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Abstract

Utilizing an empirical approach, this paper lays out how journalistic functions differ from the perception of
journalists working for the free and paid press in Austria. Analyses indicate that free press journalists appear
to be significantly more inclined to generate discourse with their audience, but are also more influenced
by commercialization than their colleagues working for the paid press. Both the free and paid press seem
to fulfill diverging democratic functions that can be valuable to the public. Finally, the normative notion of
journalistic functions as legislated by the European Union (EU) seems only partially represented within the

journalists’ self-perception.
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1 Introduction

While other European countries might be
experiencing a decline in printed news-
papers, Austria’s daily press is still strong.
However, its composition has been subject
to a profound transition within the last two
decades. While the most dominant tab-
loid newspaper, Kronen Zeitung (Magin &
Stark, 2015), has lost a significant amount
of market share, free daily tabloids' were
quick to fill the void and dominate the
market (Bakker, 2013), recently account-
ing for atleast a third of the distributed cir-
culation of all printed newspapers (OAK,
2016), and there are no signs of a decline
in the close future so far.

1 This paper uses the terms “free tabloids,”
“free newspaper,” “free press” and “free pa-
pers” etc. based on a common understand-
ing (see also Ballarini, Alves, & Lamour, 2017)
to describe press products “that are given
away free of charge to readers” (Serazio,
2009, p. 649), which must not be confused
with “free press” referring to “freedom of the
press” as a concept (Russomanno, 2008).

ooce

The phenomenon described, seen
within the context of increased economi-
zation of the profession, casts an alarming
light on the future of journalism altogether
(Lee-Wright, Phillips, & Witschge, 2011).
While the rise of free dailies bears consid-
erable consequences for the profession
from an economic point of view by rede-
fining market mechanisms and logistics
on many levels, the transition might have
serious implications with regards to the
dailies’ ability to fulfill democratic func-
tions (Bakker & Seethaler, 2009).

As one of the most crucial functions
of mass media, the public service function
expects Western journalism to generate
public attention for politically relevant
issues, enable democratic processes, mon-
itor the government, and provide public
value (ECHR, 1979; Moore, 1995; Palm-
storfer, 2015). The expectation placed on
journalists to fulfill this public function is
not only inexorable, it has also been cod-
ified in European law, thereby even legit-
imizing certain violations of the right to
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privacy of European citizens (ECHR, 1985;
Emerson, 1979).

Beyond their given constitutional pro-
tection, much is demanded of journalists
in the 28 European Union (EU) Member
States, and thus in Austria. With regard to
the rise of free daily newspapers in several
European countries and the recent devel-
opments and transitions in journalism,
the following questions arise (Lee-Wright,
Phillips, & Witschge, 2011):

» Can the emerging model of free daily
newspapers be of service to the public?

» How do journalists employed by free
media perceive and/or aim to exercise
their attributed democratic role com-
pared to journalists working in paid
media?

These questions will be explored using a
classification of public functions - infor-
mation, monitoring and communication —
by legal scholar Nina Palmstorfer (2015)
and utilizing a representative sample of
818 Austrian journalists from the Worlds
of Journalism Study (WJS). Their self-re-
ported data contains compelling insights
into the adoption of public service func-
tions by journalists in paid and free print
press. Furthermore, the results put the
normative notion of journalistic functions
as determined by the aforementioned EU
legislation into question.

2 Background

Often called “the country of media mono-
polies,” Austria is home to a media mar-
ket that is traditionally associated with
an atypically high media concentration
in terms of market share as well as media
ownership (Steinmaurer, 2008). Following
a long period of relatively stable market
conditions, the Austrian media system
faced fundamental changes within the
print and broadcasting sector throughout
thelast two decades. While the paid tabloid
newspaper Kronen Zeitung dominated the
print sector for decades, an emerging mar-
ket share of free daily newspapers caused
a long-lasting stir in the newspaper indus-

try from the early 2000s onwards. Similar
developments could be observed in other
media sectors. The Austrian public service
broadcaster, ORE simply did not have to
face any Austrian competitors since the
foundation of the republic, but the intro-
duction of the dual system of public and
private broadcasters in 2001 (Trappel,
2007) transformed a highly regulated me-
dia segment into a more liberal one.

