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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to discuss the social sustainability of print newspapers amidst
the decline of their revenues and readerships and the rise of digital media. After a
general introduction on sustainability, we focus on social sustainability and in particular
on how the media system is an important factor of social participation and sustainable
social change. How media practices currently support social sustainability are described
and discussed. Then, we present our line of inquiry on print newspapers, which have
come to be seen as the weakest layer in the network of personal media. We analyze
the specific relationship between sustainability and the model of communication of print
newspapers. In particular, we attempt to articulate a comparison between the model of
print newspapers and that of online information in order to explore whether the
communication model of print remains sustainable by complementing the digital media
and the social media network. Then we compare the two economic models - print and
online. Finally, we explore the specific contribution that print newspapers give to the
debate on sustainability in comparison with the contribution of the digital world

1. Introduction

Other than in relation to the destruction of trees, or to dirty paper mills, or their
much-heralded demise at the hands of digital progress, newspapers do not often feature
in discussions of sustainability. When it does so, the question of print newspaper
sustainability fits within the framework of late capitalism, still dedicated to the aim of
growing GDP at the expense of ‘natural capital’ (Comitato per il Capitale Naturale, 2017)
and largely deaf to arguments for degrowth (Latouche, 2004; 2007). Such arguments,
challenging the notion of sustainable development, receive popular support, as shown
in a recent study in six European countries (Astarea, 2016), along with a more general
sensitivity to the environment as a social good (Flash Eurobarometer 256, 2008).

Comparisons of sustainability of media platforms typically confine themselves to
energy consumption, waste and pollution, focusing in particular on the promoted switch
from paper to digital, such as the never-achieved paperless office (Sellen and Harper,
2002). A good way to address these questions is to take account of the materiality of
new and old media. This means considering the substances - paper, plastic, and toxic
rare earth metals - each with its associated wastes, from which we build media.
Similarly, it means considering resource consumption in which each media technology’s
demand for energy is met from paper production to power for devices and server farms.
As awareness grows of the mining of ores, energy and other environmental costs of
digital devices production and media consumption, dispelling the notion of magically
harmless virtual consumption (Maxwell and Miller, 2012; Taffel, 2012), the opposition
of dirty, resource-heavy paper against clean, post-industrial digital increasingly is being
challenged. A Swedish study conducted in 2013 bears testimony to the complexity of
the problem, introducing differentiation according to the degree of consumption. Paper
was found to have less environmental impact in the case of heavier readers of news,
while digital devices fared better in this regard for those reading less than 10 min each
day (Omega Institute, 2014). While we are cognizant of the material dimensions of
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sustainability, in this article we do not propose to achieve a settled assessment of this
techno-social conundrum. Nevertheless, it is fair to say that the digital claim to superior
environmental virtue is in question.

The present work seeks to argue for the relevance of the print newspaper, both
in terms of its own place in the evolving media ecology and in terms of its role in social
sustainability (Braidotti, 1994). As Littig and Griessler (2005) pointed out, a clear
theoretical concept of social sustainability had been missing from the debate. To fill this
gap, they proposed three sets of indicators. The first deals with the satisfaction of basic
needs and with quality of life, and the second with equality. The third deals with social
coherence, understood as inclusion in social networks, involvement in voluntary
activities, solidary and positive attitudes toward marginal groups. We aim to contribute
to the concept of social sustainability by introducing another aspect, which transverses
these three categories: the availability and the access to media as fundamental
dimensions of social participation and sustainable social change. In particular, we
propose a discourse on the social sustainability of print newspapers, related to a
continuity of research into evolving media platforms, and specifically into print
newspapers as they relate to the Internet (e.g., van der Wurff, 2005; Fortunati et al.,
2010; O' Sullivan and Heinonen, 2008). Our thesis is that print newspapers, in spite of
the narrative of obsolescence that has emerged around them, form a sustainable
medium that in turn is particularly relevant to the communication of sustainability and
environmental concern. The framework for our discussion is based on categories and
concepts generated from research data, which are further elaborated and structured
theoretically.

The article is structured as follows: in the next section, we discuss how media
practices, especially regarding news produsage, relate to social sustainability. In the
following section, we focus on the changing relationship between social sustainability
and the newspaper model and articulate a broad comparison with online news. Then,
we compare the communication and the economic models of print and online news.
Finally, we explore the specific contribution that print newspapers offer to sustainability
knowledge and debate, and we examine their role in environmental communication,
before drawing lessons from our analysis.

