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Motivation

• Social identity is an integral part of one’s self-concept
• Individuals are motivated to defend their social group’s reputation as much as they would defend their 

own.

• Individuals often possess multiple social identities, each with its unique norms and expectations
• Psychology research on how individuals manage multiple social identities.

• How do people reconcile competing identity demands in the business context?

WENZHOU KEAN UNIVERSITY │ COLLEGE OF BUSINESS AND PUBLIC MANAGEMENT



3

Research Question 

• How journalists manage the tension between their social (hometown) and professional identities 
when reporting on firms under misconduct investigation?
• Financial misconduct can negatively affect the reputation of the region where the firm is located: e.g., 

Enron

• Hometown is a salient social identity, and people are motivated to defend their hometown’s reputation 
when it faces threats.

• However, the desire to safeguard hometown reputation inherently conflicts with the core principles of 
journalistic ethics (e.g., impartiality and objectivity).

• Journalists’ role as an important information intermediary necessitates deeper understanding of how 
their social identities influence reporting objectivity. 
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Research Setting 

• We leverage the unique context of the Chinese media industry.
• High-quality journalist information collected from press registration card.

• Hand-collected sample of nearly 20 million news articles from 495 newspapers with varying ownership 
structures and geographical reach.

• Results are likely generalizable given the significance of hometown as a social identity in both developed 
and developing economies. 
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A Preview of Key Findings

• Home journalists engage in strategic reporting to protect the reputation of the misconduct firms 
without directly violating professional codes of conduct.
• After the investigation announcement, home journalists are less likely to cover the misconduct firm.

• Conditional on the coverage decision, home journalists adopt a more positive reporting tone, while non-
home journalists become more negative.

• However, home journalists are equally likely to cover the misconduct over the investigation period as 
non-home journalists.

• The increased positivity from home journalists mainly concentrates in articles covering non-misconduct-
related topics.
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A Preview of Key Findings (cont’d)

• This defensive reporting is more pronounced among journalists with stronger hometown 
identification, and is weaker among those with higher professional reputation concerns.

• Home journalists’ reporting hinders market price discovery about the severity of the misconducts.

• Alternative explanations ruled out: information advantage, managerial influence, local political 
pressure, unconscious bias.
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Contribution
• We aim to study journalists’ response to competing social identity demands, rather than merely 

documenting a bias.

Extant literature Our paper
Home bias: 
Local favoritism due to unconscious 
bias or information advantage.

A novel mechanism: 
Local favoritism due to the 
intentional protection of group 
reputation.

Relationship-driven bias:
Bias arising from reciprocal 
exchanges.

A distinct bias:
Arising from a reputational defense 
motive.

Social identity bias:
Prior research quantifies the 
presence of bias.

Strategic response to competing 
identity demands.

• Respond to Jagolinzer (2024)’s call for more research on the role of social identities in explaining 
economic behaviors.
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Sample Construction
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Research Design
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Research Design (cont’d)

• Heckman (1979) two-stage model: 
• First stage: Models journalists’ coverage decisions

• Second stage: Models journalists’ reporting tone, controlling for coverage probability.

Exclusion restriction

Tone: The principal component of 
a dictionary-based and a machine-
learning-based tone measure. 
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Journalists’ Propensity to 
Cover the Firm
(Heckman 1st Stage)
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Journalists’ Reporting Tone (2nd Stage)
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Do Home Journalists Compromise Professional Integrity to Protect Local Firms?
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Conclusion

• We study the behavioral consequences of social identity conflicts in the setting of journalist 
reporting.

• We find that journalists engage in strategic reporting to safeguard the reputation of their 
hometown without directly compromising professional ethics.

• The extent of strategic reporting depends on the journalist’s hometown identification and 
professional reputation concerns.

• This strategic reporting impedes the stock market’s assessment of the severity of the misconducts.

• Our findings suggest an under-explored mechanism of in-group bias: protecting group reputation 
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Cross-sectional Analysis

DV is Tone (1) (2) 
COND is Age ClanCulture 
Home 0.021 -0.040 
 (0.09) (-0.16) 
Home×InvPeriod -0.521 -0.277 
 (-1.11) (-1.35) 
Home×InvPeriod×COND 0.026** 3.212*** 
 (2.52) (3.34) 
Home×COND -0.001 0.125 
 (-0.10) (0.14) 
InvPeriod×COND -0.001 0.030 
 (-0.16) (0.09) 
InvPeriod -0.214 -0.242*** 
 (-1.64) (-3.12) 
COND 0.012*** -2.247*** 
 (4.00) (-3.92) 
Controls Yes Yes 
Firm FE Yes Yes 
Year FE Yes Yes 
Journalist FE Yes Yes 
Newspaper FE Yes Yes 
N 30,893 30,893 
Adj-R2 0.684 0.684 

 

DV is Tone (1) (2) 
COND is FollowFirm FollowInd 
Home -0.003 -0.001 
 (-0.03) (-0.01) 
Home×InvPeriod 0.630*** 0.631*** 
 (4.51) (4.70) 
Home×InvPeriod×COND -0.459*** -0.413*** 
 (-3.06) (-3.49) 
Home×COND -0.013 -0.013 
 (-0.23) (-0.27) 
InvPeriod×COND -0.007 -0.016 
 (-0.10) (-0.37) 
InvPeriod -0.232*** -0.228*** 
 (-6.74) (-7.63) 
COND 0.014 0.008 
 (0.44) (0.37) 
Controls Yes Yes 
Firm FE Yes Yes 
Year FE Yes Yes 
Journalist FE Yes Yes 
Newspaper FE Yes Yes 
N 30,893 30,893 
Adj-R2 0.684 0.684 

 

Hometown identification Reputation concerns
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Home Journalist Reporting and Price Discovery about Severity of Misconduct
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Alternative Explanations
• Hometown information advantage

• Home journalists’ tone is not associated with firm performance in both the investigation period and the 
post-investigation period.

• Managerial influence
• The heightened positivity from home journalists remains robust when the firm managers are less likely 

to influence media reporting (e.g., more listed firms in the city, higher analyst coverage).

• Biased reporting by local newspapers
• The more positive tone from home journalists remains in a sample of non-local newspapers.

• Hometown political pressure
• Findings remain robust among non-SOE firms.

• Unconscious tendency to discount negative news about hometown
• Home journalists become more positive when the firm is charged of multiple counts of violations.
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