Contrary to the sustained rise of new
communication technologies via the
ubiquitous use of social network services
as observed in many other countries, the
success of free daily newspapers seems to
be a very Austrian characteristic. In con-
trast to international trends, where the rise
of free daily newspapers mostly remained
a temporary phenomenon, Austrian free
dailies came to stay (Bakker, 2015). They
recently accounted for one third of the
total circulation of all distributed news-
papers in Austria (OAK, 2016), and their
market share continues to increase. It
might come as no surprise that the free
dailies mainly feed on the market share
of paid tabloid newspapers as they seem
to fulfill similar demands. However, paid
quality newspapers struggle significantly
less to maintain their market position. As
is evident in Figure 1, the slow but steady
decrease in total circulation of paid daily
newspapers is mostly caused by the con-
stant loss of Austria’s most read tabloid
newspaper, Kronen Zeitung — most other
paid newspapers show considerably sta-
ble demand. Even though Kronen Zeitung
is continuously losing reach compared to
the free dailies, it is still the strongest play-
er in the market with a current (2015) reach
of 32.0 percent (compared to 44.9 percent
in 2005). It seems reasonable to assume
that the historical dominance of this tab-
loid newspaper paved the way for the free
dailies, which operate with a very similar
format and style and were therefore quick-
ly liked by the public.

Interestingly enough, the Austrian
wave of free dailies was started by the
very publisher of Kronen Zeitung, Hans
Dichand. By launching the free daily
U Express, he aimed at filling this niche
himself and compensating for the Kronen
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Zeitung’s crumbling market shares. How-
ever, his German partner shareholders
forced him to reject this project in 2004
(derstandard.at, 2015) in order to protect
the Kronen Zeitung from self-made com-
petition. Based on a sophisticated owner-
ship construction which could evade from
the legal influence of the business part-
ners, it was Dichand’s daughter, Eva, who
realized a similar plan only a short time
later by launching Heute (Skrabal, 2012),
which has become Austria’s most success-
ful free daily.

3 Theoretical framework

The relationship between journalism
and — mainly “Western” — democracies has
been the subject of much scientific dis-
course in recent years. Above all, the field
of communication studies can look back
upon extensive research on the different
roles and functions of mass media within
a democratic framework. These ground on
the assumption that journalism is a man-
datory precondition for the functioning of
democracy and thereby serves its citizens
by enabling democratic processes (Meier,
2007).

The bond of journalism and democ-
racy is a widely shared notion amongst
scholars and often includes high expecta-

tions. For example, Gurevitch and Blumler
(1990) suggested an often-cited list of dem-
ocratic demands for media performance,
commenting that these expectations are
“no easy matter to achieve” (p. 26). The
listed functions include the “surveillance
of sociopolitical environments, reporting
of development likely to impinge [...] the
welfare of the citizens,” “mechanisms for
holding officials to account for how they
have exercised power,” and giving “in-
centives for citizens to learn, choose, and
become involved” (p. 25). This position is
also reflected in the long-claimed para-
digm in which journalism exists in order
to help sustain and animate the public
sphere, monitor the government, and pro-
vide public value (George, 2013; McQuail,
1992; Moore, 1995; Venturelli, 1998).
Because of the rather idealistic na-
ture of these expectations, it might come
as no surprise that the different aspects of
the functions described have always faced
criticism. For instance, it has been argued
that journalism is more entertaining than
it is informative by focusing on scandals,
violence and political personalities rather
thanideologies (Herman & Chomsky, 1988;
Herman & McChesney, 1997; Keane, 1991;
McChesney, 1999), and that the watchdogs
get alarmed by the wrong things, leaving
voters with very little information about
actual political agendas (Bagdikian, 1983;
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Barnett, 2002; Cappella & Jamieson, 1997;
Fallows, 1996; Sabato, 1991).

While journalism’s constructive con-
tribution to democracy is more and more
challenged, Western journalism is con-
stantly associated with rising economic
pressure. The media industry is described
as becoming more commercialized than
ever before, and the transformation is
sometimes discussed in terms of a change
from public-driven to market-driven con-
ditions (Croteau & Hoynes, 2006; Lee-
Wright, Phillips, & Witschge, 2011; Mac-
namara, 2010; Wadbring, 2013).

Many scholars have argued that the
close linkage between journalism and
democracy is endangered, and Western
countries are said to be experiencing a
decoupling of democracy and journalism
(Gronvall, 2015; Josephi, 2013). Josephi
(2013) argues that “there has been a time
and place when the close linkage of jour-
nalism and democracy was valid,” but
claims that this can no longer be assumed
(p. 441). Nerone (2013) even suggests that
the way Western journalism is practiced is
in itself counterproductive to democratic
systems. Free newspapers play a special
role in this discussion, as their perfor-
mance is said to offer lower journalistic
quality in most democratically relevant di-
mensions (for Austria, see Seethaler, 2015),
although research shows that working rou-
tines are comparable to the paid press (for
Denmark, see Sparre, 2017).

