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Abstract
Academics have paid little attention to the practice of journalism at free newspapers since the free daily 
press emerged in 1995. A few studies have looked at the contents of free newspapers but not at the way 
journalism is practiced at free newspapers and whether these practices are different from journalistic work 
routines in the paid press. This article addresses that gap with a case study of the Danish free newspaper 
Metroxpress. After identifying the economic, political and digital forces shaping the contents at Metrox-
press, the article maps the newspaper’s news net, analyse efforts put into newsgathering and compare 
them to the newsgathering efforts of other Danish newsbrands. Findings indicate that while the news net 
is smaller than those of other Danish newspapers, journalists at Metroxpress have similar work routines to 
other journalists, and their work is routinely recognised by peers in the form of quotations and nominations 
for professional awards. 
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1	 Introduction

Somewhat surprisingly academics have 
paid little attention to the quality and 
practice of journalism at free newspapers 
since the free daily press emerged and 
disrupted newspaper markets in the mid-
1990’s. So it was both pertinent and time-
ly when the organisers of the conference 
“The free daily press in Europe 1995–2015” 
called for an examination of journalism 
in free newspapers by asking whether the 
professional routines of journalists work-
ing for free newspapers are different from 
those of their colleagues employed in the 
traditional paid press? The call grew out of 
a concern that the commercial rather than 
publicist basis of free newspapers affects 
the quality of the work carried out by jour-
nalists employed there – a point confer-
ence organisers condensed into a further 
question, namely whether “journalists 
working for free newspapers still belong 
to the journalistic profession or are they 
mere economic agents separate from the 

rest of the media sphere?” (The Free Daily 
Press, n.d.)

Currently, academic research offers 
little help in answering such questions. 
So far, most of the research on free news-
papers has been concerned with how the 
business model of free newspapers has 
fitted into national and crossborder news-
paper markets (e.g. Bakker, 2013; Haller, 
2009; Lamour, 2016), who their readers 
are (e.g. Bakker, 2007a; Wadbring, 2007), 
how that readership impacts on overall 
consumption of printed newspapers (e.g. 
Bakker, 2008; Wadbring, 2003) and the val-
ue that free newspaper content might have 
for readers (e.g. Kammer, 2010). 

The most recent academic exam-
inations of journalism at free newspa-
pers were carried out by Bakker (2007b) 
and Wadbring (2009) at the height of the 
circulation of free newspapers before 
the decline began around 2008 (Bakker, 
2013). Based on extensive readings of free 
newspapers from many countries, Bak-
ker concluded that free daily newspapers 
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generally provide an adequate account of 
current affairs, do some original reporting 
and is much more than a printout of na-
tional wire services (Bakker, 2007, p.  28). 
Wadbring reached similar conclusions 
in a study from 2009 of four different free 
newspapers published in Sweden. Based 
on content analysis, she found that the 
contents covered a wide range of issues 
in a factual and brief manner but without 
much depth. The newspapers contained 
a number of independently produced ar-
ticles and were neither tabloid nor full of 
celebrity news (Wadbring, 2009). 

Neither of these studies looked at 
the working routines of journalists at free 
newspapers, how they compare to work-
ing routines of journalists working for dif-
ferent types of newspapers, and whether 
journalists working for free newspapers 
can be considered part of the wider jour-
nalistic profession. However, it is exactly 
these questions this article sets out to ex-
plore through a case study of the Danish 
free newspaper Metroxpress. The case 
study places Metroxpress in the context 
of current economic, political and digital 
forces that are shaping the production of 
journalism at the newspaper, and then 
maps the newspaper’s news net (Tuch-
man, 1978) to uncover its strategic ap-
proach to newsgathering for its intended 
audience, the resources invested, and its 
key journalistic concerns. It proceeds to 
analyse how much work journalists at 
Metroxpress put into their newsgathering 
and compare these results with findings 
about newsgathering efforts from a 2015 
cross media survey of journalistic quality 
in Denmark (Willig, Blach-Ørsten, Hartley, 
& Flensburg, 2015). A final theme in the ar-
ticle is peer recognition of the work carried 
out by journalists at Metroxpress. Are arti-
cles by journalists at Metropress quoted by 
other journalists, and are peers prepared 
to nominate journalists from Metroxpress 
for prestigious journalism awards? 

2	 Context: economic, political and 
digital developments

Bakker (2015) has provided a succint over-
view of the rise and fall of free newspa-
pers in Denmark in the period from 2001 
when Metroxpress was launched as the 
first free daily newspaper in Denmark to 
2013 where Metroxpress became the last 
remaining Danish free daily. In the inter-
vening years, nine other free dailies with 
a number of different editions have been 
launched and closed down again. Howev-
er, the Metroxpress of 2017 differs in many 
ways from the Metroxpress of 2001. It has 
undergone a number of changes in own-
ership and responded to digital develop-
ments with new media platforms which 
coupled with political changes in the sur-
rounding media system all have impacted 
on the newspaper’s editorial approach to 
news coverage.

2.1	 Changes in ownership
Metroxpress has had a string of different 
owners and been passed from one media 
group to the next since it was launched in 
2001 in co-operation between the Swedish 
media group Metro owned by Kinnevik 
and the Danish media group A-Pressen 
that owned 30 percent of the company’s 
shares (Søllinge, n.d.) 

In 2008, Metroxpress was merged 
with the Danish free newspaper, 24timer, 
when its publishers, Danish media group 
JP/Politikens Hus, bought 49 percent of 
the shares in Metroxpress (“Metroxpress 
merges”, 2008). Metroxpress and JP/Poli-
tikens Hus continued to publish the two 
different free newspapers that increasingly 
shared editorial resources (“Gratisaviserne 
24timer og Metroxpress”, 2010). 

