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1 Introduction, Relevance and Outline

Journalism is increasingly evaluated through quantified measurement, leading to a rationaliza-
tion of news production (Petre, 2018). This quantified measurement potentially shifts the deci-
sion-making away from editors, restructuring the journalistic labor process and devaluing news
judgement (Cohen, 2015). While journalism has always worked under economic, cultural and or-
ganizational constraints, the standardization of evaluating editorial output by means of quantified
measurement bears increasing feedback loops between audiences and journalists raising concerns
of a new regime of labor discipline in the profession limiting editorial freedom and creativity
(Carlson, 2018; Petre, 2018).

Quantification, however, is by no means a novel phenomenon, nor does it exclusively apply
to journalism. It marks a constitutive characteristic of modern science and organization and is
regularly demanded in politics and society. This is undoubtedly due to their beneficial properties
reducing complexity and offering a perspective that allows to control our environment and inter-
vene in it productively. Numbers are essential for the generation of knowledge and serve a demand
for impartiality and fairness (Espeland & Stevens, 2008; Porter, 1996). Numbers and measurement
are essential in the realm of justice, government and knowledge. However, they may also impair
the perception of value and give relevance to easily measurable indicators at the expense of other
perceptions of value. Moreover, it may entice to create relationships between objects that are
hardly comparable. In the case of journalism, topics would be compared according to certain
measures such as click-performance instead of other means of comparison. Hence, numbers and
measurement assign authority and agency through long-cherished - and in many cases not un-
justified - association with objectivity and rationality (Daston, 1992; Espeland & Stevens, 2008;
Weber, 1978). This reduced complexity along with an often undisputed equalization with objec-
tivity also eases decision-making, or as Porter (1996) phrases it: “Quantification is a way of making
decisions without seeming to decide.” This “calculative rationality” is, therefore, used to justify
decisions in the presence of insecurities (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005).

Since quantification involves measurable categories, it unites people and things under a
shared cognitive system but it also offers to distinguish them by assigning comparable values
within these categories (Espeland & Stevens, 2008). It thereby tends to create and reproduce social

boundaries. Using the authority quantification entails, offers potential for discipline, where these



1 Introduction, Relevance and Outline

exact categories can be used not only for judgement, but for surveillance and control, especially
in professional contexts. This concept of control can be found in the basic idea of management
where production activities are mirrored by parallel management activities involving testing,
checking, inspecting and recording usually involving quantification (Braverman, 1974). Weber,
for instance, argues that academic careers often depended on the sheer number of listeners in
lectures neglecting other important but difficult to measure academic qualities, such as the quality
of teaching (Weber, 2024). Overreliance on calculative rationality or “mechanical objectivity”
(Petre, 2018), however, endangers expertise by devaluing intuition based on accumulated
knowledge (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005). Contrariwise, Meyer and Rowan (1977) find that rational-
ized rules are often only pretended to be incorporated to gain legitimacy in professional contexts
and, eventually, be replaced by “alogic of confidence and good faith” (p. 340). This would imply
that professions set boundaries on quantification and pursue a more intuitive approach. Journal-
ism used to be a prime example of the limitations of rationalizing labor (Ryan, 1992). Moreover,
it stands out to other professions in terms of an inherent skepticism, also towards technology, and
the means to express criticism to a wider public (Petre, 2018). Despite these unique features, tech-
nology enables quantification of content evaluation formerly considered a domain of the journal-
istic profession. Their restructuring impact on the labor process reflects what Braverman (1974)
identified as the separation of conception and execution as a core principle of capitalist organi-
zation of labor (Cohen, 2015).

Quantification is, therefore, connected to commodification, another major trend across
many professions. Commodification involves the market as the central organizing principle in
satisfying needs, the realization of profit as inherent cornerstone and individual utility maximiza-
tion of consumers regardless of potential societal needs (von Rimscha et al., 2025). For media
markets, and especially journalism, this means an ever more increase in the relevance of economic
principles in the organization, production and consumption of media goods, rendering them as
dominant and rule-forming (W. A. Meier & Jarren, 2001; Zwicky, 2012). The fundamental idea of
efficiently coordinating and allocating resources to satisfy needs can be desirable in many eco-
nomic scenarios. It promotes competition, enables product improvement, and positions the con-
sumer as the reference point, ensuring product quality and reducing resource waste — at least in

theory. It is clear that journalism must to some degree take audiences into account since total
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autonomy would mean losing touch with society (Zwicky, 2012). However, concerns have been
raised about commodified media’s ability to fulfil societal expectations, especially deliberative ca-
pacities and diverse representation as well as problematization of political actions (Altmeppen,
2024). A commodified journalism may involve precarious working conditions for journalists, re-
strictions of interpretative autonomy and fear of job loss as a form of control. Moreover, resources
may be shifted toward non-journalistic tasks, favoring user data as a central evaluation mechanism
(Zwicky, 2012). Another problem is that journalism’s purpose and its macro-level impact is dif-
ficult to measure and can hardly be evaluated by individuals (Serong, 2011). Committing to com-
mercial metrics and using them for performance evaluation may expose journalism to a neoliberal
trap in which its success is compared to non-journalistic entities. Consequently, journalism par-
ticipates in a competition it can hardly win if it sticks with journalistic standards. However, if
purely commercial metrics are established as common evaluation pattern it renders journalism
vulnerable to legitimacy debates about the modalities and extent of its existence — especially for
Public Service Media (PSM) (Puppis & Ali, 2023). While ratings have always played an essential
role in media industries and have an impact on the other two commodities audiences and content
(Meehan, 1984), this is amplified by the instant availability of feedback offered by audience ana-
lytics systems (Anderson, 2011).

To avoid that measurement reduces the perception of value and relevance to easily measur-
able indicators, Espeland & Stevens (2008) advocate for ethics of quantification taking into ac-
count the limits of quantitative expressions of value. A prominent example is the gross domestic
product (GDP), a powerful measurement indicating the monetary value of all goods and services
produced and often informing policies. Despite its purely economic approach, it is often equated
with the health of a society. For this reason, the European Union (European Union, 2023) as well
as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) acknowledge that it does neither necessarily capture
the wellbeing of a country, nor does it reflect external costs such as environmental and social
impact sufficiently. Alternative measures like the Human Development Index (HDI) add life ex-
pectancy and education to economic wellbeing whereas the EU is developing sustainable and in-
clusive wellbeing metrics to complement the GDP (Callen, 2025; European Union, 2023; United
Nations development Programme [UNDP]. Likewise, journalism is requested to invent and im-

plement measurements capturing the profession’s values and using these for assessment rather
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than relying on commercially driven metrics only in order to be less dependent and vulnerable to
legitimacy threats (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016).

Given the outstanding societal role of journalism in terms of representation, problemati-
zation and in enabling deliberation (Altmeppen et al., 2022), its potential commodification
through quantified performance evaluation must be scrutinized. The availability of audience an-
alytics alone, however, does not necessarily lead to (negative) changes in the journalistic profes-
sion since journalism could also develop resilience strategies to uphold its professional bounda-
ries. To address the potential impact of quantified performance evaluation and to represent the
phenomenon of audience analytics broadly, this work covers four thematic areas: The basis for
assessing impact is knowledge on the use of audience analytics and its antecedents. The second
area covers impact on the profession to gauge how audience analytics as well as related roles in
editorial offices affect the boundaries of the profession. The third area involves effects on news
production processes and the final product since this becomes marks the transition from effects
on the profession to potential effects on readers and society. Lastly, the organizational perspec-
tive is taken into consideration to evaluate proprietary solutions to performance evaluations
based on organizational values instead of purely commercially driven metrics. To investigate these
four areas, this research is subdivided into five projects.

The first project systematizes the organizational, technological and individual influences on
audience analytics use among journalists by means of a literature review. It aims to give an inte-
grated overview and structure of factors by gathering dispersed research on heterogenous influ-
ences. Moreover, research on audience analytics use lacks complexity. To tackle the problem that
audience analytics use is often depicted as uniform within editorial offices, this project uses the
identified influences and varies them to establish a conceptual typology of journalists using these
analytics. The relationship between these conceptual types within editorial offices is discussed to
evaluate potential team dynamics, trouble spots and implications for media management as well
as the journalistic profession.

The second project moves at the intersection of the areas use and profession. Although au-
dience analytics systems produce a variety of metrics displaying different aspects of audience be-
havior and involving different degrees of commodification, the use of specific metrics among

journalists is seldom investigated. Instead, these metrics are subsumed and thereby concealing
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that different metrics with different purposes may have a different impact. Therefore, the second
project employs the citizen vs. consumer dichotomy in journalistic role orientations to gauge cor-
relations with various types of metrics. This sheds light on the fit between traditional journalistic
norms and specific audience metrics, adding to the question whether the use of specific metrics
is related to perceiving audiences as commodity. Moreover, the project evaluates if the use of met-
rics is reflected upon, potentially enabling a more differentiated approach.

The third project scrutinizes the relationship between audience analytics experts and tra-
ditional journalists. Many news organizations have developed novel, audience-related roles.
However, the level of integration into editorial offices varies and with it the potential influences
these roles enact on the production and evaluation of news products. Since these new roles often
exhibit a non-journalistic background, for instance in IT, it is critical to analyze their approach to
the journalistic profession and its products. A focus on performance evaluation and optimiza-
tion of content for audience appeal could be seen as commodification attempts and, therefore,
attack on journalistic integrity. This project employs the boundary work concept as well as jour-
nalistic role orientations to analyze the relationship between both roles and detect mutual influ-
ences that may result from their interaction. Analyzing this power dynamic is crucial to assess how
audience analytics shape the boundaries of the journalistic profession. Moreover, novel roles must
be characterized to see if they pursue own role orientations and try to integrate them into the
processes at work. As a result, this project establishes a typology of audience analytics experts to
demonstrate varying levels of potential influence on the news production process and discusses to
what extent journalists adopt role orientations from their counterparts and vice versa.

The fourth project addresses the area of news production and contributes to research on the
role of audience analytics in news selection. It shows whether the aspects of use and profession
dealt with in the previous project translate into journalistic actions and actually change how in-
formation is processed into news. Moreover, it goes beyond the selection of news to analyze what
happens to news pieces once they have been published and evaluated by audience analytics be-
cause for news to be discussed publicly not only the selection but also their placement and dura-
tion are of relevance. The post-publication-gatekeeping concept is employed to analyze the extent
to which audience analytics shape deselection decisions and under which circumstances journal-

ists decide to ignore audience analytics altogether. This problem is approached with a mixed-
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method design to experimentally test whether performance in audience analytics has an impact
on content decisions after publication. To explain the results and identify patterns of de-selec-
tion and underlying motives. The results demonstrate the significant yet cushioned role of audi-
ence analytics when deciding about the fortune of news pieces and explain these results by offering
insights into alternative influences on this process contributing to the discussion about commer-
cialized decision making in journalism.

The fifth project takes the organizational perspective into consideration and focuses on
PSM’s attempts to establish proprietary measurement systems to evaluate aspects of their pub-
lic-service remit. Concerns for diminishing content quality, less diversity and PSM being lured
into a “neoliberal trap” by using commercial audience metrics as standard of evaluation resulted
in the claim that media organizations esp. journalistic media translate their values into measurable
indicators. This project contributes to the to the discussion on measurement and evaluation of
journalistic work by using the case of the German PSM ZDF to present possible approaches to
the shortcomings of commercial audience analytics. It thereby enriches the debate on measura-
ble journalism and the legitimacy of Public Service Media. Results show how commercial metrics
are rather integrated into a comprehensive measurement instrument rather than being replaced
entirely. While aspects of the public service remit are prominently represented in this measure-
ment instrument, their evaluation suffers from less data availability and methodological problems.
Despite these shortcomings the instrument can contribute to an emancipation from a purely com-
mercial approach to performance evaluation. The possibilities for transferring the results to other
media organizations and beyond the German context are discussed.

In order to contextualize the questions posed and the corresponding projects the more gen-
eral role of digital journalism in society and its characteristics are defined. To set the profession
apart from the companies it is often bound to, the relationship between journalism and media
(organizations) is discussed, Moreover, the economic conditions journalism moves within and
its relationship to audiences are explained as this is crucial to the central question of performance
evaluation. To deepen the understanding of this relationship the role of market orientation is dis-
cussed. Since audience analytics mark the manifestation of quantitative performance evaluation
in journalistic contexts, they are pivotal to this work. Therefore, their role in digital journalism is

demonstrated by means of a literature review on their use, their relationship with role orientation
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and their effects. This results in the identification of blind spots. To address these blind spots
various theoretical approaches, established as well as some novel to the field, are discussed. This
results in a contextualized selection of diverse theoretical approaches for the various projects of
this research. Before the projects are presented in detail a comprehensive research plan along
with the central question is pointed out and a research design is suggested to underscore the

methodological diversity in the field as well as in this work.
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This chapter aims to define digital journalism and its drivers. As a first step, journalism and its
role for society is defined to lay the groundwork for a definition of digital journalism and its dis-
tinguishing characteristics. In a next step, the relationship between journalism as a profession and
societal subsystem and media companies providing funding for it is discussed and tailored to the
digital environment. In this regard, the relationship with platforms and associated obstacles are
pointed out. Since the funding situation is formative for journalism, especially in digital environ-
ments, different sources are evaluated. Lastly, the pivotal relationship with audiences is scrutinized
as digital technology enables unprecedented monitoring of audience behavior and instant re-

actions within production processes.

2.1 Journalism - Definition and Perspectives

According to Meier (2007, p. 13) journalism “creates publicity by means of observing society and
making these observations available to mass audiences”. Consequently, on a macro level they con-
struct a shared reality providing orientation in a complex world. Therefore, journalism is seen as
a key profession in liberal democracies and it provides indispensable functions such as inform-
ing, criticizing and controlling rendering it a fourth estate (Fengler, 2023; K. Meier & Neuberger,
2023). On the level of the individual journalist, this reality is constructed by research, selection
and presentation of new, factual and relevant topics.

Due to the mandate of factuality, this construction of reality is not to be confused with in-
tended persuasion (Altmeppen et al., 2023). While covering societal as well as individual aspects,
these definitions miss out on the perspective of media organizations where journalism acts upon
professional standards following a specific set of rules within structures provided by the organiza-
tion, such as editorial offices or standardized production routines (Donges, 2006; Haim, 2019). To
conclude, journalistic messages distinguish from everyday communication and mark an institu-
tionalized form of communication (Renner & Schupp, 2017; S. J. Schmidt & Zurstiege). Media
organizations act as a hinge between individual journalists and the societal framework (Altmep-
pen et al,, 2022). Beyond that, these perspectives are considered to recursively shape each other,
for instance, media organizations define production routines for journalists but journalists also

shape media organizations by means of their activities (Haim, 2019).
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2.2 Journalism in Digital Environments

A constitutive characteristic of digital journalism is the ubiquity of technologies altering modes of
social interaction, media use habits and structures of the public. Given these social and societal
components, a purely technological approach falls short in capturing the transformation of jour-
nalism, which is still a cultural practice (Haim, 2019; Zelizer, 2019). However, Steensen et al.
(2019) assert that while digital journalism still builds on the practice of selection, interpretation
and distribution, the genres and formats in which they perform this practice are changing. Alt-
hough journalism can shape technology at times, it is rather the technology that increasingly
shapes journalism. Due to feedback mechanisms the relationship with audiences becomes sym-
biotic instead of passive. Entry barriers have been lowered enabling members of the audience to
produce content themselves. This challenges the gatekeeper role journalists occupied for decades
and obscures the boundaries between those who consume and those who produce journalism
(Bruns, 2010; Neuberger & Quandt, 2010). Therefore, belonging to a journalistic organization still
serves as distinguishing characteristic (Steensen et al., 2019). Digital journalism as a research field
is committed to scrutinize “the interplay of digitization and journalism, continuity and change”
(Eldridge et al., 2019, p. 394). This work adopts the assumption that the technological perspective
alone, i. e. the availability of audience analytics for performance evaluation, is not sufficient but
rather how journalists and media organizations deal with and interpret the outcomes of this tech-
nology.

