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Abstract
This article develops the concept of the institutional sentinel to explain how journalists 
may temporarily reconfigure professional role performance when the institutional 
conditions of independent reporting become objects of political contestation. Existing 
debates on journalism under democratic strain often frame departures from conven
tional objectivity as either activism or part of a moral turn. Such binaries overlook a more 
specific form of intervention: the public defense of governance arrangements, editorial 
autonomy, and organizational safeguards that enable impartial reporting. The institutional 
sentinel is defined as a situationally activated role-performance logic in which journalists 
collectively shift from monitorial observation to defending these conditions when they 
are publicly framed as being under procedural threat. The article is conceptual and uses 
the 2025–2026 conflict surrounding Lithuania’s public broadcaster, LRT, as a revelatory 
vignette. The vignette clarifies three elements: activation under perceived procedural 
threat within a context shaped by threat fusion; boundedness, expressed through 
temporariness, role transparency, object specificity, and reversibility; and a defensive 
paradox whereby institutional self-defense may protect autonomy while exposing 
journalism to accusations of bias, self-interest, or partisanship. The article offers a mid- 
range conceptual tool and develops scope conditions and propositions for comparative 
research on media autonomy, legitimacy, and professional boundary work.
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Introduction

In recent years, journalism has come under growing pressure to defend not only 
democratic values in the abstract, but also the institutional conditions that make inde
pendent reporting possible. In environments marked by disinformation, political po
larization, and democratic backsliding, journalists increasingly confront situations in 
which the procedural norms associated with professional objectivity appear insufficient 
for responding to threats aimed at weakening the autonomy of media institutions 
themselves (Bennett and Livingston, 2018; Chadwick, 2017; Dragomir, 2019; Waisbord, 
2018). Under such conditions, the traditional expectation that journalists remain detached 
observers may come into tension with the perceived need to protect the organizational and 
governance arrangements on which future impartial reporting depends (Alexander, 2006; 
Pickard, 2019; Ward, 2020). This tension raises an important theoretical question: what 
kind of journalistic role emerges when the institutional preconditions of independent 
journalism become the object of defense?

This question cannot be answered adequately through binary oppositions between 
“objective” and “activist” journalism. Scholarship on journalistic roles has shown that 
professional roles are neither fixed nor singular; they are historically contingent, nor
matively contested, and negotiated in relation to institutional constraints and changing 
political environments (Hanitzsch and Vos, 2017, 2018; Hellmueller and Mellado, 2015; 
Mellado, 2015, 2020). At the same time, objectivity itself is not a simple or uniform ideal, 
but a layered professional norm associated with verification,  fairness, balance, and 
procedural discipline (McQuail and Deuze, 2020; Tuchman, 1972; Ward, 2004, 2011; 
Westerståhl, 1983). Yet much of the debate about journalism under democratic strain still 
tends to treat departures from conventional objectivity as if they necessarily amount 
either to partisan advocacy or to a generalized moral turn in journalism (Bell, 1998; 
Christians et al., 2009; Waisbord, 2018). Such framing leaves insufficient  conceptual 
space for forms of intervention that are directed neither at advancing substantive political 
outcomes nor at abandoning professionalism, but at defending the institutional autonomy 
required for professional journalism to continue at all (Ananny, 2018; Pickard, 2019; 
Ward, 2020).

This article develops the concept of the institutional sentinel to address that gap. I 
define the institutional sentinel as a situationally activated journalistic role-performance 
logic in which journalists collectively shift from monitorial observation to the public 
defense of the institutional conditions that enable future impartial reporting when those 
conditions are perceived to be under procedural threat. The concept captures a bounded 
form of role reorientation. It does not refer to journalism of attachment, a standing model 
of engaged journalism, or partisan activism. Rather, it describes a temporary and de
fensive form of intervention oriented toward protecting governance arrangements, ed
itorial autonomy, and organizational safeguards understood as prerequisites for 
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independent journalism itself (Ananny, 2018; Bell, 1998; Hanitzsch and Vos, 2017; 
Moraes, 2023; Pickard, 2019; Ward, 2020). The term is adjacent to Norris and 
Odugbemi’s (2010) public-sentinel framework but refers here to a reflexive  defense 
of journalism’s own institutional preconditions, a distinction developed below.

The article is motivated by the 2025–2026 conflict  surrounding Lithuania’s public 
broadcaster, LRT, where proposed legal amendments affecting governance and dismissal 
procedures triggered an unusually visible mobilization by journalists and media workers 
(BNS, 2025a, 2025b; LRT.lt, 2025c; Media Freedom Rapid Response, 2025). The LRT 
episode is analytically important because it illustrates a situation in which journalists did 
not merely report on a political controversy but mobilized publicly against reforms they 
framed as a procedural threat to media autonomy. Their actions included symbolic 
disruption of routine broadcasting, public protest, and the temporary relocation of 
journalistic activity into the space of civic contention (BNS, 2025a; LRT.lt, 2025c). In 
this sense, the case makes visible a form of professional boundary work in which the 
defense of the institution became part of journalistic practice. At the same time, the article 
does not treat the Lithuanian episode as empirical proof of a general theory. Instead, it 
uses the case as a revelatory vignette that helps clarify an underconceptualized role logic 
and specify the conditions under which it may emerge (Hanitzsch and Vos, 2017; 
Mellado, 2015; Yin, 2018).

The Lithuanian case is also theoretically suggestive because it unfolded in a geo
politically exposed democracy, where domestic institutional disputes are interpreted 
against persistent external security pressures and concerns about information manipu
lation. In such settings, external threat and internal institutional vulnerability may be 
perceived as mutually reinforcing, making changes to media governance appear more 
consequential than routine administrative reform (Krastev and Holmes, 2019; Mälksoo, 
2024). Baltic media scholarship suggests that, particularly after Russia’s full-scale in
vasion of Ukraine in 2022, media institutions in the region have increasingly operated 
within resilience-oriented and protective frameworks, especially in relation to infor
mation disorder and hybrid threats (Balčytienė et al., 2025; Kõuts-Klemm et al., 2022; 
Rožukalne et al., 2024; Vihalemm and Vunš, 2024). This broader context does not 
establish that journalists themselves necessarily interpreted the LRT reforms through an 
explicit security lens. Rather, it provides an environment in which procedural threats to 
media autonomy could be understood as part of a wider pattern of democratic and in
formational vulnerability.

However, the move from observation to institutional self-defense generates a nor
mative dilemma. If journalism’s democratic legitimacy depends in part on its capacity to 
function as a relatively shared reference point across political divisions, then visible 
institutional mobilization may protect autonomy while simultaneously undermining the 
appearance of impartiality that helps sustain credibility (Kohring and Matthes, 2007; 
Strömbäck et al., 2020; Ward, 2020). The same act that raises the reputational and 
political costs of media capture may also furnish adversarial actors with material for 
claims of bias, elite collusion, or political partisanship, particularly in polarized and 
hybrid communication environments where hostile-media perceptions are easily acti
vated (Egelhofer et al., 2021; Gunther and Schmitt, 2004; Iyengar et al., 2019; Mason, 
2018). The issue, then, is not whether journalism should simply “choose” between 
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objectivity and activism, but how to conceptualize exceptional defensive interventions 
that remain tied to professional self-limitation. For this reason, the article treats 
boundedness as central: if the institutional sentinel is to remain analytically distinct from 
unbounded advocacy, it must be understood as temporary, transparent, and reversible 
(Kohring and Matthes, 2007; Strömbäck et al., 2020; Ward, 2020).