In 2013, 20 Minuten AG – part of the 
Swiss media group Tamedia – bought all 
the shares in Metroxpress A/S and for a 
while cut all ties between free daily news-
papers and Danish legacy media organ-
isations (“Swiss 20 Minuten AG”, 2012). 
Tamedia quickly decided to close down 
the free newspaper 24timer and instead 
focused all its resources on Metroxpress. 
In April 2013 Metroxpress and the web-
site mx.dk were relaunched in a new for-
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mat, with a new layout, a new distribution 
strategy, a new editorial line and expanded 
its journalistic staff to 40 with the specific 
objective of improving the quality of the 
journalistic output (Andreassen, 2013; 
“Metroxpress relanceres”, 2013).

Since 2013, Metroxpress has had a 
monopoly position in the Danish market 
for free daily newspapers which cemented 
an already existing movement for Metrox-
press to be a national newspaper rather 
than a newspaper exclusive to urban cen-
tres such as Copenhagen and Aarhus. The 
newspaper is produced in two geograph-
ical editions for East and West Denmark 
respectively that differ only on a few pages 
with localised content. The newspaper 
is distributed through partnerships with 
train and bus companies, supermarkets, 
shopping centres, schools and private 
companies. Currently, Metroxpress can be 
picked up in 3,592 different places across 
the country (“Danmarks mest læste”, n.d.)

Tamedia has not succeed in making 
Metroxpress profitable and the newspaper 
has incurred major annual deficits since 
2013. In 2014, the deficit was 67.8 million 
Danish kroner (9.9 million Euro), and in 
2015 the deficit was 43 million Danish kro-
ner (5.7 million Euro) (Carlsen, 2015; Mad-
sen, 2016). In November 2016, Metroxpress 
was merged with the Danish tabloid news-
paper BT into a company called BTMX. 30 
percent of the shares in the new company 
are owned by Tamedia, and 70 percent of 
the shares belong to BT’s owners, Berling-
ske Media Group (Walsh, 2016). Through 
this merger, the only free Danish newspa-
per has once again become part of a lega
cy media organisation with the explicit 
objective to strenghten the position and 
reach of BT as well as Metroxpress (ibid.). 
The two papers now share one editorial of-
fice and have lost around 14 editorial staff 
members between them (Skadhede, 2017).

This brief overview of changes in own-
ership of Metroxpress illustrates how dif-
ficult it is to make free newspapers prof-
itable and how different media groups 
have applied different strategies in their 
attempts to attain that goal. In those at-
tempts, different owners have set different 
frameworks for the journalistic work at 

Metroxpress either adding more resourc-
es or diminishing them by asking jour-
nalists to produce content for more than 
one newspaper. This constantly changing 
framework where numbers of journalists 
contract or expand is an important factor 
to consider when talking about the quality 
of journalistic work at the newspaper. 

2.2	 Media systemic frameworks for 
journalistic content

The Danish media system also provides a 
specific framework for journalistic work 
where newsbrands are not completely 
free in deciding the composition of edi-
torial contents – particularly if they want 
to obtain press subsidies from the Danish 
state. Firstly, there is a limit to the number 
of articles that subscribers to the domi-
nating Danish news agency, Ritzau, can 
publish on a daily basis. According to an 
agreement between Ritzau and The Dan-
ish Competition and Consumer Authority, 
only 40 per cent of a newspaper’s content 
on any given day may consist of articles 
from the Ritzau news agency (“Anmeldelse 
af Ritzaus aftale”, 2005). This means that 
a free newspaper can not rely solely on 
news agency material (unless it subscribes 
to other news agencies than Ritzau), but 
must also produce its own material.

Secondly, newspapers that want to ap-
ply for press subsidies must also live up to 
a number of other quantitative criteria set 
by the new law on media subsidies that the 
Danish parliament passed in 2013. 

The new law changed the premise 
for state subsidies to the written press 
away from subsidies for distribution to-
wards subsidies for production (Flens-
burg, 2015). In a review of the Danish 
press subsidy measures since 1960, Flens-
burg points out that the new law reflects 
that politicans were increasingly loosing 
faith in the abilities and commitment of 
Danish media organisations to produce 
quality content on their own accord, and 
therefore politicians used the new media 
subsidy scheme to affect the production of 
content of public interest (ibid.).

The specific criteria for obtaining 
funding quantify journalistic quality on a 
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number of different parameters (“Vejled-
ning til ansøgning”, 2015):

›› In terms of organisational set-up, the 
media organisation must have the 
equivalent of at least three full time edi-
torial staff and an editor-in-chief. 

›› In terms of content, at least half of the 
contents in the publication measured 
in column inches should be editorial in 
the form of articles and other journalis-
tic formats. 

›› More than half of the editorial content 
should deal with political, social, and 
cultural themes on a regular basis.

›› At least one sixth of the contents of the 
publication should be produced specif-
ically for the publication – i.e. be orig-
inal production. Unedited or lightly 
edited material from news agencies are 
not counted as part of the publication’s 
original production.

The change in the media subsidy scheme 
has had serious financial implications for 
Metroxpress. Under the previous scheme 
Metroxpress received approximately 20 
million Danish kroner annually to support 
their distribution efforts. Today, Metrox-
press only receives approximately 6.5 mil-
lion Danish kroner annually to offset some 
of the costs of producing journalistic con-
tent of a certain standard (Albrecht, 2014). 
However, for the purposes of this discus-
sion, the interesting point is that Metrox-
press does meet politically agreed quality 
criteria for obtaining subsidies to produce 
journalism.

