the new European
legislation, which classifies drone operations according
to risk levels, reduces requirements and unifies national
regulations, could open new opportunities. It will be use-
ful to study the impact of this new legislation on the de-
velopment of the newsgathering use of UAVs once its pro-
visions begin to be implemented. Moreover, a study with
a wider sample of drone pilots and law enforcement au-
thorities needs to be carried out to be able to generalize
the results.

Based on this work, we propose the creation of a
green paper to guide relationships between journalists
and law enforcement authorities to find a democratic
balance between citizen security, investigative journal-
ism and the obtaining of aerial images that expand au-
diovisual news content. This green paper should enable a
specific procedure for the coverage of journalistic events,
in which UAV flight requirements are shortened and re-
duced. One premise for expediting these procedures
could be giving local and non-national authorities power
to issue drone flight permits, to avoid the accumulation
of applications. In any case, the security and privacy cri-
teria, considered in the current legislation, should also
include the need to inform citizens and specify under
what circumstances the right to information should pre-
vail over drone flight restrictions.
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Abstract

Emotional journalism is being driven by audiovisual technology such as drones, also known as unmanned aerial vehicles,
which have demonstrated their usefulness in transforming objective news into news stories from a new visual perspective,
facilitating access to dangerous or difficult places. They also allow for greater immersion by an audience that has become
an active participant in the news, and they contribute to the storytelling of communication despite the risk to privacy and
security that their misuse might entail. The aim of this research is to determine the differences in attention and intensity of
the emotions experienced when viewing two pieces of audiovisual news: One was filmed with the technological support
of a drone, and the other was produced in the conventional way. The techniques of eye tracking and galvanic skin response
were used in 30 Spanish university students. The results suggest that attention was focused on the most spectacular vi-
sual elements, although the images filmed with a drone received a higher concentration of attention from the subjects,
and this attention was spread throughout the entire image, which demonstrates that drones enhance the effectiveness of
panoramic images with natural landscapes. The greatest emotion generated by viewing the images recorded with drones
was statistically significant, but it was limited exclusively to these particular scenes, and not to the entire recording of
the news.
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1. Introduction

In contrast to objective, unbiased, rational journalism
(Liu, 2019) in which journalists even suppress or mod-
ify their own emotions as part of their work (Huxford
& Hopper, 2020), setting themselves up as independent
observers (Wahl-Jgrgesen, 2020), there is a new trend
known as emotional journalism, which revolves around
emotions driven by technology, as already occurs in im-
mersive or virtual reality journalism for the purpose of re-
connecting with fragmented audiences (Lecheler, 2020).

These new ways of generating news transform facts
into personal experiences that create a link between
the public, the news, and the journalist (Sanchez-Laws,
2017). Although journalism has always included emotion
within the narration and presentation of news, this new
emotional journalism, even further from news objectiv-
ity, involves audiences more emotionally and increases
the attention, identification and memory of news stories
(Wahl-Jgrgesen, 2020).

Attention and emotion are affecting both the pro-
duction and consumption of news, and more research is
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needed for both of these issues (Beckett & Deuze, 2016).
We conceive the world around us both cognitively and
emotionally, which is why authors such as Orgeret (2020)
have pointed out that Neuroscience can strengthen the
research in this area.

Drones comprise the audiovisual technology analy-
sed in this article, and they are capable of contribut-
ing to the development of emotional journalism, since
the natural human—drone interaction (HDI) currently al-
lows for the recognition of up to three emotional states
from its recordings (Cauchard, Zhai, Spadafora, & Landay,
2016). In short, basic information about the news is not
enough to awaken the emotions of the audience, and
now it is necessary to personalise the stories and repre-
sent them with images that awaken the empathic con-
nection (Maier, Slovic, & Mayorga, 2017).

1.1. Journalism and Drones

The technical name for drones is unmanned aerial vehi-
cles, or unmanned aircraft, and they have demonstrated
their usefulness in covering breaking news in dangerous
locations from a new visual perspective (Holton, Lawson,
& Love, 2015), thereby enabling fast, inexpensive access
to scenes where events take place (Fernandez-Barrero,
2018). Drones also allow images to be captured in places
that are difficult to access, and new technological de-
velopments allow for the integration of intelligent sys-
tems for the automatic identification of people or ve-
hicles, which facilitates the recording of news in places
without full visibility (Cavaliere, Loia, Saggese, Senatore,
& Vento, 2019). Along these lines, it is also possible to
use multi-view video systems to generate 360° video im-
ages, which makes drone journalism more similar to im-
mersive journalism (Ballout, Ghaddar, & Wehbi, 2019).
Moreover, its ability to perform wireless broadcast or
point-to-multipoint transmission with 5G links (Sekander,
Tabassum, & Hossain, 2018) will promote the use of
live connection.

Detractors highlight the risk to property, privacy and
security that its misuse might entail in a regulatory con-
text poorly adapted to new technologies (Rule, 2015).
However, drones have been integrated into everyday life
through devices such as smartphones, cameras, or even
the drones themselves, which make up the so-called sen-
sor society in which the capturing of data is always active
(Andrejevic & Burdon, 2015). In spite of this, some re-
search on citizen perception has shown that there is a rel-
atively neutral attitude toward the risk posed by drones,
as they are considered neither a major threat nor a great
benefit (Clothier, Greer, Greer, & Mehta, 2015).

The fact that media audiences have become simul-
taneous receivers, producers and active participants
(Lewis & Westlund, 2015) is partially a result of the
new interactive ways of transmitting information, as well
as the new interaction between humans and technol-
ogy. This interconnection has led to a voluntary renun-
ciation of some privacy in order to obtain more per-

sonalized, and consequently more satisfying content for
the audience.

Even from the most quantitative journalistic point of
view, the contribution of storytelling (Coddington, 2015)
and emotion in professional journalism (Papacharissi,
2015) has been recognized, and drones are contribut-
ing to the creation of such storytelling from new points
of view. The growing importance of images in newspa-
per stories has boosted digital journalism and social net-
works (Caple & Bednarek, 2016), and in turn has impelled
the use of ‘arresting audiovisuals’ as an innovative fea-
ture of added value to the news (Harcup & O’Neill, 2017).
This audiovisual perspective is where drones are capable
of making a great contribution to journalism.

In short, the use of drones rapidly evolved from mil-
itary use to logistics and entertainment, at which time
their contribution to the media came under considera-
tion (Tham, Selem, & Ogulin, 2017) thanks to their nov-
elty, recording stability, high camera resolution, and re-
duced price (Galvane et al., 2018), as well as their versa-
tility ranging from panoramic shots (panning) to over-the-
shoulder angles (Mademlis et al., 2019). Although drone
filming has been presented as a game-changer in the me-
dia industry (Adams, 2019), there is very little research
on the subject (Table 1), and what exists focuses primar-
ily on safety and ethics in relation to news production
(Belair-Gagnon, Owen, & Holton, 2017).

One of the first research studies conducted in the
USA found that half of the 94 local television news direc-
tors interviewed were already using drones in the news,
although moderately (Ferguson & Greer, 2019). Its posi-
tive contribution has also been assessed by Turkish news
agencies for its ability to record images in places that
are difficult to access (Budak, 2019), sometimes replac-
ing the use of eyewitnesses, who sometimes imply sound
and visual manipulation of the event that diminishes
the critical and informative role of the media (Spaziante,
2018). Recording images with drones requires knowl-
edge of audiovisual language, so more and more drone
pilots with journalistic goals work as television camera
operators in Spain (Gallardo-Camacho & Lavin, 2016).

The scientific literature also includes research into
other technological applications that could be incorpo-
rated into audiovisual news, such as 360° video or im-
mersive journalism (Mafias-Viniegra, Veloso, & Sierra-
Sanchez, 2020), yet there has been no focus on the in-
tegration of images filmed with drones as a way of cap-
turing the attention of conventional media audiences,
which in the case of television in Spain has experienced
a drop in numbers (or coverage) of 4.04% since 2012,
with 14-19 year olds and 20-24 year olds being the two
groups with the lowest audience figures, at 79.6% and
78.4%, respectively (AIMC, 2019).

The first research to compare the aerial recording
of a drone with that of a tripod-mounted video cam-
era focused on differences in the ability to observe the
behaviour of school-aged children, with no significant
differences detected (King, Bloomfield, Fischer, Dart, &
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Table 1. Scientific literature on drone journalism.

