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Abstract
Freelance journalists who are also occupied in public relations have to deal with 
contrary expectations. Working as a journalist means contributing to the ‘public duty’ of 
journalism. When doing public relations work, journalists have to represent the particular 
interests of their clients. If journalists cannot fulfill these contradictory expectations, 
they experience inter-role conflicts. What are the consequences of these role conflicts? 
We conducted a quantitative online survey with German freelance journalists who also 
do public relations work. We observed that participants are often troubled by inter-
role conflicts. They feel tense and uncertain whether they see themselves as journalists 
or as public relations practitioners. Having internalized a normative perception that 
journalists must not do public relations work, they experience even more intense inter-
role conflicts and consequently feel more stressed at work. Moreover, even if their job 
satisfaction on average remains moderate, when facing inter-role conflicts freelance 
public relations journalists feel less satisfied with their job situation in general.
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Introduction

Nearly half of the freelance journalists in Germany also do public relations (PR) work 
(cf. DJV, 2009; Meyen and Springer, 2009). However, journalists with this ‘double 
role’ are exposed to contrary expectations: on the one hand, as journalists, they have to 
contribute to the ‘public duty’, which journalism performs in a democratic society (cf. 
Riesmeyer, 2007). As PR practitioners, on the other hand, they have to represent their 
client’s particular interests by means of public communication (Barth and Donsbach, 
1992: 151). Thus, they effectively work in a gap between journalism and PR. These 
different normative job approaches put freelance journalists into a difficult situation 
and can evoke inter-role conflicts. As investigations using role theories demonstrate, 
these conflicts put a strain on individuals practicing this double role and stimulate 
stress at work (cf. Love et al., 2010; Miles, 1976). Hence, they are less content with 
their occupational situation in general (cf. Örtqvist and Wincent, 2006). It is generally 
acknowledged that a person who feels troubled by conflicts is less efficient at work and 
more likely to make mistakes. Therefore, freelance journalists who also do PR work 
may no longer be able to fulfill the demands of their job in an adequate way (cf. 
Dubinsky and Mattson, 1979; Getzels and Guba, 1954; Walker et  al., 1975). Up to 
now, there has not been any research carried out on the effects of inter-role conflicts on 
freelance ‘PR journalists’. Therefore, this article deals with the following question: 
What consequences do inter-role conflicts have for freelance journalists who also work 
in the field of PR?

Theoretical background and research interest

Inter-role conflicts and consequences of role conflicts

In order to explain the conflicts that journalists face at work in general as well as the poten-
tial conflicts of freelance PR journalists in particular, role theories can be fertile (cf. 
Fröhlich et al., 2013; Koch et al., 2012). According to role theories, there are certain posi-
tions in society, for instance, the position as journalist as well as the position as PR practi-
tioner. Moreover, social positions exist independently of the individuals occupying them. 
Associated with these social positions are rather consistent clusters of expectations known 
as roles (cf. Biddle, 1979; Wiswede, 1977: 18). Therefore, one could state that ‘a role origi-
nates from the expectations about behavior for a position in a social structure’ (Örtqvist and 
Wincent, 2006: 399; also see Rizzo et  al., 1970). Consequently, individuals occupying 
certain positions in society have to live up to these expectations; for instance, they have to 
carry out their roles as journalists and PR practitioners adequately (cf. Kepplinger, 2011: 
41–42). Thus, they have to learn how to fulfill these expectations properly in the different 
roles they occupy (cf. Biddle, 1979). For example, journalists are socialized in their profes-
sional roles during their journalistic training and within their editorial departments. If indi-
viduals cannot fully meet role expectations, social sanctions will follow. Hence, persons 
whose expectations were disappointed will criticize or segregate them for their misbehav-
ior (cf. Dahrendorf, 2006: 40–47; Kepplinger and Maurer, 2008: 165).

