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Since the mid-1990s, newspaper organizations
have turned to the web as an alternative to and/or
an extension of print products. As Boczkowski
(2004) shows, by 1995 American dailies set-
tled on the web as their outlet of choice after
several years of experimenting with electronic
publishing. This process was characterized by
what Boczkowski (2004) calls “hedging” (p. 51),
that is, the multiplication of practices to cope
with the uncertainty of the web’s development
as a news outlet. Since then, the internet has
gained an increasingly important place within
the contemporary news ecology. Online news-
papers have grown in importance in the media
systems of many countries. In the United States,
for example, 50% of the public indicates that they
read news online regularly and one-third gets
news online every day (PEJ, 2013). Consumption
of online news has increased over the past two
years as the use of mobile devices has grown: 64%
of smartphone owners reported having used their
cellphones to get the news online (Pew, 2012).

Despite their early adopter status, established
print media organizations have not been at the
top of the public’s online news preferences. The
top five most visited news sites in the United
States belonged to either online-only operations
(Yahoo, Huffington Post Media Group), network
television (NBC, CBS), or cable news (CNN;
PEJ, 2013). In addition to the hedging dynamics
described above, news organizations in many
countries have faced important processes of
decline or “crisis” (Siles & Boczkowski, 2012).
These processes have been characterized by a
significant decrease of revenue from advertis-
ing and declining patterns of print newspaper
consumption and circulation. The outcome of
this particular circumstance (and the appropriate
analytical categories to make sense of it) is an
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ongoing state of flux. Thus, according to the
Pew Research Center’s Project for Excellence in
Journalism, news organizations have “grounds
for a modicum of optimism” yet are surrounded
by “considerable dangers”; they are “stabilizing
but still threatened” (PEJ, 2013).

In this entry, we discuss recent scholarship on
the rise and development of online newspapers.
The discussion is organized around two major
themes that have functioned as important struc-
turing devices in the literature: the production
of online newspapers and the consumption of
online news. Consistent with the transitional
stage that characterizes the development of the
internet as a news outlet, the analysis of these
two themes reveals the difficulties involved in
defining “online newspapers.” On the one hand,
scholars interested in production issues have dif-
ferentiated between legacy media and other types
of news outlets (such as “pure players,” blogs,
and news aggregators). In this body of work,
online newspapers refer primarily to the websites
produced by traditional print news organizations.
On the other hand, researchers interested in con-
sumption matters have emphasized how online
news readers typically consume news produced
by a variety of actors and organizations. Thus,
the distinction between online newspapers and
other types of news sites tends to blur in this
body of research. Building on this assessment,
we consider some implications of this finding for
studies on online newspapers and suggest various
areas for further research. We propose that schol-
arship on online newspapers might be best served
by an approach that both challenges traditional
analytical categories and takes advantage of them
to understand the continuities and disruptions of
online news production and consumption.

The Production of Online Newspapers

The rise of the internet as a major news outlet has
triggered a variety of efforts to better understand
important transformations in news production
dynamics. We discuss four of these dynamics:
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(1) the means to generate revenues with online
newspapers, (2) the challenges of innovation for
news organizations, (3) the practices of producing
online newspapers, and (4) occupational matters
tied to the production of news sites.

Revenues and profitability in online news
production

New initiatives and actors on the internet have
altered the privileged position of newspapers as
news providers. In this sense, a key motivation
for newspapers to take up online news has been
their concern about new players in the digital
arena. As Boczkowski (2004) shows, newspapers
developed online operations as a reaction to prior
moves by new competitors; they did so in a way
that defended their existing territory rather than
conquered new ones, and centered on making a
profit in the short term rather than idealistically
pursuing opportunities that could only pan out
in the longer term.