Authors

Research topics

Andrejevic and Burdon (2015); Ballout, Ghaddar, and Wehbi (2019);
Belair-Gagnon, Owen, and Holton (2017); Cavaliere, Loia, Saggese,

Advantages, barriers and opportunities
regarding the technology and use of drones

Senatore, and Vento (2019); Clothier, Greer, Greer, and Mehta (2015); applied to journalism.

Fernandez-Barrero, 2018; Holton, Lawson, and Love (2015);

Rule (2015); Sekander, Tabassum, and Hossain (2018);

Adams (2019); Galvane et al. (2018); Mademlis et al. (2019);

Tham, Selem, and Ogulin (2017)

Ferguson and Greer (2019); Gallardo-Camacho and Lavin (2016)

Budak (2019)
Cauchard, Zhai, Spadafora, and Landay (2016)

King, Bloomfield, Fischer, Dart, and Radley (2020)

Contribution of drones to the media.

Use of drones for news purposes on television.
Use of drones in news agencies.
Human—drone interaction.

Comparison of a recording made by a drone
with a recording made with a video camera
mounted on a tripod, though not for journalistic
purposes.

Radley, 2020). This issue, applied to the recording of
news, is the focus of this research, which intends to of-
fer an answer to this issue by means of neuromarket-
ing techniques.

2. Materials and Methods

The overall objective of this research is to determine
the differences in attention and intensity of the emo-
tions produced in young Spanish university students
when viewing a news item filmed with the technolog-
ical support of a drone when compared to other con-
ventional news items. The following specific objectives
were established:

e Record the attention and emotion of the subjects
toward the news filmed with drones.

e Determine the differences between the attention
and emotion directed at the different audiovisual
formats.

e Establish differences between the appearance, or
non-appearance, of people in the filming of the
news.

The research questions posed for the objectives above
are as follows:

RQ 1: Is there a relation of dependence between the
attention and emotion of young people toward news
filmed with drones?

RQ 2: Are there any differences between a drone
recording and a conventional news recording?

RQ 3: Is it the technology, or the recorded scene, that
determines the difference?

The research techniques used have been fully consol-
idated (Morin, 2011) and are typical of neuromarket-
ing, or applied neurocommunication (Cuesta-Cambra,
Nifio-Gonzélez, & Rodriguez-Tercefio, 2017), as they al-
low for measurement of the subjects’ cognitive pro-
cesses based on the stimuli presented. Moreover, they
incorporate the principles of neuroscience, psychology
and economics (Madan, 2010). Specifically, eye tracking
has been used to record the subjects’ attention to stim-
uli, and galvanic skin response (GSR) was used to analyse
emotional arousal. When simulating a natural viewing
environment, priority is given to the use of non-intrusive
equipment, with an ability to predict efficiency between
70% and 80% (Varan, Lang, Barwise, & Bellman, 2015).
Eye tracking allows the subjects’ visual attention to
be recorded using biometric techniques that register eye
movements toward the areas of interest (AOI) of the
stimuli shown to the participating subjects. This tech-
nique separates the attention directed at the AOI from
areas that are ignored, or that are simply browsed over
while heading toward AOI to the subjects (Duchowski,
2013). In this way, the software records the AOI that cap-
ture the most attention and emotion, taking into account
that the young audience has more ability to quickly focus
their attention on the information in a stimulus that is rel-
evant and of interest to them (Anafios-Carrasco, 2015).
From the attention registered, the software generates
heat maps in which it is possible to see visually where
the attention is concentrated, as well as the different in-
tensities depending on the colour, with the colour red
being located in the centre of the heat map and repre-
senting the area with the most intense level of attention.
In research in which people are asked to visualize stimuli,
even though it is common for participants to register a
higher level of attention compared to an unobserved en-
vironment, the fact that they do not know which stimuli
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are of interest to the researchers allows these investiga-
tors to analyse the differences between the stimuli.

Also known as electro dermal activity, GSR records
the changes in electrical conductance of the skin from
the phasic changes that occur in sympathetic neuronal
activity. In this way, changes in emotional arousal are ob-
tained, which influence the cognitive perception that the
subjects have of the stimuli (Critchley, 2002).

Eye tracking and GSR techniques record the uncon-
scious responses of subjects to visualized stimuli and
partially indicate whether an influence on the audience
is occurring through the analysis of cognitive and affec-
tive processing (Bornstein & D’Agostino, 1992; Goodrich,
2011; Pieters, Warlop, & Wedel, 2002). Recording these
unconscious responses allows for the study of cognitive
processing, as traditional research methods are limited
by the difficulty subjects have in reporting their own per-
ceptions, attitudes or behaviours (Ariely & Berns, 2010).

Thirty subjects participated in this study on a ran-
dom voluntary basis, and all of the subjects fulfilled the
requirement of being university students between 18
and 23 years of age, which is the group closest to the
application of technology to audiovisual media (Casillas-
Alvarado, Ramirez-Martinell, & Ortega-Guerrero, 2016).
Despite the fact that the incidental sample had been
planned for 50 subjects, the health crisis of the Covid-
19 forced a halt to the fieldwork, which was carried out
between January and February of 2020. The sample was
taken from Madrid (Spain). The final sample size is valid
for a neuromarketing study, as it fulfils the number of 15
to 50 subjects recommended by the scientific literature
(Kerr-Gaffney, Harrison, & Tcanturia, 2018).

Data collection was performed using a Gazepoint eye
tracker GP3HD 150 Hz sampling rate, along with a GSR
Gazepoint Biometrics system, integrating the analysis of
the recorded data into the Gazepoint Analysis UX Edition

Table 2. Areas of interest (AOIl) of the stimuli.

v.5.3.0 software. The statistical use of the results was car-
ried out using SPSS v.25 software.

The stimuli presented to the subjects (randomly and
interspersed with other stimuli) were two versions of the
same 40-second audiovisual news item about France’s
decision to restrict access to Mont Blanc for unguided
climbers. The first was a conventional news item pub-
lished by Euronews, while the second version was inter-
spersed with ad hoc images filmed with the technological
support of a drone. The aerialimages were recorded with
a Mavic 2 Pro Zoom drone. The shots were captured at
an altitude of over 4,000 meters, which involved heating
the batteries to overcome the low air density and tem-
perature of less than 5 degrees below 0 Celsius (=5 °C).
The two stimuli analysed were intermixed with other
news items, with a total duration of 15 minutes. The AOI
(Table 2) were defined, which allowed for a comparison
to be made between the images filmed with a drone and
those taken with conventional means in a place of diffi-
cult access, such as Mont Blanc.

The level of attention recorded by eye tracking, and
the peaks of emotional arousal recorded by GSR when
visualizing the stimuli, were considered to be dependent
variables. As an independent variable, the gender of the
participants was taken into account, since both the age
range and socio-cultural profile were similar in all sub-
jects. An initial qualitative evaluation of the content was
made using heat maps of attention toward the stimuli,
combined with a conscious statement by the subjects
with regard to the positive, negative or neutral emo-
tion shown toward the AOI, for which the technological
support offered by GSR Gazepoint Biometrics was used.
Subsequently, a quantitative analysis of attention was
carried out based on the seconds that passed from the
appearance of the stimulus until the first fixation, or time
from fixation (TFF), the number of eye fixations, or fixa-

STIMULUS AOI 1 AOI 2 AOI 3 AOI 4
s1 ? i —
(Conventional 3
new) s, 199
Long shot of the Long shot of the Medium long shot of —
mountain (1-10") mountain with people people (23—-40")
(11-22")
S2 (News ?
modified with % ,
a drone)

Long shot of the
mountain (1-5")

Long shot of the
mountain filmed with a
drone (6—-10”; 17-24")

5 Srp.

Long shot of the edium ong shot
mountain with people people (25-40")
(11-16")

Sources: Euronews (2018) and Volandovoy.tv.
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tion count (FC), and the number of total seconds of at-
tention to each area of interest, or total fixation dura-
tion (TFD). A quantitative analysis of emotional arousal
was carried out using the GSR peaks that arose from each
minimum-maximum pair from the beginning of the emo-
tional activation.

