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Abstract

Previous research -conducted within the COST A20 Action- compared print and online
newspapers in Europe. A further project has been started in order to integrate those
results by providing the journalists' point of view on the impact of Internet on their
profession. The present contribution shows Italian preliminary results of a survey
conducted with journalists on several issue: the effect of the web on newspapers
strategies and development; the principal changes introduced by Internet in journalistic
practices and routines; the effect of online newspapers on news quality and on
interaction between journalists and readers. 25 print and online journalists of three
major Italian dailies (Il Corriere Della Sera, I-A Repubblica and La Stampa) took part in
the study. Principal results show that Internet is perceived as the future of journalism.
It has some pros mainly linked with information searching; at the same time it
represents a risk for the quality of news and for the professional role of journalists. On
the whole, Internet is considered as a useful tool, but it has not been able to promote
new positive professional roles.

Rationale

According to the 2005 Censis National Survey on the use of communication and
information technologies in Italy, the importance of print newspapers has lessened,
even if these traditional media still show their vitality. Regular readers decreased from
42.3% in 2001 to 37.9% in 2005; (with 4.8% of the interviewed sample who does not
read newspaper because of newspaper's price and 34.7% because of lack of time.

Readers buy newspapers because they are interested in news (59.4%), because
it is just a habit (33.2%), or because they consider it a diversion (20.9%) (more than
an answer was possible). It is worth noting the importance that habit has for almost a
third of readers, whereas this does not obviously emerge as regards Internet and online
newspapers. Internet regular users doubled from 2001 to 2005, rising from 12.5% to
24.4% and it is no more a device for youth: the mean age of users is 41. The reasons
of Internet use are mainly interest (43.8%), entertainment (40.7%) or professional and
personal needs (35.8%). As regards online newspapers, the number of readers has
increased during last years, thanks also to the efforts that Italian major dailies have
done to improve their websites. At the end of 2005 the first newspaper website was the



Corriere.it, thanks to the exponential increase of readers who took place during 2005,
after its website renewal (Pratedesi, 2006; Audiweb).

In this context, the European action COST A20 "The impact of the internet on the
mass media in Europe" - a research project involving 16 European countries - has
compared print and online newspapers in order to understand changes and novelties
introduced by the advent of internet (see van der Wurff & Lauf, 2005; see also
Salaverria & Chaco, 2004 for a pre-research). A further research project on the state of
art of interactivity in the main online newspapers in four countries (Bulgaria, Estonia,
Ireland and Italy) was carried out with the purpose to verify if users challenged the
power of incumbent media, and, if so, to what extent (Fortunati, Raycheva, Harro-Loit,
O' Sullivan, 2005).

As regards Italy, main results of these studies show that online newspapers have
not yet exploited the opportunities offered by internet and thus remain in a stage of
pre-interactivity; moreover, journalist's professional role appears to be threatened by
the new media (e.g. author's identities tend to disappear) and online news are more
and more standardized (Fortunati & Sarrica, 2005; Fortunati, 2005).

The present research shows preliminary results of a survey conducted with journalists
of the three main Italian newspapers in order to explore their perspective on three main
points: a) how Internet has been put into service by newspapers editors, its actual use
and the problems encountered during its implementation; b) the perception of
opportunities offered by this medium as well as of the changes that it brings in the
professional role and in the working practices of journalists; e) the quality and the
prevalent modality of interaction between journalists and readers.

Method and Sample

A questionnaire was administered to a convenience sample of journal 'Sts of the three
most-read Italian generalist newspapers: Il Corriere Della Sera, Ln Repubblica and La
Stampa. The pamphlets contained open and multiple-choice questions mostly presented
as five-point scales.

Six journalists of each daily and three of each online editorial staff participated
to the survey. As regards L" Stamp, only one journalist constitutes the online staff, so
on the whole the Italian sample consists of 25 respondents, of whom 76% men. The
prevalence of men represents a first difference with the journalists' population overall,
where the presence of women and men is nearly equal, evene if women often occupy
roles of inferior status (http://www.fnsi.it/Contenuto/Cpo/DoCumentazione.htm).

The age of our respondents varies from 31 to 62 years (mean 47.7), half of our
respondents are 47-year-old or more, thus they constitute a rather mature sample.
Their professional mean age is 21.8 years.