The emergence of audience analytics and with it an audience turn is identified as one of
four structural premises shaping journalism in digital environments (Costera Meijer, 2020;
Steensen & Westlund, 2021). This is concomitant with a second premise: Structural changes in
advertising leading to collapsing revenue models where less revenue is generated through adver-
tising. On the one hand advertising prices online are comparably low and do seldom yield that of
print, and on the other hand advertising budgets have been shifted to platforms (von Rimscha &
Riemann, 2024). Therefore, reader revenue becomes even more important while a low willingness
to pay for digital news content and a free mentality aggravates this situation (O’Brien, Wellbrock,
& Kleer, 2020). The third premise deals with the fact that journalism has lost a part of its distri-

bution sovereignty to platforms that follow a purely commercial distribution logic (Altmeppen
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et al., 2023; Westlund & Ekstrom, 2018). These three developments have put journalism in a ten-
uous position paving the way for a fourth structural premise: The profession becomes more sus-
ceptible to manipulation and political attacks resulting in declining trust from its audiences
(Puppis & Ali, 2023; Steensen & Westlund, 2021). This pressure creates an often unreflected
openness to innovation regardless of their usefulness and compatibility with journalism’s values
believing that this alleviates the precarious funding situation (Creech & Nadler, 2018; Fiirst, 2020).
This lack of reflection is central to the use, profession and production perspective applied in this

work.

2.3  Contextual Conditions in Digital Journalism

To further explore journalism’s position in the digital landscape and expand on the four structural
premises, this subchapter examines key contextual factors shaping digital journalism and its
media organizations. From an economic perspective, limited willingness to pay for digital con-
tent and detrimental shifts in the advertising market constrain financial resources. Technological
advancements reshape production and distribution rhythms, with intermediaries like content
platforms playing a central role. Finally, the unique position of PSM in the digital environment is

considered.

2.3.1 Economic Conditions

Since traditional business models of media organizations suffer from declining advertising and
print circulation, paid digital content strategies are pursued. While marginal costs for reproducing
and distributing content digitally are almost zero and give rise to digital first strategies, some schol-
ars argue that digital income cannot compensate sufficiently for the loss in print revenue and
are pennies on the dollar (Chyi & Ng, 2020). While characteristics of the digital product, like per-
sonalization and exclusiveness, and that of consumers, for instance interest in news, can boost
willingness to pay or at least paying intent, the strongest individual effect is the price of digital
content, demonstrating a high price sensitivity with many demonstrating no willingness to pay
at all (Gundlach & Hofmann, 2017; Newman et al., 2017; O'Brien, Wellbrock, & Buschow, 2020).
Low willingness to pay or reluctance to pay for digital equivalents originates from a free-mentality

online, the belief that some goods or services should be freely available for everybody (Dou, 2004;
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Goyanes et al., 2022; O’Brien, 2022). This belief can rest on alternative ways of paying such as with
personal data or attention advertising or it can be ideologically based (Hiittel et al., 2018; Lin et al.,
2013). Additionally, paying PSM fees drives the idea that journalistic content should be free of
charge. Instead of the traditional mass approach, media companies can address this by focusing
on the small audience that is willing to pay and target non-payers with differentiation beyond
mere information (O’Brien, 2022). This exclusive approach, however, limits the deliberative po-
tential of journalistic content.

Despite this low willingness to pay, the proportion of revenue from advertising and sub-
scriptions has changed in favor of subscriptions: For the German newspaper industry the share of
advertising revenue has dropped from 60 to 27 percent in the last two decades (Heinrich, 2001;
Keller & Eggert, 2022). When it comes to assessing the importance of different revenue streams,
advertising is also replaced by subscriptions while still holding a major position. Interestingly, al-
ternative streams of revenue, such as events or e-commerce, are also frequently mentioned. Pub-
lishers also become more optimistic about their digital revenues with 59% reporting an increase
in 2022, suggesting that at least some paid content strategies have matured and stabilized (New-
man et al., 2022a). This also counts for the proportion of paying users for online news content,
which is levelling at 17% across 20 markets after experiencing a rise during the Covid 19 pandemic.
However, about half of subscribers (46% for Germany and the US) are paying less than the full
monthly price due to discounts offered by media organizations. Furthermore, prominent news
brands profit disproportionately — displaying a “winner-takes-most” dynamic (Newman et al,,
2024).

While media have traditionally provided advertisers with the possibility to generate atten-
tion for their commercials, this is eroding in the digital sphere. The market is expanding and media
organizations are only one among many players offering audiences to advertisers online. To-
gether with the immateriality of online advertising this results in an abundance of advertising
space and more competition between suppliers. Consequently, prices are dropping. The ability to
better tailor advertising to consumers has further increased the efficacy of online advertising and
renders the setting for commercial messages, such as journalistic content, less important. How-
ever, the data needed to effectively target online audiences with advertising or win them as sub-

scribers is difficult to obtain for media organizations since the tracking is limited by regulations
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such as the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation and the Digital Services Act. Additionally,
not only users but the advertisement itself can be tracked, allowing for a performance-based pay-
ment instead of charging for potential contacts (Greenwood et al., 2024; Haim, 2019; von Rim-
scha & Riemann, 2024). Hence, the losses in print advertising cannot be compensated sufficiently:
In a phase of extensive change between 2005 and 2011 for every dollar increase in online advertis-
ing 22 dollars in print advertising have been lost for publishers (Sridhar & Sriram, 2015). These
developments are reflected in novel advertising formats, such as programmatic, search engine,
social media and native advertising. While some offer potential revenue streams, other formats
are inaccessible for media organization (for a detailed overview see von Rimscha & Riemann,
2024). Programmatic advertising is based on tracking users and their characteristics to target
specific groups. It accounts for a major share of the digital advertising spending (Shehu et al.,
2021). Rather than purchasing advertising space from publishers directly, advertisers buy a num-
ber of contacts with desired characteristics. Their ads are potentially displayed on a multitude of
websites, among them media organizations, using a real-time-bidding process. As soon as users
with the desired characteristics enter a website, this contact is sold in an auction via a platform
matching demand and offerings.

This infrastructure is often run by global platforms such as Alphabet with its demand-
side-platform DV 360. On the one hand, it may be attractive for a media organization to market
its contacts globally and reducing initiation costs with potential advertisers. The anonymity of the
bidding process may also reduce interference of advertisers with editorial processes (Lauerer,
2021). On the other hand, media organizations compete directly with other suppliers of adver-
tising space which are able to operate at lower costs. Moreover, valuable data about media organ-
izations’ own customers is given away to platform operators. Native advertising blends advertise-
ments with editorial content by applying an editorial look and style to ads. In fact, editorial staff is
often involved in producing this kind of advertising. The unobtrusive appearance is expected to
countervail ad avoidance and involve potential customers more. Since the creation of content lies
at the heart of media organizations and journalism, they have a competitive advantage. Hence,
native advertising offers the opportunity to revive the meaning of editorial content as pleasant
context for advertisers. However, its subliminal nature may lead to trust issues once the intention

to persuade is uncovered. From a journalistic perspective, native advertising may be perceived as
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a sellout of the professions’ abilities and another impairment of the separation between editorial
and business side (Carlson & Lewis, 2015).

While media organizations can participate in programmatic and native advertising, they are
largely excluded from platform-specific formats like search engine and social media advertising.
Search engine advertising offers to reach potential customers by paying for specific keywords.
Within the search engine results the website of the advertiser is then placed prominently. This
position is also determined in an auction process. This format’s advantage is that potential cus-
tomers are already involved and actively searching (Fahr & Bell, 2016). It addresses shortcomings
of traditional media formats and is, therefore, popular among advertisers: Search engine advertis-
ing accounts for a considerable share of the online advertising volume (46,5% for Germany in
2017 and 25% for Switzerland in 2021) (PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2018; von Rimscha & Rie-
mann, 2022). This share is solely claimed by search engines and is, therefore, not available for
media funding. Social media advertising uses existing formats, such as display or video advertis-
ing. It takes advantage of data richness on social media platforms to target audiences and can be
combined with organic social media marketing, for instance a brand page in the platform. While
some platforms offer opportunities for creators to participate from advertising revenue generated
with their content (e.g., YouTube Partner Program, TikTok Creator Fund), media organizations
are mostly cut off from this advertising format, too (Alalwan et al., 2017; von Rimscha & Rie-
mann, 2024).

The digital sphere has transformed long-cherished business models of media organizations
enabling the funding of journalism. While media is still an attractive environment for advertising,
many new players have entered the market and prices have dropped. While media organizations
may profit from offering advertising space to multiple advertisers, their data collecting capacity is
limited and the technological infrastructure is often run by platforms. Native advertising uses
journalistic core competencies to be attractive for advertisers but it comes at the cost of diluting
the professions boundaries into a further commodification. Notably, some of the most popular
online advertising formats are inaccessible as they are platform exclusive. Media organizations
face a dilemma here: Content platforms offer access to large audiences, but the monetization of
these audiences is not shared with media. Hence, it is not available to fund journalism. Given that

advertising markets are less reliable and shrinking for media companies, reader revenue becomes
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more important. However, a low willingness to pay and discounts limit the potential of paid digital
subscriptions. This often results in mixed approaches combining paid subscriptions and ad-sup-
ported content. Both incentivize a close monitoring of audience behavior and performance
evaluation based on quantitative metrics. The competition with other media companies on the
subscription market and platforms as well as other content providers on the advertising market

potentially intensifies this focus on measurement.

2.3.2 Technological Conditions

Technology not only enables and amplifies structural changes in the advertising market, it also
alters production and distribution of journalistic content. First, this creates ways of handling facts,
such as data journalism. Second, by means of algorithms and automation, new publishing logics
emerge. And third, technological solutions, among them audience analytics, render audience
observation and real-time performance evaluation possible.
Data journalism as new format generally involves data analysis and the presentation of this anal-
ysis (Coddington, 2015). The term includes working with extensive datasets blending journalistic
and computational approaches. Results are often visualized to make them more accessible for
readers (Borges-Rey, 2020; Ramsélv et al., 2024). It represents a new format within journalism
allowing for strong truth claims supported by data (Appelgren et al., 2019). Such formats poten-
tially enable the journalistic profession to improve investigation and visualization processes. How-
ever, data journalism also requires different skillsets and workflows aggravating its integration
into editorial processes. It represents an extension to the journalistic profession rather than
transforming it entirely (Steensen & Westlund, 2021). Despite this limited impact, data journal-
ism may raise awareness for the importance of quantitative data and performance measurement.
A second major technological area in the journalistic context involves algorithms and au-
tomation. Algorithms are sets of rules to process data and make decisions about content curation,
including personalization. They can also be used in automated journalism to produce content.
This, however, is predominantly used for standardized content formats, such as sports, stock mar-
ket or fiscal reports. While clearly exhibiting a strong technological component, algorithms are
also social constructions. As such they are not neutral but follow a certain logic that is not neces-

sarily in line with journalistic values (Zamith, 2019). They may reflect biases inherent in society or
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carried by the creators of such algorithms, for instance preferring men as sources (Thurman et al.,
2016). Algorithmically induced personalization creates individual use experiences counteracting
journalism’s focus on a shared basis of information and its relevance. This lack of shared reality
potentially impedes the public opinion formation and diversity in news content. However, jour-
nalism itself also impacts in-house curation algorithms by building editorial control into them or
integrating deliberative elements. Moreover, the use algorithms seems limited to certain areas
of news pages rather than curating the whole output (Helberger, 2019; Moller, 2022). The bound-
aries between algorithmically automated journalism and Artificial Intelligence are blurry: It can
also be used as assistant to human editorial work from research, topic selection, production and
distribution (Grafil et al., 2022). Major application are recommendations and workflow automa-
tion (Newman et al.,, 2022b). While the technology permeates editorial offices, its impact is also
limited. Grimme & Zabel (2024), for instance, find that Artificial Intelligence (AI) is rather seen
as technical assistant than as autonomous counterpart. Editorial control over algorithms can only
account for proprietary algorithms while journalists have no control over external algorithmic
curation, for instance on content platforms and news aggregators.

Audience analytics and metrics, the focus of this work, mark a third major technological
area in digital journalism. As systems that collect and analyze user behavior to aggregate it into
specific audience metrics, they can inform algorithms and AI applications. For instance, when
popularity metrics are used to come up with ideas for topics or when click-through-rates inform
the automatic placement of articles on a news page. Yet, the terms should not be used inter-
changeably: Audience analytics serve as aggregated data base about audience behavior but while
algorithms have own (limited) agency, audience analytics” influence is more indirectly exerted by
journalistic actions. They are often used by editorial staff in their day-to-day workflows, thereby
impacting different stages of the news production process (Coddington et al., 2021; Lamot & Pau-
lussen, 2020; Zamith, 2018). This does not mean, however, that they cannot be combined, e.g.,
using Al applications to present and prioritize certain audience metrics on dashboard. Use of an-
alytics is amplified by the discussed economic constraints and an increasing focus on audiences
(Ferrucci, 2020). Audience analytics and the underlying popularity cues may even be integrated
into the set of news values guiding journalistic decisions (Harcup & O’Neill, 2017; Lamot et al.,

2021). The rapid permeation into editorial offices raises concerns about vanishing journalistic
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autonomy, the interchangeable perception of interest and public interest as well as romanti-
cizing audiences. These concerns are associated with a loss in quality content and a “more of the
same” approach to avoid low performance (Fiirst, 2018). Analytics-related roles in editorial offices
can also contribute to a shift in defining goals and, ultimately, to how quality is interpreted and
how role orientations are enacted (Belair-Gagnon & Holton, 2019; Slacek Brlek et al., 2017). To
deepen the understanding of audience analytics beyond the technological component, its defini-
tion, antecedents, and impacts are presented and discussed in a separate chapter.

While technology is certainly a main driver in creating digital ecosystems, its impact is not
absolute but rather depends on how journalists integrate into their professional actions. They go
hand in hand with economic shifts giving rise to a dominant focus on audiences. While journalists
may selectively adopt technology and shape how it is applied, their agency over how the technol-
ogy is designed is limited. Many media organizations rely on external solutions from intermedi-
aries, like platform-specific algorithms and platform-based analysis tools, especially for distribu-

tion (Steensen & Westlund, 2021).

2.3.3 Intermediaries

Digital technologies enable convergence of formerly separated content types, facilitating a re-or-
ganization of the communication process between content producers and their audiences. This
requires an intermediary infrastructure where both can meet. Content platforms provide the tech-
nology to aggregate content and distribute it to the widest audience possible on a global scale (Hess
& Briindl, 2015; Stark & Stegmann, 2021). Other than media organizations they do not engage in
building sequential value chains of content production but in creating an ecosystem in which
others provide content. Apart from running this ecosystem they engage in attracting this content
and facilitating exchange between users of the platform service. Not having the burden to produce
content, network effects and automation by means of algorithmic content curation enable a fast
growth (Berger et al., 2020; Hosseini & Schmidt, 2022). Media companies, on the contrary, mostly
rely on human work. This offers the potential for high economies of scale and creates barriers for
new entrants to the market. Hence, they can be described as “winner-takes-it-all” markets where
platforms rather compete for the market than in the market. Once the technological infrastructure

has been established, additional users can be served at minimal marginal costs. Consequently,
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dominant platforms hold dominant market power — sometimes in monopoly-like structures, for

instance in the search engine market. (Gokge Dessemond, 2019; von Rimscha & Riemann, 2024).

24  ALopsided Arrangement: The Relationship Between Journalism, Media

Companies and Platforms

The outlined technological and communicative changes create a media environment with multi-
ple players. To deepen the understanding of the different positions, journalism is analytically di-
vided from the media organizations it often works for. In a second step, the role of platforms in
shaping this relationship is discussed.

In light of the long-cherished relationship between media (organizations) and journalism
both are often perceived as interchangeable. According to Kiefer (2010, 2011) journalism as a
profession must be divided from media organizations. Journalism provides factual content that
produces publicity and has a merit character. For journalism, the reference framework is, there-
fore, whether information is made publicly available or not (Altmeppen et al., 2023). In the context
of a pro-innovation bias it is often demanded that journalism must adopt new business models if
it wants to sustain (Liiders, 2020). However, journalism itself is not a business model but a service
for society. Media organizations, on the other hand, provide funding and organization for this
service (Kiefer, 2011). The core competence for media organizations is distribution of content
produced by the journalistic profession as only with distribution content becomes a product that
can be priced and compete against other products. However, to be able to facilitate this distribu-
tion, media organizations must engage in content sourcing and production. Their foremost ob-
jective is to sustain financially and, therefore, their reference framework is business. Generating
publicity is an essential part of their business model (Altmeppen et al., 2022; von Rimscha et al.,
2025). However, because of their close relationship with journalism, media organizations have
become institutions themselves. The mutual dependencies between both result in a co-orienta-
tion: Media organizations are aware of journalisms professional values and needs, while journal-
ism is aware of financial imperatives media organizations have to act in accordance with. Hence,
a shared awareness about the societal function and relevance of journalism can be asserted. De-
spite this co-orientation, journalism resides in the weaker position since it does not have access to
capital distribution. In light of the decreasing relevance of editorial content for advertising, espe-
cially in digital environments, this arrangement has been severely weakened and journalism is
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often perceived as cost driver rather than as value contributor (Altmeppen, 2024; Kiefer, 2011; von
Rimscha et al., 2025). This shift in boundaries also further weakens the separation of the journal-
istic and the business side and incentivizes journalists to take over non-journalistic tasks (Cod-
dington, 2015; Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2014).