2.3	 Changes to journalism from 
digitalisation

Digitalisation has opened up new avenues 
for attracting readers and thereby advertis-
ing which are also utilised by Metroxpress. 
Today, Metroxpress is best described as a 
newsbrand that publishes news and gen-
erates advertising income from a number 
of different platforms:

›› Print: The newspaper Metroxpress is 
published on weekdays 5 days a week, 
and the special edition Plus+ is pub-

lished on selected Saturdays and holi-
days throughout the year

›› Digital: Metroxpress has its own web-
site: mx.dk with articles and video clips

›› Social: Metroxpress has a number of 
topic-based pages on Facebook as well 
as accounts on Twitter, Google+, Insta-
gram and Snapchat

›› Television: In 2014, Metroxpress started 
to deliver news, entertainment and ad-
vertisments to the television screens on 
the urban S-train network around the 
Danish capital (Bilberg, 2014)

The growing number of platforms has led 
to changes in the way journalistic work 
is organised and conceptualised at the 
newspaper. In February 2015, the newspa-
per set up a social media desk with 11 jour-
nalists and announced that it was adopt-
ing a “social media first” instead of ”web 
first” strategy. In a press release, the edi-
tor-in-chief, Simon Stilling, explained that 
platforms such as Snapchat, Facebook and 
Twitter were crucial in terms of reaching 
young users and therefore social media 
should be an integrated part of all news 
production at Metroxpress (Bilberg, 2015). 
The move had important journalistic im-
plications with regards to news selection 
and according to Stilling, the newspaper 
should now publish fewer hardcore news 
stories and crime stories in favour of sto-
ries that raise ethical or moral dilemmas 
(Bitsch, 2015a).

Inspired by media such as Buzzfeed 
and Vox.com, Metroxpress also developed 
five so-called social criteria that can be 
applied to hardcore news stories at the 
point of conception in order to make such 
stories more palatable for the young audi-
ence that the newsbrand wants to reach 
by posting the stories on social media. 
The criteria are: It is about me; it seduces 
me; it evokes a feeling; it makes me want 
to get involved; and WTF (What the f**k?) 
(Bitsch, 2015b).

2.4	 Editorial approach and readership
Describing its own target group to poten-
tial advertisers, Metroxpress explains that 
it produces content for 

mx.dk
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... the 15–39 year old modern and busy urban-

ites who want to read about the most import-

ant news in a youthful and entertaining way. 

... Our readers have many irons in the fire and 

are always on the move. They want to be kept 

up to date with short news items that surprise 

and excite them and keep them on the cutting 

edge of important debates. ... (“Danmarks 

mest læste”, n.d.)

Consequently, the newspaper produces 
news items that are “short, precise and 
never boring” and covers the most im-
portant news from Denmark and abroad 
as well as more entertaining stories that 
lend themselves to be shared both in per-
son and on social media (“Om os”, n.d.). 
  Under this very broad heading, Metrox-
press has implemented some significant 
developments of journalistic practices 
since the relaunch in 2013. That includes 
a decision to produce at least one agen-
da-setting story per day and allocating 
more time for each story to include more 
sources (Andreassen, 2013). The ambition 
was that Metroxpress should be able to 
produce unique and independent jour-
nalism that could be nominated for pro-
fessional journalistic awards. It was a sig-
nificant change in the way Metroxpress 
had looked at the functions of its own 
journalism up to this point, the new edi-
tor-in-chief, Simon Stilling explained:

In a way, we want to introduce a completely 

new journalistic identity at the newspaper. 

So far, Metroxpress has mainly provided a 

news overview, but now we also want to do 

the stories that lead to debate in society. We 

must continue to be the best on rolling news 

but also on independent news that can set an 

agenda. (ibid.) 

Since the relaunch of the Metroxpress 
newspaper in April 2013, the number of 
readers has grown considerably and con-
tinues to do so. At the time of the relaunch, 
the newspaper had 350,000 readers, and 
by 2016 that number had risen to 509,000 
readers (“Profil af Metroxpress’ læsere”, 
n.d.) This is by far the highest number of 
readers for any Danish newsbrand. The 
two daily quality newsbrands that come 

closest are Politiken (285,000 readers) and 
Jyllands-Posten (204,000 readers) (ibid.). 
The circulation of Metroxpress is approx-
imately 330,000 copies (“Distribution”, 
n.d.).  

On the web, mx.dk is also attracting 
more users since the relaunch in April 
2013, and by September 2016, mx.dk had 
821,000 users per month (“Profil af mx.dk”, 
n.d.). However, on the web, Metroxpress 
does not dominate in terms of users. In 
September 2016, a number of other news 
websites had more users than mx.dk in-
cluding the websites for the two national 
television stations, a tabloid newsbrand 
and a quality newsbrand (“Toplisten”, 
n.d.).

Readers of the newspaper version of 
Metroxpress are divided almost equally 
between men (51%) and women (49%). 
The majority of the readers are over 30 
years old with 41 percent in the group aged 
30–59, and 33 percent in the group aged 
60+. 26 percent – around a quarter – of the 
newspaper’s readers are in the age group 
12–29 (“Profil af Metroxpress’s læsere”, 
n.d).

The newspaper is more successful in 
attracting younger readers on the web. The 
group of 12–29 year olds make up 43 per-
cent of web users, the age group 30–59 42 
percent and those over 60 the remaining 6 
percent. There are more women than men 
among the users of mx.dk. Women make 
up 54 percent of the users and men the 
remaining 46 percent (“Profil af mx.dk”, 
n.d.).

3	 Research design

In order to discuss whether journalists 
working for a free newsbrand employ 
methods similar to their colleagues in oth-
er media and are considered part of the 
broader journalistic profession in Den-
mark, I use a number of different methods 
which I will outline in more detail below 
after a brief overview. The different parts 
of the analysis supplement each other but 
also form an arc of progression. 

To establish a baseline for the discus-
sion, I undertake a news net analysis of one 
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week’s journalistic production at Metrox
press. Analysing the news net enables us to 
understand how journalistic production is 
structured at the newspaper, the journalis-
tic resources involved, and the type of con-
tent the newspaper emphasises. 

While a news net analysis provides an 
understanding of the topics covered by 
Metroxpress and how many articles are 
produced on weekly basis, it says nothing 
about the quality of the work performed by 
journalists and how it might be influenced 
by underlying commercial norms. This 
aspect will instead be explored through 
an analysis of the newsgathering efforts 
at Metroxpress inspired by work by John 
H. McManus (1994). Findings from this 
analys will then be compared to findings 
from a large scale and cross media analysis 
of quality in Danish journalism (Willig et 
al., 2015) that employed the same meth-
ods, to see if and how newsgathering ef-
forts differ between Metroxpress and other 
Danish media organisations.

