KOME - An International Journal of Pure Communication Inquiry Vol. 14. No. 1. (2026) « 43-72.
DOI: 10.17646/KOME.of.38

From Tools to Teammates:
Reimagining Moral Agency
and Human-Robot Partnerships
in Journalism Practice

Wenxi Wen,*" Ashraf Sadat Ahadzadeh,**” Kam-Fong Lee***

Department of Journalism, School of Communication, Xiamen University Malaysia, MALAYSIA

E-mail: wenwenximy[at]163.com

*x

Department of Journalism, School of Communication, Xiamen University Malaysia, MALAYSIA
E-mail: ashrafsadat.ahadzadeh[at]xmu.cdu.my; ahadzadeh1980[at]gmail.com

Faculty of Education, Languages, Psychology and Music, SEGi University, MALAYSIA

E-mail: Mtvchris1002[at]gmail.com

Advances in robot design are reshaping human-dominated fields such as journalism.
The integration of autonomous, adaptive systems into society increasingly blurs
the boundaries between humans and machines. In this evolving landscape,
journalism, rooted in human judgment and ethics, now faces unique challenges
and opportunities. China, a global leaderin robotic innovations, has emerged as a
pioneer in robot journalism, further underscoring the importance of understanding
human-robot dynamics. Amid these developments, the concept of Artificial Moral
Agents has intensified debates about whether machines can possess moral agency,
and how they might coexist with humans as collaborators. Central questions arise:
How do humans perceive entities that resemble humans but are not alive? Can such
artificial beings be ascribed moral agency and integrated into professional domains
as colleagues? This study collected data through semi-structured interviews with 15
Chinese students of journalism aspiring to join the profession with an interest in the
intersection between technology and journalism. Analysis of their insights yielded six
themes: 1. anthropomorphic appearance; 2. human-like cognitive and emotional
abilities; 3. the decision-making capacity of robot journalists; 4. robot journalists
as incompetent moral agents; 5. erosion of news authenticity and diversity; and
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6. whether the future of human-robot collaboration is as partners or rivals. This
research highlights the need for philosophers and ethicists to revisit the definition
of ‘'moral agency’ and to develop frameworks to address the ambiguous moral
status of artificial agents. By bridging theoretical discourse with empirical insights,
this study contributes to ongoing conversations about the integration of arfificial
entities into journalism and society.

Keywords: robot journalist, moral agency, human-robot cooperation, autonomy,
responsible gap

Introduction

Moral agency haslongbeen central to journalism and a valued trait in journalists. Defined as
“the capacity of a moral agent to provide messages to audiences’, it carries ethical responsibility
and accountability for actions or inaction (Matilainen 2024, p. 235). With data, algorithms,
and automation enteringjournalism, and humanoid robots moving from sci-fi into reality,
moral agency is increasingly a question (Mays et al., 2025). In this context, humanoid
robots in journalism refer to artificial entities designed to perform roles and tasks that
are traditionally carried out by human journalists. These entities may appear in various
forms, ranging from software-based systems that automatically generate news stories from
collected data to Al-powered anchors and robotic presenters that deliver news directly to
audiences (Ayu Karunianingsih et al., 2025; Broussard et al,, 2019). Recent developments
have demonstrated this shift, for example in the introduction of Al news anchors that can
imitate the appearance, voice and movements of human journalists, and report news on
digital platforms (Kim & Kim, 2021; Wu et al., 2024). In this paper, a journalist is defined
as a media professional who gathers, verifies, interprets, produces, and disseminates news
and information to the public through various media platforms because while television
presenters and reporters do deliver journalistic content on screen, they represent only one role
within the broader field of journalism and should not be treated as if interchangeable with
the profession of journalism itself. In this context, ro0bot journalists refer to Al-driven systems
capable of performing tasks traditionally associated with journalism, such as generating
news stories, analysing data, or presenting news content through embodied forms such as
Al-powered news anchors or robotic television presenters. As robots begin to mirror humans
in external and some internal traits, they take on traditionally human roles and hint at future
collaboration as equals (Henschel et al., 2021). As the human—machine boundary blurs, key
questions arise about whether or not robot journalists can truly embody moral agency; if
ethical responsibility has to be redefined; and of how this human-robot partnership will
unfold in practice.

These inquiries are pressing given the human tendency to assign decision-making
power to artificial agents. In journalism, journalists have a ‘relatively rosy view’ of robot
journalism (Kim & Kim, 2018), emphasising potential and risks. Their ambivalent stance
may be reinforced by the public’s positive response to news being delivered by Al-generated
anchors and a belief that Al and traditional journalism should synergistically enhance the
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future of news production (Sun et al.,, 2024). The equivalent credibility of human-written
and automated news suggests readers’ acceptance of Al-generated content (Henestrosa
etal., 2023; Wang & Huang, 2024), could also prompt journalists to embrace their robot
counterparts. Moreover, the notion that the ‘lawed human subjectivity’ of traditional
journalism should be replaced by algorithms perceived as neutral and indispensable could
facilitate the acceptance of robot journalism (Carlson, 2018).

The human tendency to anthropomorphise technological artefacts — the attribution of
thoughts and feelings to entities without evolutionary ties to humanity (Epley etal., 2007;
Roesler et al., 2024) — underscores a key rationale for exploring Artificial Moral Agents
(AMAs) (Moor, 2006). These systems are studied to assess whether artificial entities may be
regarded as moral agents (MA) capable of ethical decision-making (Graff, 2024). Proponents
frame AMAs as autonomous, self-improving and self-regulating (Formosa & Ryan, 2020),
yet this challenges the anthropocentric ethos of journalism rooted in human judgment and
lived experience (Nguyen & Hekman, 2022). Perceptions of moral agency are tied to the way
individuals view themselves and others as morally accountable (Pasupathi & Wainryb, 2010).
Rejection of ‘algorithmic objectivity” and the valuing of human originality and judgment
destabilises the conceptual scaffolding for AMAs (van Dalen, 2026). While much research
critiques Al ethics in journalism (Jones & Jones, 2025; Porlezza, 2024), little focuses on the
extent to which audiences perceive robot journalism as MA in journalistic roles.

In the realm of traditional journalism, China advanced journalism by introducing
during the Fifth World Internet Conference the world’s first comprehensive Al news
anchor with a human-like appearance and reporting skills (Hua, 2018). This commitment
led Xinhua to introduce an upgraded AI news anchor in 2019, named ‘Xin Xiaomeng),
who subsequently covered major events, such as the China Import and Export Fair and the
Spring Festival Gala, as a representative of Xinhua News (Zhang, 2019). These initiatives
have garnered widespread approval from both the public and the media (Zhongetal., 2025),
advancing China’s digital infrastructure goals as outlined in the 18" National Congress
(National Development and Reform Commission of the People’s Republic of China,
2023). Concurrently, the National Professional Committee on AI Governance released its
Ethical Code for New Generation Artificial Intelligence in 2023 (Ministry of Science and
Technology of the People’s Republic of China, 2021), advocating for ethical Al practices,
including privacy protection, security, accountability, and transparency in directing the
responsible development and deployment of Al-powered systems (Gao & Yu, 2024). Thus
the study of how moral agency is both theoretically and practically negotiated within
journalism alongside human-robot journalist collaboration in contexts such as China, where
rapid technological advancements aim to emulate human-like cognition (e.g. the world’s
first Al-powered robot news anchor) is essential.