2. Media and social sustainability

The production and consumption of news are relevant components of active
citizenship and participation in the public sphere. The relationship between media and
the public forms the basis of a wide and varied field of study, much of it critical, not
least in relation to journalism and its institutions (e.g., Conboy, 2013; Zelizer, 2004).
Information and communication media reduce complexity and uncertainty. In addition,
media social sustainability is further implemented by a series of social practices such as
re-use and recycling. In respect to media, these practices are connected to processes
such as digitization and its effects on analogue media, re- and trans-codification,
competition between old and new media, and the development of users’ agency. Such
processes have introduced radical changes in the network of personal media regarding
information, even as newspapers remain at the core of the selection, production and
diffusion of news. Bolter and Grusin (1999), drawing on McLuhan’s concept of
“mediation”, introduce the useful notion of “remediation”, whereby media forms
compete with, inform and reshape one another. They argue that media history does not
have a linear historical evolution so that, for example, older media can also remediate
newer ones. Remediation strategies — we stress — develop in the context of social -
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including users’ and audiences’ - initiatives and practices. The notion of remediation
enables us to understand how readerships use old and new media to extract the best
from them: they use online newspapers, news sites and blogs to recover the timeliness
that print newspapers lack and instead use print copies to read authoritative articles.
These practices, of necessity, have reshaping effects both on print newspapers and on
new media.

In the same vein, though with substantial differences, Nail (2017), drawing on
Deleuze and Guattari (1994), proposes a discourse on assemblage, a practice in which
a multiplicity of elements is subject to recombination and change. Assemblage offers
an alternative to the idea of the essence of things, since it poses itself as indifferent to
what a thing is and instead as interested to the process of the becoming of things.
Online, users build their own virtual newspapers created with the pieces read in various
outlets, blogs and news sites, while the loyalty to original newspapers fades. A
connected theoretical perspective that addresses user and audience agency is that of
bricolage. Deuze applies this concept to describe “the remixing, reconstructing and re-
using of separate artifacts, actions, ideas, signs, symbols and styles in order to create
new insights and meanings” (2006, p. 70). Bricolage occurs regardless of whether the
elements used originate in old or new media. Schmidt and de Kloet (2017) develop this
approach: drawing on LéviStrauss’s (1966) and Derrida’s (1978) discourses on
bricolage, which they interpret as a cheap way of producing content and creating new
meanings by recycling available fragments. Bricolage, therefore, incorporates both print
and digital media, in accordance with the blended media environment that prompted
Ludovico’s (2012) conception of the post-digital era.

Bruns (2008), hailing transformation in the model of news production and
consumption, introduced the concept of produsage, in which the user also has become
a producer. Such user practices are the norm in an era of liquid news (Karlsson, 2012).
Connected to the mixing of content and social roles is the trajectory for the development
of the material supports through which news currently is accessed through devices such
as smartphones and voice assistants, not only in relation to their popular adoption, but
also in terms of their falling short of expectations. These include the cases of Google
Glass or the plateauing of tablets, commercially driven upgrade culture, linked to status
consumption (Eastman and Goldsmith, 1999), engineered obsolescence (Lomas, 2018)
and the implications for software’s transience for the Internet of Things (Berg Olsen and
Selinger, 2016). More speculatively, media sustainability can be linked to issues of
personal customization, the sharing of tools, and the downward movement of
technology knowledge, engagement and production through education around, for
example, coding and robotics (Fortunati et al., 2014; Kucuk and Sisman, 2017; Lomas,
2017). It is against this background of foment that we focus on the newspaper,
perceived as the weakest link of the network of personal media in terms of
sustainability, an analogue medium positioned in a moment of digital disruption.

3. Social sustainability and print newspapers

The reasons for which newspapers are consigned to sustainability’s weakest
media category may be outlined as follows: 1) They are based on an old model of
communication, top-down and one to many, while online platforms have been touted
as democratic. This means that newspapers’ structure, with its associated practices and
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culture, evolved and embedded in print, is at stake in the discussion on the sustainability
of the medium. 2) They continue to struggle in market terms, shedding readers and
losing advertising revenue, while in a variety of countries they continue to depend on
public subvention based on the need to defend communication plurality. 3) The standard
of journalism is considered to be in decline. The narrative that depicts print newspapers
as the weakest link of the media network actually reflects a wider crisis of journalism.
Questions as to the viability of digital news and the effects, in some ways deleterious,
of social media and new media platforms arise inevitably. Most acutely, it is argued in
the current wave of concern surrounding fake news and echo chambers that the quality
of public deliberation has suffered alarmingly.