Despite scientific doubts concerning
the implementation of the public service
function within journalistic routine, it
has long been codified in European law,
thereby legitimizing governmental press
subsidies as well as certain violations of
European citizens’ right to privacy (ECHR,
1985; Article 8 ECHR; Emerson, 1979). De-
spite recent doubts, EU legislation views
traditional mass media as being integral to
democracy: the European Convention on
Human Rights (ECHR) has long assigned
many democracy-producing functions to
traditional mass media. They can be found
in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of
the European Union, which is intertwined
with national legislation, as well as in rele-
vant judgments of the ECHR.

Based on this legal framework, Palms-
torfer (2015) defines a model that breaks
the normative functions of mass media
down into an information function, a
monitoring function and a communica-
tion function. This model stands in line
with Moore’s (1995) suggestion that mass
media bears the role of “informing” and
“monitoring.” By adding a third function,
“‘communication”, Palmstorfer takes the
last two decades of evolving digital com-
munication technologies as well as corre-
sponding legislation into account.

Why exactly apply law in general and,
more particularly, EU law when study-
ing the press in Austria? Firstly, in con-
trast to the jumble of journalistic roles
and functions discussed in the scientific
community, the EU regulatory framework
provides the scaffolding for a universal
model, which can be tested empirically.
This model bridges normative demands
reflecting societal responsibilities and
abilities of journalism and concise prac-
tical implications as expressed in factual
jurisdiction.

Secondly, EU legislation and the
European Court of Human Rights are seen
as a “living instrument” whose “dynamic
interpretation” follows societal change
processes and therefore “must be inter-
preted according to present-day condi-
tions” (Letsas, 2013, p. 107). Hence, one
of the strengths of the approach of using
EU law as a starting point for journal-
ism research is that it allows its scope to
be refined according to ongoing societal
changes.

Thirdly and finally, there are also vari-
ous implications of domestic Austrian law
for the role of the media in general (Palms-
torfer, 2015, pp. 51-54) and of broadcast
media in particular (Seethaler & Beaufort,
2017), as they can serve to deduce em-
pirical hypotheses for journalism’s actual
societal role in Austria (Riedl, 2018). How-
ever, EU law paves the way for internation-
al comparative research on that matter: as
EU law offers equivalent legal guidelines
for all 28 member states, international
comparisons might allow country-specif-
ic factors that do contribute or endanger
democratically relevant functions of the
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media to be identified. Against this back-
drop, this study serves as a first step and
aims to translate legal implications into
empirically measurable constructs using
the example of a single country.

3.1 Information function

As elections are the core of all representa-
tive democracies, citizens need to be sup-
plied with all of the information they need
in the polling booth. The mass media bears
responsibility for that and should “provide
high-quality political information [...] and
help citizens to come to well-informed
political opinions” (Jandura & Friedrich,
2014, p. 352). The freedom of expression
and freedom of information are funda-
mental for that. These pillars are legally
based on EU law and specifically codified
in Article 10 of the European Convention
on Human Rights, stating:

... freedom of expression [...] shall include
freedom to hold opinions and to receive and
impart information and ideas without inter-
ference by public authority and regardless of
frontiers [...] in a democratic society. (ECHR,
1953)

However, based on EU court rulings as
well as its regulatory framework, the infor-
mation function does not only imply plain
information distribution by the media
and journalism. To make sure that citizens
in fact receive this relevant information,
Palmstorfer (2015) argues that, confronted
with both limited resources of attention on
the part of citizens as well as with a con-
tinuously growing amount of news — often
called an “information overload” (Eppler,
2015) —journalists are strongly responsible
for analytically selecting this information
(“gatekeeping”) and presenting it compre-
hensibly within the scope of journalism.
Thereby, the European Convention
on Human Rights as part of the EU legal
framework essentially conveys the crux
of journalistic responsibilities. Journalism
has a responsibility to provide people with
relevant information and is therefore a
protected enterprise within a democratic
society. European citizens have the right to
freely make political decisions and partici-

pate in democratic elections, and thus de-
pend on journalism’s role to enable them
to make these political decisions based on
relevant information (Schudson, 1998). It
is therefore necessary that journalism en-
acts its gatekeeping mechanism to convey
relevant information regarding a plethora
of issues to the average citizen. Journal-
ism makes materials relevant to particu-
lar issues accessible to its audience, thus,
whether directly or indirectly, facilitating
and strengthening the democratic process
(Palmstorfer, 2015).