The current study
The present study targeted Chinese students of journalism, prospective journalists with

experience of using robots or Al technologies. Modern, Chinese, Generation Z students
have an open-minded attitude towards AI technology tools and actively seck engagement
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with them (Jing, 2024), and some have even formed virtual relationships with Chatbot
companions as romantic partners (Hua, 2024). Furthermore, the younger generation faces
growing pressure to take responsibility for their professional and technological development,
juggling human labour and technology (Lyons et al., 2015). This study established three
research objectives to guide the investigation.

The first objective was to explore how Chinese students of journalism perceive robot
journalists, including their imagined appearance, capabilities, and roles within the news
production process. As robotic journalism evolves from simple automated writing systems
to more sophisticated artificial agents, understanding how the journalists of the future
conceptualise these technologies becomes increasingly important.

The second objective is to investigate how Chinese students of journalism interpret the
concept of moral agency in relation to robot journalists. Moral agency generally refers to
the capacity of an entity to understand moral principles, make ethical decisions, and be held
responsible for its actions (Formosa & Ryan, 2020). Exploring students’ views on whether
robot journalists could possess such capacities offers insight into how emerging professionals
understand the ethical boundaries between human and artificial actors in journalism.

The third objective was to explore how Chinese students of journalism envision the
future relationship between human and robot journalists within their professional context.
Asrobotic technologies become more advanced and autonomous, they may shift from being
technical tools to collaborative partners in the newsroom, prompting reconsideration of
how responsibilities, tasks, and authority are distributed between humans and machines.

In light of these considerations, this study employs semi-structured interviews to
address the following research questions:

RQ1: What perceptions do Chinese students of journalism have of robot journalists?
RQ2: How do Chinese students of journalism conceptualise the integration of moral
agency into robot journalists, and how might this conceptualisation navigate the
complex moral dilemmas inherent in journalistic practice?

RQ3: How do Chinese students of journalism expect the interaction between human
and robot journalists to develop in journalistic contexts?

The journey of robot:
From inception to innovation

Throughout human history, there have been numerous narratives and experiments exploring
artificially created, livingand intelligent human-like beings. These creations reflect human
efforts to unravel the mysteries of life and intelligence, often drawing on metaphors from the
dominant technologies of their eras (Hordkové & Kelemen, 2009). In ancient times, legends
about robots were prevalent across different civilisations. One of the earliest documented
projects for a programmable humanoid robot was conceived by Leonardo da Vinci around
1495. His drawing outlined plans for a mechanical knight capable of standing, waving its
arms, and moving its head and jaw (Gasparetto, 2016). Centuries later, the conceptual
evolution of robots continued with the coining of the term ‘robot; widely attributed to Karel
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Capek (1920) who introduced it in his play Rossum’s Universal Robots. Derived from the Czech
word 70bota, referring to compulsory labour, Capek used the term to represent symbolised
artificial beings created to serve humans, establishing robots in the popular imagination
as autonomous entities designed to perform human tasks (Horakov4 & Kelemen, 2009).

Prior to the 18" century, theoretical concepts of robots far outpaced practical applications
due to limitations in mechanical technology (Bogue, 2020). Early robots relied on mechanical
power and were often novelties or toys until the Industrial Revolution redirected focus toward
industrial needs, marking the end of ‘amateur’ robots (Bayram & Ince, 2017). The 1950s
marked a new era with advancements in information science and technology, notably
with the debut of Unimate, the first programmable robot (Moran, 2007). This innovation
enabled robots to execute tasks programmed by humans and to replace humans in hazardous
environments with commensurate economic advantages (Bayram & Ince, 2017). By 1972,
Shake emerged as the first intelligent robot, pioneering the integration of intelligent systems
and robots. Throughout the 20" century, the development of robots remained connected to
progress in mechanics, computer science and AI (Wang et al., 2018). Scientists envisioned
machines capable not only of mechanically replicating human movements but also of
autonomous decision-making based on incomplete information and predefined criteria
(Doncieux et al., 2022).

The intellectual roots of Al extend deep into human history, as ancient myths across
various civilisations featured autonomous machines and artificial beings (Natale & Ballatore,
2020). However, the mathematical and philosophical foundations necessary for modern
Al only emerged in the 19" and early 20" centuries. A key figure in this transformation was
the British mathematician, Alan Turing. In 1936, Turing proposed the Turing Machine, a
theoretical computingdevice demonstrating that symbolic manipulation could be executed
through algorithmic procedures (Haenlein & Kaplan, 2019). This model not only laid the
groundwork for modern computers but also suggested that machines might eventually
perform tasks associated with human intelligence (Jiang et al., 2022).

Buildingon this theoretical foundation, Turinglater proposed the Turing Test. He argued
thatifa machine could engage in conversation so effectively that a human could not distinguish
it from another person, it should be considered intelligent (Haenlein & Kaplan, 2019). This
proposal was revolutionary because it shifted the debate from metaphysical speculation
about the soul to observable behaviours and measurable performance (Hoffmann, 2022).
Rather than asking if machines could truly think, Turing focused on whether they could
convincingly imitate intelligent behaviour (Danziger, 2022). This pragmatic perspective
became one of the earliest operational definitions of Al and has continuously influenced
contemporary debates on machine cognition (Hoffmann, 2022).

The 1950s and 1960s saw the rapid maturation of these theories into functional research.
Scientists began designing programs to tackle tasks previously considered uniquely human.
A milestone was the development of the General Problem Solver by Allen Newell, Herbert
Simon, and Clift Shaw, which attempted to replicate human problem-solving strategies using
symbolic logic (Haenlein & Kaplan, 2019). Similarly, Joseph Weizenbaum created ELIZA,
which was one of the earliest natural language processing programs capable of simulating
conversations with human users (Haenlein & Kaplan, 2019). Research on imitating human
learning mechanisms also made progress. The development of the neural learning model
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inspired the early exploration of artificial neural networks. In 1957, Rosenblatt proposed the
Perceptron Model, which became one of the earliest machine learning algorithms capable
of recognising patterns (Jiang et al., 2022). These studies laid the theoretical foundation
for the subsequent development of machine learning and deep learning.

In recent years, Al, machine learning, and deep learning began a radical advance
in mechanical independence. These technologies utilise calculations that enable robots
to memorise data, updating their experiences, capability, and flexibility in directing
complex errands and circumstances (Licardo et al., 2024). Unlike ordinary rule based
humanoid robots for specific tasks, AI-powered robots can learn from experience, adapt to
unusual circumstances, and make choices based on their environment and past behaviour
(Licardo etal., 2024). This integration locks in robots with updated capabilities, driving their
application over businesses such as healthcare, instruction, family assignments, advantage
divisions and amusement. Scientists have made efforts to design robot agents able to perform
errands that require cognitive capacities such as organising, decision-making, and learning
related to human capabilities (Licardo et al., 2024). In showing disdain toward the fact that
turning robots into moral agents still poses challenges, the questions of whether and to what
extent robots can reflect people in acting as moral agents has captured the imaginations of
philosophers and scientists (Cervantes et al., 2020). The moral status of robots competent
enough to work autonomously in real-world circumstances for extended periods has been
around for along time (Brozek & Janik, 2019; Gordon & Gunkel, 2022). Can an intelligent
robot be held morally responsible for its actions? Even if robots have not yet achieved this
level of sophistication, what does the near future hold? Will they become moral agents?
These questions beckon us toward exploring them from a philosophical angle, seeking a
deeper understanding of what it means for a robot to be a moral agent and how this could
reshape human interactions and societal norms.