However, living up to one’s role expectations might not always be easy, since role 
expectations are likely to contradict each other in some situations. As a consequence, 
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role conflicts can emerge. Dahrendorf (2006: 82–84) distinguishes two types of role 
conflicts: If an individual faces conflicting expectations within a single position, he or 
she experiences an intra-role conflict (cf. Gross et al., 1958: 448). For instance, journal-
ists working as news writers as well as writers of editorials may be confronted with 
contradictory expectations concerning their role as journalist. On the one hand, they have 
to provide information as factual as possible and without advancing their own opinion. 
On the other hand, when writing editorials, journalists have to carry out a more active 
role, interpreting the facts given and putting forward their own opinion. Moreover, jour-
nalists have to produce their articles and pieces as quickly as possible in order to meet the 
expectation of actuality in journalism. Yet, they have to carefully investigate the infor-
mation their work is based on living up to journalistic norms of research (cf. Kepplinger 
and Maurer, 2008: 166–167). However, role conflicts can also arise if the expectations 
between two (or more) positions an individual occupies are incompatible. Then, inter-
role conflicts emerge (cf. Gross et al., 1966: 287–288; Wiswede, 1977: 115). Thus, jour-
nalists being a mother or father might be confronted with colliding expectations of 
journalistic colleagues and their family, as far as long workdays are concerned (cf. 
Kepplinger and Maurer, 2008: 167–168). Especially, journalists with secondary employ-
ment in the field of PR may experience inter-role conflicts. This is due to the fact that a 
freelance PR journalist is faced with the difficulty that the (normative) expectations on 
journalists in some situations are completely different from those of PR practitioners. 
This is the case, for example, when PR journalists have to report critically about the 
products of their PR clients. Since not (fully) meeting role expectations can lead to social 
sanctions such as those described above, freelance PR journalists try to prevent such 
inter-role conflicts. However, it is not always possible to avoid conflicts at work entirely 
(cf. Koch et al., 2012). Thus, freelance journalists with secondary employment in the 
field of PR sometimes definitely experience inter-role conflicts.

Apart from social sanctions, being confronted with intra- as well as inter-role con-
flicts can lead to severe problems for the individuals affected. This phenomenon is 
known as ‘role stress’ (cf. Kahn et al., 1964; Wiswede, 1977). Katz and Kahn (1966) 
differentiate three triggers of role stress: (a) ‘role ambiguity’, (b) ‘role overload’, and (c) 
‘role conflict’. Individuals experience role ambiguity if they do not know how to execute 
a role in the right way. This is the case if someone is confronted with imprecise or 
ambivalent role expectations (Rizzo et al., 1970: 151). If time or economic resources are 
in short supply, individuals feel overburdened and cannot meet the expectations. Thus, 
they experience role overload (cf. Örtqvist and Wincent, 2006: 400). However, role con-
flicts are evoked when the expectations in or between roles of someone are incompatible. 
These three facets of role stress arise independently, meaning that every single compo-
nent can trigger the experience of role stress. Since freelance PR journalists might espe-
cially be confronted with inter-role conflicts, this article focuses on the latter.

Role stress and thus role conflicts in particular can have unpleasant consequences. 
Therefore, there are many (socio-) psychological, sociological, and economic studies 
examining the consequences of inter-role conflicts at work.1 For instance, several studies 
prove that role conflicts can lead to both feeling more tension and experiencing more 
stress at work, and eventually these conflicts can have a negative impact on job satisfac-
tion (cf. McFarland, 2003; Miles, 1976; Örtqvist and Wincent, 2006; Singh, 1998). Yet, 
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comparatively few studies from the field of communication science concerned with occu-
pational role conflicts include their (socio-) psychological consequences (cf. Belz et al., 
1989; Kepplinger and Maurer, 2008; Ladendorf, 2012). Also, so far there has been no 
investigation addressing the impact of role conflicts experienced by freelance journalists 
who also work in the field of PR. All in all, to inquire into the consequences of inter-role 
conflicts experienced by freelance PR journalists is highly relevant from both a theoretical 
and social point of view. Thus, the next section is concerned with freelance journalists 
who also do PR and their potential inter-role conflicts due to this combination.