Accordingly, a key concern in the production
of online newspapers has been the generation of
revenues to support online endeavors. From the
beginning, online newspapers straddled between
resorting to advertising revenue and charging
for access to fund their operations. However, by
the early 2000s, few online newspapers in the
United States were making a profit, due to the
lack of adequate business models. Advertising
has remained the primary source of revenue for
most news sites, but industry analyses show that,
in 2012 only, print newspapers lost 16 dollars
in advertising for every dollar gained online,
because of the relatively low level of expenditure
on online advertisements (PEJ, 2013).

By the second decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury, more than a hundred US newspapers had
set up paywalls for their online editions, includ-
ing both national newspapers, such as the New
York Times and the Wall Street Journal, as well
as local newspapers, particularly those owned by
Gannett, McClatchy, and Scripps. Some of these
paywalls required users to pay a subscription to
access any type of content. Other news organi-
zations have turned to softer forms of restricting
access to content. For example, some allowed a
number of free articles each month. Although
this strategy gained more than half a million
digital subscribers to the New York Times, several

studies show that most users are not willing
to pay for content online. In a similar manner,
various news organizations have allowed readers
to visit the most recent edition of news outlets but
restricted access to their archives. Others have
created bundles that allow readers to access news
on particular combinations of various platforms
(such as the web, cellphones, and/or tablets).
In addition to advertising and paywalls, print
news organizations have employed diversification
strategies and experimented with alternative
revenue streams to cope with a context of multi-
dimensional crises and decline processes. For
example, some media organizations have sought
sponsorships from individuals and foundations,
microfunding strategies (such as crowd funding),
collaborations between professional and citizen
journalists (or “pro-am” projects), family owner-
ship and trusts, niche or local content ventures,
and public resources, among others, as sources of
revenue (PEJ, 2013; Siles & Boczkowski, 2012).

Scholars have linked the dwindling profits
of news companies to diminished quality of
journalistic work, which could have negative
implications for democracy. This finding takes on
greater significance in light of the difficulties that
independent news outlets on the internet (such
as pure players, blogs, and citizen journalism
projects) have to produce the type of content
that is necessary for accomplishing the social
functions formerly filled by newspapers.

Processes of innovation

Tied to the search for profitability is the issue
of innovation. Despite the possibilities for inno-
vation afforded by new media, scholars argue
that news organizations have largely adopted a
defensive approach to face the internet challenge.
This is partly because newspaper executives
have tended to rely on longstanding schemes
and routines derived from the newspaper’s his-
tory (Boczkowski, 2004). In other words, the
adherence to traditional journalistic values asso-
ciated with print culture has limited newspapers’
capacity to innovate and adapt to changing
technological environments.

Studies on the dynamics of innovation under-
score the influence of organizational and
institutional factors in shaping news organi-
zations’ defensive approach. For instance, De
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Waal and Schoenbach find that sites not affiliated
with print newspapers “have been much faster
to adopt the possibilities of online publishing”
than newspaper sites, and suggest that “the
disadvantage of having no ready-to-publish
material resulted in a headstart … in terms
of a progressive Web design” (2010, p. 481). For
example, sites not affiliated with print newspapers
adopted multimedia features, such as audio and
video, user ratings, and user comments earlier
than newspaper sites, which in their earliest
iterations limited themselves to reproducing their
print content online. In a similar manner, some
studies indicate that established journalistic oper-
ations have largely failed to realize the potential
of new technologies.

In this sense, authors have insisted on the need
to fully exploit the possibilities afforded by the
internet and other media technologies in news
production processes. Many analysts see new
media as opportunities for newspaper compa-
nies to innovate, incorporate readers into the
news creation process, find alternative economic
models, and reduce the high production costs
associated with print. Some authors insist that
this would also mean transcending longstanding
journalistic values.

Practices of online newspaper production

Innovation dynamics can be tied to important
transformations in news gathering, production,
and publishing dynamics. Scholars have iden-
tified four major changes in news production
practices: modifications in editorial workflow,
alterations in news gathering practices, acceler-
ation of temporal patterns of production, and
the convergence of print, broadcast, and online
operations.