3.2 Monitoring function

In addition to their duty of conveying se-
lected relevant information in a compre-
hensive and understandable way to the
public, journalists have a monitoring
function: according to Palmstorfer (2015),
journalists have a responsibility to moni-
tor and criticize government, politics, and
the economy in the name of the citizen.
While the information function mainly ad-
dresses citizens as voters and thus aims to
establish democratic representation, the
monitoring function aims to maintain this
representation during times of governing
to ensure the representatives feel obliged
to uphold the pledges made before elect-
ed. Moreover, this bestowed monitoring
responsibility, or public watchdog role,
strengthens the democratic process by
creating an additional layer of protection
against potential detriments or injustices
against citizens.

The idea of media’s monitoring func-
tion basically reflects the legal concept of
division of powers that shapes modern
constitutional states. Aware of that, legal
justification for journalism's monitoring
role, as well as emphasis on its impor-
tance, is explicitly exemplified in the case
of the Norwegian newspaper Bergens Ti-
dende. In this legal precedent, the right to
freedom of expression (Article 10 ECHR)
of the newspaper was declared to be vio-
lated after a national court condemned it
for having disrespected a plastic surgeon’s
rights by publishing a massive critique of
his treatment of patients. The case is in-
sofar significant for the clarification of
the media’s democratic monitoring func-
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tion as the ECHR stresses that the “pub-
lic watchdog” role is “vital” to the press
(Bergens Tidende and others v. Norway,
2000). An additional 2013 decision adds
to the codification of the watchdog role
(Wegrzynowski & Smolczewski v. Poland,
2013).

Finally, as a result of the monitoring
function, political decisions are reached
under consideration of the public, which
the media has integrated. This can both
have consequences for the decision-mak-
ing process as such as well as the decision-
making behavior of the elected (Palmstor-
fer, 2015).

3.3 Communication function

Besides the expectation of both the in-
forming and monitoring functions, the
comparably new communication function
as firstly derived from the legal framework
by Palmstorfer (2015) demands media to
be the “mouthpiece” of the citizens and
to interact with them to do so. This has
various implications: basically, to iden-
tify citizens’ needs and necessities and
make them public, journalists both need
to facilitate active participation by the cit-
izens, motivate them to participate and
aim to let these people express their views
and perspectives. As the communication
should not be unidirectional but the more
reciprocal, journalists should focus on di-
alog and interactivity (Palmstorfer, 2015).
This notion of journalism is demonstrated
in the ECHR case ruling Castells v. Spain,
which hints at the importance of a public
discourse:

Freedom of the press affords the public one of
the best means of discovering and forming an
opinion on the ideas and attitudes of their po-
litical leaders [...]. It thus enables everyone to
participate in the free political debate which is
at the very core of the concept of a democratic
society. (Castells v. Spain, 1992)

As clearly demonstrated in this decision,
when creating a public forum for the cit-
izenry, media should include everyone —
even those at the periphery of society. In
aiming to do so, media should promote
societal diversity and invite both politi-

cal and civil society actors to tolerate and
accept diverging views of life. The public
forum established via the media’s commu-
nication function may also function as an
initial point of social change if it is the col-
lective will of the citizenry as a sovereign
entity in democratic societies.

In establishing mutual discourse, the
communication function does also face
a technical dimension: from a normative
perspective, through the advancement of
the internet, reciprocal communication
can be established and facilitated beyond
the limitations associated with traditional
media such as newspaper, TV and radio.
Thus, it amplifies the possibility of par-
ticipation, supplementing the democratic
process by creating and maintaining var-
ious possibilities of interactions, feedback
systems, and discourse (e.g., Ferdinand,
2000).2

In this context, Palmstorfer (2015)
consults Bertolt Brecht’s (1979) idea of
radio as a means of communication to il-
lustrate this technical dimension. Brecht
argues that radio would be the greatest
communication technology of public life
if it could not only to broadcast, but also
receive information. In fact, this devel-
opment goes beyond online media and
influences traditional media equally, pres-
suring journalists in traditional media to
approach this new public service function
and find ways to incorporate it within the
possibilities of the respective media chan-
nel. Hence, the function is undergoing
constant change and is therefore rather
fluid in its interpretation.

4 Material and methods

4.1 Sample

A survey was conducted to collect data
from Austrian journalists within the Austri-
an part of the Worlds of Journalism Study?,
funded by the Austrian Science Fund (FW-
F).*The survey covered the period between

2 It goes without saying that the internet in-
deed could not always fulfill these high ex-
pectations (e. g., Dahlgren, 2005).

3 http://www.worldsofjournalism.org.