This research was approved by the Research
Ethics Committee (CEI) of the Department of Applied
Communication Studies of the School of Media and
Communication, Complutense University of Madrid.
Participants signed the consent form, which included
voluntary participation and their anonymous contribu-
tion, in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

3. Results
3.1. Qualitative Content Analysis

The qualitative content analysis of the stimuli carried
out using heat maps (Table 3) had already indicated sim-
ilar behaviour among the young audience in the pres-
ence of different AOI and their visual elements. These
visual elements stand out in all cases, except with the
images filmed by drones, in which case the attention of
the young audience is focused on one or more elements
present in the scene, whether due to spectacular panora-
mas, luminosity, movement or colour.

The long shot of the mountain (S1-AOI 1; S2-A0I 1)
recorded similar levels of attention in both stimuli, which
was focused on the natural lighting caused by the sun-
set on the mountain peak. In the first stimulus, which
lasted longer, the secondary viewing surface was larger
and more extended.

In the second long shot of the mountain (S1-AOI 2;
S2-A0I 3), the attention is focused on people moving
within the static shot. In the first stimulus, as a conse-
qguence of longer duration on the area of interest, the at-
tention of both groups of people is extended to the path
going up the mountain.

With regard to the medium long shot with climbers
in motion (S1-AOI 3; S1-AQOI 4), in the first sequence of
both stimuli, attention is focused on the two climbers in
motion, the tents with their striking colour, and the Mont
Blanc information poster, also in bright colours. In the sec-
ond sequence, attention is also drawn to the two climbers
in motion, although in this case most of the attention is
focused on the climber in brightly-coloured clothing.

The exception to this pattern of attention behaviour
is in the long shot of the mountain filmed with a drone,
composed of two separate sequences in the timeline of
the stimulus. In both, the attention is distributed horizon-
tally along the entire mountain, accompanying the move-
ment of the camera.

3.2. Quantitative Analysis of Attention

In the first comprehensive analysis of attention regis-
tered by the subjects, the shot of the mountain filmed

with a drone (S2-A0I 2) was the AOI in which the atten-
tion was focused by the highest percentage of partici-
pants (93.33%), although this comprehensive datum is
always high in this type of study in which subjects are
asked to visualize stimuli.

The analysis of results, which was carried out us-
ing the medians of TFF, TFD and FC measurements de-
scribed in the section entitled ‘Materials and Methods,
did not identify significant differences based on the gen-
der of participants, and this question has been omitted
for that reason.

In all AOI, both stimuli recorded a median elapsed
time of less than a tenth of a second from the appear-
ance of the area of interest to the first fixation (TFF), so
the content did not create any distractions for the par-
ticipants, as the attention was fast in all AOI. The signifi-
cant differences (p = <0.001) are a consequence of the
diverse moments when each area of interest appeared
in the news.

In stimulus 1, AOI 2 had the longest total duration of
attention (TFD) with regard to total screen time of the
AOI (91.02%), compared to 89.42% for AOI 3 and 89.13%
for AOI 1. Therefore, attention recorded by visual ele-
ments that move within a static shot is somewhat higher,
despite the fact that there is little difference between the
three AOI. In the same way, the number of fixations (FC)
was significantly higher in the AOI of longer duration, but
in relative terms there were hardly any differences.

In stimulus 2, the total duration of attention (TFD)
was also very similar among all AOI in relative terms ac-
cording to the duration of each stimulus. Thus, all of
them reached an attention duration of between 90.32%
and 91.73% of the total. In absolute terms, close-ups
of climbers in motion and images recorded with drones
were the AOI with the longest total duration of atten-
tion. However, the number of eye fixations (FC) was sig-
nificantly higher in images filmed with drones (FC = 35),
both in absolute and relative terms for the duration of
the stimuli.

After analysing these absolute results, similar AOI of
both stimuli were analysed in pairs, applying a weight-
ing factor to the results according to the different du-
ration lengths of each AOI. Thus, both the total dura-
tion of attention (TFD) and the total number of eye fix-
ations (FC) toward the long shot of the mountain in both
stimuli was very similar, showing no significant differ-
ences (TFD = 4.751 vs. 4.885; p = 0.311; FC = 11 vs. 10;
p = 0.094), which is consistent, due to the fact that the
same shot was used in both stimuli.

Real-time analysis (non-cumulative results) of the
heat maps (Table 4) shows that the longer total duration
of the scene in stimulus 1, recorded with a camera on a
tripod, initially allows for a larger vertical viewing area, al-
though the main focus of attention is then concentrated
on the sunrise, which is the same for both stimuli.

Moreover, a comparison between the total duration
of attention in both stimuli show significant differences
(TFD = 4.975 vs. 5.014; p = 0.328), although the number
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Table 3. Heat maps of the stimuli.

AOI S1 S2

AOIl 1 SUroNews. 2UrONeWs.

~

/

|

AOI 2

AOI 3

AOl 4 —

Source: Euronews (2018).
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Table 4. Heat maps of the stimuli.

AOI

AOI'1

Source: Euronews (2018).

of eye fixations (FC = 11 vs. 13; p = 0.042) was signif-
icantly higher in the case of the stimulus that included
the scene filmed with the drone.

In the real-time heat maps of stimulus 1, in which
the scene is twice as long as in stimulus 2 (Table 5), it
became clear that the attention was focused more in-
tensely on the moving climbers, first on the group in the
foreground, after which the attention moved toward the
other secondary groups of climbers before continuing its
visual movement toward the route they were likely to
take to climb Mont Blanc. Precisely due to the shorter
duration of the scene in stimulus 2, the attention was
concentrated on the groups of climbers, and only on the
beginning of that particular route to ascend Mont Blanc.

As for the medium long shot with the climbers in mo-
tion, the attention was also similar in both stimuli, with
no significant differences in the total duration of atten-
tion and the number of eye fixations (TFD = 14.271 vs.
14.546, p = 0.229; FC = 35 vs. 34, p = 0.895).

The real-time heat maps showed (in Table 6) that
stimulus 1, which was of longer duration, first captured
the focused attention of the moving climbers, and then
the attention was distributed among the climbers and
the elements that stood out with intense colour, espe-
cially the Mont Blanc information poster. In stimulus 2,
in which the scene has a shorter duration, the evolution
of the heat maps was the same, although it was observed
that the main element was the people in motion and
not the features with intense colours, because when the

Table 5. Heat maps of the stimuli.

viewing time is shorter, the subjects have to prioritise the
elements that most capture their attention.

The real-time heat maps of the second part of the
same scene (Table 7) confirmed that attention was con-
centrated on the main element of the scene with move-
ment, which was the first climber, and then the atten-
tion was shared with similar intensity between both
climbers, and finally focused on the second climber, with
insignificant attention placed on the natural environ-
ment when the people in movement appeared, as was
seen in other AOI.

Results of the paired analysis of identical AOI in both
stimuli suggest that the inclusion of a new scene filmed
with a drone has no influence on the attention paid to
the rest of the shots included in the original stimulus.
Therefore, at this point it is necessary to make a spe-
cific comparison related to the long shot of the moun-
tain filmed with a drone that was introduced in stimu-
lus 2, which modified the original Euronews broadcast.
Thus, by comparing the long shot of the mountain with
the long shot filmed with the drone of stimulus 2, there
was no significant difference regarding the total duration
of attention (TFD = 4.885 vs. 4.815; p = 0.166), but there
were differences in the number of eye fixations, which
were much higher in the case of the long shot recorded
with the drone (FC = 10 vs. 14; p = <0.001).

Real-time analysis of the heat maps shows that un-
like the long shot of the mountain recorded with a tri-
pod camera, the recording made with the drone (Table 8)

AOI

S1

AOI 2

Source: Euronews (2018).
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Table 6. Heat maps of the stimuli.

AOI S1

S1

AOI 3

AOl 4

Source: Euronews (2018).

shifts from an initial focus on the mountain peak to a hori-
zontal distribution a few seconds later, as opposed to the
vertical distribution recorded with a tripod camera.
Already in stimulus 2, the young audience had the
same reaction when comparing the long shot of the
mountain filmed with the drone and the long shot of
the mountain with people. There were no significant dif-
ferences in the total duration of attention (TFD = 4.937
vs. 5.014, p = 0.086), but there were differences in
the number of eye fixations, which were significantly

Table 7. Heat maps of the stimuli.

higher in the case of the sequence filmed with the drone
(FC = 15 vs. 13; p = 0.002).

Finally, a comparison made between the shot filmed
with a drone and the medium long shot of the climbers
also showed no significant differences between the total
duration of attention of the two stimuli (TFD = 11.716 vs.
11.823; p = 0.225), but there was a much higher num-
ber of eye fixations, which was statistically significant, in
the case of the long shot of the mountain filmed with the
drone (FC = 35 vs. 28; p = <0.001).