Finally, I will approach the question of 
inclusion in the broader journalistic pro-
fession through an analysis of peer recog-
nition in the form of nominations for jour-
nalistic awards and citations of articles 
from Metroxpress in other media.

3.1	 Empirical data
First, however, I want to introduce the em-
pirical basis for the analyses of the news 
net and newsgathering efforts below. The 
data consists of all news items published 
in the five issues of Metroxpress (edition 
East) produced from Monday 9 November 
2015 to Friday 13 November 2015. 

The newspaper is the flagship of the 
Metroxpress newsbrand and much of the 
content is re-used on other platforms, 
which makes the newspaper a suitable 
site for observing journalistic practices at 
Metroxpress. News items are defined as 
content produced by journalists, whereas 
content supplied by readers, crosswords, 
cartoons, horoscopes, weather forecasts, 
TV listings and lists with sports results 
have been excluded.

The week from 9–13 November 2015 
was week 46, and this particular week has 
been used in Denmark for cross media re-

search on news production by a number 
of different researchers since 2000 (Lund, 
2000; Lund, Willig, & Blach-Ørsten, 2009; 
Sparre and Kabel, 2001) and most recent-
ly in an extensive cross media report on 
journalistic quality in Danish media pro-
duced for the Danish Agency for Culture 
and Palaces (Willig et al., 2015). The week 
is considered to be a “normal” week in the 
sense that it is outside the holiday season, 
and November is generally not the time of 
year where special events are scheduled 
that could affect day-to-day news coverage 
in ways that are likely to distort research 
findings. In the context of this project, 
choosing week 46 also makes it easier to 
compare findings from this analysis with 
those from the 2015 report mentioned 
above.

3.2	 Mapping the news net
The term “news net” was coined by Tuch-
man (1978) as a way to describe how a news 
organisation organises the process of gath-
ering the material that can be turned into 
news. One set of strings in the news net are 
made up by the resources employed by the 
news organisation to gather information 
such as its own employees, news agencies, 
freelancers or various partnerships. The 
news organisation then divides the world 
into areas of responsibility and creates a 
second set of strings by identifying and 
allocating resources to the topics, organi-
sations, or geographical localities that the 
news organisation believes its audience is 
interested in hearing news about.

As Tuchman pointed out the news net 
is specific for each news organisation: 

The actual divisions used by any specific news 

organization replicates the organization’s no-

tion of its news mission – what it believes its 

particular readers want to know and what it 

is financially prepared to give them. (Tuch-

man,1978, p. 25–26). 

The organisation of Metroxpress’ news net 
was determined through the registration 
for each news item of the section it was 
published in (e.g. News or Celebrities) as 
well the author of the news item and how 
that author was connected to Metroxpress. 
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Authors were identified and placed in one 
of the four categories below:

›› A news agency – identified by bylines or 
initials such as Ritzau, RB, AP or AFP 

›› A journalist employed by Metroxpress – 
identified through the byline including 
a direct Metroxpress mail address, or 
the initials of the journalist

›› A freelance journalist – identified 
through initials or a byline without a di-
rect Metroxpress mail address and cor-
roborated by LinkedIn-profiles stating 
that the journalist is a freelance jour-
nalist

›› A journalist working for a Metroxpress 
partner – identified on pages clearly 
labelled as produced by a partner and 
through initials or a byline without a di-
rect Metroxpress mail address 

3.3	 Newsgathering efforts
In order to analyse the work routines of 
journalists at Metroxpress, I will look at 
newsgathering efforts. This approach to 
analysing journalism was first introduced 
by John H. McManus in his book “Mar-
ket-Driven Journalism: Citizens Beware?” 
(1994) and has later been adapted by other 
researchers.

In his research, McManus asked 
whether the selection of journalistic con-
tent was better explained by a market 
model or a journalistic model. In one ap-
proach to deducing which selection mod-
el offered the best explanation, he stud-
ied how much effort journalists at three 
TV-stations in California put into discover-
ing the information that turned into news 
reports. If news is a commodity only, the 
production of news should follow a mar-
ket logic and provide the least expensive 
mix of content by letting reporters find 
the news in other media, news agencies or 
press releases. If news has a public service 
component, journalistic logic would dic-
tate the need to employ more active means 
of discovering the news such as placing 
journalists in various locations to cultivate 
sources and learn what might be useful for 
the audience (McManus, 1997). This idea 
of distinguishing between levels of discov-
ery has later been adopted and adapted by 

other researchers, including the authors 
of a special report on journalistic quality 
in Danish media 1999–2014 (Willig et al., 
2015). In this report, researchers couple 
levels of discovery with the provenance of 
individual news items, and in order to fa-
cilitate cross media comparison between 
their findings and my findings from Me-
troxpress, I have adopted part of the cod-
ing manual from that project. So the 316 
news items from week 46 in 2015 have all 
been placed in one of the categories below: 

Agency material: Stories that come to the 
journalist via a subscription to a news 
agency and therefore requires no active 
discovery and only minimal editing. Can 
be identified through bylines or agency 
initials.

Service journalism: Stories where the idea 
and/or source is found in other media 
reports or press releases. These stories 
require a minimal degree of discovery as 
they can be researched with the help of 
computer and an internet connection and 
without leaving the office. Can be identi-
fied through the sources journalists refer 
to in the article.

Routine journalism: Stories that are pro-
duced by the newspaper’s own journalists 
but are not given much space or consid-
ered focus journalism (see below). Routine 
journalism can also be reports from news 
events such as press conferences.These 
stories require a moderate degree of dis-
covery as the journalists will need to iden-
tify and contact sources or attend events 
outside the newsroom. Can be identified 
through bylines, choice of genre (for in-
stance reportage or interviews) and the 
references journalists make to sources in 
the article. 

Focus journalism: Stories that are the result 
of a concerted effort by the newspaper’s 
journalists. The stories can be developed 
independently or in cooperation with an 
outside partner. The stories are based on 
highly active discovery as they often in-
clude time consuming research such as 
surveys, tests or applications for access 

conferences.These


88	 Sparre / Studies in Communication Sciences 17.1 (2017), pp. 81–97

to official documents. Can be identified 
through references to time consuming re-
search efforts and the way the newspaper 
frames the story as important in the article 
(e.g. placement in the newspaper, labels, 
self-promotion). 