Platforms are new players in this ecosystem, shaping the relationship between journalism
and media organizations and also building relationships with both. Regarding advertising, plat-
forms create proprietary formats, such as search-engine or social media advertising, where media
organizations are unable to participate. This means a loss of market share. Moreover, data-inten-
sive programmatic advertising creates additional obstacles for media organizations: Although they
can participate here by offering inventory to platform-operated services and may create a more
attractive product for advertisers, they become more dependent on platform services and lose
authority over their own user data. Media organizations traditionally provided a valuable envi-
ronment for advertising, serving as their unique selling proposition. However, with the ability to
target users directly, this contextual function has become less relevant (von Rimscha & Riemann,
2024). Platforms as intermediaries have grown to be part of the communicative infrastructure
(Jarren & Fischer, 2022). Similar to media organizations (content) platforms such as social media
and search engines focus on distribution. Platforms, however, do not engage in co-orientation
with journalism and it is not in their foremost interest to provide merit goods since their ap-
proach is purely commercial. Instead of relying on sequential value chains and the production of
content, platforms create ecosystems that attract external content (Berger et al., 2020). Journalistic
content, in this respect, is as good as any content that creates attention and advertising revenue
(Altmeppen et al., 2023).

Given the significant user base, media organizations may be willing to provide journalistic
content on platforms since they rely on audience attention. An optimistic phase, the pressure to
be innovative and address younger audiences led to herd behavior and in most media organiza-
tions building presence on content platforms. Platforms profit in three ways: Journalistic content
is shared, attracting and engaging users. Second, it enables platforms to gather data about news
consumption. Lastly, both attention and knowledge about users can be monetized by making

them accessible to advertisers. Not only is content shared on platforms, many media organiza-
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tions produce platform-specific content or customize existing content to platform logics. By do-
ing so, content platforms and their affordances are normalized into journalistic production pro-
cesses. For instance, strategies for search engine optimization are employed or publication on con-
tent platforms is planned according to algorithmic curation. Hence, content provided by media
organizations serves as catalyst for audience attention and engagement on platforms (Steensen
& Westlund, 2021; Westlund & Ekstrom, 2018). On the other hand, Hase et al. (2023) find limited
evidence for an adoption of platform logics since content between social media profiles and pro-
prietary news websites did not differ substantially.

Even if adaptation is on a low level, media organizations find themselves in a coopetition
situation where they hardly gain monetary value in the platform ecosystem (Myllylahti, 2024). The
platforms, like media organizations, provide infrastructure and distribution for journalistic con-
tent and profit from its reach, but they are not willing to fund journalism in return (Altmeppen
etal,, 2023). Moreover, by aggregating and distributing content with algorithms, platforms impose
their proprietary rules on journalism demonstrating that they cannot be seen as neutral inter-
mediaries but strongly shape mode and content (Dolata, 2019). Many media organizations
acknowledge that they maneuvered themselves into a state of dependency on non-proprietary
platforms and their inherent logics. Moreover, high-flying expectations of winning and retaining
audiences and turning them into paying customers were not delivered on. Consequently, many
media organizations engage in countermeasures to balance this dependency. This includes an in-
creased awareness about which content to publish for free on platforms and a critical assessment
of resources dedicated to tailoring content to platform needs (Chua & Westlund, 2019).

This relationship triangle and the resulting pressures on the journalistic profession create
an environment in which quantitative performance evaluation gain relevance and jolt journalism’s
boundaries. Declining advertising revenue puts the traditional tie between journalism and me-
dia organizations into question. Platforms, meanwhile, provide access to potential audiences but
have no interest in financing journalistic content. When it comes to measurement, they establish
platform-specific performance metrics and maintain exclusive control over user data, shaping
content evaluation standards that position journalistic content in direct competition with all

other types of content on their platforms. However, a stronger focus on readers instead of adver-
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tising offers the opportunity to serve demands more directly instead of creating ad-friendly envi-
ronments. This may result in an increased customer sovereignty but only if sufficient willingness
to pay is achieved (Altmeppen, 1996; Buschow & Wellbrock, 2019; von Rimscha & Riemann,
2024). However, audience metrics may also decoy into an unreflected optimization of audience

size, potentially disregarding professional standards.

2.5  Public Service Media in Digital Environments

As any media organization, Public Service Media (PSM) adapt to the requirements of digitization.
This entails the creation of entirely novel offerings and an uncoupling from traditionally analo-
gous and channel-specific distribution. Consequently, PSM engages in online only productions
and algorithmic-based curation of their offerings to make their content, especially the long tail,
more accessible and to satisfy individualized user preferences (Raats, 2023). Moreover, PSM, like
other media organizations, build platform presence. This, however, limits the control over what
content is distributed to whom and raises concerns over potential infringements of the public
mandate. Instead of providing content to platforms as a knee-jerk reaction, PSM is urged to crit-
ically asses how it can maintain and develop its values on these commercial platforms (Eichler,
2023). In light of new communication infrastructures, PSM’s role is often challenged. For instance,
publishers argue that this differentiation and expansion into the digital sphere attacks their busi-
ness models and distorts competition online. However, it can also be argued that to fulfil its man-
date, PSM has to build this presence to provide orientation online. Habermas (2021) asserts that
in order to sustain a shared reality and to counteract an abundance of fake news, it is a constitu-
tional responsibility to uphold an inclusive media system that ensures deliberation in public
opinion formation. From a market perspective, the digital presence of public service content can
be associated with setting a standard and working as complement to commercial media (Feh-
Imann, 2023; Gonser & Gundlach, 2022). Especially in digital media landscapes, PSM faces aggra-
vated circumstances in legitimizing its public interest role. The legitimation discourse is often re-
duced to “market-dictated imperatives” (Pickard, 2015, p. 91) and PSM often justifies its exist-
ence in terms of market value - not only because of anticipated sanctions or the political climate,
but also because neoliberal values have already been internalized into PSM. Puppis & Ali (2023,

p. 12) call this a “neoliberal trap” since PSM competes on the basis of market fundamentalism
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and, thereby limits its contribution to a narrowly defined market failure. This strategy is doomed
to failure since PSM cannot compete under these circumstances and neither can it demonstrate
its contribution to society and its opponents. A purely economic orientation would also involve
to reduce PSM’s contribution to measurable impact involving quantitative key performance indi-
cators (KPIs) that render them comparable to commercial media and platforms. However, this
approach would neglect areas of societal impact that cannot be measured sufficiently but consti-
tute the public mandate, such as empowering citizens tom engage in political opinion formation
(Raats, 2023).

To conclude, PSM, like commercial media organizations, undergoes a digital transfor-
mation involving new formats, converging channels and presence on content platforms. The con-
flicting situation between journalism, media organizations and platforms intensify in the public
service context, since PSM must stick to its public mandate but to so it is dependent on non-pro-
prietary commercially-oriented platforms. Moreover, giving in to a neoliberal discourse and
building legitimation according to market principles only, may be unsustainable since it poten-
tially limits PSM’s role in society. In the context of legitimation, measurement plays a crucial
role. Hence, PSM is incentivized to use audience analytics. However, since commercial metrics
fall short in quantifying major aspects of the public service mandate, PSM is either reduced to
market KPIs or it must engage in establishing proprietary measurements reflecting its values

(Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016).

2.6  The Relationship Between Journalism and the Audience

These changes in production and distribution along with possibilities for direct, real-time obser-
vation and feedback has not only changed the power relations in the media industry but also al-
tered how journalism perceives and interacts with its audiences. Audience analytics reflect user
behavior patterns and are often unreflectively equated with audience desires (Groot Kormelink &
Costera Meijer, 2018; Riemann, 2024). This chapter gives a brief overview on digital news use
before conceptualizing the relationship between journalism and its audiences on different levels
(Haim, 2019). The resulting effects on journalistic role orientations are discussed to provide a basis

for the underlying research questions and contextualize audience analytics use in journalism.
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2.6.1 Audience Behavior

The way audiences, receive, consume and interact with news has tremendously changed with the
advent of digital technologies. Four major trends with implications for news production can be
identified: Mobile use, aggregators as news source, incidental and less directed news consumption
as well as a decreasing interest in news online associated with a lack of trust and news avoidance.

Especially among younger audiences, digital channels dominate news consumption with
smartphones as preferred devices for online news in the majority of countries. While mobile use
increases in relevance, linear channels are still used demonstrating a multiplatform approach ra-
ther than resorting to a single channel only (Hoélig et al., 2021; Molyneux, 2018; Newman et al,,
2024). Except for ages above 70 more than 80 percent of Germans consume online articles at least
weekly (Oehsen et al., 2025). Text is the dominant mode of news consumption, whereas modes
diversify for ages 18-34 adding audio as relevant channel. Mobile use entails more selective and
flexible news consumption patterns (Haim, 2019). Mobile news use patterns are often described
as “snacking”: Episodes of use are shorter compared to other channels, while they happen more
often and spread throughout the day rather than being bound to fixed times and locations
(Molyneusx, 2018; Westlund, 2015). Moreover, the access to news shifts from traditional gateways
to new players: Entering news via a publisher’s app or website as preferred consumption mode has
been decreased to 22% across markets, while search engines (25%) and content platforms (29%)
gained relevance as main gateways to news (Newman et al., 2024). Especially younger audiences
demonstrate weaker ties to news media’s own outlets. Instead, they prefer an intermediated access
via content platforms, aggregators or search engines. This detachment from established news
brands culminates in a more diverse set of sources for news including non-journalistic such as
influencers or celebrities on platforms like Instagram (Newman et al., 2023). However, on content
platforms like Facebook, Instagram, or X (formerly Twitter) news are only one among many com-
munication aspects associated with smartphone use and it must compete with other types of con-
tent. It is, therefore, re-contextualized as part of a larger information flow and loses its privileged
position: News use is driven by larger social media habits and not vice versa (Boczkowski et al.,
2018). Algorithmic filtering further limits news diversity since it aligns with users’ interests, atti-

tudes and past behavior rather than providing a balanced selection. Moreover, a social filter is
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applied since platform users often rely on what their peers regard as newsworthy rather than turn-
ing to professional journalists (Boczkowski et al., 2018; Wojcieszak et al., 2022). However, it must
be noted that algorithmic curation is not necessarily neutral or optimized to build communities
but rather sticks to economic imperatives (Schifer & Wessler, 2020). Meta, for instance, has been
reducing the amount of news across its platforms and restricted its algorithmic from promoting
political content. Meanwhile, intermediate news use becomes less concentrated and spreads
among multiple platforms with short videos gaining popularity (Newman et al., 2024). News ag-
gregators, on the contrary, feature a variety of sources and are found to present rather centrist
coverage. While only making up for a small share of the news consumption online (8%), they may
be more likely than content platforms to provide a basis for a shared reality (Newman et al., 2024;
Wojcieszak et al., 2022). Yet, algorithmic changes may limit this potential.

This re-contextualized role of news on platforms competing with other types of content
comes along with a less directed, passive and rather incidental news consumption - a “news will
find me”-perception. It is associated with the feeling that one will receive all necessary infor-
mation without actively looking for them (Gil de Zudiga et al., 2017). This further detaches from
regular news consumption habits. While the ‘news will find me’ perception raises concerns about
declining political knowledge and reduced civic participation (Gil de Zuiiga & Diehl, 2019), its
impact is mitigated by the fact that users of content platforms do not exclusively rely on incidental
exposure. Instead, they frequently switch between incidental and intentional news consumption,
often within the same day (Boczkowski et al., 2018).

More general developments point to a decline in high news interest across media markets,
with national differences: While some countries like Finland display high and stable interest rates
for news, they are declining in the US, the UK and Germany. However, in most of these countries
a majority still states they are extremely or highly interested in news (Germany 55%, US 52%, UK
38%). On the other hand, news avoidance has been rapidly increasing within the five years, in-
dicating that 411 percent of Germany sometimes feel worn out by the amount of news, whereas
in 2019 this statement was supported by only 26%. News has also experienced a decline of trust
over the last ten years. The share of Germans, for instance, who trust most news most of the time
has been shrinking from 60% in 2015 to 43% in 2024. The level of trust is positively associated

with the level of criticism news media face in a society and hinges on political as well as economic
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developments. When it comes to building or restoring trust, transparency, journalistic standards
and representation are among the primary factors mentioned (Newman et al., 2023; Newman et
al., 2024).

These developments demonstrate how technological affordances on the one hand, but even
more so everyday practices shape the consumption of journalistic content. Journalism is chal-
lenged by the loss of exclusive attention, dependence on third party algorithms as well as declining
trust levels. It incentivizes a close observation of audience behavior and adaptation to user
needs. This alters the relationship with audiences and ways of constructing journalistic role ori-

entations.

2.6.2 Audience Orientation

Altered audience behavior patterns, data gathering techniques and financial constraints not only
reshaped the relationship between journalism and its audiences but also how journalists act on
this relationship and cater to their audiences. Audience orientation is not static but rather a recip-
rocal process in which audience conceptions, anticipated audience needs and a willingness to
satisfy these needs shape journalistic production. Serving these audiences can be an active deci-
sion but also happen unconsciously as part of an established routine (Haim, 2019; Hohlfeld, 2005).
While this audience orientation has consequences for journalistic work, it is rather a mental con-
struction of journalists to anticipate the reactions to their offerings than an accurate representation
of this audience and its desires (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017a; Hanitzsch, Vos, et al., 2019). While au-
dience orientation is self-evident in other industries and, from an economic perspective, seems
applicable for media organizations as well, the journalistic profession has a special position in so-
ciety with a proprietary set of values such as being factual and socially relevant (Altmeppen &
Arnold, 2013; K. Meier & Neuberger, 2023).

Until the end of the 20™ century journalists often ignored dismissed or even resisted audi-
ence feedback and rather relied on their professional expertise, their superiors or peers to decide
about content and style of news stories (Tuchman, 1978). While audience research was conducted
it was not acted upon on the editorial side, mainly because journalist assumed a discrepancy be-
tween topics they perceived as important, such as public affairs, and topics they thought the audi-

ence was interested in, such a weather and sports coverage (Boczkowski & Mitchelstein, 2013).
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Journalists could afford this attitude because news was mostly a bundled product and readers had
little options to buy only the components they actually used.

Digital technologies, however, paved the way for an increased audience orientation in a
threefold way: First, because of the audiences themselves who are now able to resort to de-bundled
units of content according to their preferences. Second, because technology enables to cater to
audiences in a more flexible way, e.g. by changing topics on a news page. And third, because the
performance of these modifications can be measured in real time. Additionally, specific roles
for audience orientation such as engagement editors have been created in many media organiza-
tions (Ferrer-Conill & Tandoc, 2018).

The resulting audience orientation can be conceptualized on three different levels (Haim,
2019): On the societal level, it comprises of an adjustment of professional norms with audience
expectations instead of a separation of both (Loosen, 2016). The distance between norms and
expectations is usually higher when media organizations depend less on the market. On the or-
ganizational level, audience orientation entails decision rules to drive audience appeal both
quantitatively and qualitatively. This would, for instance, involve optimizing specific metrics like
clicks or recurrent users. On the individual level audience orientation shapes routines in news
production by paying more attention to these metrics and anticipated user needs.

