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Employee engagement depends upon the communication environment and the support 

they receive from their management, supervisors, and co-workers. Literature has 

proven that the internal communication environment develops greater perceptions of 

support, strong identification, and independence, leading employees to be 

progressively engaged in accomplishing the organisation's goals. Despite numerous 

studies demonstrating the linkages between internal communication, organizational 

identification, and job autonomy as crucial factors affecting employee engagement, 

limited empirical research has investigated their interdependent relationship. The 

relationship needs further explanation because the organisations' concern for 

employees' thoughts and suggestions and listening to them significantly impacts how 

they feel about the organisation and contribute their best in return. Therefore, this study 

aimed to examine the significant relationship between internal communication 

characteristics (i.e. symmetrical communication, transparency, and consistency) and 

employee engagement with the mediating effects of organisational identification and 
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job autonomy. In particular, a conceptual framework that integrated internal 

communication characteristics with organisational identification, job autonomy, and 

employee engagement was proposed. This study focused on internal communication 

in media organisations due to the need for more knowledge in the research area of 

internal communication concerning employee engagement in the media organisation’s 

context. This study used the quantitative approach, based on a stratified random 

sampling technique, and engaged 263 respondents in print, broadcast, and digital 

media companies in Klang Valley and media outlets in state cities. This study 

expanded Karanges et al.’s model based on the integration theories of Social 

Exchange, Human Resources Theory Y, Social Identity, and Self-Determination. 

Methodologically, this study contributes to the literature by expanding the usage of 

PLS-SEM analysis in the social sciences discipline, specifically in the internal 

communication field. PLS-SEM was used to examine the relationship between these 

constructs according to five hypotheses. The results revealed that out of the three 

characteristics, only symmetrical and consistent communication are related to 

employee engagement, while organisational identification is the only mediator that 

significantly influences the impact of internal communication on employee 

engagement. Interestingly, this study demonstrated that the insignificant results of 

transparent communication and job autonomy are essential for improving a journalistic 

working environment in media organisations. Moreover, in terms of practical 

contribution, this study’s conceptual model can be helpful to editors and media leaders 

formulate strategies to communicate effectively with subordinates and build up a well-

engaged workforce that provides a comparative advantage. Regarding policy 

implications, the model could help owners of media organisations embrace 

transparency, generate trust, and increase subordinates’ satisfaction with autonomy, 
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which, in return, fosters their engagement with work and organizations. Last but not 

least, the government's policymakers may refer to the input of media autonomy from 

this study to support establishing the Media Council, which will act as a transparent 

and independent self-regulatory body for the industry in ensuring responsibility and 

inclusive news reporting. 

 

Keywords: Employee Engagement, Internal Communication, Job Autonomy, 
Malaysian Media Organisations, Organisational Identification 
 
SDG: GOAL 10: Reduced Inequalities, GOAL 12: Responsible Consumption and 
Production, GOAL 16: Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions 
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Penglibatan pekerja bergantung pada persekitaran komunikasi dan sokongan yang 

mereka terima daripada pihak pengurusan, penyelia dan rakan sekerja mereka. Sorotan 

kajian telah membuktikan persekitaran komunikasi dalaman membangunkan persepsi 

yang lebih kukuh mengenai sokongan majikan, identifikasi organisasi dan autonomi 

pekerjaan dan berupaya mempengaruhi penglibatan pekerja untuk terlibat secara 

progresif, bermotivasi dan komited dalam mencapai matlamat organisasi. Walaupun 

banyak kajian menunjukkan kaitan komunikasi dalaman, identifikasi organisasi dan 

autonomi pekerjaan sebagai komponen penting yang mempengaruhi penglibatan 

pekerja, kajian empirikal yang menyelidik hubungan komponen-komponen tersebut 

sebagai konstruk saling bergantung masih kurang. Hubungan antara komponen 

tersebut memerlukan penjelasan lebih lanjut kerana keprihatinan organisasi terhadap 

pemikiran pekerja dan keupayaan mendengar cadangan mereka mempengaruhi 

persepsi pekerja terhadap majikan dan sumbangan terbaik yang mereka berikan kepada 

organisasi. Oleh itu, kajian ini bertujuan untuk mengkaji hubungan yang signifikan di 
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antara karakter-karakter komunikasi dalaman (iaitu komunikasi simetri, ketelusan dan 

konsistensi) dan penglibatan pekerja dengan kesan pengantaraan identifikasi 

organisasi dan autonomi pekerjaan. Rangka kerja konsep yang menyepadukan 

karakter-karakter komunikasi dalaman dengan komponen identifikasi organisasi, 

autonomi kerja dan penglibatan pekerja telah dicadangkan. Kajian ini memberi 

tumpuan kepada komunikasi dalaman dalam organisasi media kerana terdapat 

keperluan untuk memperluaskan lagi bidang ilmu dan penyelidikan komunikasi 

dalaman berkaitan penglibatan pekerja terutamanya dalam organisasi media. 

Menggunakan pendekatan kuantitatif dak teknik persampelan rawak berstrata, kajian 

ini dijalankan dengan melibatkan 263 responden dalam syarikat media cetak, 

penyiaran dan digital di sekitar Lembah Klang dan media di bandar-bandar. Kajian ini 

memperluaskan lagi penggunaan model Karanges et al. berlandaskan integrasi teori-

teori seperti Pertukaran Sosial, Teori Sumber Manusia Y, Identiti Sosial dan Penentuan 

Kendiri. Secara metodologi, kajian ini memperluaskan lagi penggunaan analisis PLS-

SEM dalam disiplin sains sosial, khususnya dalam bidang komunikasi dalaman. PLS-

SEM digunakan untuk mengkaji hubungan antara konstruk yang terlibat berdasarkan 

lima hipotesis. Keputusan kajian menunjukkan bahawa daripada tiga ciri tersebut, 

hanya komunikasi simetri dan konsisten yang signifikan dengan penglibatan pekerja, 

manakala identifikasi organisasi adalah satu-satunya pengantara yang signifikan 

mempengaruhi kesan komunikasi dalaman terhadap penglibatan pekerja. Menariknya, 

kajian ini menunjukkan dapatan yang tidak signifikan pada ketelusan komunikasi dan 

autonomi pekerjaan di mana ia memberikan petunjuk penting untuk penambahbaikan 

dalam persekitaran kerja kewartawanan dalam organisasi media. Selain itu, dari segi 

sumbangan praktikal, model kajian ini dijangka dapat membantu editor dan pemimpin 

media merangka strategi untuk berkomunikasi secara berkesan dengan pekerja 
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bawahan dan membina penglibatan tenaga kerja yang komited dan berdaya kompetitif. 

