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Sustaining dialogue  
– A Södertörn case study on journalism departments

and the sustainable development goals

NINA SPRINGER & LIUDMILA VORONOVA 

“Clearly, Sweden has been able to brand itself as a sustainable forerunner” 
(Bradley, Hult, & Cars, 2013, p. 174). The Nordic country spearheads sus-
tainable urban planning and development or the crafting of sustainable 
lifestyles. Such actions lead to ecological and social systems that can survive 
and persist (Costanza & Patten, 1995, p. 193). Accordingly, sustainability 
entails “avoiding extinction and living to survive and reproduce” (ibid.). In 
academic contexts, survival and persistence depend on successful, reciprocal 
communication (i.e., maintained dialogues with peers and stakeholders 
through the written and spoken word). In the same way, a microcosmos such 
as a workplace requires sustainable action: constructive communication and 
interaction to create an ecosystem in which colleagues bloom and live up to 
their potential. 

Most often, it is the leading figures who set the tone. Södertörn’s journal-
ism department has enjoyed the great benefit that its full professor, Gunnar 
Nygren, not only serves as a leading figure in research and teaching but also 
as a ranger in a national park near his home. Hence, he is well-experienced 
in shepherding and fostering both people and conditions, which is greatly 
displayed by his pleasure in preserving traditions but also by his encourage-
ment of innovative thinking. Moreover, his heart beats for both the ‘close and 
the distant’ (Johansson & Nygren, 2019); despite his strong connection to his 
physical and academic home, he is greatly open to and interested in diverse 
places and spaces. 

The global discussion around social and environmental “sustainability” 
has never been more intense. An important signal was sent in 2015 by the 
United Nations General Assembly in formulating 17 Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs). Long before these goals had been introduced, they were 
already accounted for by academic research and teaching. We take this publi-
cation as an occasion to examine how SDGs are incorporated in a journalism 
department’s educational and scientific missions, as well as third-stream acti-
vities. Södertörn’s journalism department will serve as our case, and we will 
examine the department’s research and its BA and MA curricula – consisting 
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of practical and scientific components – since such programs are most com-
monly offered by journalism departments in general. (In addition, Södertörn 
offers courses for professionals and a one-year program for students with 
other academic backgrounds who wish to become journalists.) 

We examined the 17 SDGs and suggest – based on the applicability of their 
aims as outlined on the UN’s website – that academic research, teaching, and 
outreach in our field, first and foremost, contribute to the following seven 
goals: “Quality Education” (Goal 4), “Gender Equality” (Goal 5), “Reduced 
Inequalities” (Goal 10), “Sustainable Cities and Communities” (Goal 11), 
“Responsible Consumption and Production” (Goal 12), “Peace, Justice, and 
Strong Institutions” (Goal 16), as well as “Partnerships” (Goal 17). We sug-
gest seeing journalism departments in general, and Södertörn’s journalism 
department in particular, as dialogic spaces. In education studies, a dialogic 
space is defined as “the site for dialogue to occur at the level of self (internal 
dialogue) and at the level of connected ‘interthinking’” (Wood & Su, 2014, p. 
364). This promotes an idea of “exploring perceptions of meanings rather 
than proving ‘truths’” (ibid., p. 368). According to Wegerif (2013), dialogue 
should be not only a tool but also an aim of education, and research and 
outreach can be added to this. In the following, we will assess how the named 
SDGs are addressed in a “dialogue” between research and education, within 
research and within education, and between academia and (different stake-
holders in) the society. For a consistent narration, we will re-order some of 
the goals and, given high overlaps, merge “Quality Education” and “Respon-
sible Consumption and Production,” as well as “Gender Equality” and 
“Reduced Inequalities.” 