Despite the ubiquity of technological possibilities to observe audiences and gauge their
needs, their use is not uniform and journalists display uncertainty on how to best integrate them
into their routines. This points to a continuing knowledge gap despite new insights: User behavior
can be observed but metrics often lack the reasons for this behavior. Moreover, there is uncer-
tainty on how to interpret metrics, e.g. a click on the main article could indicate interest in the
topic but just as well be habitual (Groot Kormelink & Costera Meijer, 2018). And while relying on
audience analytics is associated with a loss in quality due to disregarding journalistic values (Fiirst,
2020; Nelson, 2021), this antagonism is not an automatism as user expectations can but do not
necessarily always contradict journalistic norms (Haim, 2019). This also points to differences in
how journalists perceive their role towards their audience and how this, in turn, reflects their use

of audience analytics.
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2.7 Between Market Orientation and Professional Standards

Despite differentiated approaches to audiences and enduring professional standards it can be ar-
gued that journalists are more strongly incentivized to incorporate a market orientation - at
least to some degree. First, a massive shift in business models due to losses in advertising revenues
incentivizes to target readers and cater to their wants and needs to drive subscriptions (von Rim-
scha & Riemann, 2024). However, it can be argued that focusing on reader revenue rather than
advertising is just a different kind of market orientation. Moreover, producing for readers instead
of advertisers may build customer sovereignty. However and second, willingness to pay for jour-
nalistic products online remains low or digital content is even expected to be for free. Instead of
approaching mass audiences and address the majority of society it seems more profitable to target
smaller audiences that exhibit more willingness to pay (O’Brien, 2022). Third, journalistic media
organizations have lost part of their distribution sovereignty to content platforms where they
have to play by the rules of these platforms’ algorithms to gain visibility amidst the many types of
content they compete with (Altmeppen, 2024; Steensen & Westlund, 2021). This further intensi-
fies market orientation tendencies. Fourth, this brings about new patterns of audience behavior
along with a less directed, passive and incidental news consumption, aggravating the competition
with other types of media content and, thereby, putting forward market orientation (Gil de Zuiiga
et al., 2017). Fifth, technological capabilities have the potential to drive market orientation in a
twofold way: First and foremost, by enabling a constant surveillance of audience behavior by
means of quantitative metrics and possibilities for interaction. Second, by enabling instant reac-
tion to this feedback, such as adapting content to boost audience appeal (Lamot et al., 2021; Za-
mith, 2018). These developments should not hide the fact that journalism and media organiza-
tions have always contained economic elements and commodification has been criticized at least
since the 1970s (von Rimscha et al., 2025). Moreover, market orientation is not necessarily ex-
pressed as such, but more mediated by not only turning to audiences but also a different perspec-
tive on them (Costera Meijer, 2020). This audience turn along with economic incentives and a loss
of journalism’s gatekeeper position points to a shift in role orientations. Role orientations are the
“discursive construction of institutional values, attitudes and beliefs with regards to the position
of journalism in society and, consequently to the communicative ideals journalists are embracing

in their work” (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017b, p. 123).
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The degree of market orientation is a vital component in how journalists perceive their
audience and their institutional role. While a multitude of role orientations have been identified
the distinction between consumer and citizen orientation serves to point out the role of market
orientation (Hanitzsch, 2007). Citizen orientation represents a popular role orientation in West-
ern countries and is rooted in a public service ideal. The audience is perceived as citizenry that
needs to be provided with information to engage in debate and political decisions while market
orientation hardly plays a role. Citizen orientation also entails the notion of journalists as watch-
dogs holding those in power accountable. Despite catering to democratic values, this normative
approach is often criticized for being paternalistic. Consumer orientation, on the other hand,
rather serves what audiences prefer and exhibits a strong market orientation. It aims at maximiz-
ing audience numbers and provides entertainment, relaxation and service, helping readers to get
along in their everyday lives (Hanitzsch, 2011; Hanitzsch, Hanusch, et al., 2019; Hanitzsch & Vos,
2017a). In short, citizen orientation deals with what the audience needs (from a democratic point
of view), whereas consumer orientation aims to fulfil what the audience wants. Rather than ex-
clusively adopting one of these two, journalists often balance both orientations attempting to in-
tegrate democratic values with some degree of market orientation (van der Wurff & Schoenbach,
2014). That is not to say that both orientations necessarily always contradict each other since there
are situations where wants and needs match (Haim, 2019), e.g. political measures during the Covid
pandemic. Moreover, actual behavior may vary from role orientation. Alignment of both hinges
on organizational and cultural prerequisites (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017b; Hanitzsch, Vos, et al., 2019;
Mellado & van Dalen, 2017). The ability to track audience behavior in real-time may also deter-
mine which orientation comes to the fore.

Market and audience orientation are deeply interwoven with audience analytics: Using au-
dience analytics is associated with a stronger increased in perceived importance of both citizen
and consumer orientation but the increase is significantly higher in consumer. While citizen ori-
entation overall is still more important to journalists, audience analytics are perceived as more
useful for achieving consumer orientation (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017).
This allows for three assumptions: First, audience analytics use generally raises awareness for the

importance of audiences. Second, citizen orientation is still popular and a mainstay of journalistic
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work. Third, audience analytics are more strongly associated with perceiving this audience as con-
sumers. This relationship is also not unidirectional: More market-oriented news organizations
show a stronger incorporation of audience analytics in their production routines and a higher
willingness to give the audience “what it wants” (Beam, 1996; Ferrucci, 2020).

To conclude, technological capabilities, market conditions, audience behavior and a loss of
the gatekeeper role clearly provide a strong incentive to perceive the audience as commodity and
incorporate market orientation into production routines. Audience analytics potentially promote
this by providing (real-time) insights into audience behavior. However, their influence seems to
be shaped - though not necessarily constrained - by existing journalistic standards. To further
elaborate on audience analytics’ impact on professional values and routines the following chapter
provides a conceptual overview, outlining key definitions, technological enablers, and the preva-
lence of audience metrics. This is followed by a discussion of empirical research on audience ana-
Iytics in digital journalism to inform the underlying research questions, pointing out gaps in ex-
isting research. Finally, various theoretical perspectives are outlined to demonstrate the value of
diverse approaches in tackling blind spots and analyzing the interplay between quantitative audi-

ence measurement and the journalistic profession.
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Against the backdrop of its industry-shaping character the emergence of audience analytics is one
of the four structural premises of digital journalism (Steensen & Westlund, 2021). Using these
systems has become a superior standard when deciding about newsworthiness (Ekstrom et al.,
2022). After defining the term audience analytics and corresponding metrics, this chapter first
focuses on the prevalence of audience analytics, usage patterns and their drivers. To avoid a one-
sided view only from the demand side, a brief insight will be given into the role of the providers of
audience analytics and how they make their product appealing to journalists. Following on from
that the effects on journalists, and media organizations are discussed including new editorial roles.
Before considering theoretical approaches, scholarly concerns in conjunction with audience ana-

lytics are presented as well as possible solutions.

3.1 Audience Analytics and Metrics: Context and Definition

Data-based construction of audiences is not a new phenomenon in the media industry and has
been practiced for nearly a century. According to Napoli (2011) this rationalization of audience
understanding and the corresponding use of quantitative measurement is driven by two technol-
ogy-related processes: Changes in media consumption and changes in data gathering techniques
as well as underlying economic and social developments. The emergence of audience analytics
marks a third wave in this rationalization. The first wave comprises first systematic reader surveys
in the 1930s to satisty advertisers’ needs for data on audiences and demonstrate the effectiveness
of advertising. The second wave came up when computers rendered the collection and analysis of
larger data amounts possible in the 1970s and publishers were aiming to attract larger audiences
using this data (Napoli, 2011; Zamith, 2018). The above-mentioned structural developments fa-
cilitated a third wave of the rationalization of audiences which is facilitated by low-cost, auto-
mated systems able to gather and analyze large amount of audience data in digital environ-
ments. It distinguishes from the first two waves by the amount of data, its real-time availability
and its extension to a more actors and activities. While data gathered in the previous waves was
often ignored or rejected by journalists and predominantly used by the management and sales
departments, audience analytics diffuse deeper into editorial offices. While being met with initial

skepticism they have since gained acceptance and are used for multiple editorial purposes (Gans,
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1979; Lamot et al., 2021; Zamith, 2018). The tipping points within the evolution of this third wave
are described by Costera Meijer (2020) based on a long-term observation of Dutch journalists
from 1995 until 2020. Four tipping points transformed an initial focus on quality to a discourse
about innovation: The first phase represents the traditional approach that for producing quality
news audiences play a subordinate role or are even obstructive. The second phase involved an
upcoming obligation to enable an informed citizenship and counteractions to losing young read-
ers in the first decade of the millennium. The third tipping point marked the transition into the
digital sphere and a raised awareness for audiences as essential for the survival of print journalism.
The emergence and dissemination of audience analytics marks the last tipping point to resolve
the contradiction between quality and audience orientation. This also entails a shift from quality
to innovation and survival as anchoring narratives in the journalistic profession (Costera Mei-
jer, 2020). While possibilities for interaction like commenting or user generated content often
dominate the debate on audience integration (Loosen & Schmidt, 2012), others suggest that spe-
cifically audience analytics as passive feedback mechanism mark the primary shift in the rela-
tionship of journalism and its audiences (Anderson, 2011; Costera Meijer, 2020)

Building on Zamith (2018, p. 421), audience analytics are defined as “systems and software
that enable the measurement, collection, analysis, and reporting of digital data pertaining to how
content is consumed and interacted with”. These systems not only capture and process this data
into aggregates, they also present outcomes of audience actions in an interface, for instance a
dashboard. Given that the use of these systems rather than mere technology is impactful, audience
analytics can also be viewed as the social process connected to using them. However, for the sake
of analytical clarity, this work separates the technology from how it is applied. System providers
focusing on journalism have emerged, such as Chartbeat (Belair-Gagnon & Holton, 2018, 2019).
Their products can be extended or replaced by custom-built systems specified to organizational
needs. Moreover, content platforms provide tools for rudimentary analysis removing barriers for
small outlets that would otherwise lack financial capabilities to invest in audience analytics. Ac-
cordingly, different stages of integration can be observed: Rudimentary analytics includes the
use of some data sources incidentally but lacks organization and integration into workflows. Ge-

neric analytics rely on standard tools and are rather oriented towards short-term goals. Editorial
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analytics, on the contrary, are tailored to an organization, anchored in organizational and cultural
practices and inform short-term as well as long-term decisions (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016)
Audience analytics systems produce several “quantified and aggregated measures of audi-
ence preferences and behaviors” called (audience) metrics (Zamith, 2016, 2018, p. 422). Hence, an
audience analytics system can produce several metrics and the same metric can be produced by
various systems. Internal metrics comprise data generated by the proprietary site or app of a news
outlet, while external metrics provide information about audience behavior on content platforms
(Nguyen, 2013). Since there is no one-fits-all metric, most editorial offices combine a variety of
different metrics. A selection of the most commonly used metrics is presented in Table 1 (see also

Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016, p. 34)

Table1:  Selection of Commonly Used Metrics

Metric Explanation

Pageviews Number of views on a page by any method, such as clicking or refresh-
ing. Also called clicks and page impressions.

Conversion rate Percentage of users who carry out a desired action, for instance sign
buy a subscription, sign up for a newsletter or change from a content
platform to the page of a media organization

Scroll depth How far users scroll down a page, e.g., if they saw the full article or only
a part of it
Unique users Number of individual users who have visited a page in certain period

of time by capturing their IP address. Multiple pageviews from the
same user would just count as one unique user.

Engaged time Amount of time users actively interact with content, e.g., reading,
scrolling, watching.

Traffic source Whether users enter a page directly or via external sources, such as
news aggregators, search or content platforms.

Time spent Amount of time users spent on a specific page while not capturing
whether they are engaging with the content or doing something else.

Click-through-rate Percentage of users who use links to other pages of the news website,
e.g., getting from one article to another one that is linked below

Shares Number of shares on content platforms, via email or direct messengers

Recirculation Percentage of users who remains on the site after having engaged with
content, e.g., reading another article

Note: Based on Cherubini and Nielsen (2016), p. 34.
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Some metrics can have the same label but their operationalization and meaning may vary de-
pending on the system used, for instance the engagement metric may consist of a different set of
data types (Zamith, 2018). Moreover, metrics like pageviews are straightforward, whereas other
metrics are notoriously difficult to measure, can capture different meanings and are open to in-
terpretation. Impact, for instance, is neither explicitly defined nor are there agreed upon metrics.
Even if these metrics existed, they would be less accessible and their level of abstraction would still
be high. However, even comparatively clear metrics are proxies and hardly show the whole user
journey. Scrolling down until the end of an article can be a habit and does not necessarily mean
the article has been read, let alone appreciated. Clicking may not be confuses with being interested
and spent time gives little information about what user did in this period of time. In short, metrics
display behavioral data from which thoughts, preferences and feelings of the audience can only

be inferred (Groot Kormelink & Costera Meijer, 2018).

3.2  Influences on the Use of Audience Analytics

While it is both reasonable and desirable to examine journalists’ engagement with specific metrics
and their effects, much of the existing research initially focuses on the factors influencing the use
of audience analytics more generally. To provide a fundamental understanding of these determi-
nants, this section distinguishes between individual, organizational, and technological influences.
However, in the long run, further differentiation is necessary, as the various metrics within an
audience analytics system often pursue distinct, sometimes even opposing, objectives and there-
fore cannot always be treated as a single entity. Examining the factors influencing the use of
audience analytics also aims to raise awareness that usage levels are not necessarily uniform, either
between or within the same newsroom. Given a persistent journalistic autonomy and varying lev-
els of technology acceptance within newsrooms, there may be considerable variations in how
audience analytics are utilized (Bunce, 2017; Dufty et al., 2018; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018). While
technological factors play a role in shaping the use of audience analytics, their influence is limited.
Existing research primarily highlights individual and organizational influences as key drivers of
adoption and integration. However, rather than offering a comprehensive picture, the literature

presents a collection of factors that contribute to the use of analytics in varying ways.
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3.2.1 Technological Influences

Technological influences stem from both the availability and the specific configuration of audi-
ence analytics systems, as well as their implementation and usability. A rudimentary setup with
isolated, hard-to-access data sources is unlikely to promote frequent use, whereas custom-built
systems tend to be more accessible and facilitate easier integration into workflows (Cherubini &
Nielsen, 2016). Moreover, access to relevant data is an essential prerequisite: If audience analytics
are not readily available to editorial teams due to technical barriers, their usage is likely to be sig-
nificantly lower (Giomelakis et al., 2019). However, not only access to audience analytics systems
but also how they are displayed can fuel their use, e.g. many editorial offices are equipped with
screens constantly displaying audience metrics (Welbers et al., 2016). Moreover, how tools are
configured is a relevant influence. Analytics companies aim at making the use both appealing and
unobtrusive. Dashboards are often designed to demand a high level of attention and form habitual
use. Gamification elements used in the dashboard even provoke almost addictive behavior for
some journalists constantly checking the quantitative performance of their content. By provid-
ing content suggestions rather than instructions they defer to journalistic judgement, while at the
same time concealing managerial intentions behind these dashboards (Petre, 2020). Analytics
companies also introduce a social component that can influence the use of analytics: Their tools
are often promoted and implemented in newsrooms by company representatives. To avoid being
perceived as intruders in the journalistic profession, these representatives position themselves as
bridge-builders, framing economic success as journalistic success (Belair-Gagnon & Holton,
2018, 2019; Petre, 2015). This also demonstrates again, that technological only considering tech-

nological capabilities is not sufficient since journalism is a cultural practice (Zelizer, 2019).

3.2.2  Organizational Influences

Access to audience analytics is not only a technological prerequisite but one that is also determined
by organizational standards and managerial guidance (E.-]. Lee & Tandoc, 2017). While some
media organizations encourage or oblige their journalists to engage in audience analytics, others
limit access to editors them to chief editors and management to shield editorial staff (Belair-Gag-
non et al., 2020; Hanusch, 2016). Managerial guidance is an ambivalent influence: Generally,

managerial expectations increase analytics use (Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017; Usher, 2013; Whipple
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& Shermak, 2018). However, if exposure to analytics is imposed by management, it can adversely
affect use (Lamot et al., 2021). This suggests a limit to managerial influence and a saturation point,
which can be met with reactance or even counteractions among journalists. Given mutual inter-
section between economic constraints, technological possibilities and changes in audience behav-
ior, market orientation can be identified as a major influence on analytics use. The more market
oriented, the more audience analytics, especially external social media metrics, are used to deter-
mine what is news and how it is presented (Blanchett Neheli, 2018; Ferrucci, 2020; Fiirst, 2020).
Market orientation not only incentivizes increased usage but also favors quantitative metrics dis-
playing audience size over alternative forms of user feedback (Nelson, 2018; Nelson & Tandoc,
2018). Due to their simplicity, their constant availability and their association with advertising
revenue audience size metrics are prevalent and well-developed in editorial offices (Cherubini &
Nielsen, 2016; Fiirst, 2020; Giomelakis et al., 2019; Tandoc, 2014b; Tandoc & Vos, 2015). While it
would be plausible that Public Service Media is excluded from this trend, Lamot et al. (2021)
demonstrate that usage patterns do not differ significantly between commercial and PSM, sug-
gesting that regarding analytics use they have adapted to a market logic.