Dari segi implikasi dasar, model ini dijangka dapat membantu pemilik organisasi 

media memupuk ketelusan komunikasi dalaman sebagai aspek penting dalam 

membina kepercayaan pekerja serta meningkatkan lagi kepuasan autonomi pekerja. 

Secara tidak langsung, kedua-dua aspek ini menjamin penglibatan pekerja yang tinggi 

terhadap kerja dan organisasi. Akhir sekali, penggubal dasar kerajaan boleh merujuk 

kepada input autonomi media daripada kajian ini sebagai tanda sokongan mereka 

terhadap cadangan penubuhan Majlis Media Malaysia yang akan berfungsi sebagai 

badan kawal-selia kendiri yang telus dan bebas untuk industri media dalam menjamin 

pelaporan berita yang bertanggungjawab dan bersifat inklusif. 

 

Kata kunci: Autonomi Pekerjaan, Identifikasi Organisasi, Komunikasi Dalaman, 
Organisasi Media Malaysia, Penglibatan Pekerja 
 
SDG: MATLAMAT 10: Pengurangan Ketidaksamaan, MATLAMAT 12: 
Kepenggunaan dan Produktiviti yang Bertanggungjawab, MATLAMAT 16: Institusi 
yang Aman, Adil dan Kukuh. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Chapter Overview 

 

The first chapter of this study provides an overview of the background and problem 

statement and then proceeds to establish research questions and objectives. 

Subsequent subsections delve into definitions of several key terms, incorporate a short 

literature review and emphasise the significance of the research. 

 

1.2 Background of the Study 

 

In today’s competitive business world, retaining engaged employees becomes more 

important for organisational sustainability, productivity, and performance. As 

organisations tussle with the instability, uncertainty, and constant change of the 

business landscape post-pandemic recovery, employers should be more attentive and 

supportive in creating a strong bond with their employees. Superior-subordinate 

relationships, as a part of the strong bond, are essential in providing more ways for 

employers to listen, learn, and fulfil their employees’ needs, which, in turn, their highly 

engaged employees will sustain the organisational performance, boosting productivity 

and even transforming the organisation. 

 

Gallup’s studies in the last three years supported the superior-subordinate relationships 

in the global workplace with findings that employers who do best for their employees 
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will have highly engaged employees with higher well-being, better retention, lower 

absenteeism, and higher productivity (Gallup, 2024, 2023 & 2022). Through internal 

communication, organisations consistently promote superior-subordinate 

relationships, effectively convey their values to all employees, commit them to 

organisational goals, and contribute to more engaged employees (Parker et al., 2019; 

Malik et al., 2017). 

 

In Malaysia, employee engagement has steadily risen despite the challenges faced by 

businesses and the government during and after the pandemic. Mercer’s study (2023) 

revealed that 75% of employees in Malaysia are engaged at work, which has increased 

slightly from 74% in 2022, the beginning year of the pandemic recovery.  Qualtrics’ 

study (2021) also indicated Malaysia has a higher rate of employee engagement than 

its global counterparts, where the overall levels of employee engagement in Malaysia 

have increased to 67% in 2020 from 54% in 2019.  

 

The capability of Malaysian employers to draw a positive increase in employee 

engagement, however, at the same time, lacks two-way communication and superior-

subordinate relationships as the contributing factors. Compared to other Southeast 

Asian countries, Malaysian employees are less favourable regarding the quality of two-

way communication in superior-subordinate relationships in determining their 

workplace efficiency (Mercer, 2023). Likewise, the Qualtrics study (2021) showed 

that 80% of employees were satisfied with the opportunity to give feedback, but only 

34% agreed that their company acts on feedback well.  
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Under-utilised internal communication and superior-subordinate relationships are of 

major concern in Malaysia’s public and private sectors today, with superiors having a 

medium effect only on subordinates’ level of engagement at work (Mansor et al., 

2018). Superior-subordinate relationships are not strong, and communication and 

transformational leadership must be improved to increase employee engagement 

(Mustaffa et al., 2022). Companies in Malaysia need to improve communication to 

motivate employees to enhance their work processes and organise their thoughts and 

opinions per company standards (Ibrahim et al., 2021), which will improve their 

understanding of responsibilities and engagement to work harder and achieve the 

company’s goals (Mansor et al., 2018). 

 

Internal communication and superior-subordinate relationships are not only to be 

improved in the public and private sectors but also in Malaysian media organisations. 

Malaysian journalists are generally committed to their profession and satisfied with 

their jobs. However, as subordinates, they mostly perceive their roles as disseminators, 

facilitators, and interpreters of news rather than as critical observers of government 

and business (Tamam et al., 2012). Subjected to supporting the country’s development 

plans and national interest (Ismail, 2021; Waheed & Hellmueller, 2021; Tamam et al., 

2012), editors and media owners restrict two-way communication in the newsrooms, 

where journalists have little freedom in selecting the stories to work on and deciding 

the emphasis of the story (Tamam et al., 2012), thus, consequently affect journalists’ 

dissatisfaction in the editor-journalist relationships and their commitment to 

organisations (Tiung et al., 2021; Ismail, 2021; Saleh et al., 2017). 
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Malaysian journalists have worked with restricted media freedom in highly controlled 

media systems (Saleh et al., 2017; Ismail et al., 2017; Sinclair, 2015; Tapsell, 2013) 

due to the country’s colonialism being ruled by the same political party, Barisan 

Nasional (BN) since its independence in 1957 till 2018 (Waheed & Hellmueller, 2021). 