Inter-role conflicts of freelance journalists with secondary employment in 
the field of PR

As described above, there are some situations in which journalists with secondary employ-
ment in the field of PR face incompatible expectations. This conflict potential can be best 
deduced from a normative macro-perspective: the German Federal Constitutional Court 
holds that the press fulfills a public duty. That means it has to publish relevant themes that 
arise from the public. Therefore, the press has to depict a maximum amount of different 
arguments and opinions (Riesmeyer, 2007: 30). As a result, citizens can extensively and 
reliably inform themselves and ultimately form an opinion. PR agents, on the contrary, do 
not have to fulfill this public duty. They surely ‘fulfill an information interest and want to 
persuade, [but] the former is not obligatory, just as criticizing, controlling and contribut-
ing to opinion formation’ (Riesmeyer, 2007: 32). With their communications, they primar-
ily serve the interests of particular clients (cf. Barth and Donsbach, 1992: 151). Therefore, 
the foremost client of PR journalists is the public, since they should contribute to the 
public duty of journalism (cf. Riesmeyer, 2007: 21). Yet, they also have to communicate 
the particular interests of their PR clients when doing PR. These contrary expectations can 
evoke inter-role conflicts. They are likely to arise in certain situations when journalistic 
expectations collide with the expectations they have to fulfill in the field of PR (e.g. when 
PR journalists have to report critically about their PR client). Also, the inter-role conflicts 
PR journalists are confronted with feature a specialty, since often the standard is proposed 
that journalists must not do PR (cf. Ladendorf, 2012: 91; Schnedler, 2011). Thus, from 
this point of view, journalists deviate from a journalistic norm by merely taking on the 
position as PR practitioner and working in the field of PR. Therefore, inter-role conflicts 
could especially arise when PR journalists have internalized a normative perception that 
journalists must not have a secondary employment in PR.

Bearing in mind this conflict potential, it is questionable why (freelance) journalists take 
on secondary employment in the field of PR anyway. In Germany, for example, a job in the 
field of PR often pays better and offers a more secure job situation than (freelance) journal-
ism (cf. Meyen and Springer, 2009; Weischenberg et al., 2006; also see Weichler, 2005; 
Wirths, 1994). Nevertheless, freelance PR journalists seem to be less satisfied with their 
job situation than other freelancers (cf. Buckow, 2011: 90–91, 125). For example, they 
have to deal with more financial challenges and time pressure than freelancers who do not 
work in public relations. This can be shown by the fact that they evaluate their future job 
perspectives as worse and their financial situation as more difficult. So far, there are no 
scientific findings that these differences in job satisfaction result from conflicts evoked by 
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the double role. Yet, there are certain hints that the combination of both roles can easily lead 
to conflicts. For example, the freelance PR journalists interviewed by Meyen and Springer 
(2009: 65–70) state that they know about the public critique on combining journalistic and 
PR work. However, some of them do not consider it to be problematic. According to them, 
this is because the topics they are working on in PR do not overlap with those in journalism 
and vice versa (cf. Buckow, 2011: 83, 121; Fröhlich et al., 2013). Nevertheless, as described 
in the previous passage, freelance PR journalists are likely to experience conflicts when 
sharing the normative perspective, saying that (freelance) journalists should not do PR 
work. Correspondingly, we propose in our first hypothesis that

H1. The more freelance PR journalists share the normative perspective that journalists 
must not work in the field of public relations, the more intense they experience inter-
role conflicts.

Consequences of inter-role conflicts for freelance journalists with 
secondary employment in the field of PR

In the next step, we deduce some consequences of inter-role conflicts for (freelance) PR 
journalists. Many studies demonstrate that individuals experience role conflicts as an 
additional burden of their job (cf. Bedeian and Armenakis, 1981: 419; Keenan and 
McBain, 1979: 281; Miles, 1976; Netemeyer et al., 1990: 151; Singh, 1998: 76). Örtqvist 
and Wincent (2006) state that this feeling of tension is a general ‘negative psychological 
experience based on job-related anxiety’ (p. 409). Therefore, if a person experiences role 
conflicts in his or her job on a regular basis, he or she feels more tension when doing the 
job. We suppose that this correlation also applies to freelance PR journalists:

H2a. The more intense freelance PR journalists experience inter-role conflicts, the 
more they feel tensed at work.