First, researchers propose that online news
has increased the pressure on journalists to
perform multiple tasks and combine different
media formats. Some studies indicate that there
is a greater demand for journalists to become
polyvalent as they work for digital outlets. These
workflow changes are tied to what Boczkowski
(2004) calls the “de-reification of media options,”
as “the Web’s multimedia potential moves media
selection processes one step earlier by requiring
journalists to choose what medium or media to
use for a particular story” (p. 123).

Second, scholars have also argued that the
existing technological capabilities and how
journalists appropriate them contribute to shap-
ing information gathering practices. Already in
the late 1990s, a high number of journalists used
the internet to gather news. However, studies
indicate that journalists tend to distrust the inter-
net as a source, which may be explained by the fact
that reporters are susceptible to misinformation.

Third, research on internet news production
has also addressed the increased speed of com-
munications in journalistic work. Many scholars
propose that online journalism has contributed
to the collapse of the twice-a-day news cycle.
An examination of the period of data collection
of various studies suggests that acceleration has
deepened over time. Boczkowski (2004) con-
ducted research on the New York Times on the
web in 1998 and reported that editors published
stories toward the end of the day, following the
publishing cycle of the print Times. More recently,
researchers have argued that acceleration has
become a key feature of the contemporary news
industry in the United States. However, increased
speed is not an inevitable consequence of the
shift to the online medium. In an ethnographic
study of work at an Argentine online newspaper,
Boczkowski (2010) finds that while in the “hard
news” unit journalists produced six or seven
new stories every day, in the “soft news” unit
journalists authored two or three new stories
every week, following a work schedule that did
not differ greatly from that of print journalists in
charge of feature-style articles.

Along similar lines, researchers have examined
changes in staff size. According to the American
Society of News Editors, newsroom workforce
dropped by 30% since 2000, and is at its lowest
number since the census began in 1978 (PEJ,
2013). Layoffs may have an impact on tradi-
tional newspaper hierarchies: Robinson (2011)
observed changes in a daily newspaper that had
folded its print edition to concentrate online,
laying off 20 of its 55 journalists in the process,
and proposes that “although not horizontally
integrated, newsroom hierarchy does appear to
be moving in that direction – but only for those
who buy into the new digital culture” (p. 1137).
Increase of workload for the remaining jour-
nalists could, in turn, lead online news workers
to increase their reliance on news agency copy,
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press releases, and imitation of competitors’ news
sites.

Finally, scholars have examined the organiza-
tional integration among print, broadcast, and
online operations, usually under the rubric of
“convergence.” Research indicates that the trend
toward convergence has not been uniform across
organizations and countries as a result of different
patterns in the merging of the old and new logics
of production. Studies report the existence of
a decline in the print–broadcast convergence
model and suggest that newspapers are increas-
ingly producing multimedia content for their web
outlets.

These changes in news production practices
are related to shifts in the professional identity of
journalists.

Professional and occupational matters

Research about professional and occupational
dynamics has focused on three key topics: the
identity of journalism as a profession, the self-
reflection of journalists about changes to their
professional identities, and the challenges posed
by user authored content to the jurisdictional
space that news workers occupy.

Some researchers propose that the unresolved
debate about who is a journalist has been exacer-
bated by the fact that journalism’s occupational
boundaries are more open to negotiation than
before. Other scholars propose that disputes
over the professional identity of journalists could
eventually lead to the demise of the traditional
role they performed during the better part of the
twentieth century.

Scholarship about the self-perceptions of jour-
nalists has yielded varying results. Some authors
propose that journalists believe that their profes-
sion is developing as a new type of journalism
premised on ideas of immediacy, hypertext, and
multimedia. However, other researchers argue
that journalists continue to prioritize traditional
information oriented functions. This discrep-
ancy might be an expression of the evolution of
journalists’ self-perceptions. For example, Singer
(2009) studied the online operations of major
US newspapers about online coverage during
the 2000, 2004, and 2008 elections. She showed
that while in the 2004 election online journalists
appeared to conceive of their role as a partnership

with consumers, by 2008 they largely reasserted
traditional journalistic roles despite the increase
in options for user input.