Between 2020 and 2022, Malaysia experienced a leadership crisis after the Pakatan 

Harapan (PH) government, which came to power in 2018, was ousted by Perikatan 

Nasional (PN) (CIJ, 2023). Since the transition of power, the Perikatan Nasional (PN) 

government was alleged to have widespread corruption, limitations on freedom of 

expression and information, and mismanagement of the COVID-19 pandemic (CIJ, 

2023). The media were controlled with limited access to Parliament proceedings and 

several high-profile cases involving legal action against journalists and media outlets 

for critical reporting during the pandemic. Consequently, Malaysia’s media freedom 

ranking slipped from 101st in 2020 to 119th in 2021, as the Reporters Without Borders 

(RSF) World Press Freedom Index (NUJ, 2021) reported.  

 

After an unprecedented general election in November 2022, there was a glimmer of 

hope for the stability of Malaysia under the unity government between Pakatan 

Harapan and Barisan Nasional (CIJ, 2023). The unity government proved its 

commitment to supporting media freedom in line with the Malaysia Madani concept 

as reflected in the Reporters Without Borders (RSF) World Media Freedom Index 

2023. According to the index, Malaysia has risen to 73rd out of 180 countries, 

compared to the year 2022 at 113 (New Straits Times, 2023). Nevertheless, for 2024, 

a recent RSF report recorded Malaysia’s worst deterioration, dropping 34 places to 

107th in the World Press Freedom Index (The Star, May 2024). The report indicates 

that the uncertainties faced by the Malaysian media industry continued into 2024, with 
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the constantly pressured Unity coalition government imposing greater controls on 

Malaysia’s media (Zaharom Nain in Reuters Institute, June 2024).  

 

Due to the uncertainty scenario, Malaysian media have been described as inseparably 

related to government control through ownership structure, rules and regulations, and 

a cultivated fear of political instability (Mohd. Nor et al., 2023; Ling et al., 2023; 

Tamam, 2012;). Its journalism system is categorised as “semi-democracy”, which is a 

partly democratic and partly autocratic system and as development-based practices 

with the normative role of journalists to embrace development journalism in 

supporting the country's progress towards modernisation and for the harmony of multi-

ethnic relationships and national stability (Baharin et al., 2017; Waheed & 

Hellmueller, 2021). In principle, the media are bound to the government authority as 

the ultimate owners and its’ rules restrict any view or attempt that can allegedly harm 

the harmony of multi-ethnic relationships, and national stability must be eradicated to 

protect the citizens (Baharin et al., 2017). In other words, government controls require 

journalists to be responsible for strengthening the relationships between ethnicities and 

shaping a conducive political culture. 
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Figure 1.1: RSF World Press Freedom Index for Malaysia from 2020-2024 

 

Due to the scenario, Malaysian media have been described as inseparably related to 

government control through ownership structure, rules and regulations, and a 

cultivated fear of political instability (Tamam, 2012; Mohd. Nor et al., 2023; Ling et 

al., 2023). Its journalism system is categorised as “semi-democracy”, which is a partly 

democratic and partly autocratic system and as development-based practices with the 

normative role of journalists to embrace development journalism in supporting the 

country's progress towards modernisation and for the harmony of multi-ethnic 

relationships and national stability (Baharin et al., 2017; Waheed & Hellmueller, 

2021). In principle, the media are bound to the government authority as the ultimate 

owners and its’ rules restrict any view or attempt that can allegedly harm the harmony 

of multi-ethnic relationships, and national stability must be eradicated to protect the 
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citizens (Baharin et al., 2017). In other words, government controls require journalists 

to be responsible for strengthening the relationships between ethnicities and shaping a 

conducive political culture. 

 

Excessive controls by the Malaysian government could exert varying internal and 

external challenges that influence the decision-making process in the newsrooms 

(Tiung et al., 2021; Latif, 2015; Ismail et al., 2017). Various rules and regulations, 

particularly the 1948 Sedition Act, the 1972 Official Secrets Act, and the 1998 

Communications and Multimedia Act are among the external challenges that have 

limited the freedom of the press in Malaysia (Mohd. Nor et al., 2023; Tiung et al., 

2021; Ismail et al., 2017). Not only have the acts triggered the internal newsroom 

challenge by demotivating journalists to pursue investigative reporting (Ismail et al., 

2017), but they also prevented the right of each journalist to express their own will and 

viewpoint and their right to obtain knowledge from others (Ling et al., 2023). This 

contradicts the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which provides that everyone 

has the right to freedom of opinion and expression, including the freedom to hold 

opinions without interference and seek, receive, and impart information and ideas 

through any media and regardless of frontiers (Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights, 1948).  

 

Making the right decisions in newsrooms is a must process that most Malaysian media 

newsrooms, especially the broadcast stations like RTM (TV1 & TV2), TV3, and Astro 

AWANI, are practising (Latif, 2015). The decisions are made through consensus by a 

group of reporters, senior reporters, assignment editors, editors, heads of news, and 

bosses with different designations in the respective organizations (Latif, 2015).  
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For two reasons, scholars agreed that consensus through communication in the 

Malaysian media newsroom is an effective method to ensure editors' and journalists’ 

commitment to making the right decisions. First, as Faridah (1995) argued in her study 

on the role of stress in making decisions in Malaysian newsrooms, organizations can 

never be perfectly rational because each media member has a limited capacity to obtain 

and process information. In line with Simon (1965), she elaborated that media 

employees’ various analytical skills in encountering limited information about 

choices, values, and fair considerations are necessary to provide the best results for 

their decisions (Tiung et al., 2021). News framing, for example, is very much 

influenced not only by the knowledge of journalists and editors but also their 

commitment through discourses in the newsroom guided by common orientation and 

newsroom routine, which finally, their final consensus determines the stories output 

and guides the audience towards certain understandings or directions (Tiung et al., 

2021; Donsbach, 2004). Second, as discovered by Saleh et al. (2017), managerial 

interactions through regular meetings between editors and journalists, for example, in 

The Star and Utusan Malaysia, give opportunities for the journalists to reasonably 

voice out their opinions to the editorial and senior management and allow information-

sharing between everyone (Allen et al., 2012). The media managers refer to the 

subordinates for their consensus in decision-making to determine the journalists’ 

commitment to complete their roles and tasks (Koplowitz, 2008), where the 

instructions are obtained from their respective editors (Saleh et al., 2017). 