We further suggest that inter-role conflicts have a negative influence on the profes-
sional identity of the freelance PR journalists concerned. To establish this connection, we 
refer to identity theory (cf. Merolla et al., 2012). Its general idea is that in functional 
differentiated societies, individuals identify with their multiple roles. These diverse role 
identities are ordered in a hierarchical manner. This order is individually different and 
can change over time. Thus, if a role is important to persons and they strongly identify 
with that role, it is more likely that they take on the perspective of that role compared to 
a role they identify less with (cf. Merolla et al., 2012: 150–153). If PR journalists have 
been socialized in journalism, for example, during a trainee program, their role as jour-
nalist might be more important to them than their role as PR professional. Accordingly, 
when asked about their job, they would rather talk about their journalistic work than 
about their PR work. Also, in decision-making processes, they will rather take over the 
perspective of a journalist than that of a PR practitioner (cf. Merolla et al., 2012: 151). 
However, experiencing conflicts in their double role, freelance PR journalists are con-
fronted with conflicting expectations that originate from both roles. Thus, in such a role 
conflict situation, it might be difficult to decide which professional perspective they 
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should take in order to ease or resolve the conflict. This insecurity could even be trans-
ferred to their professional identity in general: PR journalists experiencing role conflicts 
might often be insecure whether to consider themselves as journalists or rather as PR 
practitioners. Therefore, we assume:

H2b. The more intense freelance PR journalists experience inter-role conflicts, the 
more they feel insecure about their professional identity.

Also, experiencing role conflicts reinforces the feeling of stress during the work rou-
tine (cf. Weeks and Fournier, 2010). McFarland (2003), for example, shows a weak posi-
tive correlation between role conflict of his interviewees and their perception of ‘manifest 
stress or simply stress’ (p. 311) in the job (McFarland, 2003: 317–319). If freelance PR 
journalists experience role conflicts and, as a consequence, perceive their double role as 
aversive (because it makes them feel more tense and insecure), their feeling of stress will 
be negatively affected:

H3a. The more freelance PR journalists experience tension due to inter-role conflicts, 
the more they experience stress at work.
H3b. The more freelance PR journalists feel insecure about their professional identity 
due to inter-role conflicts, the more they experience stress at work.

Moreover, several studies show that persons experiencing tension due to role conflicts 
are less satisfied with their job in general (cf. Abdel-Halim, 1982; Baroudi, 1985; 
Bartunek and Reynolds, 1983; Bedeian and Armenakis, 1981; Chiu, 1998; Fry and 
Hellriegel, 1987; Love et al., 2010; Örtqvist and Wincent, 2010; Singh, 1998; Singh and 
Dubey, 2011). This negative correlation between the perception of tension following role 
conflicts and job satisfaction is tested anew for freelance PR journalists. Besides, this 
connection is also plausible for perceived insecurity about professional identity. Thus, if 
a person is insecure about which professional perspective primarily to take, less job sat-
isfaction could follow. Hence,

H4a. The more freelance PR journalists experience tension due to inter-role conflicts, 
the lower is their satisfaction with their job situation.
H4b. The more freelance PR journalists feel insecure about their professional identity 
due to inter-role conflicts, the lower is their satisfaction with their job situation.

Surely, the consequences of inter-role conflicts do not occur in isolation. They rather 
reinforce each other. Örtqvist and Wincent (2010), for instance, find that people are less 
satisfied with their work situation when they experience role stress. This lack of satisfac-
tion results in perceiving role stress more intensely. Therefore, it can be assumed that 
freelance PR journalists who experience role conflicts react more sensitively to stress at 
work. This is because they are unhappy with their job in the first place. As a result, they 
are less satisfied with their job and vice versa (cf. Figure 1):

H5. The more freelance PR journalists experience stress at work due to inter-role 
conflicts, the lower is their satisfaction with their work situation (and vice versa).
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Method

Preliminary considerations and sampling

In order to get a heterogenic sample of an appropriate size, we conducted an online sur-
vey. In April 2012, we wrote emails to 1248 freelance journalists who are registered in 
an open database of the Deutscher Journalisten-Verband (DJV), an association for 
German journalists. Of these, 336 persons took part in the survey. That number corre-
sponds to a return rate of 26.9 percent.