4 Mapping Change in Journalism: How Jour-
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November 2014 and August 2015. The se-
lection of the sample (N=818) was intend-
ed to be representative of the population
of journalists in Austria. We had initially
contacted a total of 2843 journalists with
a response rate of 28.77 percent (n=_818).
99 percent of these interviewees complet-
ed the standardized quantitative survey
online, the remaining 1 percent were sur-
veyed via telephone. The journalists were
recruited via email, however most of them
required a telephone follow-up to ensure
completion of the survey.

In order to create a representative
sample, a multistage sampling approach
was carried out. For that purpose, the pop-
ulation of professional journalists was first
estimated: Journalists who are primarily
entrusted with journalistic tasks, who se-
lect, edit and publish news that has a so-
cial function, are guided by professional
norms and work primarily in journalism,
thus drawing at least 50 percent of their
income from journalistic activities, were
considered to be professionals. To be able
to identify them, the media landscape
was analyzed in detail and all editorial
departments were identified. Editorial
departments were understood as those
organizational units that are editorially
independent, produce journalistic con-
tent and correspond to the functions of
Journalistic communication. In order to
be considered for inclusion in the sample,
editorial departments had to have a cer-
tain media-specific periodicity, reach and
size. Based on these criteria, a list of edito-
rial units was created. This list turned up a
total of 4100 professional journalists.

Out of the list of editorial units, a pro-
portionally stratified random sample with
two layers, depending on the respective
national reach (0.5%-1.5% vs.>1.5%), was
chosen. In both layers, every n® editorial
unit was drawn from media genre-specific
lists and classified as a large (=above-av-
erage) or small unit. Subsequently, in each
of the two layers, 28 journalists were ran-

nalists in Germany, Austria and Switzerland
Perceive the Transformation of News Mak-
ing — Worlds of Journalism (WJS), Part II,
funded by the Osterreichischer Wissen-
schaftsfonds FWE Project Id: I 1341-G16.

domly chosen as respondents from large
editorial units and 16 journalists from
small units. The quotas of the stratified
random samples were proportional to the
distribution of journalists in the respective
media types. The sampling also ensured
that journalists in leading positions were
represented according to their distribu-
tion in the population. The sample size
had a confidence level of 95 percent and
a margin of error of 3 percent, taking into
account the estimated population of Aus-
trian journalists in 2014.

A total of 111 traditional media (dai-
ly newspapers, weekly newspapers, news
agencies, radio, TV, and magazines) and
22 digital media (stand-alone and spin-
off) were identified through that process.
Atotal of 411 participants work in press, of
which 336 are employed by paid print me-
dia and 75 of which work in free print me-
dia. After being contacted, the journalists
who agreed to voluntarily participate in
the study were informed about the objec-
tives of the research. (For more details on
the survey see the Austrian country report
available online, Lohmann & Seethaler,
2016.)

4.2 Measures and indices

In order to measure the three described
functions, the study addressed profes-
sional role perception by asking for the
journalists’ opinion on journalism’s role
in society (e.g., Patterson & Donsbach,
1996): “Please tell me how important each
of these things is in your work” (scale from
1=unimportant to 5=extremely import-
ant); for more details on the question-
naire, its contents and structure, see the
equivalent international version available
online (Worlds of Journalism Study, 2014).
Possible answers included several items
that specifically respond to all three public
service functions described above:

Information function (Cronbach'’s o.=.662)
Be a detached observer

Report things as they are

Provide analysis of current affairs
Provide information people need to
make political decisions

>
>
>
>
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Monitoring function (Cronbach’s o.=.916)
» Monitor and scrutinize political leaders
» Monitor and scrutinize business

Communication function (Cronbach’s
o=.768)
» Advocate for social change
» Motivate people to participate in polit-
ical activity
» Let people express their views
» Promote tolerance and cultural diver-

sity

In order to compensate for economic
pressure and thereby take into account
recent developments within the field (Lee-
Wright, Phillips, & Witschge, 2011; Mac-
namara, 2010), an index for commercial-
ization was also created:

Commercialization (Cronbach’s o.=.708)

» Provide entertainment and relaxation

» Provide the kind of news that attracts
the largest audience

» Provide advice, orientation and direc-
tion for daily life

The internal consistency of each construct,
measured with Cronbach’s alpha, exhibit-
ed adequate reliability in each of the types
of influence, following the suggested mini-
mum value of 0.60 in exploratory studies
(Robinson, Shaver, & Wrightsman, 1991).

4.3 Analysis

For the analyses, the sample was split into
four groups: journalists working in free
daily press, journalists working in paid
daily press, journalists working in free
weekly press and journalists working in
paid weekly press. Additionally, the study
further analyzed journalists from other
media, including TV, radio and online me-
dia. The different groups were compared
using bivariate difference tests, comparing
the mean of the groups (ANOVA).