The conclusion of this compelling narrative is that newspapers, long seen as vulnerable
to substitution by other media forms, especially electronic media, are obsolete. The
trope of the unsustainable newspaper has often served as a lens through which the
crisis in journalism has been framed, and with a perhaps not fully intentional reference
to wider sustainability in the dubbing of the print edition as a ‘dead tree’ format (Ellman,
2015) and the celebration of print’s failure (Rosenbaum, 2008). This Anglophone-
originated discourse is set within a vision of transformation via the acceleration of digital
platforms, eliding the innovation and adaptation implemented by newspapers. Similarly
underplayed have been the material properties that make it unlikely that newspapers
can be unproblematically substituted or subsumed in newer media formats by dint of
expanding digital affordances. In the following section, we address the elements of this
narrative as they relate to sustainability.

3.1. Is the model of communication of print newspapers socially sustainable?

In this section, we will pick up the first and the third point, while the second will
be developed in the next section. As to the first point - the claimed unsustainability of
print newspapers - let us premise that the quality print model is based on a hierarchical
organization with clearly distinct roles both inside the newsroom and in its external
presentation (i.e., in the relation to audiences). It works within a system based on
professional work and assumption of responsibility (journalists are identified by what
they write) and it strives to inform about some important dimensions of the everyday
life (economy, politics, etc.). But in the last decades it has been challenged by the
online, which presents another model of communication based on a many-to-many
structure. The digital model is managed by a network system, and thus it is not
hierarchical but, basically, peer-to-peer (Bauwens, 2005; Benkler, 2006; Kostakis and
Bauwens, 2014). It is characterized by several features: variable roles (whereby users
are also prod-users and vice versa, with the blurring of the boundaries between news
producers and readerships); an amateur approach to news, which does not allow for
either competent elaboration or checking for standards; and, frequently, anonymity.
Conventional criticism of mainstream, professional media, often focusing by default on
newspapers, has extended recently to the field of environmental communication,
typically with the Internet seen as providing alternative spaces, (Maeseele and
Raeijmaekers, 2017). Active consideration of newspapers’ potential positive role (e.g.,
Matthews, 2017) in this context is a rarity.

We will develop our discourse by contrasting these two models of communication
to show that, contrarily to the “death” narrative on print newspapers we mentioned
above, the first model is sustainable. We argue that the online model, rather than
presenting an improvement and a superseding of print, has introduced mixed effects
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but, ultimately, a worsening of news quality, while print continues to offer functions
that make it useful and necessary.

If we look at the material practices of print news, it emerges that the format still
has much to offer to readers such as having more capacity to catalyze multisensorial
and co-present social events (such as reading together and sharing the newspaper)
than online news (Fortunati et al., 2015). For its part, the online model is perceived as
more democratic and convenient, not least when delivered into a smartphone. In the
rhetoric of digital reform, it appears to escape the logic of news commodification and
control, since it comprises individual voluntary work, political engagement and bottom-
up creativity. However, Jirgen Habermas, the theorist perhaps most cited in scholarly
discussion of the potential of the Internet in sustaining public deliberation, has been
pessimistic on this score. In a rare email interview, in which he directly references the
democratic function of the press, Habermas says: ‘... the web itself does not produce
any public spheres. Its structure is not suited to focusing the attention of a dispersed
public of citizens who form opinions simultaneously.” The press had been the backbone
of democratic discourse, he says. But now, amidst intimidating social complexity, and
with failing political education, ‘no one has come up with a model to ensure the survival
of the important national newspapers on the Internet’ (Habermas, quoted in Jeffries,
2010). Such sentiment is of a piece with conventional thinking on the role of the
traditional press (Christians et al., 2009). Even when the news media has been seen as
an instrument of undemocratic influence favoring elites, (Herman and Chomsky, 2002;
Curran and Seaton, 2003; Freedman, 2014), it has become clear that digitization, far
from redressing such ills, exacerbates them, or even replaces them with more damaging
structural changes to the public sphere, such as the increase of conformism to polarized
opinions (Sunstein, 2001).