Moral agency, journalism and robots

Journalists have been regarded as moral agents (M As) because of their adherence to moral
intentions and their navigation of moral dilemmas through editorial judgment in the news
production process (Matilainen, 2024). Autonomy is a prerequisite for moral agency, as it
grants journalists the freedom and the free choice to make independent editorial decisions
while balancing external pressures, such as political and economic influences (Sjovaag, 2013).
While traditional norms emphasise detachment and objectivity, journalists can struggle to
separate personal emotions from moral decisions (Matilainen, 2024). Some scholars argue
that emotions should be recognised as a crucial component of journalistic ethics, as they can
facilitate more human-centred reporting that reconciles professional obligations with moral
responsibility (Stupart, 2021). Rather than perceiving emotions as a threat to objectivity,
sentiments of responsibility, empathy, and ethical concern can guide journalists in making
morally sound decisions (Stupart, 2021).

Decades of effort in expanding moral agency from humans to non-humans led to the
term Artificial Moral Agents (AMAs) (Moor, 2006), reinforcing the belief that machines
can make ethical decisions and act morally (Formosa & Ryan, 2020; Martinho etal., 2021).
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Moor (2006) classifies AMAs as: 1. implicit MAs following pre-defined rules without
reasoning; 2. explicit MAs analysing situations and justifying decisions; and 3. full MAs
possessing consciousness, autonomy and intentionality. Wallach etal. (2020) also distinguish
between top-down AMAs (rule-based) and bottom-up AMAs (learning-based). Top-down
AMAs are too rigid, while bottom-up AMAs risk misgeneralising because they lack the
human’s ‘form of life’. While AMAs lack full moral sensitivity, they may still function in
constrained public morality domains where subtle moral distinctions matter less (Graff, 2024).

The extant literature also identifies reasons for extending moral agency beyond humans:
1. functional equivalence: if an artificial entity, e.g. robot, is capable of moral reasoning and
decision-making akin to humans, it may be regarded as morally agentic (Gudmunsen, 2024);
2.social and legal recognition: the legal framework along with social involvement in dealing
with it determines their moral agency status (Gordon & Pasvenskiene, 2021); 3. attribution
of responsibility: the growing autonomous skills and unmonitored operation of robots are
increasingly seen as bearers of responsibility, at least in part (Coeckelbergh, 2020); and 4.
anthropomorphism and buman perception: people tend to attribute robots with human-like
characteristics such as mind and emotion (Epley et al., 2007). These perspectives align with
the functionalist view that asserts moral agency is determined by an entity’s observable
behaviour and functional capacities rather than its intrinsic nature (Behdadi & Munthe,
2020). In contrast, the ontological view holds that moral agency is fundamentally tied to
an entity’s intrinsic properties (Véliz, 2021) and robots cannot be MA due to their lack of
intrinsic qualities like consciousness (Sevik, 2022).

Despite the ongoing debate on moral agency from functionalist and ontological
perspectives, the increasing integration of Al into various fields, including journalism, has
intensified discussions about both the advantages and ethical limitations of Al systems.
Proponents of the functionalist view argue that moral subjects should not be limited to
entities with inherent traits such as consciousness or biological experience (Dung, 2025).
Ifan artificial system can perform tasks similar to moral reasoning, such as evaluating results,
applying ethical rules, or generating decisions in accordance with a normative framework,
then it can be regarded as functionally equivalent to a moral agent (Behdadi & Munthe,
2020; Gudmunsen, 2024). Observable behaviour and decision-making capacity rather than
internal mental states determine whether an entity is able to participate in morally relevant
actions; and while this argument reflects the growing sophistication of artificial systems, the
ontological critique maintains that functional imitation alone does not constitute genuine
moral agency (Véliz, 2021; Sevik, 2022). This tension becomes particularly visible in
journalism, where technological efficiency increasingly intersects with ethical responsibility
(Molla & Ahsan, 2025).

In practical terms, Al technologies have demonstrated significant instrumental
advantages in journalistic practice because Al systems can quickly analyse large amounts
of data, identify patterns from complex information environments, and provide support
to journalists through automatic fact-checking, background research and trend analysis
(Broussard et al., 2019; Kim & Kim, 2021). Moreover, algorithmic tools are capable of
producing template-based news stories in data-driven domains such as financial reporting,
sports coverage and weather forecasting, where datasets can be translated into standardised
narratives (Leppinen et al., 2017).
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However, despite these practical benefits, significant limitations remain when evaluating
Al systems as potential moral agents. One fundamental limitation concerns the cognitive
dimension of moral agency, particularly the absence of intentionality and genuine moral
understanding. From an ontological perspective, agency requires internal mental states,
such as beliefs, desires and intentions, which guide actions in meaningful ways (Swanepoel
& Corks, 2024). Al systems, by contrast, generate outputs through statistical correlations
and algorithmic optimisation rather than through intentional reasoning. Although their
decisions may resemble human actions, they lack the internal states necessary for genuine
moral agency (Sebastidn, 2021). Human journalists, in contrast, interpret the ethical
significance of their reporting through reflective judgment and contextual awareness
(Mellado & Gajardo, 2026). For instance, decisions regarding whether to publish sensitive
information often involve balancing competing values, such as the public’s right to know
and an individual’s right to privacy. These dilemmas require normative reasoning grounded
in professional ethics and lived experience, which are capacities that cannot be reduced to
computational processes (Cervantes et al., 2020).

Another limitation concerns the emotional dimension of ethical decision-making.
Journalism often involves reporting on human suffering, injustice and traumatic events,
situations that demand empathy and emotional sensitivity. Emotions such as compassion,
concern, and responsibility can guide journalists in producingethically responsible coverage
and engaging respectfully with vulnerable individuals (Stupart, 2021). Al however, lacks
genuine emotional experience and embodied perception. While AI systems can analyse
sentiment or generate language that mimics empathy, these capabilities represent algorithmic
simulations rather than authentic emotional understanding.

The debate extends beyond theoretical frameworks to practical considerations about
responsibility and accountability. Moral agents are typically expected to bear responsibility
for the consequences of their actions (Santoni de Sio & Mecacci, 2021). In journalism,
this responsibility is embedded within professional norms, editorial oversight and public
accountability mechanisms (Sun etal., 2024). Journalists who publish harmful or inaccurate
information may face reputational damage, professional sanctions, or demands for correction
and apology. When Al systems contribute to journalistic production, however, responsibility
becomes more diffuse (Molla & Ahsan, 2025). Such a scenario challenges existing frameworks
of moral and legal responsibility (Coeckelbergh, 2020). Scholars have warned that attributing
agency to Al systems may create ‘responsibility gaps, in which neither humans nor machines
can be clearly held accountable for harmful outcomes (Santoni de Sio & Mecacci, 2021).