In this article, we are interested in freelance journalists who also work in the field of 
PR. We define these persons by means of three selection criteria. First, every participant 
has to be a journalist; second, they have to be freelancers; and third, they also have to do 
PR. According to our first criterion, we define journalists as persons who work full time 
for a journalistic publication and do journalistic work (cf. Weischenberg et al., 2006: 31). 
Two filter questions at the beginning of the questionnaire excluded participants who do 
not work journalistically (but have, for example, either a technical or organizational job at 
a journalistic medium) or do not work for journalistic media (but, for example, work in the 
field of corporate publishing). Furthermore, we use the indicator of the ‘full-time job’ sug-
gested by Weischenberg and colleagues. According to that, our interviewees have to work 
as journalists at least for half their weekly hours of work (which is a minimum of 20 hours 
per week) and/or earn half of their income as journalists. Volunteer or part-time journalists 
are therefore not included in the following analysis. We applied this because we are par-
ticularly interested in journalists who also do PR work and, for example, not in PR prac-
titioners writing journalistic articles from time to time. By using our second criterion, we 
want to make sure that we are interviewing freelance journalists. That means our partici-
pants must not have a steady employer and simply follow certain work instructions. In 
other words, they must not have a contract of employment. Plus, they must not be subject 
to social insurance contribution because of their work relationship (cf. Götz von 
Olenhusen, 2008; Meyen and Springer, 2009). Those participants who did not fulfill this 
second criterion were also excluded from further analysis. According to our third crite-
rion, interviewees also have to do PR work. We asked them directly about any secondary 
employment in PR, but put the question forward with caution (‘According to the Deutscher 
Journalisten-Verband, 42% of the freelance journalists also do PR work. Are you working 

H1 (+) H5 (-)

H2b (+)

job 
satisfaction

normative 
perception

H3b (+)

H4b (-)

H2a (+) H3a (+)

H4a (-)

stress
experienced 

inter-role 
conflicts

insecurity
prof. identity

tension

Figure 1.  Hypothesized model of consequences of inter-role conflicts. (+) indicates a positive 
correlation and (−) indicates a negative correlation.
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in the field of public relations sometimes, too?’). Additionally, we explained that for us 
‘doing PR work’ also means working in corporate publishing.2

Participants

After the selection process described above, 173 participants of the initial 336 interview-
ees remained in the sample. Of these participants, 55.5 percent were male, and 44.5 
percent were female. The average age was 44.82 years (standard deviation (SD) = 8.8) 
and 80.9 percent of the participants had a university degree. In these general socioeco-
nomic criteria, our sample resembles the structures of the (freelance) journalistic field 
(cf. Buckow, 2011; DJV, 2009; Meyen and Springer, 2009; Weischenberg et al., 2006). 
On average, our participants have been working for 12 years (SD = 8.71) as a journalist 
and have been additionally been working in the field of PR for 9 years (SD = 7.67). 
Roughly half of our sample (45.9%) started working as a journalist nearly at the same 
time as working in the field of PR. The other half (49.4%) started out working as a jour-
nalist and then began to work for PR clients after about 4 years (SD = 5.50). Only 5 
percent of the participants worked as PR practitioners in the first place and then began to 
work as a journalist.

