Journalists grapple with the rising influence of AI in newsrooms and the blurring line between assistance and substitution
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A quiet shift is unsettling newsrooms and publishing houses: more writers are using generative AI not just to polish copy, but to produce first drafts and, in some cases, much of the finished prose. The debate has sharpened after recent reporting by WIRED and The Wall Street Journal on journalists who openly lean on tools such as Claude and ChatGPT, even as many outlets continue to ban AI-generated text outright. The tension is no longer theoretical. It is now playing out in bylines, editorial policies and the everyday economics of reporting.
Among the most visible examples is Alex Heath, the tech reporter profiled by WIRED, who says he feeds notes, transcripts and emails into AI systems to generate drafts and reduce the burden of starting from scratch. Heath argues that the software removes the hardest part of the process: the blank page. He says the models do not replace his reporting or judgment, but instead strip away the drudgery he dislikes. In practice, that can mean he finishes some columns with minimal additional writing, while still adding his own framing and personal updates for readers.
A similar conversation has followed Fortune reporter Nick Lichtenberg, whom The Wall Street Journal said has relied heavily on AI while producing hundreds of stories. Lichtenberg has acknowledged that the backlash has been personal as well as professional, telling the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism that it has strained close relationships. Fortune’s editor in chief, Alyson Shontell, has tried to draw a distinction between assistance and substitution, saying his work remains “AI assisted” rather than “AI written”. She said he still does substantial reporting, analysis and rewriting.
The wider concern is what this means for standards in journalism and beyond. Many publishers still treat AI text generation as a red line, while some book publishers are tightening controls after worries about low-quality, machine-made submissions. Yet as language models get better at mimicking human prose, the barrier between helping a writer and supplanting one is becoming harder to see. For critics, that threatens the craft itself: not just the final product, but the thinking, struggle and voice that writing is supposed to reveal. For its defenders, AI is simply a way to remove friction from a task that still depends on human reporting and editorial judgment.
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