Thus, albeit imperfect, top-down, professional model of print newspapers has
deteriorated further with the rise of the Internet, while the latter, rather than improving
and reforming journalism, has reproduced, amplified and added to its negative features.
So far, newspapers have been unable effectively to adapt their hierarchical model to
include readers’ voices, and the idea that journalism should embody the freshness of
users’ input appears more aspiration than reality. Instead, in the rush for audience
share, the accumulated news sense of the professional reporter or editor is deemed in
need of algorithmic augmentation implemented by digital mavens who want to ‘connect
with readers. Such thinking is endorsed by the claims of news now becoming a
conversation that includes ‘the people formerly known as the audience’ (Marchionni,
2013) But empirical analysis reveals the tension between such rhetoric and the
evolution of journalism culture (Netzer et al., 2014; Xiong and Zhang, 2018). Recent
political upheavals and the hysteria around fake news as well as the politically driven
dismissal of ‘mainstream media’, tend toward a pro-Habermas conclusion that the
Internet is not delivering a public sphere that can support rational-critical debate.

Though certainly with important exceptions, the digital media system displays
weaker resistance to the powerful forces of online information chaos, which arguably
are more corrosive of the public sphere than the lies of fake news and the alternative
realities of the new political order. Social media in particular has provided not only a
forum for reasoned debate and activism, but also a platform for fake news, astroturfing,
racist and sexist bullying and hate speech (Mihailidis and Viotty, 2017). Closer to the
functions of journalism and the press, such developments have raised questions over
the activities of profit-seeking digital behemoths who, using a cover of technical
neutrality, have disavowed editorial responsibility in filtering extreme content. The
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confusion and uncertainty inherent in this landscape is evident in Facebook’s abrupt
announcement that it is to demote news in its users’ feeds, in favor of personal
communication (Benton, 2018).

More generally, an outcome of digital media’s effect on public debate has been

the shift to the right of US news media, even as it was already in thrall to a neoliberal
agenda. The change has been influenced by the popular appeal and reach of the
ideologically driven alt-right movement, symbolized by the Internet creation that is
Breitbart, guided in its ultra-partisan journalism by Steve Bannon before his
appointment as strategic adviser to US President Donald Trump (Benkler et al., 2017).
This is not to say that the Internet is solely responsible for a radical political
phenomenon. Rather, it accelerates an already-in-train narrowing of the spectrum of
political debate (Jones, 2014; Brandenburg, 2005) while newsrooms and professional
journalism weaken in the face of profit driven cuts. Less immediately related to political
tensions, the hyper-commercialized online battle for attention and, with it, advertising
revenue (Wu, 2016) increases the volatility of news.
Where, formerly, news had been anchored in material practices and discipline of
typically slower, more deliberative analogue media, now it evidently has become more
susceptible not only to the histrionics solutions of the right (Nagle, 2017), but also to
the rise of public relations and information subsidy, on top of the dangers of clickbait
and the accelerated news cycle. Perhaps less visibly, hews has become perniciously
tilted toward elite policy formation through the plausible contributions of the
phenomenon of agenda driven, opaquely funded think tanks (Arshed, 2017) who have
become authoritative primary definers in social media (Anstead and Chadwick, 2017).

The coexistence and competition between print and online models have not only
produced negative outcomes. The Internet has fostered a culture of disclosure via
Wikileaks and engendered something of a renaissance in investigative journalism
exemplified by the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists, with high-
profile success in their reporting of Luxleaks (Ryle, 2014) and the World Bank’s policies
(Pitt and Green-Barber, 2017) and with invaluable new entrants adding investigative,
reporting and analytical heft such as The Intercept and ProPublica. But such successes
do not characterize the wider media system, particularly as it relates to more regional
concerns, and showcase spectaculars alone do not make for a healthy news ecology.

As to the third issue - the decline of journalism standards - an important but
often overlooked dynamic in readership trends in western democracies is the perceived
reduction in the quality and relevance of content, not necessarily associated with
digitization. A decline in writing quality may be observed among younger generations
generally, but the phenomenon is particularly discernible for journalists, who had been
cast in the role as defenders of common communication standards. This is not only a
matter of cultural change or a re-emphasis of priorities as part of a shift to screen: it
also comes as news organizations embrace notions of disruption (Creech and Nadler,
2017) and journalism educators join the bandwagon of New Literacies (Doherty, 2012;
Long, 2015). Parallel to such processes has been the rise of journalism by analytics, in
which the asserted wisdom of the crowd, interpreted through metrics, with traffic
figures, social media referrals and ‘most viewed’ league tables have created a feedback
loop that may favor the immediate and the sensational over the substantial (Tandoc
and Thomas, 2015).