Measures

House and Rizzo (1972) define inter-role conflicts as ‘the degree of incongruity or 
incompatibility of expectations associated with the role’ (p. 474). According to that defi-
nition, we built our items measuring inter-role conflict (cf. House and Rizzo, 1972: 477–
487; also see Rizzo et al., 1970: 155–162). We asked the participants how often they 
experienced conflicts within their double role. Additionally, we recorded if they have to 
deal with conflicting demands given these two different professional roles (‘Sometimes, 
I have to do PR work which is in contrast to my journalistic principles’ and ‘Some of my 
public relations errands are inconsistent with my journalistic principles’). The three 
items were measured on a five-stage Likert-scale and describe the latent construct of 
inter-role conflicts acceptably reliable (Cronbach’s α = .68).

Also, the normative perception that journalists must not have a secondary employ-
ment in the field of PR was measured latently. For that purpose, we used the statements, 
‘A journalist should not also work in the field of PR’ and ‘I think it can be problematic if 
journalists also have clients in the field of PR’. These statements were also adequately 
reliable (α = .84). We were particularly interested in the consequences of inter-role con-
flicts for PR journalists. To scale this, the questionnaire contained questions asking about 
the experience of tension (‘My double role as journalist and PR-practitioner troubles 
me’) and the perception of stress (‘How do you feel in your current job situation?’: ‘not 
stressed at all’ to ‘stressed’). The feeling of insecurity concerning the identity of free-
lance PR journalists was measured with the statement, ‘I am insecure about feeling 
myself as a journalist or as a PR-practitioner’. Furthermore, we asked the participants 
about their job satisfaction in general (‘How do you feel in your current job situation’: 
‘unhappy’ to ‘happy’, ‘not satisfied at all’ to ‘satisfied’; α = .90). All items were meas-
ured on 5-point Likert-scale or by semantic differentials.
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Results

In order to test our initially proposed model of the consequences of inter-role conflicts 
for freelance PR journalists, we used structural equation modeling (cf. Babin and Boles, 
1998; Boles et al., 1997; Dobreva-Martinova et al., 2002; Jaramillo et al., 2011). Whether 
the model is consistent with the data was first evaluated with regard to the correlations 
between the variables used. It can be noticed that all coefficients indicate weak or 
medium correlations between the model variables in the proposed way. It can be noticed, 
however, that inter-role conflicts do not affect stress at work and job satisfaction directly 
(cf. Table 1). Second, we tested the model fit with established model fit indices (cf. Hu 
and Bentler, 1999; Schermelleh-Engel et  al., 2003). The Mplus software was used in 
order to calculate the fit indices as well as standardized path coefficients (cf. Muthén and 
Muthén, 1998).

The ‘goodness-of-fit’ χ2-test is not significant (χ2(30) = 28.91; p = .52), which means 
we cannot reject the null hypothesis that the covariance matrix in the populations fits the 
matrix of our model (cf. Bentler and Bonett, 1980; Bentler and Chou, 1987). Moreover, 
the comparative fit index (CFI) is higher than .97 and the root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA) is estimated to be lower than .001, which also indicates that the 
proposed model fits the data (cf. Bentler, 1990; Hu and Bentler, 1999). To sum up, the 
model fits the data well enough. The standardized path coefficients between the variables 
also correspond to our assumptions (cf. Figure 2).

According to H1, a positive correlation between the normative perception and the 
experience of inter-role conflicts can be seen. Having internalized the norm that a simul-
taneous occupation in both journalism and PR is illegitimate contributes to the fact that 
freelance PR journalists experience inter-role conflicts and might even reinforce it. This 
correlation exists in the model since participants stating that journalists should not do PR 
work experience inter-role conflicts to a greater extent (β = .36; p < .001). According to 
H2a, the experience of inter-role conflicts leads to feeling more tension at work. 
Furthermore, a potential consequence of inter-role conflicts is that participants are more 
insecure about their professional identity: in certain situations, it is ambivalent if they 
should see themselves more like a journalist or a PR practitioner (H2b). Both assump-
tions can be maintained on the basis of our data. Thus, freelance journalists who also do 
PR work feel more tensed at work; they experience more inter-role conflicts resulting 

Table 1.  Correlation matrix.