Some scholars posit the concept of distributed morality, which recognises that
responsibility in socio-technical systems may be shared among human actors and technological
agents rather than attributed to a single entity (Floridi, 2016; 2025). Others adopt a more
expansive view of agency. List (2021), for example, compares Al with forms of group agency,
such as in corporations, arguing that both raise similar questions about responsibility, legal
status and moral regulation. Similarly, Laukyte (2017) suggests that artificial agents might
eventually be recognised as legal actors if they meet certain conditions associated with
agency, including rationality and social interaction. Moreover, some scholars argue that
Al agency should be understood as existing to degrees rather than as a binary distinction
between agents and non-agents (Symons & Abumusab, 2024).
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Nevertheless, even these more flexible perspectives acknowledge that artificial systems
currently lack many of the intrinsic characteristics associated with human moral agency
(Formosa, 2021; Laitinen & Sahlgren, 2021). As Véliz (2021) argues, moral agency is deeply
embedded in human social practices, cultural norms and lived experiences. Without such
existential grounding, Al decision-making may remain a form of symbolic computation
rather than genuine ethical judgment.

Collaboration between journalists and robots

Al-powered robot journalists now influence not only what content users see but also how
media is shaped based on audience reactions (Henestrosa et al., 2023; Sun et al., 2024).
This shift has fuelled debates about whether machines can truly have agency in journalism,
bringingup ethical concerns such as the decontextualisation of news, lack of transparency,
and the challenge of dividing responsibility between human journalists and Al systems
(Dérr & Hollnbuchner, 2017). The human-machine operational collaboration represents an
acceptable solution that combines oversight of computer system automation by humans who
lead decision-making processes and align with journalistic goals (Rydenfelt, 2022). In this
model, Al assists in workflows but follows human-led moral guidance. This view indicates
that while machines show moral agency in partnerships, human involvement remains more
dominant. Journalists must supervise Al systems because they must not relinquish their
moral responsibility to Al-driven journalists (Rydenfelt, 2022).

Method

This study — which is rooted in the interpretive paradigm that assumes multiple realities
and prioritises contextual meaning-making — employed an exploratory qualitative design
using basic interpretive qualitative methodology (Krauss, 2005; Merriam, 2002). Basic
qualitative research was derived philosophically from constructionism, phenomenology,
and symbolic interaction and is used to understand how people interpret, construct and
attribute meaning to their experiences. The overall purpose is to understand how people
make sense of their lives and their experiences (Merriam, 2009). This approach offered a
structured framework to understand how journalism students — prospective journalists —
interpret their experiences with robot journalists, their evolving professional landscape, and
the key issues such as: 1. perceptions of robot journalists; 2. the potential to ascribe moral
agency (including decision-making capacity) to these technologies; and 3. the dynamics of
prospective human-robot collegial collaboration.

We employed purposive sampling (criterion sampling) acommon method in qualitative
research (Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024), to select 15 participants who met the following
criteria: 1. enrolment onto a journalism programme (undergraduate/post graduate) in
China; 2. passionately aspire to a career in journalism; 3. have an express interest in the
role of technology in journalism’s future; 4. prior experience of engagement with robots or
other Al technologies. Sample size justification was guided by data saturation, a principle
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recommended by scholars such as Braun and Clarke (2021). Reviewing empirical studies on
the sample sizes required to achieve saturation in qualitative research, Hennink and Kaiser
(2022) discovered that saturation is often typically reached with between 9-17 interviews
or 4-8 focus group discussions. In light of these findings, the sample size of 15 in this study
has been deemed appropriate to ensure theoretical saturation.

A set of preliminary screening questions (including items related to knowledge of the
current state of the news industry and prior experience with robots or AI) was designed
to verify that potential participants met the study criteria. To reach potential participants,
Xiaohongshu (also known as the ‘Little Red Book’), one of the most popular platforms
amongyoung people in China, was used. Those potential participants who met the criteria
received interview invitations and consent forms via WeChat. Upon accepting the invitation,
semi-structured interviews were conducted as the next phase of the research.

With regard to ethical considerations, participants were provided with clear information
about the research aim, the data collection methods, and the potential benefits and risks
before their involvement. Participants’ rights and freedoms were respected, including their
ability to withdraw from the study at any stage, the assurance of anonymity to encourage
honest responses, and adherence to privacy and confidentiality during data collection,
analysis and reporting. These were all taken into account as ethical measures. Data collection
was conducted from May to August 2024 via the Tencent Meeting conferencing tool. The
interview session duration ranged from 28 to 51 minutes during which participants received
20 RMB (an equivalent of 3 USD) as a token of appreciation.

The data was collected in Chinese by a Chinese researcher who was fluent in both
Chinese and English. Key insights from the interviews were translated into English before
back-translation was performed to ensure optimal accuracy. The researcher used bilingual
Chinese—English speakers to verify translation accuracy. All data were stored securely
through password-protected devices, accessible only to authorised team members. Both
physical and electronic records were securely archived for five years, with digital encryption
to ensure confidentiality.

This study employed reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) as the analysis method. RTA
functions asa methodologically accessible theoretical framework that facilitates researchers
in identifying and analysing patterns or themes within a dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2019).
Researcher’s interpretations of patterns of meaning spread across the dataset are represented
by codes. The method involves analysing the intersection of the dataset with theoretical
assumptions of the study, and the analytical skills of the researcher (Braun & Clarke, 2019).
The strengths of RTA lie in its accessibility, transparency and flexibility, which permits
researchers to develop themes throughout the analysis process (Byrne, 2022). The adaptability
and flexibility of RTA match the objectives of this study. An inductive approach was employed
for the data analysis in this study, which involves coding data without requiring any predefined
frameworks or adherence to the researcher’s preconceptions (Naeem et al., 2023). The data
emerges naturally from its source as an organic process without necessitating strict adherence
to participant questions (Nacem etal., 2023). The study applies inductive analysis effectively
as researchers move from specific observations to broader generalisations (Byrne, 2022) to
understand the public’s perception of robot journalists.
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Findings

This study conducted semi-structured interviews with 15 Chinese students of journalism who
aspired to becoming journalists and expressed an interest in the integration of technology
and journalism. Some of them had previous internship experiences at newspapers. Table 1
presents details from the interviewees’ profiles. The research questions focused on three main
research areas that investigate the moral awareness and ethical issues of Chinese students
ofjournalism and their expectations of robot journalists. Transcript analyses uncovered six
main patterns that generated more complete knowledge about how livingjournalists differ
from robot journalists.

Table 1:
Interviewees’ profile
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15 Zhihua 22 Male Journalism PG Shanxi None
University

Source: Compiled by the authors.

RQ1: What perceptions do Chinese students of journalism have of robot journalists?

In exploring the perceptions of Chinese students of journalism regarding robot journalists,
the findings reveal two primary themes: anthropomorphic appearance and human-like
capabilities. Each of them is accompanied by multiple sub-themes, as illustrated in Table 2.