The article makes four contributions. First, it conceptualizes the institutional sentinel 
as a distinct response to situations in which media autonomy itself becomes the object of 
political contestation. Second, it situates this concept within scholarship on journalistic 
roles and objectivity, distinguishing it from adjacent notions such as journalism of at
tachment, objectively engaged journalism, and institutional advocacy more broadly (Bell, 
1998; Hanitzsch and Vos, 2017; Mellado, 2020; Moraes, 2023; Ward, 2020). Third, using 
the LRT episode as an illustrative vignette, it situates sentinel activation within a context 
of threat fusion and identifies the defensive paradox whereby institutional self-defense 
may simultaneously protect and destabilize journalistic legitimacy (Alexander, 2006; 
Rosanvallon, 2008). Fourth, it develops scope conditions, normative guardrails, and 
propositions for future comparative research on media autonomy, legitimacy, and 
professional boundary work (Kohring and Matthes, 2007; Strömbäck et al., 2020; Yin, 
2018).

To develop this argument, the article proceeds in seven steps. The next section reviews the 
literature on journalistic roles and the strain placed on objectivity under conditions of 
democratic pressure. The third section examines why media autonomy can become an object 
of defense, with particular attention to public service media and to contexts marked by 
institutional vulnerability and geopolitical insecurity. The fourth section defines  the insti
tutional sentinel and distinguishes it from neighboring concepts. The fifth section introduces 
the 2025–2026 LRT protest cycle and explains the article’s analytical approach. The sixth 
section shows what the vignette helps clarify about role activation, boundedness, and the 
defensive paradox of institutional self-defense. The final section outlines scope conditions 
and propositions for future research before concluding with the broader implications of the 
concept for the study of journalism in democratically insecure environments.

Journalistic roles and the strain on objectivity

Journalistic roles are best understood not as fixed  professional identities, but as his
torically contingent and socially negotiated orientations that define  what journalists 
believe they ought to do in public life. Role scholarship has shown that journalism is 
constituted through ongoing struggles over its institutional identity, normative bound
aries, and public purpose rather than through a stable consensus on a single professional 
model (Hanitzsch and Vos, 2017, 2018). In this sense, roles operate as interpretive 
frameworks through which journalists make sense of their responsibilities toward au
diences, political actors, and democratic institutions. They are shaped not only by 
professional norms, but also by organizational routines, institutional constraints, and 
broader political contexts (Hanitzsch and Vos, 2017; Mellado, 2015, 2020). This per
spective is especially important in periods of democratic strain, when inherited pro
fessional expectations may no longer align easily with the conditions under which 
journalism is practiced.
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A central distinction in this literature is the one between role conception and role 
performance. Role conceptions refer to the normative ideas journalists hold about what 
their work should be, whereas role performance concerns how these orientations are 
enacted, translated, or modified in actual news practice (Hellmueller and Mellado, 2015; 
Mellado, 2015, 2020). The two do not always coincide. Journalists may endorse one role 
normatively while performing another under the pressure of organizational routines, 
political constraints, market incentives, or crisis conditions. This distinction matters for 
the present article because the phenomenon examined here is not simply an attitudinal 
shift in what journalists say they value, nor merely a permanent redefinition  of pro
fessional identity. Rather, it concerns a situational reorientation in collective role per
formance under conditions in which the institutional autonomy of journalism itself is 
perceived to be under threat. In other words, the issue is not whether journalists cease to 
believe in professionalism, but how professionalism may be enacted differently when its 
enabling conditions appear politically vulnerable.

Within the broader field of journalism studies, one of the most enduring and contested 
components of professional role orientation is objectivity. Objectivity has historically 
functioned as both a normative ideal and a professional strategy. Classic work treats it not 
simply as truthfulness, but as a procedural discipline grounded in verification, balance, 
factuality, and forms of restraint that help journalism claim legitimacy in pluralistic 
societies (McQuail and Deuze, 2020; Tuchman, 1972; Ward, 2004, 2011; Westerståhl, 
1983). Tuchman’s well-known formulation of objectivity as a “strategic ritual” captured 
its protective function: objectivity offered journalists a repertoire of professional 
practices that could shield them from accusations of bias while maintaining authority 
under conditions of contestation (Tuchman, 1972:678). Yet later scholarship has also 
shown that objectivity is internally differentiated rather than singular. It can refer to 
factual accuracy, balanced representation, detachment of tone, procedural fairness, or 
institutionalized routines of verification,  and these dimensions do not always move 
together (McQuail and Deuze, 2020; Westerståhl, 1983). Treating objectivity as a unitary 
norm therefore obscures important tensions in how journalists interpret and perform it. In 
the argument developed here, the dimensions of objectivity most clearly placed under 
strain are detachment and ritualized balance, whereas verification, factual discipline, and 
accountability to shared standards of evidence remain central to the professional le
gitimacy that sentinel action claims to defend (McQuail and Deuze, 2020; Ward, 2004, 
2011, 2020; Westerståhl, 1983).

This multidimensionality is crucial because contemporary criticism of objectivity 
often targets different aspects of the norm at once. In some accounts, the problem is 
excessive detachment in the face of falsehood; in others, it is ritualized balance that gives 
undue legitimacy to anti-democratic or disinforming actors; in still others, it is the idea 
that journalists can or should occupy a value-free standpoint in the first place (Bell, 1998; 
Rosen, 2010; Waisbord, 2018; Ward, 2020). The debate is therefore not simply about 
whether objectivity remains desirable, but about which version of objectivity is being 
defended, revised, or rejected. Ward (2004, 2011, 2020), for example, argues that ob
jectivity remains a democratic necessity, but not because it entails neutrality in any 
absolute sense. Rather, it remains valuable as an ethical discipline that constrains 
journalism’s tendency to collapse into tribalism, propaganda, or moral unanimity. By 
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contrast, critics of conventional “both-sides” reporting argue that procedural balance may 
be exploited by actors committed less to democratic contestation than to manipulation, 
delegitimation, and epistemic disruption (Bennett and Livingston, 2018; Waisbord, 
2018). These tensions suggest that objectivity is increasingly being reinterpreted un
der new political and communicative conditions rather than simply abandoned.

One important implication of role scholarship is that such reinterpretation does not 
necessarily amount to a complete break with professional norms. Roles may be re
negotiated within the profession rather than discarded altogether. Hanitzsch and Vos 
(2017) show that journalism’s institutional identity is discursively constituted through 
contestation over the meaning of its core values, while Mellado (2020) emphasizes that 
role theory must account for how norms are adapted and performed differently across 
contexts. This is especially relevant in environments where journalists perceive that 
conventional professional routines no longer adequately protect the public role of 
journalism. Under such conditions, a shift may occur not from professionalism to anti- 
professionalism, but from one mode of professionalism to another. The key analytical 
task is therefore to specify what kind of shift is taking place, at what level, and toward 
what object.

Existing scholarship already identifies  several ways in which journalistic roles can 
move beyond conventional detachment. One influential  formulation is Bell’s (1998)
“journalism of attachment,” which argues that, in situations of moral crisis, journalists 
cannot remain bystanders without risking complicity. A different line of argument 
appears in work on engaged or objectively engaged journalism, which maintains that 
journalism can remain committed to evidence, verification,  and fairness while also 
acknowledging its normative investment in democratic life (Ward, 2020). More recent 
work similarly suggests that journalists may adopt differentiated models of intervention 
depending on the type of issue, the structure of the media system, and the relationship 
between professional norms and social justice claims (Moraes, 2023; Verhoeven, 2025). 
What these approaches share is the recognition that detached neutrality is neither the only 
possible nor always the most normatively defensible form of journalistic professionalism. 
At the same time, they do not fully capture situations in which the target of intervention is 
not primarily public policy, moral witnessing, or civic values in general, but the in
stitutional autonomy of journalism itself.