5 Results
Analysis of the responses of Austrian jour-

nalists working for daily and weekly news-
papers showed that the mean responses of

journalists working for paid print media to
the information and monitoring functions
exceed those of the journalists working for
free print media (see Table 1). The mean
values for journalists of paid print media
are 4.32 (N=336, 9=0.64) for the informa-
tion function and 3.31 (N=315, 9=1.33)
for the monitoring function. Those work-
ing for free print media have mean values
of 4.24 (N=76, 9=0.61) and 3.03 (N=75,
d=1.19), respectively. This demonstrates
that paid print media journalists perceive
a greater importance of both the informa-
tion and monitoring functions. However,
the differences keep within limits.

On the other hand, mean values for
journalists working for free print media ex-
ceed the mean values of journalists for paid
print media for both the communication
function and commercialization index.
Journalists working for free print media
have mean values of 3.75 (N=76, =0.75)
and 3.94 (N=76, =0.72) for the communi-
cation function and commercialization in-
dex, respectively, while journalists working
for paid print media have a mean value of
3.44 (N=336, 9=0.88) for the communica-
tion function and 3.56 (N=336, 9=0.81) for
the commercialization index. This reflects
a perceived emphasis of both the commu-
nication function and commercialization
index amongst journalists working for free
print media.

In summary, by comparing the two
groups of journalists it becomes clear that
those working for paid newspapers appear
to embody the information and moni-
toring functions more so than journalists
working for free media, but the mean val-
ues reveal rather minimal differences that
are statistically not significant. Howev-
er, according to ANOVA tests, journalists
working for free newspapers are signifi-
cantly more likely to assume a commu-
nication role and are more influenced by
commercialization. In general, journalists
tend to fulfill the monitoring function least
of all, whether a journalist works for a paid
or free newspaper.

So far, results have been reported
about journalists working in weekly as well
as in daily newspapers due to a higher and
therefore more scientifically valuable sam-
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Table 1:  Democratic functions of journalists working for paid vs. free newspaper in comparison
Information Monitoring Communication ~ Commercialization

Journalists working for paid newspapers M 432 331 3.44 3.56

N 336 315 336 336

SD 0.64 1.33 0.88 0.81
Journalists working for free newspapers M 4.24 3.03 3.75 3.94

N 76 75 76 76

SD 0.61 1.19 0.75 0.72
Austrian print journalists df (within/be- 1/410 1/388 1/410 1/410
(paid vs. free) tween groups)

F 0.923 2.806 8.312** 14.724***

Note. Scale ranges from 1-5 (1="role is not influential”; 5="role is extremely influential”). ANOVA results: Journalists working for free/paid
print media. Only significant main effects are reported: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.

Table 2 Democratic functions of journalists working for paid vs. free daily newspaper
in comparison
Information Monitoring Communication ~ Commercialization
Journalists working for paid daily news- M 437 3.38 3.46 3.57
papers N 243 228 243 243
SD 0.57 1.26 0.81 0.78
Variance 0.32 1.59 0.65 0.61
Journalists working for free daily news- M 417 3.15 3.56 4.03
papers N 13 13 13 13
SD 0.45 1.18 0.65 0.75
Variance 0.20 1.39 0.42 0.56
Austrian daily journalists df (within/be- 1/254 1/239 1/254 1/254
(paid vs. free) tween groups)
F 1.509 0.411 0.169 4.253*

Note. Scale ranges from 1-5 (1="role is not influential”; 5="role is extremely influential”). ANOVA results: Journalists working for free/paid
daily newspapers. Only significant main effects are reported: *p<.05; **p<.01.

ple size. If the focus shifts to journalists
working in dailies only, we get very similar
results. As Table 2 shows, free media jour-
nalists score slightly lower on traditional
public service functions such as the in-
formation and monitoring functions, but
higher on the communication function.
Contrary to the bigger sample including
journalists for daily and weekly newspa-
pers, the differences remain too small to
be of statistical significance. Regarding
the commercialization index, in which
the groups vary significantly in the bigger
sample (p<.001), a reduced effect can be
demonstrated in the smaller sample as
well (p<.05).

These small differences in the two re-
sults could be due to the smaller sample
size (N). There were only 13 journalists
working in the free daily press who par-

ticipated in the study compared to the
243 paid press journalists in the sample.
However, as the variances for all four indi-
ces (0.20, 1.39, 0.42, and 0.56, respective-
ly) reveal, the free press journalists, albeit
fewer in number, are a more homogeneous
group, holding similar role perceptions. A
certain trend amongst these journalists is
therefore to be expected.