We have shown that, although the comparison between the print and Internet
news models points to a downward game, the print model of communication still has
reasons to exist. If, on balance, digital communication adds to rather than repairs
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damage to the public sphere, then the decline of print newspapers would add an
alarming dimension, since the bulwark against public ignorance, propaganda,
disinformation and public relations spin continues to be, as in the past, journalism’s
professional attitude of skepticism and active filtering of bullshit (Frankfurt, 1986; Miller
and Dinan, 2000). Such a view is convincingly expressed in Paul Starr’s discussion of
the projected demise of local US newspapers (2011) and is reinforced with reports of
closures of print titles or of shifts to digital-only format.

Nor are newspapers uniquely challenged. It emerges clearly that both the print
and online models of communication are howadays much more intertwined than in the
past and thus their combined evolution challenges them reciprocally. The point is that
beyond substitution of old by new, each medium must reshape its role in respect to a
more complex and varied medial landscape, since people rely in everyday life on a
network of various media that is both analogue and digital. Digital news has obliged
classic media to share their audiences as part of a blended or hybrid mix, but, likewise,
new media such as online newspapers, news sites and blogs must share their audience
with the most recent new media (namely social media). It is in this context that the
sustainability of the communication model of hewspaper reading should be assessed.

Furthermore, the network of analogue and digital technologies that now typifies
everyday media consumption shows stratification according to age and gender, but on
the other hand, usage that is dynamic and subject to change. In Italy, for example,
young people’s interest in news across both analogue and digital media is increasing
(CENSIS and U.C.S.1., 2016). A US assessment of print and online readership patterns
shows that print remains much more relevant, across all age groups, than the familiar
story of decline might suggest (Chyi and Tenenboim, 2017). And, contradicting the
widespread notion that the young do not read print news, emerging research based on
more nuanced measurement of attention, or time spent reading, shows strong
preference for print among younger UK readers (Thurman, 2014; Thurman and
Fletcher, 2017). Thus, also considering the new alignment of audiences the print
newspaper model of communication reveals to be necessary and useful in terms of its
sustainability.

3.2. Is the newspaper economic model sustainable?

In this section, we focus on the second issue set out above - the struggle in
market terms by print newspapers - to understand if they are economically sustainable.
The analysis will try to contrast the two economic models. The print model has specific
characteristics if compared to online platforms: it is organized and works following an
industrial logic; it is professionally produced, as against users’ production of news
online, and it implicates a planned, regular distribution of news; it is costly for print
readers when compared to the readily available flow of ‘free’ news online; its bundled
content makes it more difficult to target advertising. Finally, it is often subsidized by
the state in an attempt to defend the plurality of political voices. The online model
converges professional with amateurs’ work, with all the positive and negative
consequences such collaboration may entail. From a consumer perspective, it mixes
news for free with various forms of charges, such as paywalls, subscriptions and
micropayments, and it relies on a viral diffusion of news, including passing through
search engines. But behind this seemingly frictionless online model, there are two
elements to consider. The first is that online news content has long been subsidized by
newspaper publishers, which continue to struggle to establish business models even as
they trumpet their digital-first identities. It remains the case that the bulk of news read
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online originates with print newspapers, while the prime, original journalism has been
found to come largely from a print hewsroom (Wheatley and O'Sullivan, 2017). This
pattern persists even when, in much journalism studies discourse, publishers still are
chastised for repurposing print content, or ‘shovelware’ for their online offerings,
forgoing the opportunities afforded by the digital.

The second element derives from the revenue side, with, as outlined above, print
and online in an embrace of mutual decline. Rather than constructing a complementary
response to digital developments, publishers’ divided stake on print and online has
resulted in gain for neither. As print revenues decline and news outlets pursue audiences
based primarily on advertising, digital revenues remain tiny in comparison to the print
income they were meant to substitute (Ross, 2016). Amid the rounds of innovation, it
has been the tech monopolies, most especially Facebook and Google, who have reaped
the rewards, capturing the news system by putting themselves between news producers
and media audiences (Bell et al., 2017; Nechushtai, 2017).

These two elements reveal the frailty and vulnerability of a media system that is