AOI S2

S2 S2

AOl 4

Source: Euronews (2018).

Table 8. Heat maps of the stimuli.

AOI

AOI 2

Source: Euronews (2018).
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3.3. Emotional Intensity Analysis

The subjects’ conscious responses remained neutral in all
AOlI, except in the long shot of the mountain (S1-AOI 1;
$2-A0I 1) and the long shot of the mountain filmed with
the drone (S2-A0I 2), in which case they expressed a
positive response to the stimulus. In terms of emotional
intensity from the participants’ unconscious responses,
provided by GSR data (Figure 1), it remained constant
during the news broadcast, with slight growth as the nar-
rative progressed. However, there are two GSR peaks
that coincide with the long shot of the mountain in which
the sunset stands out, with 510.75 kOhm. (S2-AOI 1) and
498.79 kOhm. (S1-AQI 1), as well as the long shot of the
mountain filmed with the drone (52-A0I 2), with a peak
GSR of 644.54 kOhm. (52-A0I 2), the maximum recorded
in both stimuli.

4, Discussion

The usefulness of drones in the audiovisual production
of news that takes place in locations that are difficult to
access or involve risks for people can be summarized as
the recording of high-resolution images at a low cost, ca-
pable of having its own tailored storytelling developed
for the purpose of providing different points of view to
the audience. In order carry out this task, pilots must be
trained professionals who need to be officially licenced
by the appropriate administration, but they must also
be specialists in audiovisual communication. While the
younger audience continues to stay informed about top-
ics in which they are interested, they are doing so less
with conventional media and increasingly with digital me-
dia, the latter of which is more innovative in aesthetics
and narratives, with the result being that drones can con-
tribute to revitalizing conventional media.

Within each area of interest and each shot, the sub-
jects’ attention was focused on the most spectacular vi-
sual elements, which can be grouped according to their
panorama, luminosity, movement or colour.

The highest percentage of the subjects’ attention
was focused on the images filmed with drones, and un-
like the rest of the shots, it was distributed throughout
the entire image, which confirms the effectiveness of
drones for panoramic shots, precisely the easiest to ob-
tain in places of difficult access.

Although the total duration of attention to the AOI
repeated in both stimuli did not register significant dif-
ferences, nor did the shots filmed with the drone, the
latter showed significantly more eye fixations, as well
as the highest GSR peak of all, which concurred with
the subjects’ conscious statement of experiencing pos-
itive emotions during their viewing. However, inclusion
of the scene filmed with the drone in stimulus 2 did not
result in higher emotional arousal with regard to the en-
tire stimulus to a significant degree, except in the two
specific scenes in which the images were recorded with
a drone.

In the long shot taken by the drone, the focus of at-
tention was distributed throughout the entire shot, while
in the other long shots the focus of the view depended
on the internal movement within the shot. This may sug-
gest that shots filmed with drones have greater focus
throughout the entire shot, thereby uncovering more all-
encompassing aspects, while long shots taken at ground
level have an impact on the precise location of features
within the shot. Therefore, shots filmed with drones of-
fer much more detail and place greater attention on the
shot itself, both in viewing time and in the viewing space
(inside the shot).

The factor involving the spectacular aspect of the
shots analysed is an element that must be taken into
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Figure 1. GSR peaks of the stimuli. Source: Euronews (2018).
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account in order to fully understand the objective of
this research. The use of drones necessarily requires
open spaces to be able to comply with all of the reg-
ulatory restrictions their use implies. Therefore, not all
topics—in this case news—can be addressed with shots
made with drones. The variables of attention and emo-
tion are altered to some extent by this regulatory situ-
ation. This fact, together with the extensive visual cul-
ture of the spectators, especially the youngest, among
whom are included the subjects used for this study, di-
rectly influences and determines the spectacular aspect
factor that seems to be mandatory when dealing with
certain subjects.

The function of the producer or journalist, who se-
lects the images used to visually describe a news item,
as was the case herein, is to select a point of view on
which to build the narrative. The position of the camera
is the focal point from which the viewer contemplates a
scene. Therefore, in the shots taken with the camera, it
is natural for the area of interest to be focused on those
elements within the shot that stand out, either because
of their luminosity or their movement. It is important to
note that the human eye is especially sensitive to bright-
ness (not so much to colour) as well as internal move-
ment within its field of vision. In fact, this is the founda-
tion on which the entire digital coding of the MPEG sys-
tem for television has been built: First, the brightness is
analysed, after which only those elements that change
within a structured pattern of pixel grids are examined.

The use of drones implies a new point of view, which
in the end is something that cannot possibly occur in a
natural way for the spectator. It is not possible for a hu-
man being to contemplate for him or herself the visual
space as shown by a drone. In addition, this means that
the capacity for discovery is implied in the shot itself. The
spectator explores this new reality and tries to discover
the main essence of all the elements that make up the
shot. Therefore, the range of AOI is more horizontal and
includes a larger area of exploration, altering both atten-
tion and emotion at the same time and at the same levels.
The use of drones broadens and helps to rediscover the
patterns on which the perception of reality that the hu-
man brain created from more or less standardized points
of view had been built. In this case, we see the mountain
and the activity described in the shots as a pattern or
image already established in our brain, though with dif-
ferent actors. The recording made by drones is new to
the visual imaginary on which reality has been built, and
thereby forces the audience to explore it to a greater ex-
tent and with a higher degree of attention, while at the
same time altering it emotionally on nearly identical lev-
els, according to the data obtained.

Drones alter the point of view and add new perspec-
tives on which the reality proceeding from the images is
built. The data reflected in the AOI show the influence of
this new perspective. Although the recording technology
is similar to that of conventional cameras, the quality of
the images obtained influences their perception. Higher

resolution cameras, which can attain a greater level of
detail in the captured image, allow a higher level of ex-
ploration of all parts of the image. Therefore, drone cam-
eras have high definition technology to support this new
area of visual exploration regarding the resolution de-
tail of the image. As such, it is clear that as the level of
resolution increases, the ability to influence attention is
greater, and consequently, emotional levels as well, if we
consider the data obtained in this research.

These results confirm the fact that the incorpora-
tion of technology in the audiovisual production of news
has already taken place (Marcos-Recio, Edo-Bolds, &
Parra-Valcarce, 2018), and provides alternative views of
events that raise the public’s awareness (Sacco, Gorin, &
Schiau, 2018), due to the fact that they have a narrative
experience that improves understanding and empathy
toward the key players in the news (Ruiz-Collantes, 2008).
In addition, all of these issues improve the dissemina-
tion of content thanks to the virality of social networks
(Sundar, Kang, & Oprean, 2017). Moreover, the idea that
filming with drones provides images for the context of
the news rather than for informational content has also
been reinforced (Adams, 2019), as well as the impor-
tance of using wider visual fields (Cummings & Bailenson,
2016), and the fact that drones are able to capture visu-
ally appealing images of destinations that generate atten-
tion (Stankov, Kennell, Morrison, & Vujicic, 2019).

In spite of this situation, drones are not included
as emerging technologies in journalism or communica-
tion degrees in Spanish Universities, despite the fact
that big data, photography/360° video, cloud comput-
ing, augmented/virtual reality, the ‘Internet of Things,
artificial intelligence, and connected television are al-
ready present, although the sum of these represents
only 14.04% of the total number of technology subjects
(Sierra-Sanchez, Liberal-Ormaechea, & Mafas-Viniegra,
2020). However, universities in the USA are beginning to
create specific courses on drones (Chapa, 2013).

5. Conclusions

Emotional journalism transforms facts into experiences
with the support of audiovisual technology, narratives,
and the conversion of news into news stories. Drones
can be an element that brings new points of view to this
emotional journalism. The digitisation of the image has
modified the narrative structure by allowing the message
to be cloned, and with it, the viral use of such messages
according to specific interests. The overall aim is to in-
fluence the attention, and above all the emotion, of the
message’s receiver.

Digitisation has also ushered in a new way of ap-
proaching recorded reality thanks to greater definition
of inner detail. Moreover, this new achievement influ-
ences emotion and attention as it allows us to rediscover
a filmed object from a more comprehensive perspective.
The appearance of drones adds another important factor
to the way in which reality is re-recorded: points of view
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that are impossible for human beings. Furthermore, this
is the place where we must set new standards of filming
that will help to optimize the use of drones as a tool at
the service of the visual narrative.