This limitation becomes especially visible when journalism operates in settings 
marked by democratic erosion, political polarization, and attacks on media legitimacy. In 
such settings, objectivity may come under pressure from at least two directions at once. 
On the one hand, journalists may face criticism that detached reporting normalizes 
falsehood, creates false equivalence, or fails to respond adequately to anti-democratic 
threats (Bennett and Livingston, 2018; Lewandowsky et al., 2023; Waisbord, 2018). On 
the other hand, any visible departure from neutrality may itself be used to reinforce 
accusations of bias, elitism, or partisan collusion, particularly in polarized communi
cation environments shaped by hostile-media perceptions and identity-based trust seg
mentation (Gunther and Schmitt, 2004; Kohring and Matthes, 2007; Mason, 2018; 
Strömbäck et al., 2020). The result is that objectivity becomes strained not only as an 
epistemic norm but also as a professional settlement: it remains necessary for credibility, 
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yet increasingly difficult  to perform in a way that is socially recognized as legitimate 
across political divides.

For this reason, the present article does not start from the assumption that journalism is 
moving wholesale beyond objectivity. Nor does it assume that visible departures from 
conventional neutrality should automatically be interpreted as activism. Instead, it asks 
whether there are situations in which journalists may temporarily reconfigure their role 
performance in order to defend the institutional conditions under which objectivity itself 
can remain meaningful. This requires attention not only to the ethical content of jour
nalistic roles, but also to their institutional object. Journalists do not act only in relation to 
events, actors, and audiences; they also act within organizations and under governance 
arrangements that structure what kinds of journalism are possible. When those ar
rangements are perceived to be under threat, the defense of media autonomy may become 
a salient object of professional action.

The argument developed in this article builds on this insight. It proposes that, under 
specific  conditions, journalists may adopt a distinct role-performance logic oriented 
toward defending the institutional infrastructure that makes future impartial reporting 
possible. This is not equivalent to replacing objectivity with activism, nor to treating 
journalism as a standing vehicle of democratic advocacy. Rather, it points to a bounded 
form of professional reorientation that emerges when the institutional conditions of 
journalistic independence are themselves drawn into political contestation. Before de
fining this concept in detail, however, it is necessary to examine why media autonomy in 
some settings becomes an object of defense in the first place. That question is especially 
pressing in relation to public service media and to democracies marked by institutional 
vulnerability, geopolitical insecurity, and pressures associated with media capture.

When media autonomy becomes the object of defense

Journalism is usually theorized as an institution that monitors power, informs citizens, 
and facilitates public scrutiny of political life. Yet journalism can perform these functions 
only under institutional conditions that protect a meaningful degree of editorial au
tonomy, organizational stability, and public legitimacy. For this reason, media autonomy 
should be understood not merely as a professional privilege, but as a constitutive 
condition of journalism’s democratic role (Ananny, 2018; Pickard, 2019; Ward, 2020). 
When those enabling conditions are perceived to be under threat, journalism may 
confront a more reflexive problem: before it can continue to observe and evaluate political 
power, it may be compelled to defend the institutional arrangements that make such 
observation possible in the first place. This shifts attention from journalism as watchdog 
over external political processes to journalism as an actor responding to threats directed at 
its own conditions of independence.

This issue becomes especially visible in relation to public service media. Unlike purely 
commercial media, public service broadcasters occupy a hybrid position. They are 
expected to serve the public interest, provide widely accessible and relatively trusted 
information, and sustain pluralistic communication, while simultaneously remaining 
insulated from direct political control despite operating through publicly constituted 
governance arrangements (Ananny, 2018; Pickard, 2019). Their democratic significance 
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does not lie only in the content they produce, but also in the institutional architecture 
through which they operate: governance rules, appointment procedures, dismissal 
protections, accountability mechanisms, and safeguards against partisan interference 
(Hanretty, 2010; Puppis, 2010). In this sense, public service media are not simply 
journalistic organizations among others; they are part of the institutional infrastructure of 
the public sphere. As with courts, universities, or electoral commissions, their democratic 
value depends partly on the integrity of the rules that protect them from capture (Ananny, 
2018; Pickard, 2019).

For that reason, threats to media autonomy do not always take the form of overt 
censorship or direct suppression. A growing literature on media capture shows that 
contemporary threats often proceed through procedural, legal, and organizational reforms 
that appear formally legitimate while gradually weakening editorial independence in 
practice (Dragomir, 2019; Surowiec et al., 2020). Such interventions may involve 
changes to oversight structures, appointment procedures, dismissal thresholds, reporting 
obligations, or funding mechanisms (Dragomir, 2019; Hanretty, 2010; Surowiec et al., 
2020). Their significance lies precisely in the fact that they operate through the language 
of governance rather than through explicit attacks on press freedom (Puppis, 2010). This 
makes them especially difficult to contest publicly: what appears to one side as a technical 
reform may be interpreted by the other as a strategic attempt to lower the institutional 
barriers protecting editorial autonomy. In such cases, the object of struggle is not content 
alone, but the procedural architecture through which future content will be shaped 
(Ananny, 2018; Pickard, 2019).

This dynamic is particularly important in public service media because governance 
design is inseparable from editorial independence (Hanretty, 2010; Puppis, 2010). 
Changes in voting rules, dismissal procedures, or reporting obligations can alter the 
balance between professional autonomy and political leverage without any immediate 
interference in newsroom output (Dragomir, 2019; Hanretty, 2010; Surowiec et al., 
2020). From a democratic perspective, this means that procedural reforms may function 
as latent instruments of control: they create the conditions under which future inter
vention becomes easier, cheaper, and less publicly visible. For journalists, such reforms 
may therefore be experienced not as routine administration, but as threats to the insti
tutional preconditions of their profession (Ananny, 2018; Pickard, 2019; Ward, 2020). 
The issue is not simply whether a specific editorial decision is being constrained, but 
whether the organizational capacity for independent journalism is being made structurally 
more vulnerable. Under such conditions, media autonomy itself may become an object of 
defense.

The problem is sharpened further in political environments marked by democratic 
strain, populist contestation, and declining trust in mediating institutions. In such 
contexts, journalism is often exposed simultaneously to external delegitimation and 
internal institutional vulnerability. Political actors may portray independent media as 
partisan, elitist, or unaccountable, while also advancing reforms framed as transparency, 
efficiency, or accountability that in practice expand opportunities for political influence 
(Dragomir, 2019; Egelhofer et al., 2021; Surowiec et al., 2020). The resulting tension is 
important for role theory because it means that journalists may no longer experience 
threats to media autonomy as exceptional anomalies outside professional practice. 
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Rather, institutional defense can become entangled with the routine conditions under 
which journalism is carried out. What changes in such contexts is not only the risk 
environment of journalism, but also the professional meaning of restraint, neutrality, and 
non-intervention.