increasingly intertwined. The production and circulation of news online for free have
been used in the neoliberal order against professional journalism with the purpose of
devalorising it. Thus, the economic difficulties of news are not those of a Fordist
industry’s encounter with digital innovation but are rooted in the contours of late
capitalism and its monopolistic tendencies, in which news work is more commodified
and separated from its public role (Fenton, 2011; Cawley, 2017). These changes in the
status of newspapers and the proletarianization of news producers, driven by ‘hard’
commercial realities, are rooted in the transformations and technology-led disruptions
of recent decades. They are compromising one strategic feature of the print economic
model: its professional journalism, which risks becoming yet more passive, more
engaged in press release-fed churnalism, and less willing to offend established interests.
Media owners, as well as being subjected to the forces of creative destruction, have
been complicit in them. Even as publishers pursue a macho, performative contest of
technical can-do, they have engaged with less fanfare in newsroom cutbacks and
rationalizations that undercut the basis of journalism (Robinson, 2011; Siegelbaum and
Thomas, 2016), as we will see better later. Along with the now normal precarity for
many news workers (Deuze, 2008; Vobi¢ and Milojevi¢, 2014), and increases in
workloads, newsrooms’ material support for output standards have been undermined,
especially at editing stages which have been hollowed out in the rush to the digital
(Vultee, 2015).
The most common strategy pursued by media groups to counter the loss of readers has
been rationalization and cost cutting. The size of print newspapers has not been reduced
to favor readership; rather they have thinned in the interests of publishers. Allied to
this has been the strategy of disinvesting from their human resources, in a short-term
crisis response that ultimately undermines the longer-term underpinning, in people’s
skills and cultures, of such enterprises.

As argued by O'Sullivan et al. (2017), the simple story of the market economics-
driven, universal decline of newspapers is complicated by the relative health, in
readership terms, in contexts outside Anglophone news cultures, in Europe and Asia;
by the overwhelming dominance of print editions’ revenues compared with the most
modest contributions of digital initiatives; and by the flexibility that ‘static’ paper has
shown in bridging with digital networked technologies. Even within markets where
newspapers have seen circulation and advertising drops, the situation is not so
straightforward, as illustrated by Marc Edge’s analysis of the business performance of
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British news publishers, many of which, after some decades of prosperity, continue to
show often double-digit returns (2017).

Accounts of newspapers’ struggle for survival in the US and UK often have

excluded subvention of journalism as a public good while in continental Europe print
newspapers continue to receive support in this role (Picard, 2004, 2011). However,
there is a danger that investment in the sector, along with legal and regulatory
protection, is regarded as the duty of the state, so that such spending substitutes
private initiative on the part of media owners. An interesting shift toward recognition of
the public role of quality print journalism is the raising of the agenda of public subsidy
for newspapers in Ireland (Collins, 2016). Although still vague in outline, this new
thinking, prompted by the current panic around fake news, is significant, since such
support potentially would alter Irish journalism’s association with the Anglo-Saxon
model of cut-throat competition between news outlets (Hallin and Mancini, 2004).
Nevertheless, however desirable public subvention of hewspapers might seem, the print
model will be sustainable only if with radical changes to business strategies that
incorporate competing with and learning lessons from digital.
In conclusion, neither print nor online news presents an economic model that displays
the fundamentals of long-term commercial sustainability. So far, media organizations
have only implemented short-term strategies. Competition has led to a less than zero
sum game in which the online model has been used against print and results of which
have been the proletarization of the journalism and the deteriorization of the news
quality. Only when media groups can dramatically improve their economic model,
incorporating the positives brought by the Internet and radically change their strategic
vision, can the print newspaper model be fully sustainable.