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Normative perception –  
2. Inter-role conflicts  .21** –  
3. Tension  .29***  .49*** –  
4. Insecurity professional identity  .11  .33***  .31*** –  
5. Stress  .23***  .12  .25***  .13 –  
6. Job satisfaction −.23*** −.07 −.24*** −.16* −.30*** –

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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from their double role (β = .61; p < .001). It is also evident that as these journalists seem 
to feel ambivalent about their professional identity, the intensity of their experience of 
role conflicts increases (β = .43; p < .001). These rather strong correlations demonstrate 
once more that inter-role conflicts can be problematic for the work life of freelance jour-
nalists who simultaneously work in the field of PR.

As the correlation matrix indicates (cf. Table 1), the experience of inter-role conflicts 
is not directly related to stress and job satisfaction of the freelance PR journalists. 
However, this is not contrary to H3a and H4a or H3b and H4b. The first two assume that 
the tension aroused by inter-role conflicts positively affects stress in the work routine and 
the job satisfaction of the participants (H3a, H4a). The latter hypotheses proclaim the 
same correlations for the insecurity about a journalist’s own professional identity (H3b, 
H4b). Interestingly, there are no significant correlations between feeling insecure about 
the professional identity and both stress at work (β = .05; p = .50) and job satisfaction (β 
= –.09; p = .27) (cf. Figure 2). The experience of tension resulting from inter-role con-
flicts, however, demonstrates the proposed effects on stress (β = .23; p < .01) and on job 
satisfaction of the participants (β = −.22; p < .01). Consequently, we can maintain H3a 
and H4a. Moreover, there is a negative indirect effect from role conflicts on job satisfac-
tion which is transmitted over the experience of tension (βind = −.13; p < .01). Finally, H5 
presumes that stress and job satisfaction reinforce each other in a negative way. More the 
freelance PR journalists’ stress due to inter-role conflicts, lesser the satisfaction with 
their job situation. In turn, less job satisfaction increases the experience of stress at work 
and vice versa (β = .28; p < .001).

General discussion

This article aimed at elucidating the consequences of inter-role conflicts for freelance 
journalists who also work in the field of PR. On the one hand, it tries to contribute to 
filling the research gap concerning potential consequences of inter-role conflicts for free-
lance PR journalists. We attempt to do that using role theories and thus linking these 

.36*** -.28***

.43***

job 
satisfaction

normative 
perception

.05

-.09

.61*** .23**

-.22**

stress
experienced 

inter-role
conflicts

insecurity prof. 
identity

tension

Figure 2.  Consequences of experienced inter-role conflicts.
Standard path coefficients *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001, model fit χ2(30) = 28.91, p = .52, CFI = 1.0, 
RMSEA = .001, n = 173.
RMSEA: root mean square error of approximation; CFI: comparative fit index.
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sociological deliberations to journalism research. On the other hand, it is contributing to 
studies on the effects of role stress (in an occupational context) and seeks to expand 
them. As a central result, the proposed model fits our data adequately. We can demon-
strate that PR journalists who share the normative perception that ‘journalists mustn’t do 
PR work’ (Schnedler, 2011: 6) experience inter-role conflicts to a greater extent. This is 
plausible, since if such a norm is ‘top of mind’, freelancers might be more sensitive to 
conflicting expectations resulting from the double role and in turn experience these more 
intensely. We also see that inter-role conflicts are an unpleasant experience for freelanc-
ers affected. The freelance PR journalists participating feel troubled by inter-role con-
flicts and are insecure about which primary professional identity to take on. Thus, for PR 
journalists, the consequences of inter-role conflicts can be quite negative. Resulting from 
the experience of inter-role conflicts, participants feel more stressed at work and state a 
lower job satisfaction. Yet, it has to be pointed out that the average job satisfaction of our 
participants is rather positive. This may be due to the fact that most (freelance) journal-
ists are intrinsically motivated to do their job (cf. Meyen and Springer, 2009; Weischenberg 
et al., 2006). Furthermore, for instance, Koch and Obermaier (2013) find that doing PR 
is a financial must for most of the freelance PR journalists interviewed. Yet, nearly half 
of them state that it partially is a pleasure and rather interesting to do PR (Koch and 
Obermaier, 2013: 121–122). Correspondingly, both the rather high intrinsic motivation 
to do journalistic work and possible gratifications provided by PR work may lead to the 
rather high average job satisfaction of this study’s participants. Alternatively, they might 
develop ‘individual ethics’ in order to prevent these conflicts in the first place, for exam-
ple, by separating the issues they work on in journalism and PR (cf. Koch et al., 2012; 
Ladendorf, 2012). However, as shown here, inter-role conflicts can also arise when par-
ticipants have internalized the normative standard that journalists should not do PR. 
Also, job satisfaction and the experience of stress are clearly negatively related. What the 
data did not demonstrate are a positive effect of uncertainty about the job identity on the 
stress experienced at work (H3b) and a negative effect on the participant’s job satisfac-
tion (H4b). A possible explanation for this could be that most of the affected freelancers 
got used to their ‘split up’ job identity already and are therefore not burdened by it any-
more. They are rather well rehearsed to their job situation and feel this insecurity only 
when reflecting about their job which could have been provoked by the survey.