Newsrooms cultures mark another organizational influence on audience analytics use: The
less a newsroom culture is anchored in (traditional) professional standards, journalistic auton-
omy, and citizen orientation the more intensively audience analytics are integrated into editorial
practices. Alignment with technology and audience engagement further increase incentives to use
analytics (Petre, 2021; Welbers et al., 2016; Zamith, 2015, 2016). The size of a media organization
along with the availability of financial and human resources also support the use of audience an-
alytics. Larger organizations allow for task differentiation and streamlining of analytics tools while
smaller organizations may be hampered by financial constraints as well as limited staff numbers
and, therefore, remain at a rudimentary level of use (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Giomelakis et al.,
2019; MacGregor, 2007; McKenzie et al,, 2011). Ultimately, a media organization’s primary dis-
tribution channel also influences the use of audience analytics: Unsurprisingly, journalists in
online-only outlets tend to use these tools more frequently and intensively than in legacy media
(Hanusch, 2016). Given the increasing adoption of audience analytics in newsrooms and shifts in
their configuration and prioritization — such as the transition from reach-based to subscription-

based metrics as the dominant measurement - these influencing factors must be considered in the
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context of the time in which they were observed. The strength and nature of these influences may
evolve as implementation progresses, potentially intensifying or diminishing. For example, it is
reasonable to expect that access to audience analytics systems will soon be standard across most
newsrooms, which will likely flatten the differences between media organizations with different

primary distribution channels (Ekstrom et al., 2022).

3.2.3 Individual Influences

While organizational influences establish the framework for the use of audience analytics, indi-
vidual factors determine how they are adopted by newsroom members. It can be assumed that
these two spheres of influence do not exist independently of each other but are instead intercon-
nected. For example, detailed guidelines for the application of audience analytics could be issued.
However, if these are largely ignored in daily practice due to time constraints, their impact would
be significantly limited. Moreover, the relationship between individual influences and the use of
audience analytics is often not unidirectional but reciprocal. For example, attitude toward audi-
ence analytics shapes their use: Journalists who perceive audience analytics as beneficial for their
editorial decisions are more likely to incorporate them (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Tandoc & Fer-
rucci, 2017). Conversely, those who are skeptical tend to avoid integrating them into their daily
routines (Welbers et al., 2016). However, regular use and increased familiarity can, in turn, lead
to a more positive attitude toward audience analytics — much like with many technological adop-
tion processes.

As pointed out in the previous chapter, role orientation is a major influence in how jour-
nalists approach audience analytics and how they judge their usefulness. While audience are gen-
erally believed to enhance the fulfilment of audience orientations, they are more strongly corre-
lated to achieving consumer orientation, i. e. serving audience preferences and maximizing audi-
ence numbers (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Coddington et al., 2021). This also applies to external
metrics from content platforms: In this context, sharing has been identified as beneficial for both
citizen- and consumer-oriented approaches. Again, the direction of influence is mutual. For in-
stance, perceiving audience analytics as effective also shapes role orientation into the direction of
consumer orientation (Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017). Audience analytics come with novel tasks for

journalists such as promoting content or alignment with platform-specific constraints. However,
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these demands are rather integrated into existing role orientations and connected to traditional
routines (Tandoc & Vos, 2015). Therefore, the adoption and use of audience analytics is not ab-
solute or static but intertwines with existing standards (Lamot & van Aelst, 2020). This leads to
situations where both journalistic quality and audience analytics are considered in assessing story
success (Whipple & Shermak, 2018). However, mutual influence also implies that existing norms
are modified (Agarwal & Barthel, 2013; Giomelakis et al., 2019; Tandoc, 2014a).

Furthermore, perceived behavioral control shapes use and adoption of audience analytics.
In short, when journalists believe they have the abilities to handle audience analytics, they are
more likely to do so (Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017). Journalistic experience, on the contrary, seems to
hamper audience analytics use (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Bunce, 2015). Experience may allow
for a greater autonomy or it may conflate with age and sticking to established routines. The same
may hold true for journalistic education where diverging results regarding its influence on audi-
ence analytics use can be found. This may be due to changes in journalistic education: Contem-
porary journalistic education may cater to organizational needs more and include market
knowledge as well as socialization with audience analytics while this may not be the case for jour-
nalists who were socialized decades ago (Lamot et al., 2021; Tandoc, 2019; Vu, 2014). Moreover,
editorial members without any journalistic background are more likely to engage in audience
analytics use — obviously because many of them have been hired for this exact purpose. Therefore,
they also play a decisive role when it comes to defining the aims of audience analytics (Belair-
Gagnon & Holton, 2018, 2019; Petre, 2018; Slacek Brlek et al., 2017). Likewise, a higher hierar-
chical position comes along with a more intensive use of audience analytics since for many editors
in-chief tracking the success of content and constant performance evaluation is part of their job
(Christin, 2018, 2020; Giomelakis et al., 2019; Hanusch, 2016; Zamith et al., 2020). This influence
also illustrates the entanglement between organizational and individual influences. Moreover, it
highlights how audience analytics inform managerial decisions in editorial offices.

Influences on the use of audience analytics address the first thematic area pointed out as
guidance for this work. While technological influences determine what the interface looks like and
how journalists are approached with functionalities, organizational and individual influences
shape if and how they are used and integrated into daily production routines in journalism. Inter-

estingly, audience analytics use also further shapes relevant variables such as how role orientations
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are perceived. However, it must be noted that the identified influences cannot be assessed in
terms of their strength or interaction, as many studies only examine individual or a few factors
affecting the use of audience analytics. Consequently, it is likely that different newsrooms exhibit
distinct organizational influence configurations, to which journalists then respond individually.
Therefore, a uniform use of audience analytics cannot be assumed either across media markets or
within a single newsroom. Moreover, the identified influences must always be considered in the
context of Western media systems. In differently structured media systems, these influences may
take on different forms and strengths, potentially leading to varying adoption and usage patterns
of audience analytics. Dollah and Tandoc (2022) demonstrate for Singaporean editorial offices
that journalists” adherence to social harmony limits audience analytics uses. In anticipatory obe-
dience journalists were aiming at keeping a balance between market pressures, the social system
and journalistic autonomy. Hence, they avoided certain topics even if audience analytics revealed
their popularity among the audience. Likewise, in media systems with strong state intervention
journalists working for government-supported media may refrain from using audience analytics
although their audience is shrinking (Allam & Hollifield, 2023; Fang & Repnikova, 2022). Con-
versely, transitional media systems with precarious conditions and a high dominance of foreign
content platforms facilitate an excessive use of audience analytics in private media companies and
a “metricization” of journalistic standards (Dodds et al., 2023; Harlow et al., 2023; Moyo et al.,

2019).

3.3  Effects of Audience Analytics on Journalism

The reciprocal influence between the use of audience analytics and journalistic role orientations,
as well as the alignment of journalistic standards with metrics due to excessive use, demonstrates
that usage and impact can be difficult to separate. The use of audience analytics affects not only
journalists and their profession but also the news products they create. Given the market condi-
tions outlined above, resources within media organizations are increasingly reallocated toward
the implementation and management of audience analytics. Consequently, this often entails that
fewer resources are available for actual editorial work, for instance when analytics-related job titles

emerge (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2018; Ferrer-Conill & Tandoc, 2018; Fiirst, 2020). While the domi-
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nance of these roles in defining the objectives pursued with audience analytics has been demon-
strated (Slacek Brlek et al., 2017), the interplay between analytics-driven roles and traditional
journalistic roles, as well as the resulting newsroom dynamics, remain largely unexplored. It can
be assumed that the interaction between these roles and their power relations constitutes a key
factor in the integration of audience analytics into production routines. While existing research
has established where journalists position themselves on the continuum of role orientations, this
has not yet been clarified for emerging editorial roles in the analytics domain. These roles could
adopt journalistic role orientations, such as consumer orientation, or introduce entirely new, non-
journalistic role orientations into the field. To contextualize these blind spots, the following para-

graphs briefly review existing research in the effects of audience analytics.

Effects on Selection and Placement

As previously discussed, the gatekeeping role of journalists is challenged by audience analytics and
the resulting real-time omnipresence of the audience in editorial offices (Anderson, 2011). This
primarily affects the selection and placement of content: While news selection and presentation
were traditionally shaped by journalists’ instincts, their superiors or peers, audience analytics are
now part of this process. Short-term consequences are mostly promotional and involve a more
prominent placement of performing news items: For instance, clicks affects subsequent placement
of news, while placement does not necessarily affect the number of clicks (A. M. Lee et al., 2014;
E.-J. Lee & Tandoc, 2017). Moreover, headlines and visual material are modified according to au-
dience analytics performance (Tandoc, 2014a). Since space on news websites is limited, they are
also used to decide which topics to select at all and they play major role when it comes to deciding
which items to publish on content platforms The focus is, however, not solely on the own news
site: Journalists also track how competitors” content is performing, such as on content platforms
where at least a few basic metrics are publicly displayed. These insights are then used to produce
similar, slightly modified stories for their own outlet (Giomelakis et al., 2019; Lamot & Paulussen,
2020). In the long term, topics that have been performing in the past are selected more frequently
and have a higher chance of receiving follow-up coverage. However, audience analytics not only
shape what items pass the gate and where they are placed but extend to the whole news lifecycle:
When deciding which items to remove and replace, called de-selection, audience analytics are reg-
ularly considered (Tandoc, 2014a).
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Effects on Planning and Distribution

Given that breaking news is only a part of the coverage, audience analytics are also considered for
topic planning and long-term strategies on which topics to cover (Blanchett Neheli, 2018; Lamot
& Paulussen, 2020; MacGregor, 2007; Tandoc, 2014a). Optimizing audience analytics often in-
volves constant updates and, therefore, a higher volume of content. To satisfy this need while fac-
ing resource constraints some journalists engage in “news aggregation” and the use of pre-pack-
aged material rather than producing original content (Agarwal & Barthel, 2013; Molyneux & Cod-
dington, 2020; Usher, 2016). This may eventually also include the production of “click hits” and
an increase in soft news stories (Bright & Nicholls, 2014; Tandoc & Thomas, 2015). Hard news is
associated with public affairs topics involving political relevance and societal consequences, while
soft news mostly focuses on individuals, carters to emotions and encompasses less public affairs
(Reinemann et al., 2012). This would suggest a diminishing relevance of traditional selection
criteria and news values mostly oriented towards social relevance and hard news. However, jour-
nalists stress that professional judgement is still a priority (Chua & Westlund, 2019; Duffy et al,,
2018; Karlsson & Clerwall, 2013). This is supported by Lamot and van Aelst (2020) who find that
audience analytics had less impact on the ranking of hard news stories compared to soft news and
state a limited influence of audience analytics compared to traditional selection criteria such as

negativity.

Changes in Performance Evaluation and Audience Conception

Changes in selection, placement and planning not only affect digital outlets but also diffuse into
decision making for other distribution channels like print where audience data is more difficult to
obtain. This is partly due to the fact that audience analytics are used for performance evaluation
both within editorial teams and at the management level. While this is usually applied only to
content, in a few exceptional cases, journalists and their work performance are also assessed based
on audience analytics which elicits competition between journalists (Blanchett, 2020; Bunce, 2017;
E.-J. Lee & Tandoc, 2017; Moyo et al., 2019). Apart from the production, they are also impactful
for the audience conception supporting findings on role orientation. Metrics build the founda-
tion to construct images of the audience and they are mostly perceived as valid equation of inter-

est, emotions and opinions (Lamot & Paulussen, 2020). Against the backdrop of the connection
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between market orientation and the perceived importance of consumer orientation, this can lead
to the audience and its (supposed) preferences becoming the dominant benchmark for evalua-
tion. In some cases, this even results in an idealized or overly romanticized view of the audience
that knows best (Dufty et al., 2018; Tandoc & Thomas, 2015). This dominance of the audience
leaves little room for democratic ideals such as citizen orientation and instead focuses on satisfying
short-term needs. However, these needs are themselves an interpretation based on audience ana-

lytics and do not necessarily align with the actual needs of the audience.

34  Concerns, Limiting Factors and Blind Spots

Due to the effects of audience analytics on news production, criticism has emerged. Fiirst (2020),
for instance, raises concerns over a worsening situation for journalism in an already precarious
situation as resources are diverted to audience analytics and may not be available for editorial
tasks anymore. This, in turn, may lead to less topic diversity and decreasing investigative projects.
Since audience analytics do not distinguish between soft and hard news, it suspected that sole
reliance on performance will results in more soft news and, more generally, in “more of the same”
coverage. All this leads to a reduced quality in the journalistic output, while the standard for eval-
uating quality has already moved into the direction of audience analytics and what “works” with
the audience (Nelson & Tandoc, 2018; Tandoc & Thomas, 2015). These trends once again high-
light the relevance of an analytical distinction between media organizations and journalism.: The
implementation of audience analytics is largely driven by media organizations in the hope of gain-
ing deeper insights into their audience and monetizing this knowledge. While the journalistic pro-
fession is initially subject to this development, it ultimately retains some degree of autonomy in
deciding whether and how to integrate audience analytics into daily routines and how much in-
fluence these metrics should wield. Contrariwise, journalists may also proactively demand insights
into audience analytics and use them for self-validation (Usher, 2013).

As with the factors influencing their use, the effects of audience analytics should not be
viewed as absolute. For instance, their limiting impact on topic selection becomes evident when
considering the different evaluations of hard and soft news. Journalists appear to apply audience
analytics selectively, using them for certain topic areas while largely disregarding others (Lamot

& van Aelst, 2020; Tandoc, 2014a). Moreover, opposite effects can also occur, such as removing

40



Audience Analytics in Digital Journalism 3

articles from a website because they have already garnered sufficient attention (A. M. Lee et al,,
2014). It is also emphasized that the overall mix of news content often takes precedence over pure
audience performance metrics, meaning that certain topics are covered because they are consid-
ered essential to the overall offering (Karlsson & Clerwall, 2013; Lamot et al., 2021). This suggests
that journalistic routines and values persist, and that the use of audience analytics remains selec-
tive and situational. However, it is also important to note that journalists exhibit a strong aware-
ness of the tension between audience analytics and traditional journalistic values.

Since many empirical findings are based on interviews and observations, there is reason to
assume that journalists, due to social desirability bias, downplay their use of audience analytics or
retrospectively portray their effects in a more positive light (Welbers et al., 2016). Additionally,
they try to bridge this dilemma by developing strategies to harmonize both requirements, either
by just re-framing audience analytics as democratic feedback or, conversely, by tailoring them
to their organizational or journalistic needs (Christin & Petre, 2020; Chua & Westlund, 2019).
These measures along with a shift in popular metrics, from traffic-driven to subscriptions, denotes
a “new equilibrium” where audience analytics are matched with (traditional) journalistic stand-
ards (Tenor, 2024). However, it remains largely unclear how this alignment takes place and which
editorial or organizational values can actually be reconciled with audience analytics. Furthermore,
it is questionable whether this process merely conceals managerial intentions or genuinely takes
journalistic professionalism into account. The question of how journalism can emancipate itself
from commercially driven metrics thus remains unresolved. The demanded development of
journalism-specific metrics is just as underexplored as the feasibility of such an endeavor- one that
is fundamentally tied to the central question of which journalistic values can be measured at all
and how they should be weighed against existing audience analytics (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016).

Moreover, the exact influence on editorial processes is still vague: While there is extensive
empirical research on the influence of audience analytics on content production, experimental
designs remain rare, limiting the ability to isolate and precisely measure their impact (Lamot &
van Aelst, 2020). Apart from the largely unknown weighting of contextual factors, situational
factors that either drive or completely halt the use of audience analytics remain underexplored in
terms of their role in the interplay between performance measurement and traditional journalistic

values. In this context, it also seems appropriate to extend the analysis to the entire lifecycle of a
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news item. While selection and placement are widely examined - albeit largely based on self-re-
ported data — the impact of a news story also depends on how long it remains on a news site. In
other words, what happens after a story has passed the gate, and what role do audience analytics
play in this process (Tandoc, 2014a)?

To adequately address the blind spots identified here and the associated research questions,
a theoretical framework is needed. Given the diverse aspects of the research questions - ranging
from individual and professional dimensions to the concrete production of content, organiza-
tional values, and even public value - it seems appropriate to approach the topic using multiple
theoretical perspectives. These should be combined in light of the overarching questions con-
cerning the influence and limitations of quantification in journalism. To this end, the theoretical
approaches commonly used in digital journalism research will first be outlined in broad terms and
discussed in relation to their suitability for addressing the respective research questions. Ulti-
mately, these approaches will also be used to inform the projects associated with answering the

research questions and to place them within a context that connects to existing research.
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Since the emergence of audience analytics is one of the four structural premises of digital journal-
ism, theoretical approaches relevant to the more general field are presented as a first step: To gain
an overview of theoretical approaches, frameworks and related research fields in digital jour-
nalism studies, this section relates to the work of Steensen and Westlund (2021), who analyzed
172 abstracts of scholarly publications on digital journalism between 2013 and 2019. Following on
from this, relevant theoretical frameworks will be introduced and assessed regarding their suita-
bility for addressing the four key areas of this study: (1) the use of audience analytics and its ante-
cedents; (2) the effects on the journalistic profession and its boundaries; (3) the impact on news
production processes and content and (4) the organizational perspective, focusing on proprietary
performance measurement solutions based on internal values.