3.3. Newspapers’ role in environmental communication

The notion of sustainability connects the question of newspapers’ prospects with
news media’s role in disseminating (or distorting) information and supporting debate
on environmental concerns (Brainard, 2015), within discourses around the public
understanding of science and specialist journalism. An example: in a brief article in The
Irish Times, environmental columnist Michael Viney (2017) describes how plants,
especially in temperate zones, have been found via satellite observation to be bearing
more leaves and flowers due to increased levels of atmospheric carbon. He relates how
the study that produced these findings (Zhu et al., 2016), has been used by climate
change deniers to minimize the perceived effects of carbon emissions. But he explains
that the study also states that plants acclimate to increased carbon-dioxide, so that the
effect diminishes in time, and he reminds readers of the calamitous results of the
Anthropocene, such as melting glaciers, rising seas, droughts, storms and other
weather extremes. This is the sort of discussion that needs to be communicated to
publics using both authority and skill in engagement. Viney’s highly crafted, weekly
column, set on his ‘acre’ of remote rural property in the West of Ireland, and based on
characterful observation informed by science, is of a sort less likely to appear
spontaneously and to be maintained over a prolonged period in a blog or on social
media. Rather, it is the designed product, not solely of the author’s imagination and
initiative, but of a commissioning editor working within an institutional framework that
seeks to balance its offerings for general consumption and not aimed at specialists or
committed climate activists. That framework, the newspaper, also provides more
routine reporting on environmental issues as part of its ‘bundle’, albeit one that also
includes much official and pro-growth, business-friendly material and whose journalism
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is open to question in many other ways. It is this structure, with its associated processes
and culture, evolved and embedded in print, but cut adrift in digital fragmentation, that
is at stake in the discussion of the sustainability of the newspaper. Nor can such
coverage be reduced to a fluid abstraction of content that persists independent of
medium, as has been imagined by proponents of ‘platform-neutral’ news. Sustainability
may be a less emotively polarized category label than climate change, but it is
nevertheless the site of contestation over its meaning and purpose, with a strong thread
of corporate PR and ‘greenwashing’, often in areas of complex scientific debate. The
concept has connections to corporate legitimation strategies for development proposals
(e.g., see Goes and Skorstad, 2017, re Norwegian mining), with specialized,
professionalized and often jargon-filled inputs that are challenging to communicate
clearly to ‘ordinary’ citizens and that require careful analysis, interpretation and
translation for wider debate. With weak or late regulation (and lax official stances), such
a field is open to exploitation and gaming for corporate ends. In a convincing account,
Laufer (2010) invokes descriptions of shallow compliance strategies and specious gloss
in response to regulatory regimes. He observes, ‘The very firms that wash their
reputations through public relations, complex front coalitions, sponsored “think tanks,”
and who publicly lead the fight against global warming, nuclear waste, and water
pollution, remain some of the worst corporate offenders’ (p. 257). More recently, the
diesel emissions scandal revealed the scale of the evasions of Volkswagen’s regulation
in the US, through deceptive manipulation, in spite or even because of a declared culture
of corporate social responsibility (Siano et al., 2017). It is here that the interpretive and
monitorial roles of newspapers, as primary actors in the news sphere, producing most
of the reporting and reaching mass audiences, in contrast to niche websites or social
media spaces, come into play (Neilsen, 2016).

The persistent, organized and sustained initiative needed for citizens to cope with
such strategies and to be informed on environmental issues is unlikely to be fostered in
a meaningful way, accessible to mass audiences, in the digital commons, other than
with the participation of ‘legacy’ media institutions. In particular, this is most likely to
come through the deeper and long-form treatments that routinely characterize high
quality print news outlet.

Newspapers typically have been framed negatively in terms of their dominant
power, with newer media platforms presented as offering solutions to the democratic
shortcomings of media incumbents. Coleman and Ross (2010) trace the evolution of
ideas of audience empowerment and media citizenship, predating the Internet,
appearing in the early rhetoric around broadcasting and including experiments in
teledemocracy using technologies such as the telephone, radio and two-way cable TV.
Overlapping with this stream is the somewhat hopeful holding up of alternative, citizen
or community media as an answer to mainstream media shortcomings, including with
respect to climate change. Such discourses fit with wider theories of climate
communication in which journalism’s shortcomings in communicating risk are exposed.
Their sometimes-sweeping categorization is evidenced, however, in Robert Cox’s
account. In his discussion of media effects, it is reported that heavy media exposure
can be associated with lower concern for the environment (2010, p. 178). But one of
the foundational empirical studies cited in support of this assertion reported that
newspaper use, along with education, was associated with increased effects on
environmental knowledge and behavior, in contrast to television (Ostman and Parker,
1987). More recently, a Singaporean study found consumption of both newspaper and
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television media to be associated with a closing of the environment knowledge gap
(Yang and Ho, 2017).

Format matters also in the blend of analogue and digital media that now makes
up news consumption. Within the rapid adoption of mobile media, newspapers have
retained a central role, with traditional journalism remaining important in the emerging
information repertoire (Wolf & Schnauber, 2014; Mukerjee et al., 2017), even as mobile
is characterized by a more superficial ‘snacking’ model of consumption (Molyneux,
2017). Moreover, in spite of the hopes for horizontal communication outlined above,
the limitations of social media in wider public deliberation are by now widely recognized
(Karlsen et al., 2017; Narayanan et al., 2018), while Facebook’s recent confusion in its
role as a global behemoth in news has added an alarming spectacle (e.g., see Thompson
and Vogelstein, 2018). Recognition of this weakness extends not least to the role of
social media in risk communication (Priest, 2017). Parallel to various technically based,
crowd-sourced solutions to such problems, efforts to repair corporate cutting of
specialist newspaper journalists (Weiss, 2018), however worthwhile in their specific
function, serve to bring into relief the vital role of conventional newspaper reporting as
a ‘keystone’ of journalism based on a ‘deep reservoir of stability’ (Ryfe, 2017, p. 461).