Gatekeeping has been considered the principal
marker of occupational jurisdiction in jour-
nalism. Some scholars have proposed that this
jurisdictional claim might be challenged by the
growing presence of users as content producers.
Gurevitch and colleagues (2009) thus suggest that
as citizens gain access to technologies through
which they can create content, “the gate-keeping
monopoly once enjoyed by editors and broadcast-
ers is waning” (p. 167). However, some authors
contend that it might be too early to anticipate
the end of gatekeeping. These authors empha-
size how journalists have kept traditional roles,
most notably gatekeeping, as they cope with user
contributions.

Finally, scholars disagree on how best to char-
acterize the broader societal consequences of
these challenges to the occupational jurisdiction
of journalists. On the one hand, some authors
argue that these challenges could be beneficial
for society. Schudson (2009) examines news
coverage of the 2008 presidential election in the
United States and concludes that the new media
“are sponsors of a new intensity, ubiquity, and
anarchism in our mediated public world” (p. 18).
On the other hand, other studies raise concerns
about the broader societal significance of these
challenges. In their analysis of online newspapers,
Nerone and Barnhurst (2001) argue that the loss
of journalists’ gatekeeping function could replace
“the benign dictatorship of the editor” with “the
tyranny of the mouse” (p. 471).

Thus far, we have discussed issues tied to the
production of online newspapers. But the rise and
development of news outlets have also entailed
important transformations of consumption
practices and dynamics.

The Consumption of Online News

The consumption of online news has experienced
significant growth over the past years (PEJ, 2013).
Accordingly, an increasingly large body of work
has been devoted to making sense of online news
consumption dynamics. This section draws on
major findings from this body of work to discuss
three important themes: whether online news
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consumption complements or displaces tradi-
tional news media, whether the consumption of
online newspapers results in fragmentation or
homogenization, and what the consequences of
online news consumption are for democracy.

Complementarity versus displacement

The widespread adoption of online news con-
sumption has triggered several studies on whether
internet news use complements or displaces tradi-
tional sources. One camp of scholarship proposes
that online news consumption complements
access to information in traditional media.
Analysts in this camp argue that online news
media act as a supplement to traditional news
media. They also contend that consumers’ goals
shape consumption more strongly than medium
attributes, and thus, people who are interested in
news tend to access this content on the multiple
platforms available to them.

Based primarily on the principle of relative
constancy, the opposite camp argues that audi-
ences’ adoption of internet news displaces their
use of traditional media. The 2012 Pew Biennial
News Consumption Survey Research indicates
that, whereas the portion of Americans who read
a newspaper “yesterday” fell from 41% to 23%
between 2002 and 2012, the percentage who
accessed their news online rose from 23% to 39%
in the same period (Pew, 2012). Studying the case
of the Netherlands, De Waal and Schoenbach
(2010) noted that there is “a vast decline in the
use of printed newspapers among the users of
web newspapers. Young people, in particular,
used web newspapers increasingly at the expense
of printed newspapers” (p. 489). As noted above,
news sites created by pure players, network
television, and cable news have gathered more
readers than most sites produced by print orga-
nizations (PEJ, 2013). Temporal, demographic,
and socioeconomic factors shape the interplay
between complementarity and displacement.
Some authors propose that audience behavior
changes over time, as the appropriation of online
technologies is normalized. Studies also indi-
cate that displacement effects are greater among
better educated and younger users. This effect is
particularly salient among younger segments of
the public, many of whom have tenuous links to
traditional media.