To conclude, the findings within the
sample of daily journalists appear, to a
great extent, to be consistent with journal-
ists working in print in general. Journalists
working for paid media appear to embody
the monitoring function slightly more than
journalists working in free media. Howev-
er, the differences are not that significant
in comparison to journalists working for
free press, who are significantly more like-
ly to assume the communication role and
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are more influenced by commercializa-
tion. Generally, we can see that journalists,
both in paid and free press, tend to fulfill
the monitoring function least of all.

6 Discussion

Despite the debate amongst scholars and
media critics regarding the alleged lack
of quality in free dailies, their journalists
appear to embody public service func-
tions in a similar way as their colleagues
from the paid press. These findings appear
to be in line with other studies. In 2007,
Bakker concluded that Danish journalists
working for free dailies do not have fewer
qualifications than those working for paid
media, nor are they working with less en-
thusiasm (Bakker, 2007). Furthermore,
Spanish scholars show that neither type
of newspaper shows statistical differences
with respect to several indicators current-
ly linked to journalistic excellence (Ber-
ganza & De Miguel, 2010). However, the
conditions and resources provided by the
publisher are different and subsequently
limiting. Bakker (2007) stated that pub-
lishers invest less in journalism because
competition surrounding content is not
the main objective. As for the Danish free
daily MetroXpress, “only 10% of the total
budget goes to journalists, which is lower
than any paid newspaper” (p. 28). With
some caution, this can also be assumed to
be true of Austrian free dailies.

One of the key findings of this study
is the observed connection between the
rather new “communication” function and
free press journalists: journalists working
for free print media are more inclined to
advocate for social change, motivate people
to participate in political activity, let people
express their views and promote tolerance
and cultural diversity than their colleagues
from the paid press. This was a surprising
finding considering that the correlation is
present in media that is more influenced
by commercialization.

However, a limitation of this study
can be found in the fact that the data is
based on self-declaration of journalists.
Thus, the potential discrepancy of the

journalists’ attitudes towards their pro-
fession and the publishers’ notion of jour-
nalism could weaken the validity of the
statements made in the study. For even
if journalists working for the free press
are committed to fulfilling public service
functions, their working conditions might
not fully allow them to do so due to pres-
sure placed on them to increase audience
reach with an emphasis on simplification
as well as sensationalism. This assumption
is supported by the perception that com-
mercialization has a significantly higher
influence on journalists working for the
free press than on journalists working for
paid newspapers. In this context, it might
also be possible that journalists working
in the free press typically have a different
understanding of the respective items: for
example, in the eyes of a paid journalist
specialized in, say, politics and provided
with considerably higher resources, “so-
cial change” or “participat[ion] in political
activity” might have a drastically stronger
democratic notion than it has within in-
terpretative patterns of colleagues from
the free press.

Nevertheless, these results are sup-
ported by an analysis on the level of me-
dia performance: descriptive results of a
content analysis by Josef Seethaler (2015)
indicate that — in line with the findings of
this study - the free press shows a lower
level of quality both in terms of objectiv-
ity as well as a “discourse index”, as they
are most strongly reflected in journalists’
information function as understood here.
In contrast, most of the free newspapers
rank higher in a responsiveness index,
which is why Seethaler tentatively locates
them within the “popular” group of media
outlets that can be characterized by a “par-
ticipatory” orientation. This is also in line
with the finding that journalists working
for free newspapers are more likely to as-
sume a communication role that contains
the goal of “motivating people to partici-
pate in political activity.”

Furthermore, hints of similar rela-
tionships, as reflected in the study, can
be found in other countries. According to
Lamour (2016), the free daily newspaper
Lessentiel in Luxembourg plays a key role
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in displaying the socio-economic rights of
cross-border workers and the civic rights
of foreigners in the country. A comparable
phenomenon is found in Sweden, where,
according to Sparre (2016), the MetroX-
press operates amongst other aims accord-
ing to the mission statement “It makes
me want to get involved.” By publishing
selected commentary from social media,
fulfilling the communication function is
part of the daily routine of the newspaper,
although not always in the classic sense of
providing a forum for primarily political
debate.

In a time when readers are not able to
discern automated content from content
written by a human, opinionated journal-
ism achieves a new relevance. The notion
of information in the very traditional un-
derstanding (e.g. “be a detached observ-
er,” “report things as they are,” as used in
the information index) might lose its sig-
nificance (Clerwall, 2014). This seems es-
pecially true as ...