It is noteworthy that while a substantial body of research exists on various aspects of audi-
ence analytics, much of it remains phenomenon-driven rather than anchored in established the-
oretical frameworks. Furthermore, given the multi-perspective nature of this study, no single
overarching theory can fully capture the complexity of the subject. Instead, it seems more rea-
sonable to select appropriate theoretical approaches for each area and subsequently connect them

using the accumulated knowledge to contextualize the broader research questions.

4.1 Theoretical Approaches to Digital Journalism

Similar to journalism research in general, many studies on digital journalism predominantly fol-
low pragmatic approaches. Rather than being grounded in grand theory, assumptions are typically
based on existing empirical research, seeking to build upon and connect with prior findings. This
inductive approach aims to expand current knowledge and keep pace with the ongoing develop-
ment of the field. This points to a rather phenomenon-driven approach that does not necessarily
involve theoretical concepts to derive explanatory power. However, the other half of the analyzed
abstracts contained various theories and concepts of which only 11 were mentioned more than
twice. This suggests a high diversity of theoretical perspectives in the field and a pragmatic use
of these approaches. Steensen and Westlund (2021) note that research in the field is primarily
shaped by sociological and political science perspectives, which are often linked to a dominant

technological perspective. This once again highlights the technology-driven nature of the research
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landscape but also emphasizes that technology alone is not inherently impactful, it gains signifi-
cance only when embedded in a sociological context. Hence, digital journalism can also be cap-
tured as a socio-technical practice. Other perspectives involve its role as a democratic force or,
contrariwise, as simple business endeavor.

Since tendencies toward commodification (and resistance to them) are at the core of this
work, the perspective that considers digital journalism as a social system is of primary interest
among the identified theoretical approaches. This perspective not only conceptualizes journalism
as a societal institution but also encompasses macro theories as well as middle-range theories fre-
quently employed in communication research, making it particularly well-suited to addressing the
four thematic areas of this study: The focus of macro-level theories is explaining how journalism
as an institution functions and changes within society by analyzing how individual actions relate
to structural conditions, especially economic and technological conditions. In this context, dom-
inant approaches are Luhmann’s theory of social systems, Bourdieu’s field theory and news
institutionalism (Bourdieu, 1998; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Luhmann, 1984, 1995). While social
systems theory provides a basis to distinguish (digital) journalism from other systems and,
thereby, shapes its boundaries, field theory takes journalists, their practices and the products into
account to also contrast them with other fields that challenge or (try to) invade the journalistic
profession. The question of boundaries is particularly relevant when it comes to new editorial roles
related to audience analytics. New institutionalism deals with “the impact of macro-level forces
on micro-level actions” (Ryfe, 2006, p. 137) and takes professional norms and knowledge into ac-
count to explain journalistic actions in digital environments. This is especially valuable when ex-
plaining why and how journalists adopt technologies such as audience analytics and how they are
integrated with professional norms.

These macro-level theories provide a comprehensive view of the profession in relation to
other subsystems and society. They offer an essential framework for understanding the dynamics
of digital journalism and the various interests influencing the journalistic profession in both the
short and long term. A key aspect here is the distinction from other, more technology-driven
fields. However, when it comes to analyzing internal professional actions, particularly those re-
lated to content production and audience construction, these theories can sometimes be too

broad and unwieldy. In such cases, middle-range theories offer a useful alternative. While they
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still incorporate macro-level influences, they do not necessarily aim to position journalistic actions
at the broader societal level. Here, organizational theory, for instance, covers aspects of how me-
dia organizations are configured and how they structure different kinds of labor (Steensen &
Westlund, 2021). This can be helpful in illustrating power relations within media organizations
which has been identified as driving force in adoption and use of technology. News production
studies are particularly noteworthy here, as they focus on the core task of journalism. Two key
traditional communication research approaches in this context are gatekeeping theory and the
news value concept, both of which seek to explain why certain pieces of information become news
while others do not make it past the gate (Eilders, 2006; Usher, 2013; Welbers et al., 2016). These
theories are valuable from two perspectives: First, they allow for a comparison with the pre-dig-
ital era, rendering an assessment of the impact of technologies, such as audience analytics, possi-
ble. Second, they are operationalizable and provide access to journalism, albeit not always free
from social desirability bias. Additionally, they provide indirect insights into journalistic output,
helping to determine which information is ultimately made available to society from the journal-
istic profession and their respective media organizations.

While both the macro-level theories as well as the concepts using the organization as start-
ing point provide valuable perspectives for exploring the thematic areas, the aim is to select theo-
retical frameworks that best fit each research question to achieve the highest possible explana-
tory power. It should be noted that while audience analytics represent one of the four structural
premises of digital journalism, this does not necessarily mean that the theories commonly used in
digital journalism research are equally suitable for in-depth studies on audience analytics. There-
fore, the following chapter will compare theoretical approaches and concepts based on the re-
search questions and thematic areas, evaluating their suitability in addressing the identified blind

spots.

4.2  Thematic Area 1: Exploring the Use of Audience Analytics

As previously outlined, the use of audience analytics can be shaped by technological, organiza-
tional, and individual influences. A key aspect to consider is that while uniform usage across mar-
kets and even within newsrooms is often assumed, this oversimplifies news production reality.

Instead, it is more plausible that different constellations of influencing factors result in varying
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usage patterns. From a market perspective, organizational influences are particularly decisive,
whereas within organizations, individual factors can lead to differing levels and contexts of usage.
Additionally, the interaction between these influences, combined with technological prerequisites,
warrants further examination.

From a broader perspective on journalism as a profession, field theory and the associated
concept of cultural capital offer a compelling explanatory framework. The conceptualization re-
fers to Bourdieu’s field theory. The field of journalism is shaped by two kinds of capital: economic
capital and cultural capital. Economic capital in the journalistic field refers to circulation or reve-
nues whereas cultural capital takes prizes, education and skills into account (Benson, 2005). This
capital can be accumulated by actors within the field. Those with a higher cultural capital have
more power position in the newsroom. Relating to audience ratings in television Bourdieu - long
before the advent of audience analytics in online journalism - asserted the growing influence of
economic pressures on the field of journalism (Benson, 2005; Bourdieu, 1998). The establish-
ment of audience analytics as an industry standard continues this development and internaliza-
tion into journalistic routines may approximate economic and cultural capital (Ekstrom et al.,
2022). Resulting changes in editorial management and altered priorities can lead to a redistribu-
tion of cultural capital to those affiliated with audience analytics. This entails conflicts not only
between management and journalists but also between journalists (Bunce, 2017). In their desire
to accumulate cultural capital, journalists may increasingly turn to audience analytics, effectively
becoming facilitators in the maximization of economic capital. Based on the identified influences
on usage, different degrees of this shift could be described and evaluated, allowing for an assess-
ment of how the perception and accumulation of cultural capital, and with it the journalistic pro-
fession, have changed.

While field theory provides a valuable approach for systematizing influences on the use of
audience analytics from a broader societal perspective — particularly in demonstrating changes in
capital accumulation and how other fields approach journalism - it appears less suitable for ex-
plaining variations in individual usage and its relationship with organizational influences. To ad-
dress this shortcoming, it seems reasonable to focus on individuals, their beliefs, and their posi-
tioning within professional organizations. This approach also accounts for the individual influ-

ences on the use of audience analytics, which would otherwise have to be broadly subsumed under
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the pursuit of cultural capital in field theory. Therefore, the Theory of Planned Behavior serves
as a suitable framework for examining which factors influence the use of audience analytics and
how they interact. This approach predicts behavioral intentions and the strength of this intention
functions as an indicator of how likely a certain behavior, in this case the use of audience analytics
is carried out (Ajzen, 1991; Beck & Ajzen, 1991). For intention three basic antecedents are identi-
fied: attitude toward a behavior, subjective norm(s), and perceived behavioral control (Ajzen,
2005). It, thereby, connects personal considerations with normative components which makes it
particularly applicable to journalism. Moreover, it can also depict conflicting influences and their
respective strengths in forming behavior, and eventually habit, unveiling potential prioritizations
among organizational requirements, role orientation, and attitudes.

Attitude marks a personal influence and involves the evaluation a behavior. Other than at-
titude, subjective norms is a social influence and deals with the perceived social pressure to per-
form (or abstain from) a certain behavior. This influence can be subdivided into injunctive and
descriptive norms. Injunctive norms represent the perception of others” opinion, for instance
what journalists think about how management evaluates audience analytics and whether they ex-
pect journalists to use them. Descriptive norms represent a more observable component and deal
with how the behavior of others is perceived. This could, in the context of this work, be observa-
tions of how colleagues in the editorial office use audience analytics in their daily routines
(Cialdini, 2003; Rossmann, 2021). Perceived behavioral control refers to the perceived ease of
performing a certain behavior, and has also been identified as major individual influence in au-
dience analytics use (Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017). When journalists feel confident and competent in
using audience analytics, they are more likely to continue using them. Perceived behavioral con-
trol is determined by past experience and anticipated advantages (or disadvantages) (Ajzen, 2005;
Beck & Ajzen, 1991). This refers to both habit-forming and a (subconscious) const-benefit assess-
ment. For instance, journalists could decide not to use audience analytics when they perceive the
application as too complicated for the benefit they may cause. By integrating this notion of per-
ceived behavioral control, the Theory of Planned Behavior extends the Theory of Reasoned Action
that initially only conceptualized attitudes and subjective norms as drivers for behavioral inten-

tions (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975).
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The Theory of Reasoned Action not only directly incorporates several of the previously
identified influences into its conceptualization, potentially providing a high explanatory value, but
also allows for the prioritization of these influences. This makes it a valuable approach for iden-
tifying different usage patterns shaped by prior influences. Furthermore, it enables the separate
and combined examination of both individual and normative influences. Within the realm of nor-
mative influences, a key intersection with role orientations - highly relevant to this work - be-
comes apparent. As a central component of consumer orientation, the influence of market orien-
tation can thus be conveniently integrated into the model - both in descriptive and injunctive
norms. Additionally, further factors affecting the key determinants can be integrated into the
model. Notably, the determinants can be shaped by personal (personality traits, emotions), social
(age, income, education) or informational (experience, knowledge) background factors (Ajzen,
2005; Rossmann, 2021). In summary, the Theory of Reasoned Action provides a suitable frame-
work for systematizing the influences on the use of audience analytics and addressing the blind
spots in the diversity of in-newsroom usage. Building on this, different user types and their in-
teractions can be derived - allowing for greater complexity while also explaining variations be-

tween and within newsrooms through these interactions.

4.3  Thematic Area 2: Audience Analytics’ Effects on the Boundaries of the

Journalistic Profession

Regarding the influences on the journalistic profession, the primary focus often lies on the tension
- or balancing act — between journalistic norms and standards, and the demands of audience
analytics, which frequently encourage market orientation. In terms of resource allocation, re-
search has shown that increasingly, non-journalistic activities are receiving more attention, some-
times at the expense of core journalistic tasks. This is evident not only in the acquisition of analyt-
ics systems but, more importantly, in the hiring of personnel whose primary expertise is not jour-
nalism but audience analytics. Beyond the fact that these analytics experts are employed and play
a key role in shaping the objectives of audience analytics, little is known about how they are inte-
grated into newsrooms, how they interact with journalists, and, most importantly, how power
dynamics within the newsroom are affected (Fiirst, 2020; Moyo et al., 2019; Slacek Brlek et al.,

2017).
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To contextualize this phenomenon-driven question, several theoretical concepts come into
consideration. Once again, the question operates at the intersection of the micro and meso level.
On the one hand, it concerns interpersonal dynamics within newsrooms, affecting both individual
journalists and the media organization as a whole. On the other hand, it more broadly touches
upon the journalistic profession and its continuous negotiation of boundaries with other pro-
fessions. A possible approach could be the concept of dominant logic. It originates from strategic
management and was first coined by Prahalad and Bettis (1986), who define it as the cognitive
framework through which managers interpret information and make resource allocation deci-
sions. Over time, this dominant logic becomes embedded in an organization’s structures, rou-
tines, and decision-making processes (Bettis et al., 2012). However, this logic is not simply en-
forced top down but also contains a feedback loop: Employees’ beliefs and actions in turn influ-
ence strategic choices and organizational behavior.

In media organizations, dominant logic is shaped by the interplay between journalistic and
business-oriented considerations. Key elements influencing dominant logic include the com-
pany’s mission, audience relationships, content strategies, and technology adoption (Mai-
janen, 2015). This makes it a valuable approach since audience analytics may shape a dominant
logic that prioritizes market-driven decision-making over traditional journalistic values. On the
other hand, journalists could exert pressure on the management via the feedback loop. Moreover,
dominant logic also functions as a filter that determines which information is deemed relevant
for decision-making (Prahalad & Bettis, 1986). In the case of audience analytics, this could point
to the relevance of available quantitative data (e.g., clicks, engagement metrics) over harder-to-
measure journalistic impact. The concept of dominant logic offers significant advantages in an-
swering the question to what extent audience analytics redefine journalistic autonomy in favor of
managerial and technological imperatives. It also considers organizational goals, the role of the
audience, and the interaction between management and journalists. However, it falls short in ad-
equately addressing the boundaries of the journalistic profession. While dominant logic can help
reveal power dynamics between journalists and management, it only indirectly accounts for the
relationship between journalists and analytics experts. Journalistic ideals and professional
norms are, at best, incorporated within the feedback loop but are not explicitly conceptualized as

part of the profession itself.
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For this reason, the boundary work approach appears more suitable. Unlike dominant
logic, it not only conceptualizes the unique characteristics of journalism as a profession but also
accounts for newcomers or “intruders” entering the field. While management plays a less central
role in this framework, its influence on shaping the profession’s boundaries can still be incorpo-
rated as contextual factor. The boundary work concept deals with the question how professionals
can differentiate from non-professionals and, thereby, define and control their area of expertise
(Gieryn, 1983). It can be defined as “purposeful individual and collective effort to influence the
social, symbolic, material and temporal boundaries, demarcations and distinctions affecting
groups, occupations and organizations” (Langley et al., 2019, p. 3). The term was first coined by
Gieryn (1983) describing scientists’ practice of attributing certain characteristics to science exclu-
sively in order to build a social boundary and thereby distinguish themselves from non-scientists
that may also engage in intellectual activities. Boundary work is also applied as a means to protect
and maintain professional autonomy against external influences e.g, regulators or management
(Gieryn, 1999; Lamont & Molnadr, 2002). This makes it a valuable approach for analyzing the in-
tegration analytics experts into editorial offices and the journalistic profession. However, a key
challenge is that while the journalistic profession often follows certain principles, these are neither
legally enshrined nor strictly enforced by professional associations. As a result, access to the pro-
fession is not restricted, making its boundaries less tangible. Journalism is, therefore, seen as an
“uninsulated profession” (Schudson, 1978). Moreover, constant technological shifts and eco-
nomic constrains aggravate the establishment of a stable profession (Carlson, 2015; Ryfe, 2012).
Despite these insecurities journalism strives for professionalization by employing role orientations
containing, for instance, the commitment to factual information and a watchdog mentality em-
phasizing its relevance for society (Lewis, 2012; Singer, 2015).

Gieryn’s framework identifies three goals of boundary work: expansion, expulsion, and
protection of autonomy. Expansion refers to including new areas and thereby extending the
field’s boundaries. Conversely, expulsion tightens journalism’s boundaries by labeling certain ac-
tivities as non-journalistic to protect one’s position, potentially leading to the rejection of analytics
experts by journalists. Protection of autonomy involves resisting external influences, such as ad-
vertisers wishing to impact coverage. To deepen understanding of how journalism’s boundaries

are shaped by internal and external forces, the first aspect expansion is nuanced into boundary
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spanning, boundary blurring and boundary breaching (Langley et al., 2019; Lindberg et al,,
2017). Boundary spanning involves finding common ground between groups (Bechky, 2003; Ev-
ans & Scarbrough, 2014). Blurring occurs when professions intertwine and boundaries become
obscured. Breaching refers to demolishing existing boundaries to create new ones (Zietsma &
Lawrence, 2010).