These dynamics may become particularly salient in geopolitically exposed democratic 
settings, where domestic institutional vulnerability coexists with sustained external 
security pressure. In such contexts, democratic institutions may be experienced as 
historically contingent and vulnerable to both internal erosion and external destabilization 
rather than as fully settled or self-reinforcing (Krastev and Holmes, 2019; Mälksoo, 
2024). The Baltic region is relevant in this respect because its media systems have 
developed under the combined pressures of post-socialist transformation, geopolitical 
exposure, disinformation campaigns, and renewed security anxieties following Russia’s 
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 (Balčytienė et al., 2025; Kõuts-Klemm et al., 2022; 
Vihalemm and Vunš, 2024). In this environment, journalistic autonomy may be un
derstood not only as a professional norm but also as part of a broader infrastructure of 
democratic resilience. This does not imply that journalism merges with state security 
agendas. It suggests more narrowly that threats to independent media may be interpreted 
against a wider background of democratic vulnerability and informational insecurity.

Baltic scholarship increasingly suggests that journalists and public service media in 
the region have been operating under such pressures for some time. Studies point to 
heightened sensitivity to information disorder, concerns about self-censorship and 
professional threat, and growing emphasis on resilience, democratic continuity, and 
protection of the information environment (Jastramskis et al., 2023, 2025; Kõuts-Klemm 
et al., 2022; Rožukalne et al., 2024; Valentinavicius, 2022). These conditions do not 
automatically produce a single journalistic response, nor do they imply a uniform re
jection of objectivity. What they do suggest is that the institutional context in which 
objectivity is enacted has become more fragile and more politically charged. Where 
public communication is viewed as exposed to manipulation, hybrid threat, or capture, 
journalists may come to see the defense of editorial autonomy not as an external political 
choice but as part of preserving the possibility of professional journalism itself.

To capture how these contextual pressures may converge, this article uses the term 
threat fusion. Threat fusion refers to the coupling of external geopolitical insecurity with 
internal procedural challenges to media autonomy, such that institutional reforms may be 
interpreted as more consequential within a wider environment of democratic and in
formational vulnerability. The concept does not imply that every governance dispute is 
explicitly securitized by journalists or that the LRT mobilization was publicly framed in 
direct geopolitical terms. In the present vignette, threat fusion is treated primarily as a 
contextual condition that helps explain why changes to broadcaster governance could 
acquire heightened institutional significance, while the publicly documented claims of 
LRT employees remained focused principally on editorial autonomy and safeguards 
against political influence (Bennett and Livingston, 2018; Buzan et al., 1998; Dragomir, 
2019; Maliukevičius, 2024).

At the same time, the possibility that media autonomy becomes an object of defense 
does not by itself resolve the normative problem. Journalists who publicly defend their 
institution may strengthen resistance to capture, but they may also expose themselves to 

Valentinavičius 9 



accusations that they have abandoned impartiality and entered political struggle as in
terested actors. This is especially likely in polarized environments where visible insti
tutional self-defense can be reframed as elite self-protection or partisan mobilization. The 
analytical challenge, then, is not simply to note that public service media may be 
threatened, but to explain what kind of professional role orientation may emerge when 
journalists respond to such threats and how that role can be distinguished from more 
familiar forms of activism, advocacy, or engaged journalism. It is to that question that the 
next section turns.

The institutional sentinel: Concept, level of analysis, and boundaries

The concept developed in this article seeks to capture a type of journalistic response that 
is not well described by binaries between objectivity and activism. When journalists 
perceive that the institutional conditions enabling independent reporting are themselves 
under procedural threat, they may temporarily reorient professional practice from routine 
monitorial observation toward the public defense of those conditions. This article 
conceptualizes that response as the institutional sentinel (Ananny, 2018; Hanitzsch and 
Vos, 2017; Pickard, 2019; Ward, 2020).

More precisely, the institutional sentinel may be defined as a situationally activated 
journalistic role-performance logic in which journalists collectively shift from monitorial 
observation to the public defense of the institutional conditions that enable future im
partial reporting, when those conditions are perceived to be under procedural threat. 
Three elements of this definition are central. First, the concept is situational rather than 
permanent: it refers to exceptional episodes rather than the everyday normative baseline 
of journalism. Second, it concerns role performance rather than exclusively internal role 
conception: the analytical focus is on publicly enacted professional behavior and jus
tificatory logic rather than on individual psychological attitudes alone (Hellmueller and 
Mellado, 2015; Mellado, 2015, 2020). Third, the target of action is institutional rather 
than substantive: what journalists defend in sentinel mode is not a policy platform or 
ideological program, but the governance, autonomy, and organizational safeguards 
without which professional journalism becomes harder to sustain.

The term also requires differentiation from Norris’s broader account of the news media 
as a public sentinel. In that framework, the democratic performance of media systems 
rests principally on their capacity to act as watchdogs, agenda setters, and gatekeepers: 
scrutinizing powerful actors, directing public attention, and facilitating inclusive com
munication within the public sphere (Norris and Odugbemi, 2010). The institutional 
sentinel is adjacent to this tradition but identifies a different object and mode of action. 
Whereas the public-sentinel framework concerns the routine external contribution of 
news media to accountability and governance, the institutional sentinel describes an 
episodic and reflexive  form of collective role performance directed at protecting the 
governance arrangements and autonomy safeguards of journalism itself. The relationship 
between the two is therefore one of institutional precondition: sentinel action, as con
ceptualized here, may arise when journalists perceive that the conditions required to 
perform their ordinary watchdog, agenda-setting, and gatekeeping functions are being 
procedurally weakened.
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Clarifying the level of analysis is therefore essential. The institutional sentinel is not 
best understood as a purely individual role conception, because the empirical mani
festations that motivate the concept are often collective, organizationally visible, and 
publicly coordinated. At the same time, it is not reducible to organizational strategy alone, 
since what is at stake is not simply institutional behavior in a managerial sense but a 
professional logic articulated and enacted by journalists themselves. The concept is 
therefore located at the level of collective journalistic role performance: it names a mode 
of professional boundary work through which journalists temporarily redefine  what 
responsible journalism requires when the institutional infrastructure of journalism is 
perceived to be under threat (Hanitzsch and Vos, 2017; Reese and Shoemaker, 2016). 
This formulation avoids overclaiming, since it does not assume direct access to jour
nalists’ inner beliefs in the absence of interview data, while still allowing analysis of 
publicly enacted role shifts and their justificatory language.

The concept is rooted in the idea that journalism depends not only on professional 
norms but also on institutional conditions of possibility. Public service media, in par
ticular, operate through governance arrangements that help secure editorial indepen
dence, accountability, and insulation from partisan control. When those arrangements are 
perceived to be weakened, objectivity can no longer be treated purely as an internal 
professional discipline. It also appears as institutionally contingent: a norm whose 
meaningful exercise depends on whether journalists retain the autonomy required to enact 
it. In such moments, defending the institutional infrastructure of journalism may be 
framed as a precondition for maintaining the possibility of future impartial reporting 
(Ananny, 2018; Pickard, 2019; Ward, 2020).

The institutional sentinel therefore does not imply a wholesale replacement of ob
jectivity. Rather, sentinel action is justified by appeal to the future possibility of impartial 
journalism, not by the claim that impartiality has ceased to matter. What is most clearly 
strained under such conditions is the expectation of detached non-intervention, while 
verification, factual discipline, and accountability to shared standards of evidence remain 
central to the legitimacy journalists seek to preserve (McQuail and Deuze, 2020; Ward, 
2004, 2011, 2020; Westerståhl, 1983). Sentinel activation thus involves not the aban
donment of objectivity, but its conditional reinterpretation under institutional stress.