 

The effectiveness of the two consensus factors in making the right decisions, however, 

has not necessarily led to improvements in Malaysian media newsrooms. According 

to Latif (2015), in the existing state of management consulting journalists in the 
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newsrooms, it is the management makes the final decision. The ideal environment 

where journalists have greater autonomy in decision-making rarely happens in the 

Malaysian newsroom scenario (Latif, 2015). Despite the country’s growing 

democracy, the media management is exposed to covert pressure from the ruling 

government. Media have to give more coverage to their good things as compared to 

the opposition parties or otherwise, their publishing permit will be suspended or 

revoked by the power of the relevant Minister (Loganathan et al., 2018). Due to this, 

expressing journalistic opinions, beginning with determining the stories to be 

published by the newsrooms, is not widely encouraged in Malaysia (Waheed & 

Hellmueller, 2021). 

 

Additionally, compared to top-down communication, which is more practised in 

Malaysian media organizations but less favourable by journalists, media management 

is advised to consider expanding the bottom-up or participatory approach in their 

organization for better communication activity in the newsrooms (Saleh et al., 2017). 

Through dialogic communications, journalists are given opportunities to reasonably 

voice out their opinions to their superiors (Saleh et al., 2017), which then minimises 

the social gap between them and senior management (Abugre, 2012), and, most 

importantly, lessens negative feelings like dissatisfaction among media employees that 

usually occurred due to poor communication (Proctor & Doukakis, 2003). As a result 

of participative communication between journalists and editors, their sense of 

belonging and identification with organisations is enhanced, thus contributing to more 

outstanding commitment in the decision-making and news production process (Ivask, 

2019). 
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For the above reasons, journalist-editor communication and engagement in Malaysian 

media newsrooms must be improved accordingly. The improvement plan may begin 

with reinventing Malaysian media’s ecosystem. As mentioned by Malaysia’s 

prominent National Journalism Laureate Tan Sri Johan Jaaffar in his speech as a 

panellist at the HAWANA (National Journalists’ Day) 2022 Forum entitled 

“Journalism 2030: Peering into the Future Media Landscape” (BERNAMA, May 

2022), he urged Malaysian media practitioners to reinvent the ecosystem of their 

operations to be in line with the Industrial Revolution 4.0 (IR4.0) to ensure the 

journalism career remains relevant. In line with Tan Sri Johan, a study by Mustafa et 

al. (2017) demonstrated that in the constant change of newsroom operations towards 

the fourth revolutionary era, most Malaysian media are seen evolving and adapting to 

this new media environment, especially the journalists are starting to work in online 

environments where they can interact with editors and publish news in a just-in-time 

format. 

 

In addition, another panellist from the HAWANA forum, Ahmad Murad Merican, who 

is also a distinguished professor in media and journalism studies, added that in the 

future media landscape, Malaysian journalists should not neglect the expression of 

their opinions either in terms of interpretations or commentaries in their news stories 

(BERNAMA, May 2022). In compliance with his view, Waheed and Hellmueller 

(2021) supported that, in a democratic-proclaimed country like Malaysia, news stories 

should be written representing a diversity of viewpoints in which information can be 

gathered freely without any governmental regulations or input on what journalists 

should report on. Therefore, to produce fair and balanced news reports, freedom of 

expressing opinions should, in the first place, be cultivated through participative and 
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dialogic communication practised in the newsrooms, where media employees can be 

actively involved in giving opinions on any changes or decisions (Russ, 2008). 

 

While there is evidence that the voicing of journalists’ opinions in their news reports 

is not particularly championed in Malaysia (Waheed & Hellmueller, 2021), little is 

known about how the voices of journalists practised in the newsrooms influence their 

commitment to the decision-making process. Latif’s research (2015) was referred to 

in this study as the result of the research emphasised the interactional consensus 

involved in creating editor-journalist commitment in the decision-making process in 

three broadcast stations’ newsrooms. The result is consistent with the literature that 

there is a significant positive relationship between internal communication and 

employee commitment or engagement (e.g., Krishna, 2022; Verčič et al., 2021; Parker 

et al., 2019; Kang & Sung, 2017; Malik et al., 2017). However, instead of exploring 

the voices of journalists as the mechanisms for establishing working relations in 

newsrooms, the study highlighted more non-communication factors that affect editors 

and media managers as the ultimate decision-makers.  Thus, the neglected significant 

role of journalistic voice in the newsrooms has been the main driver of this study, 

accompanied by other variables that could mediate the effective relationship between 

internal communication and employee engagement, a higher level of commitment 

(Fried & Fottler, 2018). 

 

The mediating effects of job autonomy and organisational identification in the 

relationship between internal communication and employee engagement among 

journalists and editors in Malaysian media newsrooms were investigated in this study. 

From the literature, there is evidence that internal communication between superiors 
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and subordinates makes employees more autonomous (Deci et al., 2017; Lee et al., 

2021; Ivask, 2019) and intrinsically motivates them to sustain their job engagement 

and other positive behaviours (Deci et al., 2017). Likewise, another variable, 

organizational identification, mediates the efficient internal communication strategies 

(Neill et al., 2020; Chreim, 2002) and employees’ active engagement with work 

(Dutton et al., 2020). Therefore, it can be predicted that both job autonomy and 

organisational identification are also significant in journalist-editor communication 

and their engagement in the newsrooms. 

 

This research presents a study that describes the journalists’ work environment in 

Malaysian media organisations, particularly in the newsrooms. It provides a collective 

understanding of journalists' and editors’ communication capability and how their 

organisational identification and professional autonomy facilitate the dissemination of 

information that leads to their engagement in making decisions in the newsrooms. This 

study also identifies the three characteristics of internal communication: symmetrical, 

transparency and consistency as the mechanisms for journalists to express their 

opinions and journalistic voices that influence their autonomy and identification and 

result in their engagement in the newsrooms. In the last part of this research, problems 

and steps for improvement that should be taken by Malaysian media organisations and 

related government agencies in planning strategies and policies are discussed.  