Either due to the characteristics of the area filmed
and/or the events recorded, or considering both vari-
ables at once, if one contemplates open spaces and the
spectacular nature of the filming, these factors should
serve as a basis for choosing this tool in order to ex-
plore new ways of creating emotion and attention in
the spectator.

In the specific case analysed in this research, the
premise of the spectacular aspect of the area filmed has
been achieved, as a foundation from which to stimulate
the viewer’s attention and emotion. The data verify their
correlation and usefulness in reinforcing the levels of vi-
sual exploration of the image shown.

Scenes recorded with a drone activate emotion more
intensely than they activate attention (RQ 1), and they
provide more spectacular panoramic images when it
comes to natural landscapes (RQ 2), which may explain
why attention is more distributed in the horizontal shot
and not focalised, as in the natural landscapes recorded
using a static shot with a camera on a tripod (RQ 3).

These results can be used to help understand the su-
periority of implementing a tool such as a drone to ‘hook’
the viewer on the image shown. The massive number
of images emitted and visualized in the digital society
through all kinds of platforms and social networks is re-
sulting in lower levels of interest, as well as less motiva-
tion to delve deeper into the comprehension and stimu-
lation of such images by the public. The use of drones al-
lows for the exploration of new kinds of loyalty to the im-
age based on quality and new points of view. In order to
achieve these objectives to a high degree of excellence,
it is necessary to specify appropriate training that would
allow for an examination of all of these new channels.

5.1. Management Implications

The implications for management would be to increase
the use of drone footage in news stories that require the
viewing of large areas, or those that are difficult to ac-
cess on foot, in order to better understand the scope of
the news as well as to offer a type of immersion in the
place where news is occurring. From the point of view of
universities, they should include subjects that apply the
technology and narratives of drones to the curricula of
journalism as well as audiovisual communication and ad-
vertising, in order for students to obtain the necessary
professional skills.

5.2. Limitations and Future Lines of Research

One of the main shortcomings of this research is the non-
representativeness of the sample. Even though the size
is adequate for a neuromarketing study, it is limited to
Spanish university students. In addition, the lack of fund-

ing for this research has prevented the author from hav-
ing access to AFFDEX analysis of facial expression of emo-
tions, which has been replaced by recording the emo-
tional intensity and conscious reporting of the types of
emotions experienced by the participants. The difficulty
of simulating a real environment in a neuromarketing
laboratory should also be noted (Mileti, Guido, & Prete,
2016). However, this issue offers the advantage of delv-
ing deeper into causes by combining them with qualita-
tive research (Berns, Capra, Moore, & Noussair, 2010).
As a result, future lines of research should involve car-
rying out cross-cultural investigation to establish socio-
cultural differences between diverse geographical areas
(Alsaleh, Elliott, Fu, & Thakur, 2019), analysis of facial
coding when funding is obtained, comparison with other
scenes recorded using drones, such as images of disas-
ters, as well as the development of tailored storytelling
for content based on aerial images of drones, according
to whether their use would be for journalistic, audiovi-
sual or advertising-related purposes.
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1. Introduction

Drones are playing an increasingly central role in the de-
velopment of immersive news content production, includ-
ing in the development of augmented reality, virtual real-
ity and mixed reality (which is essentially a fusion of aug-
mented reality and virtual reality) applications in news
content. This essay examines four sets of important impli-
cations for immersive news content and its production.

As drones have evolved from analog to digital plat-
forms, their use in journalism has grown slowly but sig-
nificantly (Chamberlain, 2017; Chapa, 2013; Goldberg,
Corcoran, & Picard, 2013). In their earliest applications,
drones were used much as helicopters had been used in
newsgathering to obtain aerial perspectives (Pool, 2012).
Aerial perspectives are valuable to news users because it
can give a new vantage point that allows them to see the
bigger picture, patterns not visible from the ground, and
even facilitate a sense of wonder, a capacity further en-
hanced by immersive experiences such as virtual reality
or augmented reality.

Notably, drones offered news organizations and in-
dividual journalists a much cheaper and safer alterna-
tive means to capture aerial perspectives. Guided and
shaped by ethical concerns regarding privacy and safety
as well as regulatory provisions, drone usage has grown
gradually in journalism around the globe (Tremayne &
Clark, 2014). Falling prices and increasing affordability
have fueled this growth, as well, although costs for pro-
duction of augmented reality, virtual reality and mixed
reality have been relatively high. We should acknowl-
edge the parallel use of the drone technology in various
other contexts such as in sports, in military, crowd con-
trol by police (e.g., during the COVID-19 crisis, law en-
forcement has begun using surveillance drone technol-
ogy to enforce social distancing regulations) and this can
increasingly infringe upon personal freedom, even if it is
done for journalistic purposes.

Because of their increasingly miniature and high-
performance capacity, including improved battery per-
formance and portability, drones have enabled creative
and expanded aerial video and photography capabilities
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including capturing news content indoors, as well as in
various novel situations such as for documentary produc-
tion for extreme sports, pointing toward augmented re-
ality, virtual reality and other immersive applications as
well. Underwater drones have also been developed and
utilized in newsgathering. Likewise, terrestrial ‘drones,’
or remotely operated or autonomous land-based robots
equipped with cameras and other sensors have been
developed for a variety of applications such as to de-
scend into narrow caves or other environments unsafe
or otherwise inaccessible for humans including reporters
(Coxworth, 2019).

The advent of experiential news (Pavlik, 2019a) has
introduced a new set of opportunities for the utiliza-
tion of drones in journalism. Advances in drone technol-
ogy as well as in the development of and integration
of advanced cameras and various sensors, from night
vision to depth or 3D measurement, have enabled at
least four arenas for the use of drones in the produc-
tion of experiential news (Pavlik, 2019b; Peters, 2015).
Experiential news utilizes experiential media forms that
feature six qualities: interaction, immersion (both audio
and video envelopment as well as psychological immer-
sion), multi-sensory content, algorithms and data driven
content, first-person perspective, and natural user inter-
face design (e.g., voice or gesture control). Experiential
media include augmented reality, virtual reality, mixed
reality, which blends these two, and other forms of me-
dia that collectively are sometimes referred to as ex-
tended reality, as advanced ultra-high definition video
systems (e.g., 8K, 240 frames per second, high dynamic
range). The journalism industry often refers collectively
to these formats as immersive news, but although this is
an important quality of the content, it is really only one
of a half dozen.

2. Four Implications of Drones for Augmented Reality,
Mixed Reality and Virtual Reality Journalism

Drones present at least four sets of opportunities or im-
plications for the development of news content utilizing
experiential media, including augmented reality, virtual
reality and mixed reality in journalism.

2.1. First-Person Perspective

First is by using 360-degree cameras, drones can pro-
vide the capacity for aerial content (or data) for first-
person perspective flight-based immersive journalism ex-
periences. Aerial perspectives are of particular relevance
in this arena because they can enable the news con-
sumer to obtain unique vantage points on news events.
Examples from recent news reporting utilizing drones to
capture 360-degree or omnidirectional video can help il-
lustrate the importance of the technology. Multiple news
operations have used drones equipped with 360-degree
cameras to obtain omnidirectional, aerial vantage points
for reports about the evolving character of urban en-

vironments (6abc, 2019) to refugee movements (Estrin,
2016). Drones that utilize 3D panoramic video or photo-
graphic capture can also further support the possibility
of more immersive news content.

Climate change and other environmental stories can
also benefit from the use of drones in the production of
immersive content (Dorroh, 2015). Haner (“Taking visual
journalism into the sky,” 2018) states:

The first drone images | made were on a trip to
Greenland’s ice sheet, where | captured images of a
meltwater river flowing across the top of the ice. In
Llapallapani, Bolivia, | used a drone to show that the
second-largest lake in Bolivia had dried up, leaving
boats stranded in the sand and a fishing community
having to reinvent itself. More recently, | was able to
get an aerial angle of the giant moai statues on Easter
Island showing their proximity to an eroding coastline,
which would not have been possible any other way.