I continue the exploration of newsgath-
ering efforts by drawing on findings from 
the special report on journalistic quality in 
Danish media 1999–2014 in order to make 
two different comparisons. The first is a 
comparison between Metroxpress’s news-
gathering efforts in 2015 and 2012 in order 
to determine the effects of Metroxpress’s 
decision to employ more journalists in 
2013. The second is a comparison between 
the newsgathering efforts of Metroxpress 
and those of a number of other media or-
ganisations in Denmark to see if the work-
ing routines of journalists at Metroxpress 
differ significantly from those working for 
other news organisations.

3.4	 Inclusion in the broader journalistic 
profession

In order to explore the degree to which 
journalists working for Metroxpress are 
considered part of the broader journalistic 
profession in Denmark, I am going to look 
at two different types of recognition that 
journalistic peers can bestow on Metrox-
press journalists.

One form of peer recognition is the 
degree to which journalistic products from 
a given news organisation becomes part 
of what Lund has called the food chain 
of news (Lund, 2000). The food chain of 
news is a metaphor for how news stories 
from one news organisation is incorpo-
rated into or picked up as complete news 
stories by another news organisation. In 
this process, journalists from other news 
organisations validate the work of the orig-
inal author by accepting some or all of the 
professional choices made with regards 
to angling, sourcing and writing the news 
story in question. 

The Danish industry news site, Media 
Watch, publishes monthly as well as annu-
al quotation indexes based on information 
in the database Infomedia that contains 
editorial content from almost all Dan-

ish journalistic media. The index makes 
it possible to see how often stories from 
Metroxpress are quoted in 14 different na-
tional newsbrands and a selected number 
of TV and radio programmes, and how the 
number of Metroxpress quotations com-
pare to quotation numbers of other media.

Another form of peer recognition 
takes place when journalists nominate 
each other for professional journalistic 
awards. Two of the most prestigious jour-
nalism awards in Denmark are the Cavling 
Prize and awards from the Danish Associa-
tion of Investigative Journalism, and I look 
at the nominations for the years 2014, 2015 
and 2016 to see if journalists from Metrox-
press were among those nominated.

4	 Findings 

The findings presented in this section will 
take us from understanding the contents 
and journalistic resources invested in Me-
troxpress over comparisons of journalistic 
work routines at Metroxpress and other 
Danish media to an appreciation of how 
journalistic work by Metroxpress journal-
ists is evaluated by their journalistic peers 
at other media. 

4.1	 A small news net
We start with the news net analysis for 
week 46 in 2015 presented in table 1. 

The column on the left shows the sec-
tions of the newspaper and whether the 
particular section was published daily or 
weekly. The number in brackets after the 
short description of the contents of the 
section shows the total number of articles 
published in that section during week 46.

The top row shows four different types 
of authors of news items as well as the 
percentage of articles that this particular 
group of authors produced during week 
46.

The percentages inside the table 
shows how many of the articles published 
in a particular section that were produced 
by that specific group of authors. 

As table 1 shows, the news net at Me-
troxpress is small both in terms of topics 
covered and in terms of resources. During 
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week 46 the newspaper published a total 
of 316 items which equals approximately 
63 news items per day. In this particular 
week, the topical strings of the news net 
was made up by nine daily sections and 
nine sections that were published once 
during the week. In November 2015, Me-
troxpress employed 40 journalists (“Om 
os”, n.d.) who between them produced 49 
percent of the 316 news items. The rest was 
produced by freelancers, partners and by 
news agencies – the latter accounted for 41 
percent of all news items.

The news net is a construction that 
is equally interesting for what it includes 
as for what it excludes. The news net of 
Metroxpress covers the main Danish and 
global news as well as sports news and 
adds a number of primarily lifestyle sec-
tions that the newsbrand considers to be 
of interest to its young and urbanite read-
ership such as digital and social media, 
celebrities, film and TV, travelling, fashion, 
music, science and money matters. How-
ever, none of these topics are covered in 
any considerable depth neither in terms 

of the number of articles nor in terms of 
the use of genres. The vast majority of sto-
ries belong to the news genre, and week 
46 only contains a few examples of other 
genres such as profiles, reviews and re-
portage.

What is not present in the news net 
are elements which can be found in tradi-
tional omnibus newspapers that consider 
an important part of the role of journalism 
to be to enable readers to act as informed 
citizens on election day and to provide a 
forum for debate. Opinions in the form of 
columns are largely absent, and the news-
paper’s political commentator is inter-
viewed by journalists and does not write 
his own comments. There are no letters 
to the editor, and no daily editorial as the 
newspaper considers itself to be apolitical 
(ibid.) 

In view of the heavy reliance on outside 
producers, it is interesting to see where in 
the news net Metroxpress focused its own 
resources. In week 46, all stories in the 
daily sections Feed and Celebrities were 
produced by Metroxpress’ own journalists, 

Table 1:	 The news net of MetroXpress

News net MetroXpress, week 46/2015 Agencies 
41%

Employees 
 49%

Freelancers 
 3%

Partners
7%

Daily sections

News: the most important news (40 items) 70% 30%

Copenhagen: local and regional news (19 items) 16% 84%

Denmark: politics, culture, crime, lifestyle (45 items) 60% 40%

Global: politics, culture, crime, lifestyle (49 items) 88% 12%

Money: work, consumer spending (23 items)   4% 96%

Feed: news about social media (20 items) 100%

Celebrities: news about celebrities (31 items) 100%

Sport: Danish and international sports (49 items) 53% 47%

Metroxpress: photos from readers (n/a)

Weekly sections

Music: news and reviews of music (5 items) 60% 40%

Digital: news and reviews of digital hardware and games (7 items) 100%

Fashion: news about the fashion industry and new styles (5 items) 20% 80%

Film: news and reviews of new movies (3 items) 100%

City night life: news about upcoming night time events (4 items) 100%

Science: natural and social science news (9 items) 100%

Television: news about the industry and programmes (4 items) 100%

Travel: news about travelling and destinations (2 items) 100%

Huxi Bach: column by a political satirist (1 item) 100%
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and the sections Copenhagen and Mon-
ey were closely behind with respectively 
84 and 96 percent of contents produced 
by Metroxpress journalists. In the daily 
sections News, Denmark, and Sports con-
tent production was divided more evenly 
between news agencies and Metroxpress 
journalists whereas content in the section 
called Global mainly came through news 
agencies (88 %).