 

1.3 Problem Statement 

 

In the present era of globalisation and its increasing competitive intensity, employees 

are considered the most crucial strategic constituency for organisations (Neessen et al., 
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2019; Kim & Rhee, 2011) to stay competitive and relevant in business. Like other 

organisations’ employees, journalists are significantly valuable to media 

organisations. According to Becker et al. (1979), journalists’ commitment or 

engagement to their profession and organizations is significant for disseminating their 

news products while maintaining journalistic integrity (Singer, 2003) and shaping 

public trust in media (Zelizer, 1992). 

 

With the advent of information technology and the growth of media organisational 

structures in recent decades, journalists’ engagement is not only as news disseminators 

but also accompanied by other specific journalistic roles. In Asian developing ‘semi-

democratic’ countries like Malaysia, journalists are highly engaged in their media roles 

as “interpreters,” “disseminators,” “analytical objectives,” and “mobilizers” for their 

responsibilities are more to promote nation-building and advocate development 

journalism as shaped by the government (Tamam & Abdullah, 2015). The highly 

engaged roles can be seen as state apparatus that supports the country’s development 

plans and national interest based on racial harmony, political stability, and economic 

growth (Ismail, 2021; Brown, 2021). 

 

Apart from the four roles, Malaysian journalists, however, are less engaged in the last 

role, as “observers” or “watchdogs” since they have to abide by the laws and 

regulations to preserve the ethnicities’ harmony and the national and political 

stabilities (Tamam & Abdullah, 2015; Waheed & Hellmueller, 2021). Their less 

engagement in the “watchdog role” does not necessarily mean they are not interested 

in it. It could be that their ability to observe, investigate, and critique issues is 

constrained by the various laws and regulations that limit press freedom in Malaysia 

(Tamam & Abdullah, 2015; Ling et al., 2022). 
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Despite the increasingly restrictive media via laws and regulations, the public’s 

awareness and aspirations for greater democracy have led to dissatisfaction and 

criticism of the role of the media in Malaysian society, particularly issues related to 

the media's perceived lack of independence, bias, and failure to serve as a proper 

watchdog for democracy (Ling et al., 2023; Mohd. Nor et al., 2023; Mazumdar 

&Riffle; 2021). The public perceives that media and journalists are more engaged in 

producing news reports that are less likely to criticize the government or highlight 

opposition views since most Malaysian media organisations are owned or controlled 

by the government or political parties. Also, there is a perceived lack of in-depth 

investigative journalism that holds those in power accountable. The media is often seen 

as failing to be transparent in reports of corruption, abuse of power, and other critical 

issues, as laws and regulations often restrict investigative reporters from getting 

needed information (Ismail, 2021; Alecci, 2020). Consequently, the public may not 

receive a full or accurate picture of national issues, undermining the democratic 

process. 

 

The government's restricted laws and regulations and media ownership are among the 

external pressures that have compromised journalists’ role performance in engaging 

as free and fearless journalists (Tamam, 2012; Ismail, 2017). They often work under 

constant threat of legal action, which causes them to resort to self-censorship and 

reduce their ability to engage in investigative journalism (Ismail et al., 2017). 

Moreover, they are fairly committed to their profession, while their job satisfaction is 

mainly because of the high salary (Tamam et al., 2012), compared to the limited 

journalistic voice and little freedom they gain in story selection and the decision-

making process in the newsroom. Consequently, they might change their profession to 
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the corporate communication field, or worse, they might face the stress that leads to 

burnout and a decrease in their engagement in producing high-quality journalism 

(Latif, 2015). Hence, effective solutions need to be taken by media owners, editors, 

and authorities to guarantee that all journalists are well-engaged and satisfied with 

their jobs while preserving quality journalism. 

 

Exploring communication practices in Malaysian media newsrooms would be one of 

the solutions that profoundly impact journalists' engagement. The exploration 

complements existing research on journalists’ role performance and offers new 

insights that are increasingly relevant in today's media environment. Despite several 

studies on journalists’ roles have already yielded valuable insights into handling 

external challenges, the exploration study on journalist-editor communication 

practices becomes more necessary to increase journalists’ engagement and overcome 

challenges from within the newsrooms, as argued by Tamam et al. (2012), Malaysian 

journalists’ job autonomy and communication are always in peril, either outside or 

within the media organisations (Tiung et al., 2021; Ismail et al., 2017; Saleh et al., 

2017; Latif, 2015). 

 

Moreover, media and communication studies in Malaysia are primarily result-oriented 

papers in the context of political economy (Pyng et al., 2016), and little is known about 

journalists’ professional roles (Waheed & Hellmueller, 2021; Mellado, 2015; Tamam, 

2012) and their journalistic voice (Waheed & Hellmueller, 2021). While there is 

evidence that the voicing of journalists’ opinions in their news reports is not 

particularly championed in Malaysia (Waheed & Hellmueller, 2021), little is known 

about how the voices of journalists practiced in the newsrooms influence their 
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engagement in the decision-making process. To produce fair and balanced news 

reports, freedom of expressing opinions should, in the first place, be cultivated through 

participative and dialogic communication practised in the newsrooms, where media 

employees can be actively involved in giving opinions on any changes or decisions 

(Saleh et al., 2017; Russ, 2008). Creating an engaged environment where the voices of 

journalists, editors, photographers, and the whole team are heard for making the best 

decisions will lead to more comprehensive reporting and ensure fair coverage. Thus, 

this study is conducted to attain empirical data about the actual level of engagement 

among journalists in Malaysian media newsrooms for responsible entities like editors 

and media owners to ensure all journalists are highly engaged and satisfied with their 

jobs. 