Illustrating the potential for immersive aerial drone
video journalism is a 2015 report produced by The New
York Times, which used a 360-degree video captured
from inside three different refugee camps (Lba, 2015).
Viewed via a Google cardboard head-mounted display,
the report enabled the user to gain a compelling sense
of the life of a displaced person. In one case, the virtual
reality camera rig was positioned on the handlebars of
a child’s bicycle and the omnidirectional video was cap-
tured as the child rode about the camp. The user could
virtually ride along and look in any direction, hearing the
child’s voice and other sounds of the refugee camp. By
extension, a drone could capture similar omnidirectional
and potentially 3D imagery if equipped with the required
imaging technology in a wide spectrum of stories, from
empty city streets during the COVID-19 crisis to surveying
the devastation of brush fires in California (Owen, Pitt,
Aronson-Rath, & Milward, 2015).

Drones operating in other environments such as un-
derwater or on land extend this capacity further. The
BBC employed a robotic drone designed to look like a
tuna to capture under water video of a dolphin mega-
pod swimming near Costa Rica (Lopez, 2014). The combi-
nation of robotics and underwater drones in fact has po-
tentially wide spread application in journalism, especially
immersive forms, so to speak. lllustrative are the grow-
ing number of long-lost shipwrecks around the world
have been discovered in recent years and months via
robotically controlled underwater drones. In one case,
a drone using sonar discovered the WWII aircraft car-
rier USS Hornet lost during the battle of Santa Cruz in
October 1943. The drone located the ship more than five
kilometers below the surface of the South Pacific Ocean,
not far from the Solomon Islands (Fingas, 2019). Video
and photos of the wreck have been used in news report-
ing about the discovery, and future drone expeditions
that utilize 360-degree video or 3D image capture could
facilitate more immersive news reporting (Fingas, 2019).
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It is especially worth noting the highly skilled au-
tonomous flight capacity of robotic drones (D’Andrea,
2013). Such drones can operate in a wide range of indoor
or outdoor environments without direct human opera-
tion, although continuous observation is essential for se-
curity reasons, as well as safety. Yet, such robotic drones
can fly into potentially dangerous situations where a hu-
man journalist or pilot could not. Such was the case in a
report about an erupting volcano in Iceland. Two drones
flew in; one was destroyed. The other suffered serious
damage from the extreme heat, including the melting
of the camera, but not until after it had obtained rare
and remarkable video and the memory stick survived
(Rose, 2014).

It is important to note that not all drone video or
image capture will necessarily support the creation of
immersive or experiential news content. Drone flights
equipped with standard field-of-view 2D cameras can
capture important scale, context and perspective to a
landscape. Yet, such cameras do not enable the gener-
ation of imagery or video that can surround or immerse
the viewer (unless there are multiple cameras obtaining
multiple video streams that are subsequently stitched
together, such as via the Google Jump virtual reality
rig, which has been used by news organizations such as
The New York Times). Moreover, standard video cameras
do not allow for interactivity between the viewer and
the environment beyond family video control functions
(e.g., pause, rewind, fast forward). Drones equipped
with 3D, 360-degree camera systems could enable more
user interactivity.

2.2. Geo-Tagged Audio and Video

The second implication of drones for immersive news is
to provide geo-tagged audio and video for flight-based
(or terrestrial or underwater) immersive news content
(Pavlik, 2014). This capacity enables the generation of
immersive content experienced in a geo-located con-
text. To date, there are few industry examples to draw
upon as illustration of the potential of geo-located drone-
generated reporting. But one limited example suggests
the possibilities. Some drones, including those of the
leading provider from China, DJI, has introduced a plat-
form for full motion video geotagging capabilities, includ-
ing longitude, latitude and altitude (Remotegeo, 2019).
This technology enables journalists (or anyone else) to
create map-based immersive video playback that can
precisely overlay visually the location of the aerial video
onto terrestrial locations, enabling the viewer to see and
understand the mapping location. This can be especially
important in providing before-and-after video imagery,
such as in a story about climate change, a report about
a natural disaster (e.g., a wildfire, earthquake, tsunami,
etc.), a refugee camp or migration patterns, civil unrest
or protests, or other scenes where visualizing change
over time is a critical part of the narrative (Corcoran,
2015; Hauser, 2013; Visser, 2016; Wilson, 2014).

News media have already started producing geo-
tagged content, though distributing such material cap-
tured via drone has yet to emerge. In early 2020,
National Geographic produced an interactive, immer-
sive augmented reality news experience for Earth
Day 28 April, and distributed via Instagram (National
Geographic, 2020). Users interact with a 3D visualization
depicting what Earth will be like in 2070 given patterns
in climate change and carbon emissions. Such an im-
mersive narrative developed using 3D geo-tagged drone
video or photographs could give users an additional layer
of understanding of a critically important story.

2.3. Volumetric 360-Degree Video and 3D Audio

The third implication of drones for immersive news
is the capacity for both volumetric and 360-degree
video and 3D audio capture (as well as other 3D data).
Volumetric capture incorporates 3D data and when com-
bined with high-resolution imagery enables ‘photogram-
metry’ capabilities (i.e., maximum accuracy) for ultra-
virtual presence in news experiences (Keyser, Chryssos,
& Buchleitner, 2019a). Photogrammetry is a map-making
technology that uses photography and was invented in
1851 by French inventor Aimé Laussedat, although it
has been advanced significantly in the digital age and
in applications via drones especially for terrestrial sur-
veying (Britannica, 2019). Although photogrammetry in
general can be generated using a smartphone (Keyser
et al., 2019b), producing it via drones in particular re-
quires special technology. One approach is to develop a
“custom-built hexacopter to capture smooth 360-degree
aerial video content for news organizations and film pro-
ductions using a custom gimbal (for stabilization) com-
missioned for this solution” (King, 2018). Capturing bin-
aural 3D audio is also a potentially valuable capability via
drone (Tépper, 2019). Binaural refers to audio for both
ears, and to capture such audio in 3D forms requires mul-
tiple microphones positioned to capture depth informa-
tion and precise sound source location. Although this ap-
proach has not yet been employed in drone journalism,
it could prove important to immersive drone news for an
authentic user experience.

Another approach to generating photogrammetry in-
volves Light Detection and Ranging (LiDAR), or laser scan-
ners (using time of flight, triangulation or interferom-
etry), to scan an area and return x, y, and z 3D coor-
dinates for multiple points on an object or in an area.
Photographs and video enabled by photogrammetry can
define the edges of buildings and thereby allow jour-
nalists to generate precise 3D models or renderings of
news environments (Grut, 2019). Capturing and produc-
ing photogrammetry via drones requires Light Detection
and Ranging or other sensor technology that is relatively
small in size, and is increasingly available at low cost,
even for use in smartphones.

Paris-based Parrot has also developed drone video
acquisition systems that generate photogrammetry-
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designed content. In particular, the company employs
Pix4D visualization tools to acquire video with precise
time-stamped 3D coordinates (Parrot, 2016). Others
have as well (Paladrone, 2016). Pix4D is a Swiss com-
pany whose system uses a combination of computer
vision algorithms and photogrammetry to transform
digital single-lens reflex, Red-Green-Blue, thermal and
multispectral images into 3D models and 3D maps
(Pix4D, 2019).

Drone-produced photogrammetry enables the pro-
duction of experiential media news content with six de-
grees of freedom, vital for fully immersive augmented re-
ality/virtual reality/mixed reality news content (e.g., be-
yond simple 360-degree video). These six degrees of free-
dom include rotational (i.e., enabling the user to look in
any direction, as in 360-degree video) and translational
(i.e., enabling the user to move in any direction, which is
especially relevant for virtual flight). Combined, these six
degrees of freedom can generate a user news experience
with a heightened sense of presence and authenticity in
the news venue. Cadoux (2019) argues that creating spa-
tial content will be transformative to journalism:

The most significant divergence from traditional me-
dia is the introduction of user-directed spatial dynam-
ics, adding a new level of presence to readers. This
will bring the concept of ‘spatial journalism’ to the
forefront of the industry....Instead, it may use 3D im-
agery to immerse you, putting you in the cinematog-
rapher’s shoes. Imagine walking through a war zone,
flying over 3D terrain maps, analyzing interactive data
sets, standing next to Mick Jagger on stage, or bump-
ing in a rover on Mars.

Drones using photogrammetry technology will be instru-
mental in the production of such news content.

A particular benefit of drone production for aug-
mented reality/virtual reality/mixed reality news con-
tent is the utilization of improved efficiencies in au-
tomated, algorithm enabled data capture and post-
production. Such drone-based augmented reality/virtual
reality/mixed reality production has widespread applica-
tion to news content topics from climate change to natu-
ral disasters to conflict zones and refugee situations.