To adequately address the research interest posed in this thematic area, it is essential to also
consider the perspective of analytics experts, the newcomers to the field, in the concept of bound-
ary work, as they exert external influence on the journalistic profession. Within the expansion
dimension, these actors may actively seek to extend the boundaries of journalism to include
their own areas of expertise, blurring or even challenging the profession’s established limits in an
effort to redefine them. This is particularly relevant in light of market orientation and its potential
integration into the professional norms of journalism (Cohen, 2015; Espeland & Stevens, 2008;
Ferrucci, 2020; Petre, 2018). In addition, this integration allows to evaluate whether analytics ex-
perts establish their own professional boundaries and are themselves driven by distinct role ori-
entations. This approach facilitates the identification of potential points of convergence with the
journalistic profession. Journalists may, for example, willingly expand their professional bounda-
ries to incorporate the expectations or practices introduced by analytics experts. However, such
interactions cannot be fully understood without considering the contextual conditions under
which they occur.

Integrating a strong professional perspective with the perspective of newcomers the bound-
ary work concept offers a promising approach to exploring the relationship between both groups
and assessing potential consequences. Furthermore, it provides numerous points of connection to
incorporate the previously introduced continuum between citizen and consumer orientation,

thereby contributing to the broader discussion on commodification.

44  Thematic Area 3: Audience Analytics’ Impact on Production and Content

The focus on production broadens the perspective of the two former projects: While individual
and professional considerations remain relevant for decision-making, the output and its creation

now come into focus as well. This raises the question of which content is made available to au-
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diences and, consequently, to society. For a theoretical framework, established middle-range the-
ories from communication research are particularly suitable, including gatekeeping theory and
the concept of news values (Steensen & Westlund, 2021). However, a challenge with these ap-
proaches is that they are partly based on outdated assumptions and conditions. Distribution chan-
nels and opportunities have evolved, leading to the loss of journalists’ relative monopoly on se-
lecting and preparing news (Vos, 2015). However, they have been successfully applied and tailored
to digital environments. Therefore, modified versions of these approaches must be considered,
while also acknowledging that audience analytics themself have the potential to reshape these the-
oretical concepts.

News selection shapes perceptions of social reality and has long been dominated by jour-
nalists and their judgements (Wallace, 2018). Given that there is more information available than
can be actively perceived, gatekeeping approaches the fundamental question why some infor-
mation is selected to be news while others are not (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; White, 1950). This
does not mean, however, that the decision rests entirely with the individual journalist. The indi-
vidual level is just one of five levels of analysis, primarily considering journalists’ demographic
characteristics to explain news production. The second level encompasses routines, referring to
industry-wide processes and values that guide news production. At the organizational level, the
focus shifts to ownership structures and strategic decision-making. The fourth level includes in-
stitutional influences - traditionally, this refers to the advertising industry, but in the context of
audience analytics, it could also extend to the companies that develop these systems. The fifth and
final level of analysis addresses the broader social system and cultural context, including societal
expectations of journalism and how news selection should be conducted (Ferrucci & Hopp, 2024;
Shoemaker & Reese, 2014; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; Vos, 2015). The role of the audience in this
process remained marginal until the turn of the millennium: Although audience data was availa-
ble, insights were limited, less frequent and often met with skepticism or even rejected (Gans,
1979; Schultz, 2007). Journalists rather turned to their peers, their superiors or their gut feeling
when deciding about what information to pick for the news (Schlesinger, 1987). Commonly
shared news values informed the production process. These news values did account to some ex-

tent for what might interest users, but this was not made explicit, leaving considerable room for
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interpretation. Instead, the prevailing belief was that topics of interest to journalists should also be
of interest to the audience (Boczkowski & Peer, 2011).

Kepplinger & Ehmig (2006) analytically distinguish between news factors and news values:
while news factors describe inherent characteristics of events that influence selection processes,
news values refer to how journalists assess the relevance of these characteristics. These news fac-
tors are embedded in journalistic routines at both the organizational and professional levels. They
serve to reduce complexity by directing audience attention toward stories perceived as socially
relevant or particularly striking (Eilders, 1999; Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). They typically fall into
two dimensions: deviance and social significance (Eilders, 2006). The deviance dimension in-
cludes characteristics such as conflict, controversy, and unexpectedness, while the social signifi-
cance dimension encompasses factors like impact, national involvement, and damage (Shoemaker
& Cohen, 2006; Wendelin et al., 2017). The concept is rooted in the psychology of perception and
involves selective attention due to limited cognitive resources (Galtung & Ruge, 1965). Beyond
this psychologically driven distinction, additional news factors such as geographical or cultural
proximity can play a role in shaping news selection (Eilders, 1997; Staab, 1990).

The gatekeeping concept, along with associated news factors and its relationship with the
audience, is challenged by the technological and economic influences previously discussed: With
audience analytics available in real time, the “missing link” (Schlesinger, 1987) between audiences
and journalists has been replaced by a permanent connection (Wendelin et al., 2017). Addition-
ally, space and outlets are no longer scarce. Therefore, news production loses its unidirectional
character transitioning the traditional gatekeeping concept (Vos, 2015). Regarding the identified
blind spot, which highlights that while the selection and processing of news are frequently exam-
ined, the entire lifecycle of a news item is often overlooked, a modification also seems necessary.
To contextualize this concern, two aspects are required: an adaptation to current conditions and
an expansion of the original concept toward a more holistic understanding of news production.
To meet these requirements, the post publication gatekeeping concept is employed (Salonen et
al., 2023). It argues that gatekeeping power after publication is shared among journalists, audi-
ences, platforms and regulation. Building on Hermida’s (2020) framework of the four Ps — publics,
platforms, practices, and paraphernalia - slightly modified influences on news production after

publication are identified: Audiences as the first dimension refers to aggregates of audience
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groups but also to social system and institutional dimensions. Hence, societal expectations are also
incorporated in this dimension. However, this audience is not necessarily an active one as most
users lack the time and skills to engage in active gatekeeping (Bruns, 2018; Heinderyckx, 2015).
Therefore, audience analytics as proxy for collective audience behavior become influential. Plat-
forms as a second dimension represent the content platforms that serve as institutionalized spaces
for news. The third dimension involves practices and integrates journalistic routines with au-
dience usage patterns. Lastly, regulation such as the European General Data Protection Regula-
tion, is included as influence. This regulatory aspect also encompasses self-regulatory features
like journalistic ethics, thus addressing organizational and social institutional levels (Shoemaker
& Vos, 2009; Vos, 2015). However, these influences do not operate in isolation; they can overlap
and interact with each other. In this context, news topics are often decisive, as they affect both
journalistic practices and the audience dimension, structuring the work of journalists as well as
audience engagement. Therefore, the concept is particularly suited to addressing the question of
whether, similar to the selection process, audience analytics in the post-publication phase are pri-
marily applied to soft news rather than hard news (Lamot & van Aelst, 2020).

The post-publication gatekeeping framework allows for an analysis that extends beyond the
initial selection of content, addressing the role of audience analytics in the lifecycle of a news item.
The underlying premise is that selection alone does not necessarily ensure (long-term) visibility
for a topic. Content may be quickly de-selected, significantly reducing its chances of contributing
to public discourse. While this issue primarily pertains to the production perspective, it also carries
broader societal implications. Additionally, the post-publication framework incorporates contem-
porary influences on the gatekeeping process beyond journalistic routines and values, which still
play a crucial role. In particular, it accounts for an, albeit aggregated, audience. Through this ap-
proach, the role of audience analytics in shaping gatekeeping decisions can be effectively mod-
eled (Salonen et al., 2023). Moreover, it provides an opportunity to understand gatekeeping not
only in the context of production and processes but also to examine its normative role in manag-

ing an overwhelming volume of information and countering fake news (Adams, 2020).
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4.5 Thematic Area 4: Establishment of Proprietary Audience Analytics

Audience analytics and the metrics they generate are often taken for granted. While the focus may
shift between different types of metrics — such as the transition from audience size measurements
to metrics that capture engagement or subscriptions — the underlying economic rationale re-
mains dominant. Although adaptation processes occur through harmonization strategies, these
typically rely on existing metric sets (Tenor, 2024). From both a normative and professional per-
spective, this reveals a blind spot, raising the question of whether and how journalistic and media
organization-specific goals can be made measurable - that is, translated into metrics. While the
production perspective is still considered when evaluating the implementation of such metrics,
the primary focus lies on the organizational perspective — particularly on Public Service Media
(PSM), where distinguishing journalistic performance from commercial metrics appears most
urgent given their public mandate. Legitimacy as approach to analyze PSM’s attempts to opera-
tionalize components of their public service remit seems promising, particularly against the back-
drop of changing usage pattern and political parties openly questioning the existence of PSM
(Puppis & Ali, 2023; Rodriguez-Castro & Campos Freire, 2023). This places the research question
at the intersection of organizational, professional, and societal perspectives. To explore the
background and motivations for developing organization-specific metrics, legitimacy serves as a
suitable theoretical approach, as it is pursued both by media organizations and journalism as an
institution within and in relation to society. Evaluating performance solely through commercial
standards can undermine legitimacy by failing to assess the actual goals of journalism. To enable
a media and PSM-specific evaluation of legitimacy efforts, the concept of public value is incorpo-
rated. This particularly allows for the consideration of the measurability of value-based and public
interest-oriented aspects.

In times of stability the process of gaining legitimacy follows a top-down approach and the
social order recursively reproduces itself (Giddens, 1984). However, institutional changes such as
the technological and economic developments already depicted can result in competing judge-
ments about organizations like PSM (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). These competing judgements af-
fect their position in society and weaken an organization’s legitimacy. Organizations, especially

PSM, depend on legitimacy from its stakeholders if they want to secure their long-term existence
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in society (Fehlmann, 2023; Walgenbach & Meyer, 2008). Legitimacy can be defined as “a gener-
alized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate
within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman,
1995, p. 574). To make the concept of legitimacy applicable to the present research question and
to contextualize it in the realm of PSM, it is further differentiated into three types: pragmatic,
moral and cognitive legitimacy. Pragmatic legitimacy pertains to an organization’s ability to
achieve desired outcomes in its immediate environment. For PSM, this encompasses both the
direct users of its content and stakeholders involved in governance, such as advisory boards or
politicians. The desired outcome can be variable and may include, for instance, both reaching au-
diences and producing specific types of content. Moral legitimacy, on the other hand, involves a
normative evaluation of an organization and its activities. Rather than referring to satisfying
certain stakeholders, moral legitimacy is based on judgements about commonly shared values or
societal welfare (Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017). For PSM perceptions of their
moral legitimacy are essential. It is often bound to the public service remit with core values such
as independence and diversity (Rodriguez-Castro & Campos Freire, 2023). Cognitive legitimacy
refers to the perception that an organization is taken for granted or simply necessary. In this
case, evaluations may be positive, negative, or even non-existent, but the organization’s existence
is not typically questioned (Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017). Notably, citizens differentiate
between their individual benefit and benefit for society. Hence, even non-users may see the con-
tribution to society or do not question it and, therefore, take the organization for granted (Scherer,
2011). PSM may profit from this type of legitimacy — however, only in times of stability — due to
its long-standing tradition in many countries (Bitektine & Haack, 2015).

Although the mentioned types also consider political stakeholders and potentially legislative
bodies, this only indirectly reflects the situation of PSM as a public service organization. To cap-
ture PSM’s special role between their audiences, advisory boards, and politics, but above all in
relation to their public mandate, Suchman’s typology is extended by including the notion of reg-
ulative legitimacy. It represents the organization’s alignment with regulations including rule set-
ting, monitoring and sanctions (Scott, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017). For PSM, navigating within and

between the types of legitimacy is often a balancing act: While maximizing audiences (e.g., striving
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for more clicks) is often perceived as undesirable, it may also be necessary to ensure the accessi-
bility of content aimed as demanded in the public mandate (Andersson Schwarz, 2016).

Public value and showcasing its creation can be an effective way of achieving legitimacy.
However, this applies not only to the obvious regulative and moral types of legitimacy. In the me-
dium term, this can also lead to pragmatic legitimacy - at least among certain stakeholders — and
in the long run, demonstrating public value could help establish PSM as a given part of societal
perception. Public value can be understood as a countermodel to approaches of New Public
Management, in which public organizations are aligned with market principles and primarily fo-
cus on easily measurable KPIs such as average costs or the number of persons served. However,
demand and supply of public services cannot be solely defined by market principles. Their extent
and quality are rather publicly negotiated (Karmasin, 2011). As a management approach, public
value, therefore, focuses on organizational actions that contribute to public welfare (Gonser &
Gundlach, 2022; Moore, 1995). Opportunity costs are a pivotal aspect here, raising the question:
What is society willing to (financially) sacrifice for a public service? For this reason, public man-
agers not only have to showcase the ability to create valuable outcomes but also demonstrate that
these outcomes justify the costs incurred by society (Moore, 1995; Neumiiller, 2011).

To be successful, public managers have to operate within a “strategic triangle” consisting
of legitimation, public values and operational capabilities. Legitimation encompasses the sup-
port from an “authoritative environment”, i.e., politicians and their voters. Public values refer to
the values that are put into effect by means of concrete actions, displaying both a normative and
an operative dimension. However, while public value includes public goods, it must not be re-
duced to the compensation of market failure. Operational capabilities are the resources needed to
accomplish the goals set for a public organization. This includes, for instance, the self-conception
of public service employees or the ability to promote innovations (Moore & Khagram, 2004; Neu-
miiller, 2011). Horner et al. (2006) extend this by adding measurement as a critical component
in creating public value. Measurement is critical to ensure both efficient goal attainment but also
legitimacy by verifiably catering to citizen needs.

In the context of PSM, public value was initially introduced by the BBC and became a sig-

nificant regulatory criterion for the BBC. Regarding the evaluation of its service, BBC adopted
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four output-oriented indicators: Reach, Quality, Impact, and Value for Money, aiming to ad-
dress users both as consumers and citizens. These indicators are operationalized to approximate
whether public value is created efficiently and effectively (Mazzucato et al., 2020). However, inap-
propriate measurement methods can endanger or even undermine public value. Therefore,
PSM’s value should not be reduced to measurable impact alone, as not everything meaningful can
be precisely measured (Raats, 2023). Moreover, easy-to-measure aspects may be prioritized while
difficult-to-measure aspects are neglected despite their societal relevance. For PSM, seeking au-
thorization solely from its users may also not be desirable. Firstly, PSM must maintain independ-
ence and self-authority. Secondly, the audience may not always accurately assess its own needs
and interests (Collins, 2007). Here, connections can be made to the concept of journalistic role
orientations, which distinguishes between addressing the audience as citizens or as consumers. In
the context of the public value debate, the focus is primarily on citizen orientation. However, re-
lying on audience analytics may incentivize interpreting consumer orientation as compliant with
public value (Raats, 2023).

Despite its potentially far-reaching scope, the public value concept is primarily used to eval-
uate new offerings before their introduction - in both the German and British context (Three-
Step-Test and Public Value Test) (Latzl, 2011; Neumdiller, 2011). Its application is thus limited to
ex-ante tests and is not widely used for assessing existing programming, let alone individual pieces
of content. This leaves an evaluative gap that is often filled by commercially driven audience ana-
lytics. Therefore, these existing measurement systems must be incorporated into the discussion
on the measurement of organizational and editorial goals. Since the question of how PSM can
make aspects of their public service remit measurable — thereby emancipating themselves from
commercial metrics - is both exploratory and inherently normative, legitimacy and its subtypes
appear to be a fruitful approach (Murschetz et al., 2024). In particular, the aspect of measurability
also ties into the overarching theme of commodification and limits of quantification. Combining
this with the public value concept highlights current challenges related to economic and political
pressures while also providing a way to approach the research question normatively — without
relying solely on broadly formulated legal texts regarding the public service mandate.

The theories and concepts outlined in this chapter will be revisited in the respective projects

to provide a more detailed contextualization of the research questions and to interpret and assess
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the findings. The following section offers a concise overview of how each project contributes to
answering the research questions and addressing the blind spots that emerged from the literature
review. Following on from that, the methodological approaches of each project will also be ex-

plained and discussed.
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Against the backdrop of an increasing quantification of the journalistic profession and the associ-
ated potential influence that measurement exerts on content production, media professionals, and
society as a whole, a closer examination of the effects and limitations of quantification in journal-
ism seems appropriate. The growing emphasis on measurement can be seen as a symptom of
advancing commodification and rationalization, which subordinates journalistic standards to
economic principles and potentially undermines them (Cohen, 2015; Espeland & Stevens, 2008).
This “calculative rationality” also serves as a justification for decision-making and functions as a
control mechanism over journalistic production. This poses the risk of devaluing genuinely jour-
nalistic experience and fosters a form of “mechanical objectivity”, which, however, is often only
pretended - since any quantification inherently involves selection and only represents a narrow
part of reality (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2005; Petre, 2018).