 

In light of employee engagement, prominent studies proved that there are many factors 

of its influence, and the most frequent variable is internal communication (Krishna, 

2022; Verčič et al., 2021; Kang & Sung, 2017; Ruck & Welch, 2012). Successful 

employers often consistently promote and improve their internal communication 

because they effectively convey the organisation’s values to all employees, commit 

them to the organisational goals, and contribute to more engaged employees (Parker 

et al., 2019). Employers’ concern for employees’ thoughts and suggestions and 

listening to them significantly impact how they feel about the organisation and 

contribute their best in return. However, in the increasing awareness of modern 

organisations turning to employees as their strategic constituency (Lee et al., 2021; 

Kim & Rhee, 2011), it is found that little attention has been given to what employees 

need their organisation to communicate (Verčič & Vokić, 2017; Ruck & Welch, 2012). 

Employers mostly do well at communicating about the business rather than 
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communicating to employees about what is happening (Haumer et al., 2021; Truss et 

al., 2006) and giving feedback on their performance and productivity (Rajalingam et 

al., 2015; Towers Watson, 2010). These communication inadequacies have created 

uncertainty within the organisation (Atouba, 2021) and made the employees hardly 

identify with its goals as they would feel they are an integral part of the organisation 

(Atouba, 2018). Thus, this research needs to be carried out to discover the 

characteristics of internal communication, i.e. two-way, consistent, and transparent 

communication, that employees look forward to from employers in fostering their 

sense of belonging and identifying with organisational goals, which, in turn, enhances 

their engagement. 

 

This study also extends previous research on the relationship of quality superior-

subordinate communication with employees’ strong organisational identification that 

positively impacts employee engagement. The issue of identification has emerged as 

a significant concern for organisations due to the challenges associated with 

establishing a distinctive presence in a highly competitive and chaotic environment, as 

well as the deterioration of traditional organisational boundaries (Dobusch & 

Schoeneborn, 2015; Cheney & Christenson, 2001). Establishing a distinct 

organisational identity and fostering a stronger sense of attachment among employees 

necessitates implementing efficient internal communication strategies (Neill et al., 

2020; Chreim, 2002) and resulting in active engagement among employees who work 

with full motivation and commitment in achieving organisational goals (Dutton et al., 

2020). 
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A media organisation is one work environment where internal communication and 

organisational identification can contribute to a higher level of journalists’ 

engagement. The media are commonly seen as accountable for communicating news 

to an assortment of external publics; however, there is an absence of data regarding 

how media owners communicate with their journalists and how they identify with their 

organisations' internal workings.  

 

Like any corporate company, media organisations must create a working environment 

where their superiors and subordinates - the editors and journalists, are in constant 

conversation and well-engaged before connecting with audiences. Constant 

communication is particularly crucial in the newsroom, where a group of editors and 

journalists makes the decision-making process by consensus to produce accurate, 

timely, and compelling news reports (Latif, 2015). In return, media organisations 

would increase productivity (Darrough, 2013) while a strong connection created 

among editors and journalists that comprises ‘the collectively constructed and 

continuously renegotiated understanding among the members of an organisation of 

“who-we-are”’ (de Bruin 2000, 2004 as cited in Wiik, 2009) would increase their 

loyalty towards organisations. In the context of internal communication study, 

research has explored the correlation between internal communication, employee 

engagement, and organizational identification; however, those studies did not explore 

much the effectiveness of organisational identification as a mediating factor 

contributing to higher levels of journalists’ engagement in the newsrooms. Thus, this 

research is implemented to prove the assumption that organisational identification can 

be used as the mediating factor in the relationship between journalist-editor 

communication and their engagement in the newsrooms. 
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Apart from perceived good communication with editors and their identification with 

the participative role as a reliable information source (Chung & Nah, 2022; Booze, 

2019), journalists should also possess professional autonomy that can facilitate the 

dissemination of trustworthy and verifiable information to the masses (Workneh, 

2020). By working independently with proper coaching and constructive feedback 

from their editors (Ivask, 2019), journalists would effectively adapt their journalistic 

professionalism and managerialism in the newsroom (Wiik, 2019). This constructive 

feedback through transparent communication helps journalists to be more autonomous 

and efficient (Lee et al., 2021; Ivask, 2019). More importantly, they will be more 

involved and engaged in the interactional consensus by voicing their opinions without 

fear, resulting in better newsroom decisions (Latif, 2015). Thus, this study also 

explores the significant role of job autonomy in mediating the effects of the 

relationship between journalist-editor communication and their engagement in the 

newsrooms. 

 

Generally, previous scholars have researched internal communication, employee 

engagement, organisational identification, and job autonomy. However, neither 

studies in internal communication nor journalists’ communication behaviour have 

directly unified all the variables under the same framework. This relationship 

deficiency may constrain our understanding of internal communication, organisational 

identification, and job autonomy’s behavioural outcomes, contributing to better media 

employee engagement. The lack of theoretical underpinning also limits insights into 

comprehending the factors for the internal communication roles that can be 

manipulated to impact employee engagement. The study of journalists’ autonomy, 

particularly, has garnered substantial theoretical and practical attention; however, its 
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relationship with journalist-editor communication and the level of autonomy 

journalists demonstrate in their professional engagement has been subject to 

insufficient investigation. This is because the existing literature only examines 

communication practices in corporations and organisations rather than in newsrooms 

and media organisations. In Malaysia, particularly, there is a pressing need for internal 

communication and superior-subordinate relationships to be improved not only in the 

public and private sectors but also in media organisations. Much research has also been 

done on media roles and journalism practices in the context of the Malaysian socio-

political environment; however, most of it neglects the significant roles of journalistic 

voices in making decisions in the newsrooms.  

 

Thus, from the gaps in previous findings, the researcher considers it imperative to 

research the correlation between internal communication, organisational 

identification, job autonomy, and employee engagement within Malaysian media 

organisations since the potential improvements in their relationships may improve the 

quality and efficiency of newsrooms’ strategies in enhancing journalists’ engagement 

and productivity. 

 

1.4 Research Questions 

 

In line with what has been discussed, this research endeavours to examine the 

following inquiries: 

 
1. Is there any significant relationship between internal communication and 

engagement among Malaysian media journalists participating in this study? 

2. What are the internal communication characteristics of Malaysian media 
journalists participating in this study? 
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3. Does organisational identification mediate the relationship between internal 
communication and engagement among Malaysian media journalists 
participating in this study? 