Another important benefit of volumetric drone video
3D capture especially via photogrammetry is improved
accuracy. Accuracy in reporting long has been a key di-
mension of quality journalism. Accuracy establishes the
basis for public trust in the facts as reported. By captur-
ing high-resolution 360-degree photographs and video
encoded with precise 3D data, immersive drone report-
ing can generate news content that offers the public facts
that can be trusted and relied upon to understand the
truth in journalism and the content it provides.

A revealing illustration of the potential of improved
accuracy through 3D data captured from above ground,
including via satellite, is improved reporting on stories
about the melting of glaciers in the Himalayas (Qiu,

2012). Measuring precisely how quickly the glaciers are
melting has proven difficult, but a series of studies of the
melting Himalayan glaciers has measured their surface
elevations with a laser altimeter to improve accuracy. “It
was designed for smooth topography of the polar regions
and cannot be readily used to map rough terrains such as
the Himalayas,” says Andreas Kdab (Qiu, 2012), a remote-
sensing authority at the University of Oslo in Norway.
The researchers corrected the data using elevation mea-
surements from the Shuttle Radar Topography Mission.
Similar data collected via drone today could enable im-
proved accuracy in both scientific inquiry as well as in
news reporting about the rate of glacial melt, a key conse-
quence of climate change and a matter often contested
for political reasons. Providing more accurate, reliable
data via drone for immersive news content would offer
the public journalism it could better trust. The value of
data-driven virtual reality content can enhance its credi-
bility in the same manner that data-based facts in other
realms of news content can increase its reliability.

Among the potential benefits is the potential for cre-
ating haptic journalism (Pavlik & Feiner, 2018). Pavlik and
Feiner (2018, p. 1) state: “Haptic interfaces present an
opportunity to create a new form of storytelling in jour-
nalism. These interfaces communicate through haptics—
the bodily sensations of touch, pressure, vibration, tem-
perature, pain, and proprioception.” Pavlik and Feiner
(2018, p. 2) outline the potential relevance of haptics to
news content:

Applying haptic interaction to create haptic journal-
ism could aid news consumers in understanding a
variety of stories, from science to the environment,
allowing them to feel the data. We propose to ex-
plore haptic journalism by creating haptic interfaces
for data visualizations, or data maps, based on U.S.
Census data. An important benefit of haptic journal-
ism is that it can provide a means to enable visually
impaired users to experience and interact with these
(haptic) visualizations.

Volumetric drone news content enables the potential to
offer news users the capability to explore and experience
aerial immersive news through a haptic interface, such as
a data glove. Such an interface could be useful for the vi-
sually impaired, but also for news consumers in general
as an additional sensory dimension of news engagement.
It might allow users to virtually feel the density of particu-
late matter in the atmosphere as it varies by time or place.

Research shows that engagement in virtual environ-
ments, particularly those that utilize haptic or other mul-
tisensory interfaces, can increase the user’s sense of
presence in the story, empathy with individuals in the
news, and concern about or understanding of a wide
range of issues from deforestation to melting glaciers
(Rogers, 2019). Utilizing haptic content interfaces gener-
ated from 3D drone volumetric capture could prove ef-
fective in increasing public empathy for and understand-
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ing of vital issues such as climate change. Such outcomes
are key in enabling the user to become more than simply
a news consumer; and instead become a virtual partici-
pant in the news or a virtual witness to news events.

Illustrating the potential of this drone-generated vol-
umetric content is Time's immersive Amazon rainfor-
est experiential report from 2019 (“Inside the Amazon,”
2019). The augmented reality experience was generated
using a variety of newsgathering technologies. Among
them were “drone photography and 3-D photogramme-
try of some of the most remote, difficult-to-reach and
threatened locations that takes readers deep into the dis-
appearing Amazon in a way never seen before (“Inside
the Amazon,” 2019). The immersive journey:

Follows a team of journalists Time sent deep into the
Amazon. There, they met the indigenous people fight-
ing illegal logging, the loggers cutting paths into the
jungle, and the frontiersmen and women making an
illicit living from the land. Guided by renowned prima-
tologist and environmentalist Jane Goodall, you’ll ex-
plore tribal villages, inspect lumberyards and see for
yourself how the Amazon is under threat. (“Inside the
Amazon,” 2019)

By using drones to capture 3D high-resolution imagery,
the report enables users to observe and explore the char-
acter and destruction of the Amazon from a perspec-
tive that can provide greater contextualization. Research
shows that virtual reality content that enables the user
to experience phenomena from alternative perspectives
can build long-term empathy (Herrera, Bailenson, Weisz,
Ogle, & Zaki, 2018).

Immersive, drone-produced stories might feature
news experiences in which the user can engage in vir-
tual flight, as has been done in some documentary
productions and other non-fiction immersive experi-
ences (Hynes, 2015). One notable example is an im-
mersive virtual flight production created for visitors to
the Space Needle in Seattle (Tracy, 2015). Using drones
equipped with 360-degree, depth-sensing cameras, the
Space Needle Visitor Center has designed an immersive
experience for visitors who don a virtual reality headset
(Space Needle Visitor Center, 2019). Once wearing the
headset, visitors can fly virtually around the exterior of
the Space Needle at 605 feet above the street to obtain
the view of the tourist attraction from the vantage point
of the so-called Halo Walk, normally off limits to visitors.

It should be noted that for users to fully experience
immersive drone video journalism requires the user to
don a head-worn display (e.g., a virtual reality headset
such as the Oculus Quest; Community Content, 2020).
Likewise, to fully experience augmented-reality gener-
ated drone news content requires the user to access that
augmented reality via a digital device such as a smart
phone or an augmented reality-headset.

Arecent report from Quartz illustrates even more ad-
vanced immersive, drone-generated capabilities. Titled

The 2050 Project, Quartz (Johnson, 2019; “The 2050
project,” 2019) utilized advanced drone technology to
capture a wide spectrum of 3D data about cities. As the
report states, “by 2050, two-thirds of the world’s popu-
lation will live in cities. We explore creative solutions to
the challenges of urban living” (Johnson, 2019). They do
this by using advanced drone and other technologies for
volumetric news gathering, including photogrammetry,
in order to produce an augmented reality news package
(Johnson, 2019).

Johnson provides important context to explain how
and why Time employed these tools in its immer-
sive report:

To see the evolution of how we can use 3D imagery
and aspects of virtual reality in city planning, retail,
education, and journalism, look no further than aug-
mented reality (augmented reality). This technology
has been used in test cases in journalism, but never
has augmented reality been the backbone of a series
of stories and so deeply integrated into the editorial
process. (Johnson, 2019, p. 1)

Simply put, the goal of the report was to “use augmented
reality to better understand what cities will look like in
2050” (Johnson, 2019, p. 1). The authors explain they
chose to use augmented reality because of its advantage
in better illustrating context. Moreover, this was ampli-
fied by using aerial drone video. Combined, the tools en-
abled Quartz to “put our views into perspective and build
healthy discussions on complex issues” (Johnson, 2019).

Quartz combined the 3D data, video and pho-
tographs to generate models of buildings and other ob-
jects in the cities reported on. Through augmented re-
ality the report enabled users (i.e., news consumers ac-
cessing the content via their mobile app) to experience
on their phone (or other digital device) objects that:

Aren'’t just architectural renderings—they are photo-
realistic models. They show how a building fits in liv-
ing with the environment around it, how people are
using it. They offer a snapshot in time that reflects the
role of a particular place in its community, and how
that place evolves. (Johnson, 2019)

This is essential context. Quartz adds that “The models
inform the future, too—you can begin to build your own
understanding of why community-driven solutions help
lift cities into becoming healthier and more prosperous
for the people who live there” (Johnson, 2019).