To clarify the concept further, it is important to distinguish it from several neighboring 
models of journalistic intervention. First, the institutional sentinel is not equivalent to 
journalism of attachment. Bell’s (1998) formulation of attachment is rooted in the moral 
problem of witnessing suffering and rejecting the bystander stance in situations of vi
olence or atrocity (see also Ruigrok, 2008). By contrast, the institutional sentinel is not 
centered on witnessing or moral proximity to suffering, but on defending institutional 
autonomy when the conditions enabling independent journalism are perceived to be 
under threat.

Second, the concept is not identical to engaged or objectively engaged journalism 
(Moraes, 2023; Verhoeven, 2025; Ward, 2020). Ward’s (2020) model allows journalism 
to acknowledge democratic values while remaining committed to evidence, fairness, and 
ethical discipline as an enduring professional orientation. Related scholarship similarly 
examines how journalists reconcile professional objectivity with commitments to social 
justice, inclusion, or other substantive normative goals (Moraes, 2023; Verhoeven, 2025). 
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The institutional sentinel, by contrast, is episodic and object-specific: it is activated under 
particular threat conditions and directed toward protecting the institutional conditions that 
make journalism possible.

Third, the institutional sentinel is not simply partisan or cause-oriented journalistic 
activism. In journalism scholarship, such activism refers to intentional forms of political 
intervention or alignment through which journalists support particular political actors, 
campaigns, movements, causes, or substantive social outcomes; it may range from 
overtly championing a perspective to participating directly in political or movement 
activities (Fisher, 2016; Shultziner, 2026; Shultziner and Shoshan, 2018). Sentinel action 
may also have political consequences, but it differs in both target and legitimation. Its 
target is not the triumph of a preferred political project, actor, or policy outcome but the 
preservation of institutional safeguards such as governance integrity, dismissal pro
tections, and editorial independence. Its justification  is correspondingly narrower: it 
presents intervention as necessary to defend the institutional conditions under which 
pluralistic and professionally independent journalism remains possible (Ananny, 2018; 
Pickard, 2019; Ward, 2020).

Fourth, the institutional sentinel is narrower than institutional advocacy in a broad 
sense. Journalists, professional associations, and media organizations may defend media 
freedom and professional interests through litigation, public advocacy, organizational 
statements, or collective mobilization (Höglund and Schaffer, 2021; VonDoepp, 2017). 
Not all such actions, however, amount to sentinel activation. What distinguishes the 
sentinel is the conjunction of a perceived procedural threat, a clearly specified institu
tional object of defense, and a claim that the resulting role shift is exceptional, limited, 
and reversible. In this sense, sentinel action is a bounded subtype of institutional defense 
rather than a synonym for all forms of media-freedom advocacy or professional collective 
action.

These distinctions help identify the concept’s core dimensions. The first  is trigger: 
sentinel activation is initiated by the perception of an institutional threat, typically 
procedural rather than purely rhetorical. The second is object of defense: the target is the 
governance and autonomy infrastructure of journalism, not a substantive public policy or 
ideological platform. The third is temporality: sentinel action is episodic rather than 
permanent and may be suspended, reactivated, or terminated as the mobilization cycle 
changes, even when the underlying institutional dispute remains unresolved. The fourth is 
professional justification: intervention is framed as preserving the conditions for future 
impartial reporting rather than replacing professionalism with advocacy. The fifth  is 
public visibility: sentinel activation is enacted in ways that make the defense of the 
institution publicly legible, whether through symbolic disruption, collective statements, 
protest, or other visible forms of boundary work.

The concept also carries an internal normative tension. Because sentinel action is 
public and visible, it may raise the political and reputational costs of capture while 
simultaneously exposing journalism to counter-frames of bias, self-interest, and elite 
collusion. A journalistic institution that steps forward to defend its own autonomy risks 
appearing as an interested actor rather than as a neutral observer. For that reason, sentinel 
action can remain analytically and normatively distinct from unbounded advocacy only if 
it is constrained by clear criteria of boundedness: temporariness, transparency about role 
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shift, continued openness to legitimate disagreement, and a demonstrable capacity to 
suspend or end exceptional practices rather than normalize them as a permanent pro
fessional mandate. The institutional sentinel is thus best understood as a bounded form of 
collective journalistic role performance that emerges when the institutional infrastructure 
of independent reporting is perceived to be under procedural threat. The next section 
explains how the article approaches this phenomenon analytically and how the 2025– 
2026 LRT protest cycle is used as an illustrative vignette to clarify its mechanism and 
limits.

The 2025–2026 LRT vignette and analytical approach

This article uses the 2025–2026 LRT protest cycle as an illustrative revelatory vignette 
within a conceptual theory-building design. Drawing on legislative materials and publicly 
available employee statements, news reports, and documented broadcast and protest 
practices produced during the conflict (LRT.lt, 2025b, 2025c, 2026a, 2026b; BNS, 2025a, 
2025b, 2026; Murauskaitė et al., 2026), it reconstructs how the procedural threat and 
institutional object of defense were publicly framed, how a collective role shift became 
visible, and how exceptional practices were suspended, reactivated, and ended. These 
materials support analysis of publicly enacted role performance and justificatory  lan
guage, but not inference about unanimous newsroom motivations, audience effects, or the 
protest’s causal impact on legislation. The vignette therefore serves to identify and refine 
a possible role-performance logic rather than to test a causal model or establish its 
prevalence (Hanitzsch and Vos, 2017; Mellado, 2015, 2020; Yin, 2018).

The immediate dispute concerned proposed changes to the rules governing the dis
missal of LRT’s director general. At the first parliamentary reading in late November 
2025, the proposal would have replaced the existing requirement of eight votes among the 
twelve members of the LRT Council with a simple majority. The version subsequently 
advanced under an accelerated procedure required at least seven votes, introduced a secret 
ballot, and allowed dismissal if the Council concluded that the director general had 
improperly performed statutory duties or if the Council declined to approve LRT’s annual 
activity report. Under the existing law, dismissal required eight votes in an open ballot 
and had to be justified  on public-interest grounds (BNS, 2025b). These procedural 
differences formed the concrete institutional object around which the conflict developed.

Supporters of the amendments argued that the existing qualified-majority  requirement 
made the director general exceptionally difficult to dismiss, that a simple-majority threshold 
was closer to the practice of most European public broadcasters, and that secret voting would 
allow Council members to decide without external pressure (Skėrytė, 2025; Stankevičius 
et al., 2025). LRT employees and media-freedom organizations, by contrast, framed the lower 
threshold, secret ballot, and broadened dismissal grounds as weakening safeguards against 
political influence (LRT.lt, 2025c; Media Freedom Rapid Response, 2025).

LRT employees publicly framed their response as a defense of institutional safeguards 
rather than of a particular officeholder.  In announcing the campaign on 1 December, staff 
called for the dismissal proposal to be withdrawn and for a broader discussion on depoliticizing 
the LRT Council, while stressing that their objection concerned the weakening of protections 
for the broadcaster’s independence rather than any specific individual (LRT.lt, 2025c). The 
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campaign initially operated through broadcast practices: journalists, presenters, producers, 
camera operators, and technical staff inserted brief moments of silence into ordinary pro
gramming and used them to explain the democratic importance of independent media (BNS, 
2025a; LRT.lt, 2025c). During the three-day protest beginning on 16 December, LRT Radio 
relocated its programming to Independence Square outside parliament, placing ordinary 
journalistic production within the space of public mobilization (BNS, 2025a). These publicly 
documented practices make visible a collective shift in performed professional role – from 
reporting on an institutional dispute to openly defending the conditions under which reporting 
was conducted – without establishing that every participating employee understood or justified 
the intervention in identical terms.