4. Does job autonomy mediate the relationship between internal communication 
and engagement among Malaysian media journalists participating in this 
study? 

 

1.5 Research Objectives 

 

Generally, this study aims to examine the relationships between internal 

communication, organisational identification, job autonomy and Malaysian 

journalists’ engagement in their media organisations.  

 

The specific objectives of this study are: 

 
1. To determine the relationship between internal communication and 

engagement among Malaysian media journalists participating in this study; 

2. To determine the internal communication characteristics of Malaysian media 
journalists participating in this study; 

3. To examine the mediating role of organisational identification in the 
relationship between internal communication and engagement among 
Malaysian media journalists participating in this study; 

4. To examine the mediating role of job autonomy in the relationship between 
internal communication and engagement among Malaysian media journalists 
participating in this study. 

 

1.6 Definition of Key Terms 

 

Internal Communication: 

 
Internal communication, occasionally called employee communication or internal 

public relations (Kennan & Hazleton, 2006; Kreps, 1989), has been perceived as the 
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principle for modern organisations that accomplish positive relations with the external 

public (Cutlip et al., 2005). It is characterised as communication between the 

organisation’s employers and one of its key public - the employees (Dolphin, 2005). 

It is also a social interaction through messages (Kalla, 2005) and remarks 

management’s ability to build relationships between internal stakeholders at all 

organisational levels (Welch & Jackson, 2007), which is strategically related to 

employee engagement.  

 

The extant body of literature posits the subsequent characteristics of effective internal 

communication: 

 
1. Symmetrical/two-way communication – as excerpted in Kang & Sung (2017) 

and Men et al. (2020). 

2. Transparency - as excerpted in Men et al. (2020) and Men (2014) 

3. Consistency - as excerpted in Antony (2018) and Lockwood (2007). 

 

Employee engagement: 

 
According to Kahn (1990), a prominent researcher in the field of engagement, 

individual engagement can be defined as the process by which individuals align 

their identities with their work roles. In the state of engagement, individuals actively 

utilise and manifest their physical, cognitive, and emotional capacities while 

performing their assigned organisational roles. According to Schaufeli et al. (2002), 

engagement can be understood within the framework of organisational behaviour. 

They define engagement as a state of mind that is work-related and characterised by 

positive emotions, satisfaction, and a sense of fulfilment. Engaged employees exhibit 

high levels of energy, dedication, and absorption in their work activities and perceive 
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themselves as capable of successfully accomplishing their tasks (Schaufeli et al., 

2008). Shuck and Wollard (2010) concurred with Kahn’s perspective and provided a 

definition of engagement that encompasses an employee’s cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioural state, all directed towards achieving desired organisational outcomes. 

 

According to Quirke (2008), an engaged employee in the context of internal 

communication is characterised by experiencing a strong emotional connection with 

the employer, actively endorsing the organisation to others, and dedicating their time 

and effort to contribute to the organisation’s success. Additionally, it can be described 

as quantifying an employee’s emotional and cognitive dedication to their organisation 

and its success (Hewitt Associates, 2009). 

 

In line with Kahn (1990), the present study defines employee engagement as the 

integration of an individual employee’s cognitive, emotional, and physical states, all 

directed towards achieving desired outcomes within the organisation. Employee 

engagement leads to performance highly depends on the following conditions (Saks & 

Gruman, 2014; Kahn, 1990): 

 
1. Emotional (being associated with work-related undertakings) 

2. Cognitive (being intensely concentrated on job-related tasks) and  

3. Physical (being strongly inclined to invest additional effort). 

 

Organisational identification: 

 
Mael and Ashforth (1992) presented a prominent conceptualisation of organisational 

identification as the cognitive and affective perception of unity and affiliation with an 

organisation. This perception entails individuals defining their self-concept about the 
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organisations to which they belong. Dutton et al. (1994) also agreed to 

define organisational identification as the extent to which a member self-identifies 

with traits they perceive to be characteristic of the organisation. In simple terms, when 

an employee establishes a sense of identification with the organisation, they form 

emotional connections with the organisation, which often leads to favourable 

outcomes such as organisational citizenship behaviour (Dukerich et al., 2002; van Dick 

et al., 2006; Restubog et al., 2008), creative behaviour (Carmeli et al., 2007), job 

satisfaction, and job involvement (van Knippenberg & van Schie, 2000). 

 

According to the scholarly work of Ashforth and Schinoff (2016), “organisational 

identification” pertains to the cognitive perception of oneness or belonging to an 

organisation whereby individuals establish their self-identity based on their affiliation 

with organisations they are members of. It encompasses both cognitive and affective 

components: 

 
1. The cognitive component specifies an individual’s self-definition regarding the 

degree to which they perceive themself as having a place within their 
organisation and as a typical member. 

2. The affective component of organisational identification relates to how one 
feels about group membership and demonstrates the value and emotional 
significance connected to group membership. 

 

Job Autonomy: 

 
Job autonomy refers to the extent to which employees can exercise control over 

various aspects of their work, including their schedule, methods, and pace (Shin, 2004, 

as cited in Lin et al., 2021). It entails the freedom for employees to work 

independently without excessive external constraints (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006, 
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as cited in Lin et al., 2021). The concept of autonomy is widely recognised as a 

fundamental prerequisite for professional journalism. In previous studies (McDevitt, 

2003; McQuail, 1992, as cited in Reich & Hanitzsch, 2013), it has been argued that 

journalists possess a level of independence that enables them to effectively disseminate 

trustworthy and credible information to the general public (Reich & Hanitzsch, 2013). 

 

The primary objective of the present study is to examine the levels of autonomy among 

journalists by considering two main dimensions: job freedom and job decision-

making. These dimensions are derived from the measures of Job Autonomy developed 

by Bergen and Weaver (1988, 1996). Simply put, this study aims to assess the extent 

to which journalists are protected from external coercive influences originating from 

the political system, including the government, political parties, censorship, laws, and 

regulations (Picard & Van Weezel, 2008).  

 

This study focuses on two key categories of autonomy, which are job freedom and job 

decision-making adopted from Bergen and Weaver’s measures of Job Autonomy 

(1988, 1996) to determine the degree to which journalists are shielded from external 

coercive pressures emanating from the political system, such as the government, 

political parties, censorship, laws, and regulations (Picard & Van Weezel, 2008).  