As regards Internet familiarity, our respondents declare to use it since at least 4
years to a maximum of 26 years (Mean: 8.6 years; s.d. 4.263).

Senior journalists are those who are more familiar with Internet (i.e. they use it from
10 years or more). This indicates that journalists started to use Internet for personal
interest before the recent mass technological alphabetization.

When asked to categorize themselves as print or online reporters, our
respondents remain anchored to traditional roles. Although the introduction of Internet
has created new professional roles in editorial staffs, in fact, only one of the interviewed
journalists perceives himself as an online journalist (in particular he works for the
Corriere Della Sera). Five journalists consider themselves as both print and online
journalists and the remaining 19 think of themselves as print journalists.
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Results
Do journalists know what happens in their newspapers?

A first point to consider is the perception that journalists have of their own medium
profile as it has been changed and re-defined during last years. In order to assess their
knowledge about this evolution, we asked them if their newspaper was producing
contents for various platforms: (i.e., website, pdf version, mobile, radio, TV etc.), and
if they can specify since when.

As regards the details of the multimedia production, the majority of our
respondents (88%) appear to be well aware only about the existence of an online edition
of their own newspaper. According to our journalists, two years can be identified as
particularly important, 1995 and 2000. Respondents from the Corriere Della Sera
identify the 1995 as the turning point, whereas those of La Stampa and of La Repubblica
indicates the 2000 as the year when their newspapers went online. It is interesting to
note that online journalists indicate more often the perceived 1995 as the first year of
online publication, whereas the others are not able to the identify the starting point and
tend to indicate the years around the 2000. On the whole, this is consistent in with
several research that indicates in the years going from 1995 to 2000 the period of the
digital turning point for Italian journalism (Agostini, 2004:144). According to Murialdi
(2000), in particular, in 1994 three dailies opened a website, whereas the great
development of Internet newspapers starts from 2000.

More than a half of respondents (60%) knows that their own medium activated
a radio and, with the exception of journalists of the Corriere Della Sera, can indicate
when it happened.

As regards the remaining, the great majority of respondents do not know (or do
not answer at all) if and when they have been activated. This is particularly true for
digital television (88%) and this is particularly astonishing by the moment that newborn
online TVs linked with newspapers have been largely presented to the wider public.
Online journalists are more informed, especially about the presence of blogs and e-
mails, but they are not consistent with one another in identifying the years since when
these features have been activated.

This situation indicates a poor management of internal communication, and this
is particularly worth of notice, since we are dealing with enterprises that produce
information. It seems that journalists are not interested or are not involved in the
transformation processes of their newspapers; broadly speaking, they are not involved
in the whole editorial strategy that is more and more Developing across different media.
Perfectly consistent with this framework is the lack of information about preferences
expressed by online readers. More than a half (56%) of our respondents does not
receive any information from their editors about the choices which are operated by
online users; 36% receive some information but only in broad outline, and only two
respondents declare to have access to more detailed information about online
behaviors.

The use of Internet in newsrooms

Internet is by now a usual part of the journalists practice. As regards quantity of
accesses, the majority of journalists uses the web very often: in our sample 60% of the
declared to connect online more than ten times a day. As expected, the professional
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role influences the amount of time spent online: those who work in online newsroom
use Internet more than those who consider themselves print journalists.

The influence of the Internet on the professional role
Attitudes towards the Internet are not simply positive. When asked about the impact of
Internet on the professional role, our journalists present a picture with darker nuances
gable 7). On the whole, they think that Internet represents a fee that newspapers have
to pay in order to survive. It is changing the nature of their job, making it more
superficial and transforming the journalists into information packers. At the same time,
Internet is not used to get nearer to the public and it is, at best, only a useful tool to
enrich the packaging of news.

In order to understand how the web is used in everyday journalistic work, we
compared the perceived importance of online sources with more classic methods (Table
1).