Table 2:
Theme, sub-themes and the initial codes
for the perception of journalism students on robotic journalist

Theme Sub-theme Initial Code
Anthropomorphic ‘human-like’; a gentle smile’;
appearance ‘an elegant female figure’
Human-like abilities Cognitive ability ‘as sharp as an eagle’s’; ‘as sensitive as

Emotional ability ahunting dog’s’; ‘display sadness’

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Participants generally expressed expectations that align with findings commonly observed in
carlier studies: that robots should resemble humans in form, as presented in Theme 1 below.
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Theme 1:
Anthropomorphic appearance

The theme emphasising the anthropomorphic appearance of robot journalists reflects
the beliefs of Chinese students of journalism that these robots should exhibit human-like
attributes. Most of the interviewees expressed the idea that robot journalists should appear
‘human-like} featuring nonverbal cues such as facial expressions and gestures, like ‘a gentle
smile’. They also accentuated the importance of attire, suggesting either ‘an elegant female
figure’ or ‘a male figure in a suit and tie. However, some interviewees found overly human-
like designs ‘creepy’ or ‘uncomfortable’.

However, for robot journalists, given the distinctive characteristics of this profession,
participants placed particular emphasis on human-like cognitive and emotional capabilities,
thereby offering new insights that enrich our findings.

Theme 2:
Human-like abilities

The findings indicated that robot journalists exhibit human-like capabilities essential for
g ) p
journalism. These capabilities encompass cognitive and emotional traits.

Cognitive ability

Cognitive abilities entail a logical reasoning mechanism. Our interviewees stated that
robot journalists should be able to employ some mechanism of logic and reasoning, as this
would enable them to respond promptly to their surroundings. Such capabilities would
allow them to identify relevant news stories while gathering accurate information. Robot
journalists must be able to recognise social cues and latent information. Our respondents also
emphasised that perspective-taking emerges as an important capability for robot journalists,
like communication and smooth interaction, highlighting the necessity of understanding
multiple dimensions of aptitude of journalism when interpreting individuals’ intentions
and actions.

Emotional ability

Sensory abilities were also identified as essential attributes for robot journalists. This
imperative was conveyed through expressions such as having eyes ‘as sharp as an cagle’s’
and a nose ‘as sensitive as a hunting dog’s, capturing a comprehensive view on robots as an
eventand effective narrator. Emotional sensitivity and understanding were also highlighted
as prerequisites, as evidenced by their expressions, such as showinga ‘tight face’ when feeling
‘nervous’ or ‘stressed’ while deliveringa talk. All interviewees concurred that robot journalists
are expected to demonstrate a certain degree of empathy, such as the capacity to ‘display
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sadness’ when encountering ‘bereaved families weeping in sorrow’, to ‘sense’ the pain and
express understanding and being able to ‘feel [others’] anger’. Some interviewees described
synthetic empathy generated through programmingas ‘fake empathy’, as opposed to genuine
understanding that derived from the heartfelt feelings. Other interviewees were even more
cynical, describing this programmed empathy as akin to ‘mathematical’ problem-solving,
where emotions are mechanically imitated without inner authenticity.

RQ2: How do Chinese students of journalism conceptualise the integration of moral
agency into robot journalists, and how might this conceptualisation navigate the
complex moral dilemmas inherent in journalistic practice?

When analysing the perceptions of Chinese students of journalism concerning the moral
agency of robot journalists, the primary themes indicate that robot journalists possess
decision-making capabilities but are fundamentally flawed as moral agents (M As). The main
themes and sub-themes, along with their initial codes, are presented in Table 3.

Table 3:
Theme, sub-themes and initial codes for perceptions
of Chinese students of journalism on moral agency on robotic journalists

Theme Sub-theme Initial code
Decision-making Predetermined logic vs. machine ‘complex’; ‘unforeseeable’; ‘fexibility’
capacity of robotic learning in decision-making
journalists

Utilitarianism in robotic ‘so narrow-minded’; ‘free of human
decision-making bias’; ‘references from its database’
Complexity of human morality ‘nerds’; ‘facts accurately’; ‘lack the
warmth of human care’
Robotic journalists Tool-like nature of robotic journalists ~ ‘manipulated’; free of will’; ‘puppets’

as incompetent
moral agents

Accountability dilemma for robotic
journalists

Possible solutions to
accountability dilemma

‘meaningless’; ‘malicious intentions’;
‘scapegoats’

‘one-to-one accountability’; ‘proves
false or harmful’; “facilitate subsequent
accountability’

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Participants’ perceptions of the moral agency of robot journalists generally align with the
prevailing understanding of Al systems as data-driven, tool-like entities. However, beyond
these general perceptions, this study further reveals additional multi-faceted dimensions
to how people understand moral decision-making and accountability, particularly within
the journalistic context in which moral dilemmas frequently arise and human judgment

is highly valued. The findings highlight the deeper complexity involved in understanding
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and managing moral responsibility in the context of robotic journalism. In other words,
the findings reveal that, within specific professional contexts, people’s understanding of
the moral responsibility of Al and Al-powered entities is moving beyond traditional tool-
oriented frameworks, giving rise to more diverse interpretations.

Theme 1:
Decision-making capacity of robot journalists

The results indicated that robot journalists do have decision-making abilities. Nevertheless,
they possess predetermined logic and have experienced machine learning in their decision-
making processes. It was also discovered that the robot journalist utilised utilitarianism in
decision-making as a result of the complexity of human morality.

Predetermined logic vs.
machine learning in decision-making

Interviewees generally attributed the decision-making abilities of robot journalists to data-
driven, programmed settings and machine learning; which was evident in verbatim quotes
ashighlighted by Sue: “Aslongas we give them the standards and principles on how to make
proper news judgments, they can handle procedural decisions like choosing newsworthy
stories effectively;” and Wanmei stated: “Like ajournalism student, it learns and memorises
all the rules and knowledge, but in a way that is much faster than a human, inputting data
and setting up programmes.” However, the downsides of these pre-set decision-making
methods raise a red flag to some of the interviewees, as some situations are ‘complex” and
< 3 . . . . . .
unforeseeable’ and the lack of references in the previous training model, combined with a
lack of “flexibility’ makes it difficult to make ‘appropriate judgments. On a more optimistic
and lenient note, robot journalists were evaluated as capable of learning on their own,
helping them make more sound decisions through ‘advanced data analysis and calculations,
as expressed by Miaomiao and by Xinhao: “...catching the patterns, and then working
out better solutions through computation.” One interviewee, Ning stated: “With a lot of
) ] L, o i

practice and ‘reflection’ — if this word can be applied to robots — they become smarter and
learn to make better decisions.”

Utilitarianism in robot decision-making

Some interviewees argued that robot journalists maintain ethical standards better than
human journalists because they follow programmed principles while having no capacity for
emotion. These mind-sets appeared concertedly in excerpts such as robots “aren’t tempted by
anythingand they aren’t scared of threats”, “free of personal values or thoughts of their own”,
“massive size of the data help robots not be ‘so narrow-minded”, and “free of human bias”
Replying on their strong computational abilities and vast access to data, robot journalists
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demonstrate objective reporting. They should be able to discover beneficial solutions
as suggested by Congcong: “When we try to solve a moral issue, we think about the good
and bad sides. Robots can do this more accurately because they make the best choice to
maximise benefits.” Since they get “references from its database” “should surely be able to
make more forward-looking judgments”

Complexity of human morality

Several interviewees raised concerns about the ethical judgment of robot journalists. They
argued that ethical decision-making cannot simply be reduced to computation due to the
intricacy of ethical dilemmas. Interviewees highlighted that the ‘best’ solution calculated by
the robot may not necessarily be equivalent to that of a human. As highlighted by Zhihua:
“Ifit were arobot journalist, I guess it would keep reporting the truth.” Another interviewee
believed that robot journalists are unable to make good decisions. Besides, Dong indicated
they were like ‘nerds) one who “learns mechanically, rigidly adhering to principles without
regard for practical results” They report ‘facts accurately’ but could ‘lack the warmth of
human care’ lacking moral considerations. Some interviewees stand at the midpoint on the
moral decision-making spectrum, adoptinga ‘so-so’ perspective and relativism that relies on
social norms to establish moral values. Given this, robot journalists would fall short when
they maintain absolute standards as an inflexible approach in news reporting.