Quartz explains that they created the augmented
reality models using photogrammetry. This required a
multi-stage process:

First, we captured hundred of images of the build-
ing, shot from the ground and by drones. Then,
AutoDesk Recap Photo, (the photogrammetry soft-
ware we used), looked at every pixel in each photo
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and compared them across all of the photographs to
measure distance. It then built hundreds of thousands
of triangles that are made up of these measurements
and built a 3D model. It then took the pictures to over-
lay a skin or texture onto the 3D model, which gives
you the final product. (Johnson, 2019)

Others have similarly examined the role of 3D generated
drone video and photography in immersive news content
(Ntalakas, Dimoulas, Kalliris, & Veglis, 2017, p. 194). They
explain: “Refinement is possible through motion analy-
sis and image-matching (i.e., near-duplicate detection and
other similar techniques), while GPS and time-related in-
formation can be further utilized along with user-provided
metadata.” The consequences of such drone-generated
3D news content may be far reaching, including in lead-
ing to alternative audience perceptions of news subject
matter. Ntalakas et al. (2017, p. 194), explain:

In general, different users will focus on the part
of the story they find interesting (in any context),
so practically they capture different parts and/or
views of the same event (Dimoulas & Symeonidis,
2015). This plurality of streams offers the wanted
multiple viewpoints, which can be combined and
enhanced, augmenting audience interaction and
engagement through immersive storytelling expe-
riences (i.e., multi-view selection, augmented re-
ality projection, location and language adaptation,
channel—and terminal-oriented playback, 3D repro-
duction, panoramic and time-lapse virtual naviga-
tion, etc.). Specifically, in the newsgathering case, re-
porters (professional journalists and/or UGC-users)
impose their own subjective point of view, either un-
intentionally or purposely (this is usually reflected on
the involved audiovisual captures, but also on the tex-
tual comments and reportages).

2.4. Generate Novel Content Types

The fourth implication of drones for immersive news is to
generate novel content types or content based on data
acquired from a broad range of sensors including 3D pho-
togrammetry as well as electromagnetic spectrum data
beyond the standard visible light captured via video cam-
eras. These may be a central generator of unique expe-
riential media content beyond visual flight-based news
content. This approach is one that highlights innovation
in the news production process, and therefore requires
a certain amount of risk-taking and boldness of vision, as
there is always the risk of failure with any new initiative.
As a new tool for reporting, drones offer new capacities
for storytelling in the immersive realm. As Harvard and
Lindblom (2019, p. 11) have stated, “Journalism continu-
ally adds new tools for storytelling.” The key is doing so ef-
fectively and maintaining the news values that make jour-
nalism essential to society: “The negotiation regarding
how to integrate such tools in relation to existing norms,

values and practices often reveal underlying, sometimes
unspoken, professional identities” (Harvard & Lindblom,
2019, p. 11).

Experiential media are immersive but feature sev-
eral additional capacities for journalism content includ-
ing interactivity, multi-sensory engagement, and natu-
ral user interface design (e.g., user control by gaze ap-
proximation or voice). Drone captured content is cen-
tral. Combined, the features of experiential media ulti-
mately give the news user the capacity to virtually ex-
perience news events and issues as if present as a par-
ticipant or eyewitness in flight or other drone-generated
contexts. Natural user interface enables the user to have
an intuitive level of control over their navigation through
the content experience or news story. Research indicates
such immersion can enhance user engagement, sense
of presence, empathy and understanding of the news.
Foer (2011) has outlined how spatial understanding fun-
damentally shapes human memory. Spatial content is a
basic characteristic of volumetric news content.

Among these capabilities is the enabling of multi-
ple users to simultaneously experience immersive drone
video or other types of data (e.g., visualizations gener-
ated from atmospheric data such as particulate matter
measuring air pollution or smoke from fires) either in
real-time or from a recorded news experience. Key to this
is the development of 5G wireless services, which will en-
able broadband (high-speed Internet) across urban areas
and beyond as well as immersive drone reporting in real-
time or near real-time (i.e., low latency) situations such
as during breaking news (Horwitz, 2019).

One drone system developed for this purpose has
been tested at the Technological University of Crete,
Greece (Libelium, 2019):

Drones equipped with compact sensors can provide
data at nearly any point in a 3D axis. This inter-
esting characteristic favors the reduction of sensor
nodes used in every smart cities or smart environ-
ment project, diminishing the total cost of the so-
lution. Additionally, permits the user to obtain local
data for production monitoring, problem detection
and local climate control.

Among the measures that can be captured in 3D format
are air temperature, atmospheric pressure, humidity,
carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, sulfur dioxide, ozone,
nitrogen dioxide, and ammonia. Journalism could em-
ploy such data captured via drone to provide immersive
news offerings an entirely new perspective on cities and
other locations around the world (i.e., enabling users to
see or otherwise experience phenomena not visible to
the human eye). Tracking over time could enable greatly
expanded understanding the context to that 3D drone-
based reporting.

A somewhat theoretical example here might effec-
tively illustrate the potential use of drones in this regard.
In particular, equipping drones with sensors that could
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capture haptic data (e.g., tactile data, perhaps from sur-
faces observed) would enable the creation of news nar-
ratives that offer the user a more tangible news experi-
ence. The Oculus Quest has emerged as a popular, un-
tethered virtual reality platform with haptic, handheld
controllers. Designing news experiences that not only en-
able the user to enter an enveloping news experience vi-
sually and aurally, but also with haptic engagement could
heighten the realism of those stories.

Fueling all four of these applications of drone tech-
nology for immersive journalism is the rise of cloud com-
puting and its utilization in providing sufficient band-
width and distributed Al data processing to enable live
and broadband capabilities, a key factor in volumet-
ric, photogrammetry in drone journalism (Dimoulas &
Symeonidis, 2015; Dimoulas, Veglis, & Kalliris, 2014).

It is worth noting that many of the technologies
needed to generate the immersive drone content de-
scribed in this article are as of this writing expensive and
complex to use. Small newspapers and television stations
may find these capabilities out of reach as of now, un-
less they collaborate with larger news organizations or
technology partners. For the most part, it is only major
national and international companies such as The New
York Times, Time and National Geographic who can af-
ford the requisite drone technology, personnel and pro-
duction tools. Yet, if past is prologue, it is likely the cost
and technical complexity of the needed tools are likely
to decline in coming months and years, and the quality
is likely to improve, and these developments will make
drone-produced immersive journalism more accessible
to local TV stations and other local news media (Carey &
Elton, 2010).

3. Concluding Reflections

This essay has outlined four sets of implications regarding
the use of drones in creating augmented reality, virtual
reality and mixed reality journalism. These are: 1) provid-
ing aerial perspective for first-person perspective flight-
based immersive journalism experiences; 2) providing
geo-tagged audio and video for flight-based immersive
news content; 3) providing the capacity for both volu-
metric and 360-degree video capture; and 4) generating
novel content types or content based on data acquired
from a broad range of sensors beyond the standard visi-
ble light captured via video cameras; these may be a cen-
tral generator of unique experiential media content be-
yond visual flight-based news content.

It is critical to note that although these implications
bring a variety of potential benefits to news content,
including more engaging and more accurate reporting,
there are possible adverse consequences as well. Among
these adverse implications are the possible accidental
or intentional misuse of drones to create immersive
news content that is compelling, apparently real, but
a new class of deep fakes from an aerial perspective
(Pavlik, 2019b).

Moreover, it is imperative that journalists and news
media employing drones in the production of immer-
sive news adhere to the highest ethical standards in or-
der to maximize public trust (Culver, 2014; Jarvis, 2014;
Tompkins, 2017). Developing clear industry guidelines
for the ethical use of drones in producing immersive
journalism is a key next step (Waite & Kreimer, 2017).
Keyser et al. (2019a), identify four ethics-related ques-
tions journalists using photogrammetry and 3D model-
ing should ask, including for drone production. These are:
1) whether the entire story will be told using photogram-
metry; 2) whether the story is about exploration or dis-
covery; 3) will the “model have visual/visceral impact
while it is motionless” (p. 1); and 4) will the reporter (or
drone operator) have “control to get your location and
subject to remain motionless long enough to capture ev-
ery image you need to reconstruct the model?” (p. 1). Per
question four, this may not be a problem for objects such
as buildings, but for subjects more animated (e.g., peo-
ple, animals, etc.), it may be a significant challenge.

Future research should explore several important re-
search questions regarding the use of drones in generat-
ing immersive news content. First, research should exam-
ine the impact of drone-generated immersive news con-
tent experienced either from aerial or underwater per-
spective on user empathy and other effects. Although
existing research suggests such immersive experiences
can shape user affect and understanding, it is essen-
tial to assess such content experiences within a drone-
generated context. Second, drone-generated immersive
news should be studied for any unintended conse-
quences that flight (or underwater) based experiences
could produce. Finally, research should examine the po-
tential impact that the use of drones in producing im-
mersive news has on journalistic practice, including work-
load and possible ethical considerations. Especially be-
cause nonverbal data tracking is a significant part of
the virtual reality experience, designing such immersive
news content designed to protect user privacy is essen-
tial (Bailenson, 2018).
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