Table 1. Important or very important means of information and communication used

in newsrooms
*Percentage of respondents who answered 4 or 5 on a five points scale (1 not at all

Face-to-face conversation 92%*

Telephone Conversation 84% Fax 16%
Search engines 76% Newsletter 12%
Personal e-mail 64% Chat 8%
www News sites 60% Weblog 8%
Websites of sources 60% SMS 8%
Personal Archives 58% Newsfeed (RSS) 4%
Newsroom Archives 52% E-mail from discussion groups 4%
Electronic Archives 50% Telex 0
Colleagues in the newsroom  28% Public library 0

* ™

importanf -5 \;ery impE)rtant)‘

The three outlets considered show very similar answers: direct conversation,
face-to-face or on telephone, remains the most important instrument for collecting
information. Immediately after we find search engine and other web services through
which Internet has by now imposed its presence in journalistic routines. Personal,
newsroom and electronic archives are still considered important, more than
relationships with colleagues or other kind of document transmission (i.e., fax). Many
important Internet services (like newsfeed or weblog), anyway, as new services;
nevertheless, they are limitedly spread in Italian journalism.

Internet is considered important as long as the journalist’s active role in
constructing information is preserved. For this reason, it is used in two ways: as a larger
archive, where journalist can exercise their ability of searching information on news
websites and more general web sources; and as a continuation and extensions of
personal communication through emails. Other services such as newsletters or blogs,
instead, are not considered important, probably because the journalists have less
control on their contents.

Internet is considered very useful (means 3.53 on a scale from 1 to 5) without
differences between the different outlets. Also in this case, anyway, Internet is
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perceived more useful for the opportunities that if offers in terms of service information
and access to sources (Table 2). It is considered less important for other tasks that
require more in-depth investigations. This crucial point highlights once again trust as
the weakest element of Internet (Dutton & Shepherd, 2003).

Table 2. Usefulness of Internet for journalist’s tasks
Ratings expressed on a five points scale (1 not at all useful - 5 very useful)

r

Mean St. Dev.

Searching for service information (phonebooks, addresses. ...) 4.67 0,64
Accessing sources 4.04 1.06
Accessing national government reports and other government

L 3.76 1.09
Receiving press releases 3.60 1.23
Accessing corporate repotts and other government 3.50 1.22
Accessing local authorities reports and other government 3.24 1.39
Investigating background information 2.96 1.40
Verfying facts 2.50 1.18

) R ST A USRI FOR -~ i T sa R . - - —~r—
Problems in incorporating the internet
The incorporation of Internet in newsroom wasn’t a problem for our respondents. Small
problems are costs of its implementation, availability of technical support staff and
training (Table3). This is consistent with the good economic moment for newspapers,
which can afford the costs of ICTs without problems. Personal expertise with
technologies and the attitudes expressed by management, instead, are the more
problematic points.

Table 3. Problematic issues in incorporating Internet in newsroom
a) Ratings expressed on a five points scale (1 not at all problematic - 5 very problematic)

1/ Corriere La

della Sera  La Repubblica Stampa  pgoan (s.D)
Ease of use of technology 2.75 2.89 417 317 (1.15)
Attitude of editors/manager 2.88 2.67 400 3.09 (1.28)
Attitude of journalists 2,50 2.33 417 2.87 (1.36)
Availability of technical support staff 1.88 2.75 4.60 2.86 (1.28)
Availability of training 1.75 275 3.83 2.68 (1.25)
Costs 1.88 2.00 3.50 2.36 (1.43)

AN Lt L]

Interesting differences emerge when comparing the three newspapers of our sample.
The La Stampa appears to have encountered more problems than the other two
newspapers. The lack of technical support has been perceived as a problematic issue,
but also journalist and management’s attitudes have been an obstacle for the
implementation of Internet. I/ Corriere Della Sera and La Repubblica, are very similar
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each other and show less difficulties in incorporating Internet. Journalists who work for
Il Corriere Della Sera declare less problems linked with technical support and training.
La Repubblica has experiences a bit more difficulties, especially as regards training and
technical support.

Concluding, the two main Italian outlets have been able to incorporate Internet
with fewer problems than the third one, probably thanks to more financial support and
to a more positive climate in the newsroom and at the managerial board.

Internet is newspaper’s future

According to our respondents the future will be characterized by the development of
digital technologies (Table 4). Internet represents the most important issue for the
future of the press. Digital television, and thus the possibility to merge different sources
of information on the Internet, is also considered an interesting development. Contrarily
to our expectations, instead, mobile phone and free press are not considered important,
although the latter has introduced elements of competition as regards local
advertisement’s revenue. But free press is not perceived as a menace probably because
it hasn’t affected content and it has extended the number of readers to no-readers
(youths and immigrates) (Santambrogio, 1997:482). Finally, traditional competitors,
such as analogue broadcasting, are not considered important for the future.