3.4. Print’s resurgent role in the sustainability information and debate

It is in the context of so-called legacy news and its place in a post-digital media
system that the problem of sustainability of informed public debate has come to reside.
For all of its recognized shortcomings, and, conversely, for all of the myriad instances
of important online initiatives, the journalism, more relevant to the task of dealing with
informationally challenging issues in society and the natural world, is most consistently
and reliably supported by the newspaper. Where print news generally provides deeper
journalism than online (Reich, 2016), and is read more deeply (e.g., Young, 2014;
Sillessen et al., 2015), its distinct nature has become of strategic relevance to news
about and discussion of sustainability. Its value has become the focus of attention in
responses to fake news (Newman and Fletcher, 2017) with a reassessment of trust in
newspapers relative to other platforms, including by younger readers (Kantar, 2017).
In short, beyond technology-focused expectations, print carries a weight of historical
esteem, and a set of professional practices and norms that give it a privileged position
in the emerging hybrid media ecology. This value holds good even as it extends its
content into the digital, via online editions, and enhanced by multimedia, interactivity,
participatory features, and social media connections, but it is founded in print.

Compelling journalism success stories that are played out on the transnational or
US national planes tend to dominate much discussion of online news, even on
sustainability. High-profile outlets, such as The New York Times and The Guardian,
whose institutional social capital, or in commercial terms, branding, derives
substantially from print, rightly or wrongly have adopted digital global strategies. But
closer to the realities of communities, at the level where environmental issues impact
on the lifeworld, news in print also has been building a role in local coverage, even
where it has been fashionable to proclaim the power of the digital at the level of the
‘hyper-local’ (Hess and Waller, 2016). In their account of climate coverage, Hackett et
al. (2017) are gloomy, for reasons that we already have touched on above, regarding
the potential of online news, even more subjected to the disciplines of the market and
the pursuit of mass audiences. While they see grounds for optimism in non-profits such
as The Guardian, (although its highprofile digital strategy has cost it dearly) they cite
US examples of effective local print reporting, by the Palm Springs daily The Desert Sun
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or British Columbia’s Burnaby Now. Similar journalism was recognized in 2017 by the
award of a Pulitzer Prize to Iowa’s Storm Lake Times for its success in exposing
agricultural pollution (Warren, 2017). The UK has seen a flowering of hyperlocal titles
(Ponsford, 2013), while in Ireland a serious, pro-environmental new entrant, the Dublin
Inquirer, boasts a print edition. Thus, a counterweight to corporatized news is emerging,
albeit on the periphery, through print, while it is open to discussion as to whether such
journalism can also influence the dynamics of commercialized journalism. These early
developments resonate with the ‘peripheral visions’ that are seen as adding a qualifying
dimension to views of a global media system as dominated by western perspectives or,
on the other hand, giving hope for a new global public sphere (Cottle, 2009, p. 32).

4. Discussion and final remarks

It is clear that, in spite of predictions to the contrary, print newspapers have the
potential to be sustainable in mature industrialized societies, and to make a critical
contribution to communication on urgent environmental concerns. Ultimately, they are
at the agenda-setting core of the news chain, which expands across television, radio,
online and into social media, with a platform specific capacity, difficult to replicate, for
coping with the complexity of social, political and environmental change. We have
outlined above the danger posed to the news system by the domination of social media
platform, and the arbitrary power of these information monopolies. There remain two
unknowns in the debate on the sustainability of newspapers: to what extent will readers
support this format, and to what extent will media groups believe in their project and
will invest in journalism. These two questions are connected with the following
challenges: can newspapers develop a new model of communication that includes
readers and takes on demand for a more democratic news system? And can professional
journalism maintain a quality of coverage that justifies the financial support of both
individual reader and the state? Although this discussion has focused on the inherent
worth of the newspaper, set against the disappointments and dangers arising from
online news, it is not proposed that newspapers do not need to adapt and change.
Rather, they should be conceived of as part of the blended media system, and as such
should strive not to survive unchanged but to work to deploy new affordances to
facilitate more audience engagement and more transparency (O'Sullivan et al., 2017).
As we have outlined, there are strong reasons for actors interested in the
communication of environmental concerns to recognize their stake in the newspaper as
a pillar of public debate. There are now signals that these challenges can be overcome,
but there also is a need to investigate the sustainability of print news more deeply and
more empirically. Research to establish that newspapers can achieve sustainability in
terms of aiding social coherence, participation and responsibility needs to be
implemented in future studies. Beyond that, whether the use of newspapers can be a
relevant factor in achieving sustainable social change also needs to be verified by new
research.
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