Some studies have linked adoption of online
news to the perceived credibility of internet
information. These studies find that online news
is more credible than television and radio, but less
credible than print newspapers. However, other
researchers have argued that print newspapers,
television, and radio remain more trustworthy
sources than online newspapers among certain
segments of the public. Other studies look at
differences concerning the institutional affiliation
of online news sites and conclude that users rate
traditional media sites as more credible than
independent sites. Melican and Dixon (2008)
found that audience members considered online
editions of traditional media to be just as credible
as offline news, whereas internet-only sources
ranked lowest in terms of credibility.

Fragmentation and homogenization
among online media audiences

Scholarship on internet news consumption has
also examined whether the consumption of
news online is tied to either fragmentation or
homogenization of the audience. A first stream
of research proposes that diversification in online
news supply may lead to polarization as people
obtain their information increasingly from, and
discuss public affairs with, like-minded individ-
uals. Sunstein (2007) argues that the internet
provides fertile ground for the formation of “echo
chambers.” In his words, “Because of self-sorting,
people are often reading like-minded points
of view, in a way that can breed greater confi-
dence, more uniformity within groups, and more
extremism” (p. 145). An alternative strand of
research contends that there is little evidence of
ideological fragmentation in internet news media
consumption. Researchers who study online
consumption patterns argue that a small set of
relatively moderate mainstream news outlets,
including online newspapers, get the largest share
of the traffic, while ideologically oriented sites
receive much less attention from the audience.

Other analysts suggest that increased content
choice could lead to lack of attention to public
affairs news among online news consumers.
Tewksbury (2005) finds that news sites users
have distinctive profiles in terms of demographic
characteristics and topic selection, and concludes
that “fragmentation may reduce the likelihood of



6 O N L I N E N E W S PA P E R S

sustained, widespread attention to political issues,
thereby weakening the potential of consensus”
(p. 346). However, Boczkowski, Mitchelstein, and
Walter (2012) identified higher levels of inter-
est in public affairs online newspapers during
the 2008 presidential campaign in the United
States than a year later, and thus argued that
“engagement with public affairs issues might vary
not only from person to person but also across
temporal and contextual circumstances” (p. 361).

The consequences of online news
consumption for democracy

The issues of fragmentation and homogenization
suggest that, among internet audiences, infor-
mation about public affairs may become a niche
product, thus illuminating possible consequences
of online news consumption for democracy. A
related stream of scholarship has sought to better
understand whether consuming news online fos-
ters or hinders political knowledge. Researchers
have oscillated between two main positions.
Some propose that the increased accessibility of
online news makes it easier for citizens to access
political information. These researchers assert
that online news will lead to democratization in
the consumption and dissemination of informa-
tion since there is more information available
online than in other media.

Alternatively, other researchers contend that
increased availability of news content online
might only increase access to public affairs con-
tent for those already engaged in political issues.
In this sense, some scholars maintain that the
infusions of information have an uneven effect
on citizen knowledge, as the population with
higher levels of education tends to acquire this
information at a faster rate than those with fewer
years of schooling.

In a similar manner, scholars have analyzed
whether exposure to online news is more or less
conducive to learning political knowledge than
use of traditional news media. Some studies show
that online information consumption reduces
knowledge and recall of current events. These
authors contend that reading print newspapers
is tied to a higher awareness of public issues than
reading online news. However, other research
indicates that access to online news does not
lead to a decrease in information acquisition

when compared with traditional news media use.
From this perspective, users do not become less
informed as they shift from print to digital outlets.

Overall, scholarship on the impact of online
news consumption on democratic participation
has fallen into two camps. The first one proposes
that there are no significant links between online
news consumption and civic participation. Drew
and Weaver (2006) examined media effects dur-
ing the 2004 presidential campaign in the United
States and found that “Internet news expo-
sure/attention were not significant predictors of
intention to vote after demographics, campaign
interest, and traditional media exposure and
attention were controlled statistically” (p. 32).
However, other studies have shown a positive
relationship between access to online informa-
tion and political engagement. Boulianne (2009)
conducted a meta-analysis of research on the rela-
tionship between online news use and political
participation and concluded, “increased access to
a large, diverse set of political information may
help reinvigorate civic life” (p. 205).