The publicly visible mobilization is better understood as a two-wave protest cycle than 
as a single event followed by definitive deactivation. The first public protest was an
nounced on 28 November 2025, and the LRT employee campaign began on 1 December 
(BNS, 2025b; LRT.lt, 2025c). The first  major rally took place outside parliament on 
9 December (LRT.lt, 2025f), followed by three consecutive bonfire protests on 16, 17, 
and 18 December (LRT.lt, 2025a; 2025d; 2025e). The 17 December rally formed the 
central event of this three-day sequence, while the temporary suspension of the on-air 
silence pauses on 22 December marked partial de-escalation rather than the termination 
of the wider campaign (LRT.lt, 2025b). Mobilization was renewed on 25 March 2026, 
when LRT journalists resumed the protest campaign, followed by public rallies on 8 and 
25 April (BNS, 2026; LRT.lt, 2026b; Murauskaitė et al., 2026). The LRT protest initiative 
group formally ended the campaign on 2 June after parliament adopted a revised version 
of the legislation (LRT.lt, 2026a). The formal end of the campaign did not mean that all 

Figure 1. LRT protest-cycle mobilization, 28 November 2025–2 June 2026.
Note. Mobilization level is an analytical ordinal classification, not a direct participant count. The bonfire 
protests of 16, 17, and 18 December are treated as separate events. The three protest-cycle events recorded in 
2026 are the employee campaign reactivation on 25 March and the public rallies on 8 and 25 April. The 2 June 
point marks the formal termination of the campaign and is not counted as a fourth protest event. Source: 
author’s reconstruction from public statements, news reports, protest documentation, and media-freedom 
monitoring materials.
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concerns had been resolved: the Venice Commission had continued to recommend 
further refinement of the draft in May, and media-freedom organizations still objected to 
remaining provisions when parliament adopted the amendments on 2 June 2026 
(Gerdži�unas, 2026; Venck�unas, 2026). Figure 1 visualizes this temporal pattern: a dense 
initial wave concentrated in December 2025, followed by three discrete mobilization 
events in 2026 rather than continuous protest activity of comparable frequency.

The chronology reveals an episodic pattern of mobilization. The most concentrated 
wave occurred in December 2025, followed by a period of lower protest frequency and 
renewed mobilization in spring 2026. Although the later rallies remained substantial, 
exceptional journalistic interventions were not maintained continuously. Instead, they 
were suspended, reactivated in response to renewed procedural pressure, and subse
quently brought to a formal close. This pattern suggests that reversibility does not require 
the complete resolution of the underlying institutional dispute. Rather, it refers to the 
capacity of journalists to enter and leave an exceptional mode of collective role per
formance while the broader political conflict remains unsettled. Boundedness therefore 
concerns the temporal and organizational limits of sentinel action, not the disappearance 
of the threat that initially activated it. Taken together, the episode functions as a concept- 
generating case by making visible a temporary, collective, and publicly justified defense 
of the institutional conditions required for future impartial reporting.

What the vignette helps specify: Activation, boundedness, and the 
defensive paradox

The LRT vignette helps clarify three elements of the institutional sentinel: how it is 
activated, what makes it bounded, and why it generates a defensive paradox. These 
dimensions distinguish the concept from broader theories of engaged journalism and 
more diffuse claims about journalism’s moral turn under democratic strain. The publicly 
available statements and protest practices indicate that the publicly enacted role shift was 
justified not by political disagreement alone, but by concern that the proposed governance 
changes would weaken future editorial autonomy. The publicly stated object of defense 
was therefore the institutional and organizational conditions of reporting rather than the 
substance of previous LRT coverage. This evidence makes a collective role-performance 
logic publicly visible, but it does not establish that all participating employees shared the 
same motivations or internal role conceptions.

The publicly available LRT materials primarily document an institutional-autonomy 
frame: employee statements focused on dismissal procedures, the politicization of the 
LRT Council, and safeguards for the broadcaster’s independence. Threat fusion should 
therefore not be treated as a security frame demonstrably articulated by all participants. In 
the present argument, it functions primarily as a contextual condition: in a geopolitically 
exposed and informationally vulnerable environment, domestic governance changes may 
acquire heightened significance because institutional weakening is understood against 
broader concerns about democratic resilience. The LRT vignette is compatible with this 
contextual interpretation, but direct evidence of security-inflected role conceptions would 
require interviews or explicit actor statements. The vignette also indicates that activation 
is publicly performative. Sentinel action becomes visible through symbolic and 
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organizational practices that depart from routine monitorial forms. In this respect, ac
tivation involves both interpretation and performance: a threat is publicly identified, and 
that identification  is enacted in ways that reposition journalists from observers of a 
conflict  to defenders of the conditions of observation. The vignette also clarifies  the 
importance of boundedness. Without limits on the duration, object, and form of inter
vention, the concept would collapse into a broader category of engaged or activist 
journalism. Boundedness is therefore not an accessory to the argument but one of its core 
analytical and normative conditions. Sentinel action remains distinct only if it is tied to a 
specific institutional object and if exceptional practices can be suspended, reactivated, or 
terminated rather than normalized as a permanent professional mandate (Kohring and 
Matthes, 2007; Strömbäck et al., 2020; Ward, 2020).

The LRT episode makes the four dimensions of boundedness visible in different ways. 
Temporal boundedness appears in the concentration of mobilization in December 2025 
and its episodic reactivation in spring 2026 rather than in continuous protest activity 
(LRT.lt, 2025b; 2026a; 2026b). Object boundedness is reflected  in the publicly stated 
focus on dismissal procedures, Council governance, and safeguards for editorial inde
pendence (LRT.lt, 2025c). Role transparency is visible in the public campaign, the on-air 
silence pauses, and the relocation of broadcasting to the protest space (BNS, 2025a; 
LRT.lt, 2025c). Reversibility refers to the suspension, later reactivation, and eventual 
formal termination of these exceptional practices; it does not imply that the broader 
institutional dispute had been resolved (LRT.lt, 2025b; 2026a; 2026b). Taken together, 
these dimensions distinguish sentinel action from a permanent activist orientation. 
Without temporariness, object specificity,  transparency, and reversibility, the institu
tional sentinel would lose the features that distinguish it from adjacent interventionist 
models.

The defensive paradox: Protecting autonomy while risking legitimacy

The third and perhaps most important contribution of the vignette is to clarify the de
fensive paradox at the center of the concept. Sentinel action is normatively motivated by 
the defense of journalistic autonomy, yet the public defense of autonomy can itself create 
new vulnerabilities for journalistic legitimacy. The same visible intervention that raises 
the political and reputational costs of institutional capture may also provide adversarial 
actors with material for reframing journalism as biased, self-interested, or politically 
aligned (Kohring and Matthes, 2007; Strömbäck et al., 2020; Ward, 2020). This paradox 
can be specified as two interacting dynamics. The first is a protective dynamic: public 
mobilization may increase the reputational, political, and international costs of procedural 
intervention in media governance, rendering otherwise technical reforms visible as 
matters of democratic concern (Alexander, 2006; Rosanvallon, 2008). The second is a 
delegitimating dynamic: visible institutional self-defense can be appropriated into 
narratives of bias, elite closure, and partisan self-protection, especially in hybrid and 
polarized communication environments shaped by hostile-media perceptions and 
identity-linked distrust (Egelhofer et al., 2021; Gunther and Schmitt, 2004; Iyengar et al., 
2019; Mason, 2018).