The majority of newsbrands in Den-
mark uses news agencies to cover foreign 
affairs in lieu of employing their own for-
eign correspondents, and in this respect 
Metroxpress is not different from most 
other newsbrands. However, Metroxpress 
uses news agencies strategically when 
it comes to covering events in Denmark 
too. Subscribing to the main Danish news 
agency, Ritzau, means that Metroxpress 
does not need to use its own journalists 
for routine monitoring of those sources 
that Fishman (1980) has labelled bureau-
cratic sources: The police, the courts, and 
the day to day workings of the political sys-
tem at national, regional and local levels. 
This work is left to the news agency, and 
Metroxpress picks up only those stories 
it considers interesting and places them 
mainly in the sections News and Denmark 
where they contribute to creating the 
quick news overview that is part of Metrox-
press’ objectives. News agency material is 
also used extensively in the highly priori-
tised sports section to cover international 
sports events as well as Danish sports re-
sults.

Meanwhile, Metroxpress uses its own 
journalistic resources to produce agen-
da-setting stories and the content that 
appeals specifically to its key target groups 
both in terms of content matter and so-
cial relatability. The finding confirms the 
intentions expressed by editor-in-chief, 
Simon Stilling, that “we give priority to the 
stories we believe contribute to the iden-
tity of Metroxpress and then we leave the 
rest to Ritzau” (Bitsch, 2015 a).

4.2	 Newsgathering efforts at Metroxpress
The news net analysis has shown that jour-
nalists at Metroxpress produce a fairly lim-
ited amount of news items per day but it 

says little about how much work has been 
put into the production of the individual 
news items. But that is precisely the ques-
tion that is addressed in the analysis of 
newsgathering efforts. 

Table 2 shows the distribution of the 
316 news item from week 46 in the four 
different categories of newsgathering ef-
forts described in the section on research 
design. The two columns on the left show 
the distribution of all the week’s news 
items, and the two columns on the right 
show how the articles produced by Me-
troxpress’ own journalists were distributed 
among the categories.

Table 2:	 Newsgathering efforts, Metroxpress 
2015

Items Percentage 
of all 

content

MX own  
production

Percentage 
MX pro
duction

Agency material 128 40.5 % n/a n/a

Focus journalism 12 3.8 % 12 6.3 %

Routine journalism 60 19.0 % 60 32.0 %

Service journalism 116 36.7 % 116 61.7 %

Total 316 100 % 188 100 %

77.2  percent of the contents in Metrox-
press are produced using no or relative-
ly little effort on the part of journalists 
at the newspaper (agency material and 
service journalism). Looking exclusively 
at MX’s own production, the majority of 
news items are service journalism pieces 
(61.7%), while 32 percent have required 
more effort. Stories developed exclusively 
by Metroxpress and/or requiring more ex-
tensive newsgathering efforts made up  6.3 
percent of week 46’s offerings to readers.

Service journalism items are pro-
duced utilising material that comes easily 
to journalists typically in the form of press 
releases, newsletters, other media web-
sites, and general searches on the internet. 
Journalists normally credit their sources 
of information partly as a matter of pro-
fessional courtesy and partly to boost the 
credibility of the story, and these sources 
were also coded as part of the registration 
of items produced by journalists from Me-
troxpress. 56 percent of all service news 
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items quoted another media organisation 
as their source while 4.3 percent of the 
items referred to a social media source. So 
overall, a fair amount of the journalistic 
efforts were directed towards monitoring 
other media and finding news that had 
passed the gatekeeping processes there. It 
was not possible to ascertain the sources 
of information for the remainder of the 
service journalism items although many 
of them exhibited the signs of press releas-
es or PR intervention through their use of 
single sources, positive framing, and close 
association with a product release or up-
coming event (Erjavec, 2005). The main 
point here, however, is the observation 
that journalists at Metroxpress are not fill-
ing the pages mainly with PR material but 
are conducting independent research al-
beit from easily accessible sources.

Focus journalism made up 6.3 percent 
of the week’s production and consisted 
mainly of the type of agenda-setting sto-
ries that Metroxpress decided to focus on 
after the relaunch in 2013. 

In week 46, the dominant topic within 
the group of focus journalism articles was 
the HPV-vaccine and the way Danish so-
ciety is dealing with the devastating side 
effects experienced by some young girls 
and women who have been injected with 
the vaccine. Week 46 marked the launch 
of an Metroxpress investigation into the 
safety of the vaccine, the treatment of 
those affected by the vaccine, and the links 
between the medical industry and doc-
tors, organisations, authorities and the 
Danish and international agencies set up 

to monitor medical issues (“Stort HPV-te-
ma”, 2015). HPV-related stories were front 
page news for four out of five days during 
week 46 with new developments every 
day. Another top story during the week 
was an investigation into the salaries of 
top managers in the five adminstrative re-
gions in Denmark which showed that 14 
of them were paid more than the Danish 
prime minister. In both cases, journalists 
at Metroxpress were carrying out watch-
dog functions with stories that were in 
the public interest. At the same time the 
articles fulfilled Metroxpress’ ambition 
to raise moral and ethical dilemmas that 
get people talking, and in the case of the 
HPV-vaccine the articles were of particular 
interest to important target groups such 
as women and young people. Women and 
young people were also likely to be inter-
ested in a couple of that week’s other focus 
journalism articles. One followed up on 
previous investigations of why only one in 
60 cases of rape leads to a criminal convic-
tion, and the other reported that the Dan-
ish Environmental Protection Agency will 
investigate a jewellery importer after tests 
carried out for Metroxpress had shown 
that the importer’s jewellery contained il-
legal levels of cadmium and nickel.