Theme 2:
Robot journalists as incompetent moral agents

It was also discovered that robot journalists demonstrate signs of incompetence as MAs
when functioning as tools while facing problems related to accountability. Nevertheless,
insightful solutions were recommended for overcoming these constraints.

Tool-like nature of robot journalists

Our interviewees generally held the view that robot journalists do not possess autonomy
and are controlled by humans. This stance was explicitly reflected in discourses including
the terms ‘manipulated; free ‘will, ‘puppets, and free of ‘spontancous desires’ Interviewees
believed that robot journalists are ‘instruction’ dependent and lack ‘self-awareness. Other
interviewees also stated that granting robots the right to act independently is impractical.
Another interviewee, Aurelia, emphasised that the “existence of a ‘black box’ for their actions
makes it difficult to assign specific responsibilities” while Ning added that “tools are not
responsible for anything”. They all argued that treating robot journalists as independent
agents would complicate the assignment of responsibility and create an enigma, given the
inherent incompatibility between independence and irresponsibility.
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Accountability dilemma for robot journalists

Since most of the interviewees perceived robot journalists as mere tools, they concurred
that such entities cannot be held accountable in the same manner as humans. This stance
is reflected in the interviewees” statements, such as the assertion that there is “no sense in
punishing the robot” or that it is ‘meaningless’ to punish them, as they are incapable of feeling
‘any pain or guilt’ or feeling ‘good’ Moreover, interviewees noted that robots lack ‘malicious
intentions’ and are ‘not driven by greed or selfishness to act harmfully’ One interviewee
believed that if robot journalists were held responsible for their actions and reports, human
journalists might use them as ‘scapegoats. Conversely, other interviewees held a diametrically
opposing view, arguing that if robot journalists were not held accountable for their actions,
humans could be unfairly blamed. This view implies that future robot journalists may easily
deceive humans, as the authenticity of robot-generated content might be dubious. For
instance, Maomao stated: “A human editor might unknowingly publish a fabricated photo.
In such cases, it’s unreasonable to hold the editor responsible if the content proves to be
false or harmful.” One interviewee, Aurelia, highlighted the need for legal frameworks to
address robots’ potential for unpredictable and uncontrollable actions as their behaviour
could “move beyond human control”. She further emphasised: “Such highly intelligent
robot journalists may seem a long way off at this point in time, the system and the law must
always be one step ahead”

Possible solutions to the accountability dilemma

Our interviewees offered some solutions to address the issue of accountability for robot
journalists. Several interviewees contended thatimplementing a responsibility-traceability
system would be beneficial, encompassing designers of robot journalists, programmers,
producers, and the news organisations employing them. Alternatively, other interviewees
stated that the role of news organisations in upholding accountability should be strengthened,
considering that they are the entities directly using robot journalists. One interviewee
recommended appointing an experienced human journalist or editor to oversee robot
journalists, concurring Qinyuan, another interviewee’s analogy, who mentioned: “It’s like an
old master leading his apprentice, with one-to-one teachingand one-to-one accountability.
When the apprentice goes wrong, the master is naturally held accountable.” Another
interviewee, Wanmei also emphasised the need for transparency. She added that “this would
not only guarantee the public’s right to know the source of the news, but also demonstrate
aresponsible attitude and facilitate subsequent accountability”.

RQ3: How do Chinese students of journalism expect the interaction between human
journalists and robot journalists to develop in journalistic contexts?

The study participants expressed a variety of viewpoints regarding the extent to which

Chinese students of journalism expect human journalists to interact with robot journalists.
The interview analysis revealed two primary themes: 1. erosion of news authenticity and
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diversity; and 2. partners or rivals? The future of human-robot collaboration. Each theme
includes two corresponding sub-themes, as illustrated in Table 4.

Table 4:
Theme, sub-themes and the initial code for the expectation of Chinese students of journalism
Theme Sub-theme Initial code

Erosion of news Homogenisation of news and loss of ‘repetitive formulas’; loss of diverse
authenticity and diverse perspectives voices’; ‘only copy the views of others’
diversity

Absence of human touch in news ‘miss the nonverbal cues’; ‘flat’; ‘cold’;
Partners or rivals? Robotic journalist as helpful sidekicks ‘ensuring the timeliness of news’; ‘free
The future of human— of errors’; ‘detecting and correcting
robot collaboration errors’

Robotic journalists as emerging rivals ‘do the work of three human

journalists’; ‘he’ll replace me’;
‘inevitable careless mistakes’

Human-led cooperative relationship ‘amascot or an attention-grabbing
gimmick’; Tubricant’; ‘grasp the depth
of human nature’

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Across the data, participants expressed relatively consistent views regarding both the
capabilities and limitations of robot journalists, which are findings that align with prior
research on human—machine collaboration. Notably, their perspectives extended beyond
technical considerations to address broader issues related to industry structure, audience
engagement, and the evolving role of human journalists, thereby illuminating the complex
and evolving relationship between humans and Al-powered systems in journalism.

Theme 1:
Erosion of news authenticity and diversity

Students’ expectations on the extent of interaction between human journalists and robot
journalist were consistent. It was reported that the authenticity and diversity of the news
produced by robot journalists is compromised. The two main sub-themes derived from
the analysis encompass: homogenisation of news and loss of diverse perspectives and the
absence of the human touch in news.

Homogenisation of news and loss of diverse perspectives
Our interviewees also raised the concern that robot journalists might lead to homogenised

news content, stifling diverse viewpoints. This was reflected in critiques by Dong: “It would
be boringifall news were written by robot journalists using repetitive formulas’, alongside
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phrases like “loss of diverse voices”, and that “robot journalists only copy the views of others”
Smaller outlets, unable to adopt robot journalism due to financial constraints, risk losing
competitiveness, being phased out, and contributing to the homogenisation of voices in
journalism. For example, one interviewee, Aurelia, explained that large newspapers owned
by wealthy capitalists or backed by the state can afford to purchase robot journalists. These
outlets, she argued, would amplify the perspectives of powerful groups, stating: “The voices
they promote will reflect the thoughts of these classes.” She added that if newspapers are
controlled by authorities, press freedom would be compromised, making it difficult for the
public to hear diverse voices.

Absence of the human touch in news

While our interviewees generally agreed that robot journalists can uphold professional
values, they also raised the concern that these systems might struggle to fully grasp the
human elements of journalism. For example, Haiyang expressed the thought that “they
may miss the nonverbal cues that human journalists can often catch during interviews”. One
interviewee, Qinyuan, noted that news composed by robot journalists might be perceived
as ‘flat’ or ‘cold;, lacking the emotional appeal necessary to “move people or inspire deep
reflection”. Another interviewee, Ning, argued that “even though robot journalists can learn
this through imitation and training, after all, it's not what they do best”.