Quality education: empower responsible media  
consumers and content producers 

Higher education contributes globally to economic and social sustainability. 
The objectives of the Journalism Studies Division of the International Com-
munication Association (ICA), one of the biggest scientific associations in 
our field, state that members are “concerned with journalism theory, jour-
nalism research, and professional education in journalism” (ICA, n.d.). All 
three elements are mentioned in the very same sentence; thus, we infer an 
“eye-to-eye” dialogue between research and education, even though the latter 
(education) is most often informed by the first (theory and research). The 
relevance of teaching for journalism scholars is highlighted by specialized 
journals, such as Journalism & Mass Communication Educator.  
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Since journalism as a scientific discipline is a highly applied one (in contrast 
to many other areas in the humanities or social sciences), a dialogue between 
academia/researchers and the industry/practitioners is rather a rule than an 
exception. The mix of practical and scientific elements in Södertörn’s jour-
nalism education ideally provides students – future journalists, producers, 
managers, shapers of information flows, and communication experts – with a 
mindset that allows them to critically assess and use information, as well as to 
critically reflect upon (the impact of) their own products (e.g., Gardeström, 
2016, 2017). In times when trust in the media or journalistic amplification are 
critically discussed, these information and media literacy skills become more 
important than ever to sustain the relationship with audiences (e.g., Aare, 2016; 
Donovan & boyd, 2019; Ireton & Posetti, 2018; Tsfati & Ariely, 2014; Vraga, 
Tully, & Rojas, 2009). Another major challenge in “avoiding extinction” is the 
need to understand, envision, advance, and educate about innovation in jour-
nalism production, dissemination, and financing so that journalism will con-
tinue to sustain its democratic functions, as well as its strong ties with em-
powered and critically engaged audiences. Thus, it is most important that 
interdisciplinarily and creatively thinking journalism scholars, educators, and 
practitioners initiate and continue conversations (e.g., Meier & Schützeneder, 
2019 or the contributions in Nygren & Wadbring, 2019). Research at Södertörn 
engages intensively in this area (e.g., Al-Saqaf & Picha Edwardsson, 2019; 
Appelgren & Nygren, 2014; Grafström & Rehnberg, 2019; Linden, 2017; Picha 
Edwardsson, 2012; Volny, 2019). 

Sustainable cities and communities 
In the SDG terminology, journalism research, education, and practice should 
help to create “safe, inclusive and accessible, ... public spaces.”2 A research-
informed journalism curriculum should take into account and help students 
to learn about and critically assess the barriers to inclusive and accessible 
public spaces – or “public spheres” – that the media create. Journalism stu-
dents at Södertörn learn to reflect upon questions such as “How diverse is the 
journalistic workforce?” or “Whose voice is heard in public?” Answering 
these questions is necessary to understand the power- and diversity-related 
aspects of their own journalistic sourcing (e.g., Johansson & Nygren, 2019; 
Nygren, 2019a), as well as the non/inclusivity and in/accessibility of global 
news flows in general (Hafez, 2007; Waisbord, 2013). 

Ideally, journalism departments reflect and represent diversity, too – in 
personnel, research areas, and practical knowledge. By equipping students 
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with relevant knowledge, tools, and skills, these future communicators are 
enabled to foster and sustain public communication in their specific area, 
with their local, national, or global audiences. However, the information flow 
between educators and students is certainly not unidirectional. Students of 
Södertörn’s MA journalism program come from such diverse contexts 
(Ethiopia, Iran, Pakistan, Slovakia, Spain, and Syria, just to name a few), that 
conversations in the classroom allow all participants to learn about jour-
nalistic cultures and academic traditions generally understudied and under-
exposed (e.g., Ivanic, 1997; Kumashiro, 2002). Likewise, the diversity of staff 
members allows for a community of collegial lifelong learners.  

As part of their “third mission,” journalism education institutions ideally 
also engage in the media ecosystems of their local communities (Nygren, 
2016, 2019b). Research at Södertörn, for instance, investigates new ways for 
local newspapers to reach out to young adults (Lindholmen Science Park, 
n.d.). Hyperlocal journalism, community journalism, and citizen journalism 
are evolving areas in research and education (e.g., Lewis, Holton, & 
Coddington, 2014; Nygren, Leckner, & Tenor, 2017). No other form of jour-
nalism is so directly engaged in and necessarily sustaining a dialogue with the 
audience. Including members of local communities as “prosumers” into 
journalistic processes not only makes journalistic production and decision 
making more transparent but can also contribute to diversity in news 
reporting, especially when such initiatives target “exposed areas” in segre-
gated metropoles (e.g., Edwards, 2019). If journalists and audiences maintain 
communication, and journalistic practices become more transparent, this 
should add to audiences’ trust in the media and foster civic participation 
instead of political alienation (e.g., Chen, Curry, & Whipple, 2019; 
Livingstone & Markham, 2008). 

Reduced inequalities and gender equality 
The non/inclusivity and in/accessibility of global news flows, as well as a lack 
of focus on journalistic cultures and theoretical reasoning in non-Western 
contexts, are discussed from the perspective of inequalities, too. A trend of 
de-Westernization has been observed in research on journalism and media 
(Curran & Park, 1999; Hallin & Mancini, 2012; Hanitzsch & Donsbach, 2012; 
Kern-Stone & Mishra, 2019; Larssen, 2010; Nygren & Dobek-Ostrowska, 
2015; Zuiderveld, 2017). In parallel, there has been a vivid discussion about 
perspectives and voices heard in educational processes. For example, 
Kumashiro (2002) discusses how “antioppressive” pedagogy should be guid-
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ing teaching and learning techniques, especially in a class where students 
represent diverse “discoursal identities” (Ivanic, 1997). A teacher’s aim is to 
engage all students in the class, to create a space for discussing diverse media 
landscapes (e.g., by encouraging students to share examples from their own 
media cultures), and to demonstrate that it is not only Western media 
theories and methods that can be considered as the “right” or the only ones 
in the field (Lauridsen & Lillemose, 2015; Leask & Carroll, 2013). 