Finally, a third of all MX production 
in week 46 were news items labelled rou-
tine journalism. These are stories that are 
conceived by journalists at Metroxpress 
– sometimes based on inspiration from 
other media or a press release – and then 
worked up using a number of sources from 
outside the newsroom. 

Figure 1:	 Newsgathering efforts in 2012 and 2015
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This was the kind of journalism that 
Metroxpress wanted to strengthen when it 
expanded the number of journalists work-
ing for the newsbrand after the relaunch 
in 2013, and by drawing on findings from 
the 2015 special report about journalis-
tic quality in Danish media (Willig et al., 
2015) it is possible to determine whether 
Metroxpress met that objective.

The 2015 special report only contains 
data about the distribution between the 
different levels of newsgathering efforts at 
Metroxpress from the Tuesday and Thurs-
day editions in week 46, 2012. Therefore, 
in order to faciltate comparison between 
2012 and 2015, I have also included only 
the data from the Tuesday and Thursday 
editions in 2015 in figure 1 above.

Figure 1 shows that the percentage of 
routine journalism items has tripled from 
7 percent in 2012 to 21 percent in 2015. The 
percentage of service journalism items has 
been halved from 2012 to 2015 (from 68 to 
34 percent), and at the same time the per-
centage of agency items has doubled. The 
percentage of focus journalism was the 
same in the two years compared. In other 
words: The investment in more journalis-
tic resources from 2013 did lead to higher 
production of more labour intensive news 
items but also to greater reliance on news 
agency material.

4.3	 Newsgathering efforts compared to 
other newsbrands

The question is, however, whether Metrox-
press is significantly different in its news-
gathering efforts from other newsbrands. 
The 2015 special report about journalis-
tic quality in Danish media (Willig et al., 
2015) contains data from 2012 about the 
distribution between the different levels 
of newsgathering efforts at a wide range 
of Danish media. Figure 2 uses data from 
2012 from four different groups of Dan-
ish newsbrands to establish a comparison 
with the 2012 figures from Metroxpress.

Figure 2 shows that the majority of 
original content produced by journalists 
employed by Danish newsbrands is ser-
vice journalism, routine journalism is sec-
ond, and focus journalism makes up only 
a small proportion of overall content. But 

there are wide variations on that theme, 
and the importance of news agencies for 
making up the contents of the final prod-
uct also differs.

More than half of the content in all 
media types are produced with little or no 
newsgathering efforts on the part of jour-
nalists (agency and service journalism) 
but that percentage is significantly higher 
at Metroxpress than for other newspaper 
groups. However, as we saw in figure 1, the 
combined number of agency and service 
journalism items fell in Metroxpress from 
2012 to 2015 in favour of more routine 
journalism that involve greater efforts on 
the part of journalists.

Considering the small number of staff 
at Metroxpress it is not surprising that the 
newspaper relies heavily on news pro-
duced with relatively little effort, but in 
the debate about the professional routines 
and quality of free newspapers compared 
to other newsbrands it is worth keeping in 
mind that all newsbrands are dominated 
by agency material and service journalism.

4.4	 Peer recognition: quotations
According to the annual quotation index 
for 2015, news stories from Metroxpress 
were quoted 384 times over the year. The 
number is considerably lower than those 
of highly staffed quality newsbrands such 
as Politiken (2705 quotations), Berlingske 
(2360 quotations), and Jyllands-Posten 
(2219 quotations), but comparable to 
niche media with smaller staff numbers 
such as the Christian faith-based news-
paper Kristeligt Dagblad (435 quotations) 
and the business news site Finans (416 
quotations) (Carlsen, 2016).

Zooming in on the month of Novem-
ber 2015, Metroxpress was quoted 35 
times by the national newsbrands and TV 
and radio which put it ahead of not only 
Kristeligt Dagblad (28 quotations) and Fi-
nans (15 quotations) mentioned above, 
but also the tabloid BT (30 quotations) and 
the business newsbrand Børsen (31 quota-
tions) (Carlsen, 2015b).

Moreover, searches in the Infomedia 
database shows that Metroxpress stories 
from week 46 also were quoted in other 
types of media than the national news-
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brands, radio and TV covered by Info-
media’s quotation index. Four different 
stories were picked up by a news agency 
and later carried in some of the regional 
and local newspapers that subscribed to 
the news agency. Other takers were digital 
news sites, an industry news site and an 
online site for teenage girls.

The stories quoted belonged mainly 
to the category of routine journalism, and 
many of them were based on surveys or 
data made by other companies that Me-
troxpress either had exclusive access to 
or were the first to detect. That included 
a much-quoted story about the explosive 
rise in fitness related sports injuries based 
on data from an insurance company, an-
other story that significantly fewer for-
eigners are granted Danish cititzenship 
today compared to 15 years ago, and a 
story based on statistics from the police 
that show an increasing number of arrests 
related to the buying and selling of illegal 
marihuana via phone and text messages. 
The focus story that moved into other me-
dia was the exposé of the inflated salaries 
paid to top administrators in the Danish 
administrative regions.

Taken as a whole, the relatively high 
number of quotations shows that Metrox-
press is not only capable of producing 
journalism that is agenda-setting but also 
produce stories that routinely are picked 
up and quoted by other newsbrands in-
cluding those with much higher staff num-
bers and prestige within the media world.

4.5	 Peer recognition: nominations for 
professional awards

Each year, journalists can suggest their 
peers for the most prestigous Danish jour-
nalism award “The Cavling Prize” admin-
istered by the Danish Union of Journalists, 
as well as for awards from the Danish As-
socation for Investigative Journalism. The 
ambitions of the editor-in-chief that jour-
nalism from Metroxpress should be good 
enough to be considered for professional 
journalistic awards have been met in 2014, 
2015 and 2016. 