Theme 2:
Partners or rivals? The future of human-robot collaboration

Another main theme is the consideration of robots being either partners or rivals. The future
of human-robotjournalistic collaboration remains contradictory. The relationship functions
both in support of each other at times yet can become competitive on other occasions while
humans maintain authority over decisions.

Robot journalists as helpful sidekicks

Many interviewees argued that robot journalists may significantly enhance productivity in
the news industry by outperforming humans in both efficiency and accuracy. This notion
was manifested in practices “ensuring the timeliness of news”, while counterbalancing the
“inevitable careless mistakes” made by human journalists. Unlike humans, robot systems are
“free of errors” and excel at “detecting and correctingerrors” They assist human journalists by
quickly processingand integrating large amounts of information, lightening their workload
and enabling them to focus on in-depth investigative reporting.
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Robot journalists as emerging rivals

Robot journalists are increasingly perceived as formidable competitors, sparking concerns
among professionals about the potential displacement of human journalists. These arguments
were reflected in statements such as “one robot journalist can do the work of three human
journalists at the same time”, (Yiling) and “if  don’t work hard, he’ll replace me with a robot
journalist” (Haiyang). To ensure survivability in the age of robots, interviewees emphasised
the imperative for education in journalism to evolve. This evolution should focus on teaching
collaboration with robot systems, enabling journalists to leverage the synergistic strengths
of human creativity and machine efficiency. Another interviewee, Ruixue, argued that
“learning and familiarising themselves [human journalists] more with new technologies
and thinking about how to work better with robots’, is critical for effective human-robot
collaboration. The interviewees argued that the amalgamation of human intuition with
machine precision would achieve a formidable synergy.

Human-led cooperative relationship

Some interviewees advocated for a clear division of tasks between human journalists and
robot systems. Robot journalists can efficiently handle technical tasks while humans focus
on translating complex information into accessible narratives for audiences. For example,
Zhihua stated: “We could equip robot journalists with scene reconstruction capabilities to
simulate the scene of news events.” Robot journalists might function more like ‘a mascot
or an attention-grabbing gimmick’ while human journalists would act as a ‘lubricant’
between robot systems and audiences. Our interviewees highlighted the inability of robot
journalists to ‘grasp the depth of human nature’ in interactions and relationships, asserting
thatjournalism fundamentally revolves around connecting with people, rather than merely
processing data or deploying technology.

Discussion

The interviewees preferred robot journalists with human-like appearances, reflecting schema
congruence (familiarity boosting acceptance) (Lou et al., 2022) and anthropomorphism
(attributing human traits to nonhumans) (Epley etal., 2007). However, the phenomenon of
the Uncanny Valley Theory positing that overly human-like robots cause discomfort (Mori,
2012) wasalso evident in participants’ accounts. Anthropomorphism extends beyond physical
traits or behaviours to include attributing human mental states to nonhumans (Dubois-Sage
ctal.,,2023). This heightened anthropomorphism, echoing Theory of Mind ('ToM, i.c. the
ability to infer mental states), was also reflected in interviewees positioning (Lopez-Soto
etal,, 2024). They assigned cognitive and emotional abilities to robot journalists, deeming
these essential for effective journalism. Interviewees also perceived human-like robots as
increasing trust and relatability, reinforcing existing evidence that anthropomorphism
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enhances predictability, trustworthiness (Roesler et al., 2024), and collaboration with
nonhuman agents (Zhao & Malle, 2022).

Given empathy’s critical role in journalism — its absence hinders work in emotionally
charged scenarios — and its salience in human-robot trust (Pelau et al., 2021), interviewees
deemed empathy essential for robot journalists but highlighted its artificiality. This mirrors
weak anthropomorphism, where humans treat agents as if they possess human traits, despite
knowing otherwise (Epley etal., 2007). Critics call artificial empathy deceptive, as it relies
on predefined rules, not consciousness or authentic emotion (Mlonyeni, 2025; Umbrello
& Natale, 2024).

Two predominant themes emerged from interviewees’ accounts regarding robot
journalists’ decision-making capabilities: programme-based abilities and experience-based
abilities. The former is principle-based and algorithm-centric, enabling robot journalists to
manage both straightforward news decisions and complex ethical judgments. Conversely,
the latter is established based on robot journalists’ ability to learn from human journalists’
experiences, resembling collective intelligence. The programme-driven approach exemplifies
the top-down methodology for designing AMAs, wherein Al systems are endowed with
ethical frameworks rooted in moral philosophy (Wallach et al., 2020). This paradigm also
echoes the codifiability thesis, which posits that ethics can be condensed into universal moral
rules applicable regardless of individual moral competence (Véliz, 2021). The bottom-up
approach is characterised by decision-making rooted in internal practices and the autonomous
redefinition of decision-making skills. Robot journalists utilise adaptive mechanisms to render
cthically sound judgments (Wallach et al., 2020). Robot journalists’ ethical decision-making
asit manifested in interviewee discourses is also reminiscent of Moor’s (2006) explicit ethical
agent framework, in which agents are designed to recognise morally salient information in
specific contexts and act in accordance with externally derived ethical principles.

Robotjournalism’s resistance to bias and aid from diverse databases were also shared by
the interviewees. This suggests the assertion of ‘machine objectivism) where machines could
outperform humans as MA by avoiding irrationality and self-interest (Martinho etal., 2021).
Scholars outlined Al as Kantian agents applying universal ethics (via programmed principles),
not subjective motives (Brozek & Janik, 2019). Interviewees similarly saw robot journalists
making principled decisions using pre-set moral frameworks, ensuring consistent, unbiased
outcomes free from human fallibility. Another cluster of interviewees endorsed utilitarian
ethical principles, supporting Grau’s (2006) argument that machines can act as superior
utilitarian MA, maximising overall utility. Interviewees’ perception of robot journalists as
emotionless, objective entities reflects this utilitarian stance. However, robot journalists
might rigidly follow abstract ethical rules, risking unintended harm. This highlights a key flaw
in the top-down Al approach, that is, overly abstract principles struggle to address specific
situations effectively (Wallach et al., 2020). For example, utilitarianism’s goal to “maximise
the greatest good” offers no guidance on who to include in calculations or how to quantify
‘atility’ (Brozek & Janik, 2019). Interviewees noted that an Al calculated ‘best’ outcome might
conflict with human values or societal appropriateness, casting doubt on its capacity for ethical
decision-making. This aligns with the existingargument that AM As cannot replace humans
in resolvingambiguous moral dilemmas, as ethical decision-making involves complex cultural,
social, and personal considerations that are not purely algorithmic (Martinho et al., 2021).
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Similar concerns were raised about the bottom-up approach. Interviewees noted that there is
risk of acquiring biases or unethical tendencies from their training data or exposure to human
practices. Interviewees also expressed concerns about biases embedded in algorithms that
guide the robot journalists. Therefore, they proposed solutions to mitigate bias including
pre-processing techniques during data selection, in-processing adjustments during model
training, and post-processing refinements in application (Mehrabi et al., 2021).