... some aspects of quality, such as being clear
and being pleasant to read, received a slightly
higher score for human-written content, but
others, such as trustworthiness, informative,
and objective, were higher for the automated
content. (Clerwall, 2014, p. 9)

With this in mind, the predominant em-
phasis of free newspapers on the com-
municative function might give them a
leading edge, focusing on participatory
contents (“advocate for social change,”
“promote tolerance and cultural diversi-
ty”). From this point of view, the free press
makes a valuable contribution to society
that lies within the notion of a participato-
ry democracy (Curran, 2000).

The first step to rethinking liberal theory is to
break free from the assumption that the me-
dia are a single institution with a common
democratic purpose. Different media should
be viewed as having different functions with-
in the democratic system, calling for different
kinds of structure and styles of journalism.
(Curran, 2000, p. 140)
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The paid and free press both seem to ful-
fill diverging functions, both valuable
to democracy in their own way. This as-
sumption is supported by the fact that free
papers are surviving in the face of signifi-
cant opposition from existing daily news-
papers, revealing that they are serving a
need of readers and advertisers that has
not been met by traditional newspapers
(Picard, 2001). In almost every European
country, paid papers have been losing cir-
culation (Bakker, 2007). However, this has
happened even in Norway, where there
are no free papers in circulation. Further-
more, as of 2012, the circulation of paid
newspapers in Luxembourg appeared to
be unaffected by the rise of free dailies
(Bakker, 2013). In Austria, paid tabloids are
constantly losing to free dailies, but quali-
ty newspapers appear hardly affected. The
free press seems to coexist with the paid
press, as long as it offers a unique “selling”
proposition. Even though free papers work
with fewer journalists, employ no foreign
correspondents, and do not have a sig-
nificant cultural department, they often
offer their own agenda, concentrating on
certain topics of interest to a large audi-
ence that paid newspapers seem to ignore
(Bakker, 2007).

As this study tried to operationalize a
normative notion of journalism as defined
by the EU and executed by the ECHR, it
has tested whether or not this notion ap-
plies to journalists’ perceptions and their
job reality. In this respect it is worth men-
tioning that the information index is high
amongst both paid and free press journal-
ists; both of these values are much higher
than the monitoring index values. By EU
standards, however, both of these func-
tions are part of the public service stan-
dard. Thus, this discrepancy hints that the
EU’s notion of journalism is not shared by
all journalists equally. The next step in our
research will therefore be to explore actual
functions as defined by journalists in sev-
eral media sectors and to compare the re-
sults with long-lasting normative notions
as represented by the legal framework of
the EU. Moreover, WJS data allows a total
of 67 different participating countries to
be analyzed. This broadens the scope from
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a solely “westernized” focus to an open
comparative analysis of several regions of
the world.

7 Conclusions

According to journalists’ perception of
their function based on the WJS survey, it
can be hypothesized that journalists from
the free press place slightly less signifi-
cance on the information and monitoring
functions as journalists working for the
paid press, albeit the differences are statis-
tically insignificant.

One of the key findings is that jour-
nalists working in free press aim to fulfill
the communication function significantly
more so than journalists working for the
paid press. Journalists working for free
print media are more inclined to advo-
cate for social change, motivate people to
participate in political activity, let people
express their views and promote tolerance
and cultural diversity. Taking into consid-
eration that the communication function
is, above all, fueled by the rise of the in-
ternet and influenced by the rise of vary-
ing social media networks, the correlation
might be exaggerated: the free daily press,
as a rather new business model, seems
to be more open to newer concepts of
journalism. Hints of this correlation can
be found in France and Denmark as well
(Lamour, 2016; Sparre, 2016).

On another note, free press journal-
ists appear to be significantly more influ-
enced by commercialization than their
colleagues working for the paid press. This
is likely due to economic pressure as the
free press is more dependent on adver-
tisements in order to survive. Free dailies
primarily thrive via their openness to more
commercialization as a majority of their
commercial profits come from advertise-
ments. With the value of advertisements
increasing as the audience reach of the
newspaper increases, the market orienta-
tion may affect the type of subject matter
that is reported. This trend tends to sim-
plify and sensationalize the content of free
dailies, thus partially restricting the ful-
fillment of some public service functions

(information function and monitoring
function). However, following their own
agenda, the free press often tends to touch
upon topics of interest to the audience
that are left out by the paid press, offer-
ing participative content (communication
function).

Based on this study it can be assumed
that free dailies fulfill slightly different
functions and satisfy different needs, and
might thereby coexist with paid (quality)
newspapers. From a democratic stand-
point, they both fulfill functions that can
be valuable to the public. Finally, it is im-
portant to emphasize that the normative
notion of journalistic functions, as deter-
mined by the aforementioned EU legisla-
tion, seems to be only partially represent-
ed within journalists’ self-perception.
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