16 Journalism 0(0) 



The analytical value of the vignette lies in illustrating that these two dynamics are not 
sequential alternatives but simultaneous possibilities. Sentinel action may help resist 
capture while also intensifying the very legitimacy struggles that make institutional 
defense necessary in the first place. For that reason, the institutional sentinel should be 
understood neither as a straightforward democratic corrective nor as simple activism, but 
as a risky and constrained form of professional boundary work. The vignette instead helps 
clarify the conditions under which such a role-performance logic becomes plausible: a 
procedural threat to institutional autonomy, an institutional setting in which autonomy 
matters directly for future journalism, a political environment in which such threats are 
interpreted as especially consequential, and sufficient residual institutional capacity for 
journalists to make collective resistance publicly visible.

Scope conditions and propositions for future research

The concept of the institutional sentinel is not intended as a universal model of journalism 
under democratic strain. The scope conditions developed here do not derive from the LRT 
vignette alone. They are theoretically derived through the article’s synthesis of schol
arship on journalistic role performance, institutional autonomy, procedural media cap
ture, collective resistance capacity, and bounded professional intervention (Ananny, 
2018; Dragomir, 2019; Hanitzsch and Vos, 2017; Mellado, 2015, 2020; Pickard, 2019; 
Ward, 2020). The LRT episode serves a more limited function: it makes these dimensions 
visible in a concrete setting and helps sharpen their formulation, but it cannot establish 
their prevalence, causal weight, or applicability across media systems. The purpose of this 
section is therefore not to generalize empirically from a single case, but to translate the 
conceptual framework into a set of theoretically derived conditions and propositions that 
can be examined in future comparative research.

A first scope condition concerns the institutional object of threat. Sentinel action is 
most plausible in settings where journalism depends visibly on governance arrangements 
that can be procedurally altered in ways that affect editorial autonomy. This is why the 
concept is especially relevant to public service media, publicly constituted broadcasters, 
and other institutions whose autonomy relies on formal safeguards such as appointment 
rules, dismissal thresholds, oversight procedures, or legal protections. Where journalism 
is dispersed across highly fragmented or weakly institutionalized environments, com
parable threats may exist, but they may not generate the same publicly legible object of 
defense. In such cases, journalists may perceive vulnerability without being able to 
mobilize around a clearly identifiable institutional target (Ananny, 2018; Dragomir, 2019; 
Pickard, 2019).

A second scope condition is procedural threat intensity. Not every political criticism of 
media institutions, nor every regulatory adjustment, is likely to activate sentinel behavior. 
The argument advanced here applies most strongly when journalists perceive a proce
dural intervention as consequential for future institutional autonomy rather than as a 
routine policy disagreement. Threat intensity is therefore not defined solely by objective 
severity, but by professional interpretation: journalists must perceive that the change 
lowers the barriers to capture, increases opportunities for political leverage, or weakens 
the institutional integrity of the organization in ways that matter for future reporting. This 
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is one reason why the concept should not be generalized to all conflicts involving media 
regulation. Sentinel activation requires a threshold at which institutional reform becomes 
professionally legible as a threat to journalism’s enabling conditions rather than as 
ordinary governance dispute.

A third scope condition concerns institutional capacity for visible resistance. Sentinel 
action requires not only threat, but also the residual capacity to act collectively and 
publicly. If institutional vulnerability is too extreme, journalists may lack the autonomy, 
resources, legitimacy, or organizational coordination needed to mount visible resistance. 
In such cases, capture may proceed without meaningful public mobilization. Conversely, 
where institutions remain relatively robust and threat intensity is lower, contestation may 
stay within routine professional or legal channels and never activate sentinel perfor
mance. The concept is therefore most applicable in intermediate situations: where 
perceived threat is high enough to trigger exceptional concern, but institutional capacity 
remains sufficient to make collective defense feasible and publicly visible (Hanitzsch and 
Vos, 2017; Reese and Shoemaker, 2016).

A fourth scope condition is the presence of an interpretive environment shaped by 
threat fusion. Sentinel action becomes more plausible where internal procedural inter
ventions are read against a wider background of democratic fragility, geopolitical in
security, or informational threat. This does not mean that sentinel action is limited to 
geopolitically exposed democracies. It suggests, however, that sustained external 
pressure and concerns about democratic vulnerability may make institutional weakening 
appear especially consequential and exceptional professional responses more thinkable. 
In relatively stable liberal-democratic settings, the same governance dispute may be 
interpreted primarily as a technical controversy; in more vulnerable political and in
formational environments, it may be understood as part of a broader pattern of insti
tutional erosion or potential capture (Bennett and Livingston, 2018; Buzan et al., 1998; 
Krastev and Holmes, 2019; Mälksoo, 2024).

A fifth  scope condition involves the possibility of bounded exceptionalism. The 
concept only applies where journalists can plausibly present their intervention as tem
porary, object-specific, and reversible. If institutional self-defense becomes normalized 
as a permanent professional mandate, the phenomenon is better understood as a different 
model of engaged journalism or institutional advocacy. The institutional sentinel 
therefore presupposes not only intervention but also a claim to self-limitation. This makes 
boundedness a scope condition as well as a normative criterion: without a demonstrable 
capacity to suspend or terminate exceptional practices rather than normalize them as a 
permanent professional mandate, the distinctiveness of sentinel action dissolves.

These conditions can be summarized heuristically in a simple typological form. 
Sentinel emergence is most likely where procedural threat intensity is high and insti
tutional capacity for resistance remains present, especially in contexts where media 
autonomy is publicly salient and threats are interpreted through a broader frame of 
democratic insecurity. Where threat intensity is low, journalists are more likely to remain 
within routine monitorial roles. Where vulnerability is high but resistance capacity is 
weak, institutional weakening may proceed without visible collective defense. Where 
mobilization occurs without boundedness, the phenomenon moves closer to institutional 
advocacy or durable activist role orientations.

18 Journalism 0(0) 



On the basis of this conceptual synthesis, rather than through empirical generalization from 
the LRT episode, the argument yields several propositions for future comparative and 
empirical examination. Sentinel activation is most likely when journalists perceive procedural 
interventions in media governance as threatening the future autonomy of reporting rather than 
merely altering current administrative arrangements. This proposition follows from the 
concept’s emphasis on institutional object and procedural trigger. Future work could examine 
whether journalists are more likely to engage in visible institutional self-defense when reforms 
concern appointment rules, dismissal procedures, funding safeguards, or oversight structures 
than when conflicts concern content regulation or episodic political criticism alone. Com
parative case studies could test whether similar governance disputes are interpreted differently 
depending on the degree to which journalists perceive them as opening pathways to capture 
(Dragomir, 2019; Surowiec et al., 2020).

Furthermore, sentinel activation is more likely in contexts where internal procedural 
threats are interpreted through wider frames of democratic insecurity, informational 
threat, or geopolitical exposure. This proposition concerns threat fusion. It suggests that 
the same formal institutional intervention may generate different professional responses 
depending on whether the wider environment encourages journalists to interpret insti
tutional weakening as an isolated reform or as part of a broader pattern of democratic 
vulnerability. This could be investigated through cross-national comparison between 
media systems exposed to different levels of polarization, democratic erosion, or external 
insecurity. Geopolitically exposed democracies may be especially relevant sites for such 
research, but they should not be presumed to be the only ones.