Yet, such an approach is not completely free of challenges. First, our per-
spectives and ideas on critical thinking still are, to a large extent, informed by 
Western values of democracy, freedom of the press, and power of the media. 
Other national discourses, if not available in Swedish or English language, 
can be hard to tap into. Moreover, undergraduate education most often 
remains in the confinements of national academic discourses and publica-
tions. Second, in the department’s MA program, students often come from 
disciplinary backgrounds other than journalism and media studies. They 
may import theories and methods from their fields (e.g., sociology, cultural 
studies, or anthropology) into their MA theses. While this often leads to 
original contributions, a transgression of disciplinary and language bound-
aries is not completely unproblematic, for instance, when supervisors and 
examiners are unfamiliar with certain (academic) cultures, subfields, con-
cepts, and their application in other disciplines.  

Reducing inequalities in teaching journalism can also be addressed 
through interactivity and cooperative learning techniques. Cooperative 
learning is ensured by the teachers’ attempts to relate students’ knowledge to 
their own experiences as media users and producers (Millis, 2010). Educa-
tional journalistic platforms, such as Södertörn’s Nytt i Flempan, allow 
students to try out different journalistic genres and roles. 

Reducing inequality concerns empowerment and the promotion of social, 
economic and political inclusion for all, “irrespective of age, sex, disability, 
race, ethnicity, origin, religion or economic or other status.”3 At Södertörn’s 
journalism department, these categories are addressed in lectures and work-
shops on intersectionality and media within BA and MA courses. It is 
important to note that, as Kumashiro (2002, p. 40) states, otherness can often 
come in unintentionally and through a “hidden curriculum.” Introducing 
feminist perspectives on research problems and concepts allows students to 
see the social reality discussed in class through a critical lens. Such an ap-
proach in teaching ensures that alumni possess the gender and intersec-
tionality awareness necessary for media producers and experts. 
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It is also important that similar conditions and equal power divisions are 
established for teachers and scholars regarding gender, age, and other factors, 
for instance, by safeguarding the freedom of research and teaching and 
ensuring equal access to resources (Yurchuk & Voronova, forthcoming).  

Good health and well-being 
One target of SDG goal 3, according to the UN, is to “[s]trengthen the capa-
city of all countries, in particular developing countries, for early warning, risk 
reduction and management of national and global health risks.”4 Transferred 
to a meso- and micro-level, this entails that (a) public institutions (such as 
journalism departments) must safeguard working conditions that account 
for their members’ health and well-being. Journalism departments are also 
(b) institutions for higher education that equip future journalists with rele-
vant journalistic tools to cover such topics. Lastly, journalists’ health and 
well-being are (c) topics that concern researchers.  

In research-informed education, journalism students are made familiar 
with the topics of (coping with) production stress, job loss, and unemploy-
ment (e.g., Reinardy, 2011; O’Donnell, Zion, & Sherwood, 2016) or post-
traumatic stress triggered by conflict, disaster, and even everyday life report-
ing, including harmful experiences in interactions with audiences (e.g., 
Andersson, 2010, 2013; Chen et al., 2018; Dworznik, 2006; Himmelstein & 
Faithorn, 2002). On the one hand, such educational content can be criticized 
for demotivating future journalists. On the other hand, it is highly important 
for students to learn about possible risks and challenges that come with this 
profession. It is clearly advisable, however, to consider the framing: Such 
topics should be presented in a solution- and coping-oriented manner. At 
Södertörn, a curricular internship on the BA level is accompanied by regular 
seminars at school. Discussing not only exciting but also challenging first 
work experiences in a safe space with peers serves to build up a support 
structure and network (Chen et al., 2018). 

To report on health topics and medical studies, future journalists should 
be equipped with an elementary understanding of scientific standards and 
statistics. Hence, at Södertörn, studying scientific methods is mandatory for 
BA and MA journalism students alike. In addition, students are introduced 
to (and encouraged to critically examine) the concept of constructive and 
solution-oriented journalism (e.g., Meier, 2018), even in conjunction with 
positive psychology (McIntyre & Gyldensted, 2017). 
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To support students’ well-being over the course of their higher education, 
it is a general rule at Södertörn that assignments are spread over the whole 
academic term, so that workload bottlenecks can be avoided. In addition, 
student health services are offered for free. The staff’s well-being is also 
addressed in employee training and university health services. 