A cognate area of research suggests that politi-
cal discussion, both online and offline, mediates
the relationship between online news use and
political participation, as news consumers who
talk about public affairs are more likely to
increase their engagement with public affairs.
These authors propose that seeking information
on the internet can result in higher participatory
behavior.

Finally, an alternative stream of scholarship
views online discussion of public affairs as a form
of civic participation in itself and thus proposes
that online news media have lowered the cost of
debating opinions in public. However, studies
of online discussion suggest that dominance of
loud minorities, lack of rationality and civility in
the exchanges, and exclusion of dissenting voices
hamper understanding.

Conclusion

This entry has critically examined literature on
the production of online newspapers and the
consumption of online news. The discussion of
production and consumption dynamics makes
evident a revealing divergence in the scholarly
literature. Researchers interested in production
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matters have clearly differentiated between the
work and practices of traditional news orga-
nizations and other types of news producers.
Accordingly, they demonstrate how the internet
has challenged the traditional economic models,
innovation schemes, news gathering practices,
and professional dynamics of legacy media. How-
ever, researchers who have focused primarily on
consumption matters have been largely oblivious
to this distinction between online newspapers
and other news sites. By studying the practices
and habits of online news readers, they have not
only examined the productions of multiple news
organizations and actors but also helped to blur
their distinctions.

This divergence, we suggest, reveals the tran-
sitional state of online newspaper development.
News organizations have adhered to longstanding
schemes, values, and routines that derive from
print culture in order to make sense of the inter-
net. Following consumption practices and habits
of users, however, research shows how these
traditional schemes and values have been chal-
lenged in multiple ways. Thus, for many online
news readers, the distinction between online
newspapers and other types of news outlets has
blurred.

Research about online newspapers is also in a
transitional state. On the one hand, most studies,
particularly of the production instance, embrace
continuity by applying longstanding categories
to the examination of online newspapers. On the
other hand, some scholarly work, particularly
about online news consumption, has tended to
subsume all internet news sources under the
“online” category, thus disregarding the potential
differences between pure players and online oper-
ations of legacy media. At the same time, both
streams of research have tended to adhere to the
stark division between studies of news production
and analysis of news consumption, grounded on
a unidirectional, one-to-many model of commu-
nication. This entry proposes that scholarship on
online newspapers in particular, and online news
in general, might be best served by an approach
that takes advantage of them to make sense of
relatively novel phenomena and also challenges
traditional analytical categories.

Thus, scholarship on online newspaper pro-
duction would benefit from examining to what
extent assumptions from studies on print media

are applicable to the online medium. For instance,
studies usually compare editorial work and occu-
pational identity of internet journalists with news
production and professional matters in print
newspapers. However, online reporting shares
some characteristics with radio and cable televi-
sion journalism, such as the lack of a single daily
deadline and the possibility of using audio and
video as storytelling devices. In contrast, studies
of online news consumption might gain nuance
if they differentiated between different types of
news sources online. For instance, research on
print media does not subsume tabloids, elite
newspapers, and weekly news magazines under
the same category, and yet, studies on news
consumption routinely include “online news
consumption” as a single item. Moreover, the
divergence between research on online news-
paper production and internet news consump-
tion also suggests that the traditional division
between studies of news producers, on the one
hand, and audiences, on the other, may have
run its (fruitful) course. The online environment
allows researchers to challenge this division,
grounded on a unidirectional, one-to-many
model of communication, and aim to understand
in which contexts, and with what consequences,
online media users engage in news production.

SEE ALSO: Blogging; Citizen Media and Jour-
nalism; Commercial Applications in Digital
Communication; Content Creation and Curation;
Digitization of the Book Industry; Microblogs;
Online Advertising; Online Behavior and Market-
ing, Monitoring of; Online Consumer Behavior;
Online Intermediaries and Supply Chains; Online
Retailing; Wikis
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