Interviewees also described robot journalists as devices that reproduce human moral
decision-making and exert moral influence, thus conveying moral agency. This manifests
the functional equivalence view, moral agency becomes equivalent to or functions as an
MA (Sevik, 2022). Robot journalists could qualify as MAs by employing top-down and
bottom-up ethical reasoning systems. Customary use of human moral criteria still falls short
to qualify robots as agents who demonstrate authentic moral agency. An essential problem
with moral practices stems from an inability to translate them into formal instructions
(Purves etal., 2015). Machines frequently prove able to make sound moral choices yet they
struggle with unfamiliar scenarios or unprogrammed exceptions, rendering morality beyond
their reach (Véliz, 2021). As algorithms assume more roles in public and private sectors,
humans may increasingly shift blame to automated systems when errors occur. If algorithms
become targets of praise or blame, accountability for those who design, deploy, or oversee
them could erode (Véliz, 2021).

According to the ontological view of moral agency, attributes such as autonomy and
consciousness are required for true moral responsibility (Cervantes et al., 2020; Formosa,
2021; Mosakas, 2021); however, our interviewees described robot journalists as lacking
autonomy. As in previous studies, the interviewees argued that machines cannot be true
MA because in the absence of morality they act as tools, hence they cannot bear moral
responsibility (Véliz, 2021). Some scholars contest the necessity of autonomy for moral
responsibility, contrasting with interviewees emphasis on autonomy as central to moral
agency. Others propose sentience — subjective experiences of pleasure, pain and awareness
of consequences — as the true basis of moral agency (Mosakas, 2021; Véliz, 2021). This is
corresponded with interviewees’ critiques of robot journalists as entities devoid of emotional
understandingor subjective experience. For instance, robot journalists mechanically prioritise
programmed ‘values’ as numerical rankings (Janousek, 2024). Hence, they cannot engage
moral action while bearing responsibility according to Confucian theories that both directly
oppose the ideas of fairness, as well as objectivity (Chuang, 2025). The interviewees noted
that punishing robot journalists is futile, as they cannot feel guilt or pain; and while humans
may anthropomorphise machines (e.g. blaming inanimate objects), they inherently recognise
that these entities lack true accountability.

Some interviewees, echoing scholars, suggested robot journalists could evolve into
MA as Al advances are achieved via a ‘master algorithm’ (Bertoncini & Serafim, 2023).
They speculated such systems might surpass human cognition, developing independent
‘minds’ worthy of accountability. However, critics counter with parallels to psychopaths
— while highly intelligent, their inability to feel shame or grasp morality negates moral
agency (Mosakas, 2021). This aligns with the orthogonality thesis, which warns that even
supremely intelligent AI could lack inherent concern for human well-being (Véliz, 2021).
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The situation demonstrates why Confucian values regarding ethical choices would be
missing from robot reporters.

Interviewees’ comparison of robot journalists to ‘puppets’ matches the instrumentalist
theory position (Gunkel, 2020), implying human responsibility as the only factor. However,
critics argue that if developers face liability for AI’s unintended actions, they may limit
advanced, autonomous systems to avoid culpability (Gunkel, 2020). This tension grows as
robotjournalists increasingly demonstrate independent news and ethical judgments, blurring
the line between tool and agent. A key concern is the unpredictability of Al systems with
learning capabilities, which complicates assigning human responsibility — a dilemma termed
the ‘responsibility gap’ (Hindriks & Veluwenkamp, 2023). However, hybrid approaches
still struggle to distinguish between accountable agents and mere tools. To bridge this gap,
interviewees proposed a responsibility traceability system involving designers, programmers
and news organisations, aligned with the principle of ‘meaningful human control’ (Santoni
de Sio & van den Hoven, 2018) that requires two conditions: tracking (monitoring Al
decisions) and tracing (mapping accountability across stakeholders) (Santoni de Sio &
van den Hoven, 2018).

The interviewees downplayed robot journalists’ capabilities and assert human dominance
in journalistic areas requiring sensitivity and discernment, such as investigative reporting,
empathetic storytelling and ethical decision-making. This aligns with prior research showing
journalists often dismiss automation as competition by strategically emphasising their superior
skills (e.g. emotional intelligence, creativity and news judgment) (Rydenfelt, 2022; van Dalen,
2026). Such arguments reinforce a human-centric view of journalism, which may reflect
speciesism, a human cognitive prejudice against other species (Pauketat & Anthis, 2022).

Conclusion

The increasing integration of new technological advancements — specifically robots — in
journalism raises concerns about how these advancements, once viewed as merely submissive
to human journalists, are now becoming more pronounced in the field. This shift presents
new opportunities that could significantly impact the landscape of journalism. The current
study, pioneeringamonglimited existing research, puts forward inquiries into the relevance of
moral agency in robot journalists, its influence on the decision-making process in journalism,
and how this perceived conceptualisation of moral agency flows within the collaboration
between human journalists and robot journalists. Although diverse perspectives exist with
regard to Al-powered journalism robots, a prevailing view is that these entities fall short of
being full moral agents. They are better described as explicit moral agents — guided by pre-
programmed systems — capable of making seemingly sensible moral decisions, yet lacking
consciousness and emotional sensitivity. While there is an argument that robots should possess
human-like attributes — including cognitive and sensory abilities — to effectively function
as journalists, the ‘uncanny valley’ phenomenon emerges as a significant pitfall. This effect
may hinder their acceptance and effectiveness in human-facing roles such as journalism.
These findings could practically contribute to both software and hardware developers by

KOME - An International Journal of Pure Communication Inquiry « 1. 2026



66 Wenxi Wen, Ashraf Sadat Ahadzadeh, Kam-Fong Lee

informing the design of robot features that reflect anthropomorphic qualities while avoiding
the ‘uncanny valley effect, which undermines trust and communication effectiveness.

Given that the term AMAs is still not fully developed in practical and operational terms
within the field of journalism, traditional expectations — such as empathising with the subjects
involved in a story — remain essential. This highlights that AM As still have along way to go
before becoming concrete and reliable in journalistic practice, and before their theoretical
axioms can translate into practical application. Such limitations support the reservations
and critical stances toward incorporating machines into journalism, despite the appeal of a
functionalist perspective. Al-powered robots still pose a significant accountability challenge
in journalism. This calls for urgent measures from Chinese policymakers to establish clear
governance frameworks in newsrooms, ensuring human oversight and clearly defined
accountability systems. Ultimately, primary agency and leadership should remain with
human beings, without burdening them with the uncertainties arising from robot journalists.

Although this study yields contributions, its limitations, which could serve as a point
of departure for future research, should be acknowledged. While the targeted subjects
were students of journalism with prior exposure to robots and AL their limited real-world
journalism experience may have influenced their responses. Experienced or traditional
journalists might hold different perspectives on robot journalism and the concept of AMAs,
particularly as practiced in real journalistic settings; and their interactions with robots could
also differ significantly from those of journalism students. This study employed a basic
interpretative design with semi-structured interviews as the primary data collection method.
However, to better capture the complexities of human-robot relationships — particularly
those shaped by mutual, unmediated interaction and relational dialectics — an ethnographic
observational approach could address limitations inherent in interview-based methods and
current research designs.
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