Partnerships for the goals 
Cooperation within education and research is important on all levels. The 
cooperation between countries, which the UN calls for, starts in the physical 
space of a classroom, especially when students come from different parts of 
the world. Moreover, partnerships in education and research can be initiated 
by bilateral agreements and international research projects. Teamwork based 
on friendship and support can be fertile ground for academic cooperation 
(Yurchuk & Voronova, forthcoming). At Södertörn’s journalism depart-
ment, Gunnar Nygren has established interdisciplinary and international 
networks on topics such as journalism cultures, media and conflict, jour-
nalistic professionalism and education, local media, and journalists’ inter-
actions with their sources. His network partners come from Russia, Poland, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, Finland, Ukraine, and Norway, to name just a few. 

These networks have made their contribution to enhancing “knowledge 
sharing on mutually agreed terms”5 as the UN calls for. They have also 
created opportunities for student mobility; Erasmus+ and bilateral agree-
ments provide students at Södertörn with opportunities to, for example, learn 
more about the Russian media landscape in a two weeks course at Moscow 
State University, or enable Norwegian students to join BA students in a pop-
up newsroom covering parliamentary elections (Tirén Berg, 2018). 

Peace, justice, and strong institutions 
Cooperation between countries, institutions, and individuals should be con-
flict-preventive by ensuring peace and justice on micro-, meso-, and macro-
levels. Nygren and colleagues (2018) point to the urgent need for a discussion 
about how journalism can contribute to dialogue and understanding between 
different sides in a conflict, in line with a proposition that “peace journalism” 
needs to be promoted in contrast to conventional “war journalism” (Galtung, 
2003). 

Critical reflections on the media’s role in conflicts and on the conse-
quences of conflict for media have found a place in both research and educa-
tion at Södertörn’s journalism department. In Nygren and colleagues’ 
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research, the focus is on the changes within and challenges faced by jour-
nalism cultures in the ongoing Ukraine conflict (Nygren et al., 2018; Nygren 
& Hök, 2016). The discussions about peace journalism continue in dialogues 
with students. The MA course Journalism and International Conflicts dis-
cusses research on the role that journalism plays in conflicts and peace, based 
on current research and practical experience. Students’ own empirical 
research and journalistic writing on the topic (published on the Nytt i 
Flempan platform) enrich the department’s educational and research en-
vironment. 

The UN’s SDG 16 focuses on institutions (their efficiency, accountability, 
and transparency) and the inclusivity of decision making. At the university 
as a public institution, this goal can be reached by, firstly, ensuring that edu-
cational processes fulfill the requirements of efficiency, accountability, and 
transparency and that students can participate in decision making via pro-
gram councils and other platforms. Secondly, it is to safeguard that research 
results are publicly available in different formats – both academic (preferably 
in open-access publications) and popular science ones. 

Discussion: Sustainability in education through dialogue on all levels 
We have described how the journalism department at Södertörn University 
deals with sustainability concerns in research and teaching by establishing 
dialogues on different levels. A culture of horizontal connections where 
hierarchies are questioned (yet, experiences and analytical approaches have 
authority and are respected) in many ways has shaped the department thanks 
to Gunnar Nygren, himself an eager participant of different types of con-
versations and a role model in how dialogues can be held and maintained. 
However, such a dialogic approach does not come without challenges, some 
of which have been addressed in this chapter. In addition, it can be observed 
that efforts in education are not the ones that bring the biggest merits. 
Furthermore, lecturers need resources to be able to keep themselves up-to-
date, and diversity – in regard to personnel but also to ideas about educa-
tional content – requires flexibility from all parties involved. Thus, endeavors 
to create sustainable research and teaching environments come with costs, so 
the extent to which these challenges can be tackled is also defined by available 
budgets. While certainly not perfect, Södertörn’s journalism department tries 
its best to serve as a dialogic space in educational processes and research, 
outreach, and administration. This tradition of dialogue on different levels, 
with other disciplines and between different political and cultural contexts, 
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will be sustained. It is now up to the coming generations to keep the dialogues 
Gunnar Nygren has started up and running. 

Endnotes 
1 https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/envision2030-goal11.html 
2 https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/envision2030-goal10.html 
3 https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/envision2030-goal3.html 
4 https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/envision2030-goal17.html 
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