Table 4. Significant issues regarding the future of newspapers journalism.

Il Corriere La St.

Sera Repubblica Stampa Mean Dev
Internet 5.00 4.33 4.86 4.71 0.55
Digital broadcasting 3.25 3.44 3.00 3.25 1.11
Free papers 2.13 3.44 3.71 3.08 1.64
Mobile 3.25 3.11 2.86 3.08 1.35
Analogue broadcasting 2.75 2.78 3.14 2.88 1.15

Ratings expressed on a five points scale (1 not at all significant - 5 very significant)

Internet is perceived as a necessary tool for the long-term strategy of editors; it
is considered important thanks especially to the opportunities that it offers to
progressively improve journalistic work (Table 5). This is particularly true as regards
the possibility to inform readers in real-time, and to create new multimedia
environment. Anyway, our respondents do not take position (they stay on the mean
point of our scale) as regards the risks that multi-channel publishing might be a way
for re-cycling contents across various channels.



Table 5. Future and Strategies of newspapers

TTTOTIT T omveemmes wseane W WA AVLEAWD. WS ll\-watlal.lub

Mean St. Dev.

In the long run, online journalism is a necessary and progressive strategy for

s 412 093
News should be published online as quickly as possible regardless of the

publishing time-table of the printed paper e 142
The internet has opened new journalistic possibilities for newspapers 4.00 1.16
Multimedia is an important new component in presenting stoties to the

solionce 3.52 1.16
Citizen journalism and blogs are not real journalism 3.50 1.38
Multi-channel publishing is just another word for re-cycling same contents

across various channels R S
The public’s “do-it-yourself journalism” online is a threat to newspapers 1.96 0.98
Publishing news free online devalues the work of journalists 1.84 0.90
The online edition is a drain on the real function of the newspaper 1.64 0.86

Qatinae avheroccod An a Fieva oacicim oo _1_ 74 £ 11 1-

Ratings expressed on a five points scale (1 fully dlsagré'e 5 fuIIy agree)

Finally, our respondents are very critical as regards new forms of citizen-
journalism and to not feel threatened by online publishing. Internet is very important,
but the important internet is “their” internet, not that of "“we-journalism”, which, in their
opinion, never will be a true journalism. This result can be seen as a further confirmation
of the strong professional identity linked with traditional journalism. Our respondents,
in fact, perceive a strong difference between them and the “do-it-yourself” journalist,
and consider other ways of news publication as secondary to the print’s newspaper.

Comparing the three outlets, the respondents of La Repubblica more than the
others are worried about a possible devaluation of journalistic role linked with the
development of online publishing. Journalists from I/ Corriere Della Sera are more
favorable to multimedia contents, and this is particularly important by the moment that
this journal has recently improved these features. Once again, journalists from La
Stampa are less enthusiastic of online journalism and show stronger criticism towards
new trends such as blogs and we-journalism.

If these are the opportunities offered by Internet to newspapers, what does it
offer to journalism? Our respondents are convinced that on the one hand it offers a
chance to potentiate the communicative performances of their work (by increasing
speed in getting news to the public, signaling new trends and ideas, disseminating
credible information, being responsive to reactions on journalistic work, and being a
spokesperson fort certain groups) and a chance to enhance the interactive capacities of
the channel by strengthening newspapers’ relationship with their readers, (by
entreating them, broadening the possibility to reach the widest possible audience and
giving readers the opportunity to express their opinions in forums). (Table 6). But on
the other hand, they are convinced that internet is not an instrument capable to exert
more influence on various aspects of politics: from democracy to public opinion to the
political agenda, because it makes more difficult to provide in-depth analyses and
interpretations of complex issues. Neither internet is an instrument right for business,
able to create, for instance, a good environment for advertisers.
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Table 6. Internet opportunities for journalism