 

1.7 Significance of the Study 

 

The determinants of employee engagement, namely perceived support, job 

description, and value congruence, have been acknowledged in previous research 

(Aggarwal et al., 2022; Karanges et al., 2014). However, substantial evidence 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

26 

indicates that internal communication has emerged as a crucial factor interacting with 

organisational identification and job autonomy to enhance employee engagement 

efforts. This study presents a model that conceptualises the relationships among 

internal communication, organisational identification, job autonomy, and employee 

engagement. The model posits that the concept can be examined through 

communication and social perspectives, thereby offering a foundation for future 

research endeavours. 

 

In addition to recognising internal communication as a significant factor in influencing 

employee engagement, this study highlights the growing consideration among scholars 

of organisational identification as a crucial social influence for enhancing levels of 

employee engagement. Scholars have underscored that the influence of a specific form 

of social identification can facilitate organisations in comprehending a range of work 

behaviours, including turnover (Wikhamn et al., 2021; Hayes, 2013) and commitment 

(Raj, 2020; Ellemers et al., 2013). It is worth noting that several studies have provided 

further clarification on the concept of social influence. These studies have found that 

there is a positive relationship between employees’ identification with their 

organisations and their motivation, loyalty, and performance (Cek & Eyupoglu, 2019; 

Buil et al., 2019; Lee et al., 2015; Blader & Tyler, 2009; van Knippenberg & Ellemers, 

2003). 

 

This study’s theoretical significance lies in providing a legitimate justification for 

identifying and testing empirical determinants and hypotheses, thereby enabling the 

verification of the conceptual model. Drawing upon the Social Identity theory 

proposed by Tajfel and Turner (1985), the Social Exchange theory developed by Blau 
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(1964), and the Human Resources Theory Y introduced by McGregor (1960), this 

research posits the hypothesis that internal communication plays a significant role in 

shaping employee engagement by concurrently impacting both organisational 

identification and job autonomy. Consequently, employees with a strong sense of self-

identity and autonomy tend to exhibit increased emotional, cognitive, and physical 

involvement in their work. 

 

The above prediction aligns with previous studies conducted by Yue et al. (2021), Neill 

et al. (2020), Smidts et al. (2001), and Bartels et al. (2010), which revealed a positive 

correlation between communication climate and organisational identification. 

Furthermore, it aligns with the findings of Verčič (2021), Verčič & Vokić (2017), 

Wiley et al. (2010), and Pugh and Dietz (2008), who have provided evidence 

supporting the notion that effective communication plays a crucial role in enhancing 

employee engagement. The findings of Blader et al. (2017) and Karanika-Murray et 

al. (2015) are also consistent with other assumptions of this study, suggesting that 

employees who possess a high level of organisational identification tend to perform 

their job responsibilities more effectively compared to those who are motivated 

primarily by contractual obligations. 

 

Pragmatically, the newly proposed conceptual model holds potential value for 

organisational leaders as they seek to develop strategies to cultivate a skilled and 

dedicated workforce that is deeply connected to the organisation and offers a distinct 

competitive edge. Organisations may utilise this framework to concurrently address 

social factors, such as identification and autonomy, and communication factors, such 

as internal communication, to enhance overall engagement levels. Neglecting one of 
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the factors could result in an organisation failing to achieve its desired level of 

adequacy and intensity. According to Guest (2017) and Rana et al. (2014), in order to 

enhance engagement levels, managers should strive for a deeper understanding of their 

employees’ needs and align the available resources and social support accordingly. In 

addition, it is imperative for managers to actively promote regular interactions and 

communication with employees in order to enhance engagement, as this process is 

characterised by its long-term and continuous nature (Mone & Mone, 2018). 

 

Regarding the modification of social support and the promotion of consistent 

communication, the model’s conceptualisation of employee engagement as a 

consequence of effective internal communication and organisational identification 

highlights the significance of providing training and education to managers. Managers 

are encouraged to consider the advantages of communication strategies and tactics in 

promoting engagement, as highlighted by Ruck et al. (2017) and Welch (2011). 

Additionally, as Stephens and Dailey (2012) suggested, implementing pre-orientation 

identification programmes for new employees is also seen as a motivating factor. For 

instance, a newly hired employee actively involved in an orientation programme 

consistently engages in conversations with colleagues and supervisors to acquire 

additional knowledge before fully committing their loyalty to the organisation. 

Undoubtedly, implementing these recommendations will further enhance 

competencies and professional development among recently hired personnel. 

 

Lastly, another practical significance of this paper is that it addresses the under-

researched topic of internal communication related to organisational identification, job 

autonomy and employee engagement within the news media industry. Given the 



© C
OPYRIG

HT U
PM

29 

unique challenges and dynamics in the media sector, such as high-pressure 

environments, rapidly changing industry standards, and the need for creativity and 

journalistic integrity, this integrated study is crucial. While the external factors 

influencing journalism are well-documented, there is a relative paucity of research 

focusing on the internal aspects, particularly communication within newsrooms, that 

contribute to the shaping of journalistic cultures (Hanitzsch et al., 2014; Ryfe, 2013; 

Deuze, 2017). In the Malaysian media newsrooms particularly, the exploration study 

on journalist-editor communication practices becomes more necessary to increase 

journalists’ engagement and overcome challenges from within the newsrooms (Tiung 

et al., 2021; Ismail et al., 2017; Saleh et al., 2017; Latif, 2015). More studies should 

be conducted on one of the internal challenges, the journalistic voice. As argued by 

Saleh et al. (2017) and Russ (2008), in order to produce fair and balanced news reports, 

freedom of expressing opinions should, in the first place, be cultivated through 

participative and dialogic communication practised in the newsrooms, where media 

employees can be actively involved in giving opinions on any changes or decisions.  

 

Thus, this study is significant in increasing the empirical data about the internal 

communication practices affecting engagement among journalists in Malaysian media 

newsrooms in fulfilling their responsibilities to produce reliable and accurate news. 
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