The public legitimacy of sentinel action is likely to vary across audience segments 
rather than producing a uniform directional shift in overall media trust. Because sentinel 
action makes institutional self-defense publicly visible, it is unlikely to have a single 
effect on legitimacy. Some audiences may interpret it as democratic repair or principled 
defense of independence, while others may see it as proof of bias, elite self-protection, or 
partisan collusion. Future research should therefore avoid relying solely on aggregate 
trust measures and instead examine segmented responses across different political, 
ideological, or identity-based publics (Gunther and Schmitt, 2004; Kohring and Matthes, 
2007; Strömbäck et al., 2020). This proposition is especially important because it follows 
directly from the defensive paradox: the same intervention may protect autonomy while 
simultaneously intensifying distrust among certain groups.

Sentinel action is more likely to be interpreted as legitimate when its boundedness is made 
publicly visible through temporal limitation, role transparency, object specificity,  and re
versibility. This proposition follows from the argument that boundedness is central to the 
concept’s normative defensibility. Audiences and observers are more likely to distinguish 
sentinel action from unbounded advocacy when journalists openly signal that the intervention 
is exceptional, tied to a specific institutional threat, and subject to suspension or termination 
when the specific mobilization phase closes, even where the underlying institutional con
troversy remains unresolved. Future empirical work could examine whether these guardrails 
moderate audience interpretation, elite framing, or professional self-understanding in com
parable cases (Strömbäck et al., 2020; Ward, 2020).

Where institutional vulnerability is extreme and collective resistance capacity is weak, 
procedural capture may advance without sentinel activation even under high threat 
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conditions. This proposition highlights that sentinel behavior should not be expected 
wherever threat is severe. On the contrary, the ability to mount visible collective defense 
presupposes some remaining autonomy, legitimacy, and organizational coordination. 
This suggests a nonlinear relationship between vulnerability and mobilization: sentinel 
action may be most likely not at the highest levels of institutional collapse, but where 
threat is acute and resistance remains just feasible enough to be performed publicly. This 
proposition could be explored through comparison between cases of attempted capture 
that generated visible resistance and those that did not.

These propositions should be understood as analytically derived expectations rather 
than findings established by the vignette. A revelatory case selected because it makes 
sentinel action especially visible cannot show how frequently the role emerges, under 
what conditions it fails to activate, or when institutional mobilization becomes un
bounded advocacy. Those questions require comparison with negative and boundary 
cases, including situations in which procedural threats exist but journalists do not 
mobilize, collective resistance is institutionally impossible, or exceptional intervention 
becomes a durable professional orientation.

Implications for comparative research

Taken together, these propositions suggest that the institutional sentinel should be studied 
not as a stable journalistic type but as an episodic and relational phenomenon. Its 
emergence depends on the interaction of institutional design, political threat, professional 
interpretation, and public visibility. Future research could develop this agenda in at least 
three directions. First, comparative case studies could examine whether similar gover
nance disputes in different countries generate sentinel activation or remain within routine 
professional politics. Second, interview-based research could investigate how journalists 
themselves understand the boundary between institutional self-defense and advocacy, 
thereby addressing questions of role conception that the present conceptual article cannot 
resolve directly. Third, audience research could assess whether visible boundedness 
moderates the legitimacy costs associated with public institutional defense.

The point of these propositions is not to convert the concept prematurely into a closed 
explanatory model. Rather, they are intended to make the concept usable: to show where 
it is likely to apply, what kinds of variation matter, and how future work might distinguish 
sentinel action from adjacent forms of intervention. In that sense, the institutional sentinel 
is offered as a mid-range conceptual tool for studying how journalism responds when the 
defense of its own autonomy enters journalism itself as an object of professional action. 
The conclusion returns to the broader significance and limits of that claim.

Conclusion

This article has argued that journalism in democratically insecure environments may, 
under specific  conditions, confront a reflexive  professional dilemma: before it can 
continue to observe power, it may need to defend the institutional arrangements that make 
independent observation possible. To conceptualize this situation, the article introduced 
the institutional sentinel as a bounded and situationally activated journalistic role- 
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performance logic in which journalists collectively shift from routine monitorial ob
servation to the public defense of the institutional conditions that enable future impartial 
reporting. The concept does not describe a wholesale abandonment of objectivity, nor a 
generalized turn to activism. Rather, it identifies a more specific and limited phenomenon: 
exceptional institutional self-defense undertaken in the name of preserving the autonomy 
on which professional journalism depends.

Using the 2025–2026 conflict surrounding Lithuania’s public broadcaster, LRT, as a 
revelatory vignette, the article illustrates how this role-performance logic may become 
publicly visible when procedural reforms are framed as threats to media autonomy rather 
than merely as administrative adjustments. The vignette helped clarify three core ele
ments of the concept: first,  sentinel action becomes publicly visible when journalists 
frame the institutional infrastructure of reporting as being under procedural threat; 
second, it remains analytically distinct from broader advocacy only insofar as it is 
bounded by temporariness, object specificity,  role transparency, and reversibility; and 
third, it is marked by a defensive paradox, since visible institutional self-defense may 
simultaneously protect autonomy and expose journalism to renewed accusations of bias, 
elitism, or partisan collusion. In this sense, sentinel action is neither a straightforward 
democratic corrective nor a simple breach of professionalism. It is a risky, constrained, 
and context-dependent form of professional boundary work.

The broader implication is that journalistic objectivity should not be treated only as a 
normative ideal internal to professional culture. Under conditions of institutional vul
nerability, objectivity also depends on organizational and governance arrangements that 
secure the practical possibility of independent reporting. This is especially visible in 
public service media and in settings where democratic fragility, procedural contestation, 
and wider informational or geopolitical threat become mutually reinforcing. In such 
contexts, the defense of media autonomy may itself enter journalism as an object of 
professional action. Yet precisely because such action risks eroding the appearance of 
impartiality on which journalism’s broader legitimacy rests, the article has argued that 
boundedness must remain central to any normative defense of sentinel behavior. Without 
clear limits, the institutional sentinel would collapse into either permanent institutional 
advocacy or a generalized model of engaged journalism.

The institutional sentinel is therefore offered as a contingent and bounded conceptual 
category rather than as a universal professional norm. Its contribution is to provide a 
vocabulary for identifying a form of role performance that may emerge when the defense 
of media autonomy becomes inseparable from journalistic practice itself. Future research 
can examine its comparative reach across media systems, investigate how journalists 
distinguish institutional self-defense from advocacy, and assess how audiences interpret 
visible efforts to defend media autonomy under conditions of polarization and democratic 
strain.
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Protest continues, silence pauses temporarily suspended]. 22 December. Available at: https:// 
www.lrt.lt/naujienos/lietuvoje/2/2783410/lrt-trumpai-protestas-tesiamas-laikinai- 
atsisakoma-tylos-pauziu
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LRT.lt (2025e) Protesto laužai prie seimo: trečioji diena. [Protest bonfires outside parliament: The 
third day]. Available at: https://www.lrt.lt/naujienos/fotogalerijos/685/2779454/protesto- 
lauzai-prie-seimo-trecioji-diena

LRT.lt (2025f) Thousands rally in Vilnius against threat to media freedom. Available at: https:// 
www.lrt.lt/en/news-in-english/19/2770183/thousands-rally-in-vilnius-against-threat-to- 
media-freedom
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