Mean St. Dev.
Get news to the public as quickly as possible 4.20 0.91
Reach the widest possible audience 4.17 1.05
Maintain contact with the public 3.68 1.18
Signal new trends and ideas 3.64 1.15
Give people a forum to express their views 3.60 0.96
Provide entertainment 3.32 0.99
Be responsive to reactions on journalistic work 3.25 1.23
Be a spokesperson for certain groups 3.20 1.26
Disseminate credible (objective) information 3.16 1.07
Provide analysis and interpretation of complex issues 2.84 1.07
Create a good environment for advertisers 283 0.82
Provide a forum for public deliberations 279 0.93
Be a watchdog for democracy 276 1.27
Influence public opinion 2.58 0.93
Exert influence on the political agenda 2.29 1.00

Rating expressed on a five points scale (1 very négative impact - 5 ver;/ poéitive impact
on meeting this goal)

It is possible to define three underlying strategies that the outlets follow as
regards the exploitation of the Internet opportunities. On one side, I/ Corriere Della Sera
underlines the possibility to exert more influence on politics, on public and on lobbies;
at the same times, the journalists of this outlet minimize the role of interactivity and
the autonomy of the readers in promoting new ideas. Broadly speaking, the I/ Corriere
Della Sera looks at Internet as new a mean for improving the traditional elements of
the journalistic profession and the one-way communication from newspapers to society.
Journalists from La Repubblica, instead, look at Internet especially for the opportunities
it offers to the audience, in terms of interactivity and of online forums: In this case the
internet is perceived to change and to enrich the work of journalists by enhancing the
relationships with readers. Finally, reporters of the third of our newspapers, La Stampa,
describe the opportunities offered by Internet in more optimistic, or utopian, terms.
They describe the ideal journal of the future that will give at the same time
entertainment to readers, money from advertisement to editors and control on
democracy to journalists.

The influence of the Internet on the professional role

Attitudes towards the Internet are not simply positive. When asked about the
impact of Internet on the professional role, our journalists present a picture with darker
nuances (Table 7). On the whole, they think that Internet represents a fee that
newspapers have to pay in order to survive. It is changing the nature of their job,
making it more superficial and transforming the journalists into information packers. At
the same time, Internet is not used to get nearer to the public and it is, at best, only a
useful tool to enrich the packaging of news.



Table 7. Impact of Internet on the professional role

Mean St. Dev.

With the Internet, journalists can get mote information into their stodes than

372 1.14
before
Journalists do not find information on the Internet that they wouldn’t have 3.60 119
found otherwise
Alongside the development of the Intemet, the importance of journalists’ 2.88 117
technological skills has increased too much
A good print journalist is usually also a good online journalist 2.76 1.42
Web publishing allows journalists to develop more attractuve story-telling 256 1.16
formats
Working for multiple media outlets makes journalistic work more rewarding 2.04 1.37

Ratings expressed on a five points scale (1 fully disagree - 5 fully agree)

Looking at the differences between outlets, journalists from Ln Stampa and La
Repubblica give more importance to the tendency, which has strengthened after the
advent of the internet, to make journalism a desktop job. It is a bad practice, that has
increased, to produce news by means of news and that might be fostered by the
possibility to have this ease of access to online information.

This frame is confirmed also by the working practices that journalists develop
online (Table 8). The most important point of Internet is, once again, information
retrieval. At this proposal, our respondents argue that a good professional is able to
find the same information elsewhere but, when asked to think of a journalism without
Internet, they think that it would have negative effects on getting new ideas (M=2.40)
and on tracking story topics (M=2.36). Thus, it seems to be confirmed that these
Internet features have achieved importance in everyday practice. Stopping to use
Internet, moreover, would affect connection with other journalists (M=2.13), confirming
that, as we have seen before gable 2), the opportunity to find service information
(phonebooks, addresses) is one of the most important Internet functions.

Table 8. Impact of the internet on Practices

Mean St. Dev.