One team of three journalists from 
Metroxpress were nominated twice for 
the Cavling Prize, in 2014 and 2015, for 
their long-running exposure of extreme 
financial mismanagement, nepotism and 
breaches of procurement rules in con-
nection with the Eurovision Song Con-
test 2014 that was hosted in Copenhagen 
by the Danish Broadcasting Corporation 
in cooperation with the City of Copen-
hagen, the Capital Region of Denmark, 
and Wonderful Copenhagen (“Forslag til 
Cavlingprisen”, n.d.; Langergaard, 2014). 
The same team and project was also nom-
inated for an award from the Danish Asso-
ciation for Investigative Journalism in 2014 
(Bruun-Hansen, 2014). 

In 2016, another journalist from Me-
troxpress was nominated for the Cavling 
Prize for a four year investigation into 
practices of brainwashing, exorcism, and 
sexual abuse in Danish free churches 
(“Cavlingforslag 2016”, n.d.)

Figure 2:	 Newsgathering efforts across media groups 2012
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In 2015, two different projects from 
Metroxpress were nominated for an award 
from the Danish Association for Investiga-
tive Journalism. One project called “Only 
one out of 60” explored in a long series of 
articles the reasons why only one out of 60 
rapes leads to a criminal conviction. The 
other project was an investigation into 
how much money Danish local authorities 
had spent on sending young addicts and 
criminals to the Caribbean for rehabilita-
tion purposes with questionable results 
(Højsgaard, 2016). 

So far, however, none of the nominees 
have actually won an award but the nom-
inations show that work by journalists at 
Metroxpress has been recognised and ap-
preciated by their peers working for other 
media organisations.

5	 Discussion and outlook

This case study has shown that when it 
comes to practices and work routines of 
journalists at Metroxpress they are very 
similar to those of their peers working for 
other Danish news organisations even 
though Metroxpress is a very small news 
organisation that produces only a fraction 
of the content produced by bigger news-
brands. While the composition of the news 
content of Metroxpress is limited and 
different from other newsbrands in Den-
mark, the newspaper still covers the main 
daily news developments and also initi-
ates independent reporting on a number 
of topics of particular interest to its pre-
dominantly young and female audiences. 
The articles produced by  journalists at 
Metroxpress are an integrated part of the 
news food chain among Danish media, 
and peers recognise and value investiga-
tive reporting from Metroxpress.

Using McManus’ terms, the case study 
also shows that the selection of news at 
Metroxpress does not follow a market 
model only where news is gathered at the 
lowest possible costs, but also appears to 
be influenced by a journalistic model. Me-
troxpress invests in investigative and fo-
cus journalism, just as the share of service 
journalism articles that can be produced 

at low costs from within the newsroom has 
been halved since 2012 in favour of more 
articles where journalists work up stories 
drawing on sources and events outside the 
newsroom. 

But why would a free newspaper in-
vest in higher quality journalism - partic-
ularly as  it is not necessary to produce 
investigative journalism in order to obtain 
media support from the Danish state? One 
explanation can be found in looking at the 
areas where the investments have taken 
place. The analysis of the news net showed 
that Metroxpress focuses its editorial res-
sources and original production on the 
topics that appeal specifically to its read-
ership. It is precisely those sections that 
now have more articles produced through 
routine journalism instead of mainly ser-
vice journalism. Investigative and focus 
journalism articles can be found in differ-
ent sections but they too have been select-
ed to meet the specific interests of readers 
of Metroxpress. So overall, the investment 
in journalism takes place in the areas that 
brand Metroxpress and create most value 
for its readers. 

As shown above, Metroxpress has 
been successful in attracting significant-
ly more readers and users of its website 
since the relaunch in 2013, and it is a fair 
assumption that the growing popularity 
in part can be attributed to more content 
that the audience finds valuable and rel-
evant. The relationship between readers/
users and the quality of journalism in Me-
troxpress has not been part of this analysis 
but is a highly relevant area for further re-
search – not only in terms of understand-
ing the relationship between journalism 
in free newspapers and their readers, but 
also because the findings will nuance the 
understanding of market and journalistic 
logics at free newspapers. A free newspa-
per is free at the point of consumption 
but being free does not guarantee reader-
ship. In an attention economy, irrelevant 
and low quality journalism will not give 
readers and users reasons to engage with 
a newsbrand even if it is free and that will 
directly undermine the newsbrand’s ad-
vertisement driven business model. Today, 
a commercial logic for news production 
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in free newspapers might imply a focus 
on better quality in newsgathering efforts 
rather than less to stand out in a media 
landscape with easy access to free news 
content in a wide range of media.

The findings of this case study appear 
to be at odds with the concerns embod-
ied in the question of whether “journalists 
working for free newspapers still belong to 
the journalistic profession or are mere eco-
nomic agents separate from the rest of the 
media sphere?” In Denmark, journalists 
working for Metroxpress are an integrated 
part of the broader journalistic profession 
which may in part be explained by the fact 
that Metroxpress like the majority of other 
Danish media has a collective agreement 
with the trade union for journalists and 
employs professional journalists (“Over-
sigt over overenskomster”, n.d.). The situ-
ation for journalists working for free news-
papers in other countries might be very 
different, and due to the general paucity 
of research on journalism in free newspa-
pers, it is very difficult to make generalisa-
tions based on this case study. A case study 
is a way to investigate a complex issue in-
depth and illuminate a range of different 
factors that can contribute to answering a 
particular question. Some of these factors 
will inevitably be unique to Denmark such 
as changes in ownership and the consider-
able impact of competition laws and me-
dia support on the selection of news con-
tent in Metropress. The broader value of 
this case study can instead be found in the 
methodologies used for analysing profes-
sional routines of journalists working for a 
free newspaper and how these journalists 
are integrated into the broader journalistic 
profession. All these methods can be used 
regardless of national context, and if wide-
ly applied they would allow us to compare 
the quality of journalistic work in free 
newspapers across borders and media sys-
tems as well as the quality of free newspa-
pers compared to paid newspapers within 
national borders. 

This research did not receive any specific 
grant from funding agencies in the public, 
commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.
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