The explanatory power of the results is certainly limited. Our sample is definitely not 
representative for all freelance journalists in Germany who also do PR work. However, 
a representative survey of freelance journalists occupying this double role is hardly 
practicable. The number of this occupational group is unknown; it is not obligatory for 
(freelance) journalists to register, not to mention to disclose working in the field of PR 
as well. Thus, there are always a certain number of unreported cases. At least, the struc-
ture of our sample which originates from the publicly available database of the DJV is 
mainly consistent with the structure of the freelance journalistic field reported by the 
DJV (2009). Furthermore, the structural equation model has to be scrutinized: We 
implicitly state that causal correlations exist between our model variables. Since we did 
not use an experimental design, this causality is merely theoretically assumed. In favor 
of this assumption, however, from a statistical perspective, the proposed model fits our 
data well.
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Therefore, our analysis leaves open many possibilities for further research. One 
could, for example, investigate further factors affecting the experience of inter-role 
conflicts. Moreover, it might be possible that special groups of freelance PR journal-
ists experience a different amount of inter-role conflicts compared to others. For 
example, journalists who have already been working for a long time in the field of 
PR could perceive fewer inter-role conflicts than inexperienced PR journalists. They 
are already used to doing PR work so they simply ignore inter-role conflicts or man-
age to prevent them entirely. The same could apply to freelance PR journalists who 
dedicate a larger percentage of their weekly hours of work for PR or who earn a 
greater portion of their income doing PR work. Since it seems questionable if an 
individual working for a PR client more than half of the weekly work hours can be 
considered as a journalist, our study did not focus on those. Also, it would be inter-
esting to include the journalists’ surroundings and thus test the hypothesized model 
in different contexts. For example, freelance PR journalists who work in an editorial 
office might be less susceptible to inter-role conflicts. That is because they are sur-
rounded by a peer group who understands their needs to additionally work in the 
field of PR. Moreover, further research could investigate other factors that positively 
or negatively influence (freelance) PR journalists’ job satisfaction. Thus, following 
studies could try to provide an answer to the rather paradoxical finding that (free-
lance) journalists, on the one hand, state having to cope with certain inconveniences 
doing their job and, on the other hand, feel rather satisfied with their job in general 
(cf. Meyen and Springer, 2009). In addition, another possible research interest might 
be to apply role theory to investigate the intra-role conflicts that (freelance) journal-
ists have to face in general. The consequences of inter-role conflicts on the job per-
formance of freelance PR journalists would be also an interesting part to focus on 
(cf. Ziegler et al., 2012). This is particularly relevant due to the public duty journal-
ism performs.
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Notes

1.	 In their meta-analysis, Örtqvist and Wincent (2006: 402) identify about 300 studies concerned 
with effects of role stress in different occupational contexts.

2.	 We choose this example, since work in corporate publishing often resembles journalistic work 
from a technical perspective and is thus often not seen as public relations work by (freelance) 
journalists.
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