The Intemnet is leading joumnalism towards more of a ‘desktop job’ 4.28 0.89
Online journalists are more information packers than creators of original

412 1.05
content
The Internet is rendering journalistic work more superficial : 3.92 1.19

Future newspaper journalists can enrich their work by moving between

different outlets (publishing channels) of their newspaper SRR 1
Newspapers will have to embrace the Internet in order to survive 3.44 1.16
Online journalists ate closer to their audience than print journalists 2.79 1.35
In online journalism, journalists have better tools for giving background

. 5 R : 2.32 1.41
information and context than in print journalism

Male journalists tend to use the Internet more frequently than female 1.50 1.06

journalists

. 4 r n

Rat‘ings expressed on a five péints scale (1 fdlly disaér’ee" -5 fu.IIy agree)

10



As regards the new professional role of online journalist, it is not perceived as
very attractive: it is not much rewarding, and it does not allow the journalist to produce
new storytelling formats. The new and the old journalists are more and more
differentiated, and a new specialization is emerging that exchanges between the two
roles. In fact, a good print journalist is not necessarily also a good online journalist.
Moreover, when asked to think about ceasing to use Internet, our journalists say that
it would have positive effect on the possibility to develop investigative journalism
project (M=3.17). In the end, the charming image of the investigative reporter is still
the prototype of the "real journalist".

The influence of the Internet on news quality

Consequently to the impact on practices, also the quality of news has changed with the
advent of Internet (table 9). We can find some positive effects, mainly linked with the
information retrieval functions: Internet lets journalists use a wider range of sources
and it makes it easier to double-check information. But, consistently with the tendency
to make journalism a desktop-job, Internet threatens the quality of news because it
brings to sacrifice accuracy for speed. Moreover, it exposes the journalists to the risks
of dealing with unreliable information. On the whole it seems that what Internet gives
in terms of sources and information it takes back in terms of inaccuracy and
unreliability.

This is a particularly true for the journalists of I/ Corriere Della Sera and La
Repubblica. They underline the improvement in terms of pluralism of information that
comes from using more sources, but at the same times they appear particularly aware
that Internet may lead to a decrease in quality of news due to the false news that
circulate online. Journalists from LA Stampa, instead, underline mainly another risk: the
homogenization of news. These journalists, in fact think that, maybe in order to cope
with the information overload, media sacrifice quality for speed and for this reason
converge to a narrower and less pondered news agenda. At the same time the existence
of these risks may bring to a new ethics of journalists who are obliged to deal with an
increased responsibility, since they can have a double-check of the information with less
problems.

Table 9. Influence of Internet on news quality

Mean St. Dev,

The Internet lets journalists use a wider range of sources 3.96 0.98
Online journalism has sacaficed accuracy for speed 3.88 0.93
Online, journalists have to deal more often with unreliable information 3.46 1.41
The Internet makes it easier to double-check information 3.36 1.19
The Internet threatens the quality of journalism 312 1.20
Online journalism has meant that media converge on a narrower news agenda 283 1.31
The Internet’s interactivity makes journalism more accountable to the public 248 1.45
Distinguishing between true and false or inaccurate information is as easy on the

Internet as elsewhere - 17

D e e ica 2 ~ .

Ratings expressed on a five pomts séale .(-1 fully dlsagree - 5 fully agree)
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Journalism and the public

Concluding, our respondents, with almost no differences between outlets, are convinced
that although all the positive aspects presented by the Internet, in important issues the
audience prefers print media (M=4.04). The crucial point is that, according to our
respondents, audience needs news, not interaction or entertainment. Furthermore,
journalists think that the linking with the audience is an important benefit of online
journalism (M=3.64) and that combining the potentialities of print and online media
may improve relationship with the audience (M=3.92).

In a context in which editorial groups are among the more important companies
in Italy (Agostini, 2004), internet has been widely implanted by the newspapers
examined, but probably without a clear internal and external strategy. The strong
verticality in the hierarchic structure of newspapers management, moreover, might
account for difficulties and resistances encountered in the production of new
technologies in editorial staffs, and for a reduced efficiency in the production of
contents. As Agostini writes (2004:171) “Internet is spreading in Italian media, but it
does not happens for spontaneous movements, it happens because of top-down
processes”.

Internet has nevertheless imposed its presence in the journalistic practice, but
mainly as a meta-archive, where journalists can search for more information with fewer
efforts. These opportunities, anyway, are counterbalanced by several risks. The major
threat is a change in journalists’ identities: from investigative reporters, who influence
public opinion and are the dogwatch of democracy, into information seekers. The main
ability of these new journalists would be to create a nice multimedia packaging for
information that somebody, somewhere else, has already created.

These results represent the perception of few professionals of three main Italian
newspapers. If other “privileged observers” will confirm them they might account for
the limited exploitation of Internet opportunities in online Italian newspapers.
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