Moreover, journalistic goals — let alone their societal impact — are often difficult to opera-
tionalize and are hardly assessable by individuals (Serong, 2011). At the same time, empirical find-
ings demonstrate that rationalized rules in newsrooms are frequently circumvented, with profes-
sional logics and intuitive decision-making determining a large part of workflows. Journalism is
therefore often considered a prime example of the limits of a rationalized work culture (Meyer
& Rowan, 1977; Ryan, 1992). This raises the overarching question of the extent to which journal-
ism and its products are subject to commodification through measurability and quantification,
how the profession navigates these developments, and what solutions might emerge from organ-
izational, professional, and societal perspectives.

These developments are driven by digitalization-induced economic changes that render tra-
ditional media business models obsolete, thereby also challenging the relationship between jour-
nalism and media organizations. Established arrangements — where journalism provides media
organizations with journalistic content, while media organizations, in return, ensure its financing
and distribution - no longer function without limitations (Altmeppen et al., 2023; Kiefer, 2011).
Increasing competition in the advertising market, leading to declining ad revenues, a low to non-
existent willingness to pay for digital journalistic content, and the loss of distribution control —

accompanied by growing dependency on globally operating content platforms that regard jour-
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nalism as equivalent to other types of content as long as it generates attention — have further con-
tributed to this shift (Ekstrom et al., 2022; O'Brien, Wellbrock, & Buschow, 2020; von Rimscha &
Riemann, 2024). Moreover, media consumption patterns are changing: Journalistic content can
no longer rely on exclusive audience attention but is often consumed incidentally or even ran-
domly. These drastic transformations have led to an increased focus on users and their (perceived)
needs, with technological advancements — such as the rise of audience analytics — enabling real-
time observation of audience behavior for the first time (Steensen & Westlund, 2021).

The increased integration of the audience supports a stronger market orientation. This shift
is also reflected in journalistic role orientations: Audience analytics are perceived as a useful tool
for addressing the audience as consumers rather than as citizens (Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017;
Zamith et al., 2020). Despite numerous insights into the use and effects of audience analytics, crit-
ical blind spots remain - yet these are essential for assessing commodification tendencies. To in-
vestigate these gaps, four thematic areas are conceptualized: (1) the use of audience analytics and
its driving factors; (2) the effects of audience analytics on the journalistic profession and its bound-
aries; (3) their impact on news production processes and content; and (4) the development of
proprietary performance measurement solutions based on professional values. Within these the-
matic areas five guiding research questions are derived, each structuring an individual project.

Within the first thematic area, it remains unclear how the use of audience analytics differs
both between and within newsrooms (Bunce, 2017; Dufty et al., 2018; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018). A
comprehensive overview of the various influencing factors identified in previous studies is lacking.

This leads to the overarching question of the first project:

RQ1:  What technological, organizational, and individual factors influence the use of audience ana-

Iytics?

Using the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991), this study focuses on individual journalists
to draw conclusions about the impact of different influencing factors. Since the interplay of these

factors can vary depending on organizational context, the following question arises:

RQ 1.1: How do different combinations and intensities of influencing factors affect the use of audience

analytics?
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To account for the existence of different usage patterns and allow for more complexity, the study

also examines how these patterns interact within newsrooms:

RQ 1.2: How do different usage types interact with each other, and what implications does this have for

newsroom dynamics and media management?

Building on the issue of an often overly simplistic representation of audience analytics usage, it is
also evident that this applies to individual metrics. The term audience analytics merely refers to
the systems themselves, yet these systems can encompass a variety of metrics with distinct and
sometimes diverging objectives (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016). Instead of assuming a generalized
use, it seems promising to examine the use of individual metrics and relate them to journalistic
role orientations (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017b). This approach could also help refine existing find-
ings on the use of audience analytics (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017). Thus,

the second guiding research question ist:

RQ2:  How does the use of individual metrics relate to journalists’ role orientations?

In order to not only differentiate the concept of audience analytics through the lens of various
metrics, but also to develop a more nuanced understanding of usage beyond frequency and appli-
cation fields, it is also of interest to examine the extent to which this use is reflective and whether
it is accepted by journalists (Fiirst, 2020). Furthermore, the sub-project seeks to explore how these

modes of use relate to journalistic role orientations.

RQ2.1: How are reflection and voluntariness of audience analytics related to journalistic role orienta-

tions?

The second thematic area examines the impact of audience analytics on the journalistic profes-
sion and its boundaries. While existing research has explored how audience analytics companies
interact with the journalistic profession and noted the shift of resources toward analytics special-
ists within newsrooms, it remains unclear how this emerging group interacts with existing edi-
torial staff and what influence they have on the boundaries of journalism (Belair-Gagnon & Hol-
ton, 2018; Petre, 2018; Slacek Brlek et al., 2017). Therefore, the third guiding research question is

posed:
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RQ3:  How does the emergence of analytics expert roles impact patterns of boundary work within

journalism?

In this context, it is also important to consider whether analytics experts establish distinct role
orientations or align themselves with existing journalistic role perceptions (Carlson & Lewis,

2015). Furthermore, their influence on the news production process must be examined.

RQ 3.1: How does the relationship between journalists and analytics experts manifest, and what are its

impacts on journalistic practices and role orientations?

Building on these insights into internal newsroom dynamics, the third thematic area further ex-
plores the influence of audience analytics on news content. While existing research on news selec-
tion has provided valuable insights, it needs to be expanded to provide a more comprehensive
perspective on the entire news lifecycle (Lamot & van Aelst, 2020). A key aspect here is that while
selection often involves trade-off and audience analytics are primarily applied to soft news, it re-
mains unclear how these dynamics unfold throughout the later stages of a news item’s lifecycle.
For the democratic impact of news, selection alone is not the only relevant factor, whether a story
has the opportunity to be widely received also matters. Using the post-publication gatekeeping

framework, the fourth guiding research question is examined (Salonen et al., 2023; Vos, 2015):

RQ4:  To what extent do audience analytics influence post-publication gatekeeping processes?

Given that topics serve as a structuring element both for journalists and for the audience, their

role in this process is also analyzed (Lamot & van Aelst, 2020; Tandoc, 2014a).

RQ4.1:  What role does the topic play in the influence of audience analytics on post-publication gate-

keeping processes?

To further refine the conceptualization of audience analytics, this study also investigates the influ-

ence of individual metrics and aims to identify distinct post-publication gatekeeping patterns:

RQ4.2: How are deselection decisions made, and what role do individual metrics play in this process?

Based on the insights gained, the fourth thematic area demonstrates potential solutions to how

media organizations can (better) handle quantification and make their own goals measurable,
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thereby reducing dependency on commercially driven audience analytics. In this context, PSM
serves as a case study, given that ongoing legitimacy challenges require an evaluation framework
that does not rely solely on commercial metrics (Fehlmann, 2023; Puppis & Ali, 2023; Raats, 2023).
The primary focus is on understanding how and under what circumstances an organization-

specific set of metrics can be developed. The fifth guiding research question is, therefore:

RQ5:  How do public service media translate their organizational objectives into measurable indica-

tors?

Building on this, the relationship between these newly developed indicators and traditional

audience metrics is analyzed, as well as their integration into editorial workflows.

RQ5.1:  How do newly developed indicators relate to established audience metrics?

RQ5.2:  How are proprietary metrics implemented at the editorial level?

To ensure the broader applicability of these insights beyond the PSM context, their transferability
to other media organizations is discussed within the framework of public value (Moore, 1995;
Neumiiller, 2011). The methodological approaches to address the issues raised will be discussed
in the following subchapter, while the exact implementation and presentation of the respective

operationalizations and instruments will be provided in the individual project chapters.
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As with the theoretical approaches, no universal methodological approach can be applied due to
the diversity of research questions and their respective objectives. Instead, it is advisable to use a
variety of methodological approaches, each tailored to the specific research questions. Moreover,
even within a single research question, it may be beneficial to apply methodological combinations
to address it from different perspectives.

Mixed-methods approaches are generally desirable but require significant integration ef-
forts, as qualitative and quantitative methods follow different paradigms. Social science, in prin-
ciple, aims to explore social phenomena and elements of observable experiential reality. It is there-
fore (largely) an empirical discipline, with knowledge derived from the collection and analysis of
empirical data — information rooted in experiential reality (Doring, 2023). This knowledge gain
is not an end in itself but is intended to contribute to problem-solving and is often used as a basis
for legitimization and decision-making. Empirical data are not collected arbitrarily but obtained

and documented using established methods.

6.1 Quantitative Approaches

Quantitative and qualitative research approaches can be distinguished, each following different
paradigms. These paradigms encompass assumptions about the nature of social science — how
reality is perceived — as well as the ways in which it can be understood, such as whether a highly
structured or more open approach should be used to capture it: Quantitative research relies on
standardized data collection methods, such as surveys, and is strongly influenced by natural sci-
ences. The data collected are usually numerical and analyzed statistically to generate insights
about the subject of investigation. This paradigm is based on Critical Rationalism (Popper,
1934/1989). Knowledge is gained by formulating theories and testing them through hypotheses.
To achieve this, experiential reality is broken down into individual attributes, which are then
translated into (measurable) variables that can take on different values (Hader, 2019). The rela-
tionships between these variables are examined using hypotheses and large samples. In simple
terms, a few selected characteristics are represented by numerical data and tested across many

cases (Brosius et al., 2016; Doring, 2023). The key advantages of this approach lie in measuring
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relationships and handling large datasets, which can facilitate representativeness and generaliza-
bility. However, its main weakness is this very reduction of complex realities to a few measurable
attributes. This process of translation can lead to the loss of context and deeper interconnections

(Patton, 2015)

6.2  Qualitative Approaches

Proponents of the qualitative research paradigm criticize the idea that an objectively observable
experiential reality can be broken down into variables. Instead, they assume the coexistence of
multiple social realities, which cannot be reduced to isolated elements but must be understood
holistically and contextually from the perspective of individual actors. This approach follows a
social constructivist perspective and places greater emphasis on the researcher’s role and back-
ground. As a result, its origins are rooted in the humanities. The research process and data collec-
tion are less standardized than in quantitative research, for example, in field observations, and do
not aim to produce numerical data. Accordingly, analysis is not statistical but interpretative and
often involves multiple stages. Data collection focuses on a small number of cases, seeking to de-
scribe and explain phenomena in their complexity. The objective is not merely to test hypotheses
but to develop theories and new hypotheses. The strengths of qualitative research lie in its depth,
openness, and ability to capture complexity. However, its limitations include a restricted ability to
generalize findings due to small sample sizes, as well as a research process that can be less trans-
parent and harder to replicate (Brosius et al., 2016; Doring, 2023; Patton, 2015). Although many
social science disciplines have engaged in so-called paradigm wars due to differing epistemologi-
cal assumptions - often highlighting the respective weaknesses of each approach - this debate has
been less pronounced in communication science, a relatively young discipline (Luger, 1984;

Meyen et al.,, 2011, 2019).

6.3 Mixed-Methods Approaches

A less dogmatic stance, however, acknowledges the strengths of both approaches and recognizes
the potential of their combination to enhance both knowledge gain and research quality. Quali-
tative research can provide systematization and typologies, while quantitative research can vali-

date these findings based on larger sample sizes (Mayring, 2001). Mixed-methods approaches,
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therefore, integrate and combine both paradigms (Kuckartz, 2014). Although sometimes deemed
unnecessary, philosophical pragmatism can serve as an epistemological foundation for mixed-
methods research. In this view, knowledge generation is neither strictly deductive - driven by the-
oretical preconceptions, nor purely inductive - relying solely on perceptions of reality. Instead, a
pragmatic approach prioritizes the usefulness and applicability of research methods (Cornish &
Gillespie, 2009; Déoring, 2023). However, this does not imply that research methods can be arbi-
trarily combined; rather, it suggests that the previously outlined limitations of each approach are
not insurmountable. Moreover, mixed-methods research has a coordinating function between
different perspectives, aiming to highlight their differences and reveal potential weaknesses, which
can then be addressed through alternative perspectives (Schoonenboom, 2023). Triangulation, of-
ten used synonymously with mixed methods, is classified by Liidemann and Otto (2019) as be-
longing to the qualitative spectrum - that is, the combination of multiple qualitative approaches.
Despite this distinction, both strategies share the same goal of incorporating multiple view-
points. For instance, interview data may be supplemented with an analysis of an organization’s

publications to contextualize and interpret the interview findings (Flick, 2004).

6.4  Application to the Thematic Areas and Research Questions

To leverage the advantages of a mixed-methods approach, this work adopts such a strategy. Since
most research questions focus on the meaning-making realities of individual journalists, media
managers, and analytics experts, qualitative methods, particularly qualitative interviews, are pri-
marily employed. These interviews, along with collected documents, undergo qualitative analysis.
A key aspect of this approach is its openness, which aligns with the exploratory nature of many
research questions. The goal is to structure and systematize the qualitative data to identify over-
arching patterns. However, to make more specific claims about relationships. quantitative meth-
ods complement the qualitative approach. Here, the focus is less on the entirety of influencing
factors and their interplay and more on demonstrating the impact of individual factors- For in-
stance, interviews can be combined with experiments or quantitative surveys, the latter reveal sta-
tistical correlations, while the former provide insights into the underlying reasons and motivations

behind these relationships. This interplay can uncover weaknesses in the research design while
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also offering deeper explanations for the studied phenomena. For example, experimental de-
signs can isolate the influence of audience analytics on news production decisions, mitigating is-
sues such as social desirability bias that may arise in interviews. Conversely, experimental settings
may appear artificial and diverge significantly from actual behavior under real-world conditions.
This is where interviews come into play, as respondents can describe concrete situations in which

specific behavioral patterns occur in connection with audience analytics.

6.4.1 Analytics Use: Literature Review and Survey

In the first thematic area, this very disclosure of potential research questions and the combination
of methodological approaches prove to be particularly valuable. To begin with, the primary focus
here is on the factors influencing the use of audience analytics. This is not an entirely exploratory
research field, as previous individual studies have already provided insights. However, a compre-
hensive perspective on these influencing factors, along with a more differentiated understanding
of the concept of usage itself, is still lacking. Hence, a systematic literature review serves as an
appropriate first step to gain an overview, compile various influencing factors, and structure them
based on the Theory of Planned Behavior. Over the past decades, systematic literature reviews
have become an established approach in both communication and management research (Kraus
et al., 2020). They facilitate the condensation and synthesis of large volumes of information
within a thematic field, thereby identifying research gaps and weaknesses in existing literature
while also contributing to theory development (Sauer & Seuring, 2023). Additionally, they can be
employed to address specific research questions. Systematic reviews can follow either a quantita-
tive or qualitative orientation, or they may integrate studies from both traditions (Wetterich &
Plénitz, 2021).

This approach has been chosen for the present project because restricting the study to a
single methodological framework would significantly limit its potential for generating insights.
Moreover, given the project’s inherent mixed-methods orientation, such a restriction would not
be appropriate. A systematic approach is essential for several reasons: to prevent arbitrary study
selection, to assess the quality of the included studies, and to ensure maximum transparency

and replicability. To achieve this, six steps are necessary. First, the research question must be
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clearly defined to ensure that a systematic literature review is an appropriate method for address-
ing it. In the case of RQ 1: What technological, organizational, and individual factors influence the
use of audience analytics?, a structured review is particularly suitable. Second, relevant criteria
must be defined, specifying the disciplinary and thematic scope. Third, both the data sources and
search terms need to be established. Fourth, a selection process follows, ensuring that only studies
meeting the predefined criteria are included. In the fifth step, the synthesis of findings takes place,
involving the extraction and compilation of relevant information while maintaining quality con-
trol. Finally, the results must be presented in a structured manner, rather than simply listing the
insights found (Paul et al., 2021; Sauer & Seuring, 2023). To avoid treating influencing factors as
isolated elements, RQ 1.1 will examine different combinations and intensities of these factors.
The insights gained from both research questions will be used to develop a conceptual typology
of audience analytics users in newsrooms and their interactions. To enable this, the factors iden-
tified in the systematic literature review will be varied in an ideal-typical manner, forming plausi-
ble combinations. The goal is not to create an exact representation of newsroom practices This
would not be feasible based solely on a literature review. Instead, the study aims to facilitate future
research and provide practically relevant recommendations.

The second sub-project within this thematic field of audience analytics usage loosely builds
on the previous approach and delves deeper into a specific influence — namely, the relationship
between role orientation and the use of specific metrics. This serves two purposes: first, to fur-
ther examine the role orientation factor, which is highly relevant to the overall project, and second,
to help break down the often overly broad concept of audience analytics into distinct metrics
(Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016). The focus on a single key influence, along with the aim of identifying
relationships, suggests a quantitative approach. Another advantage lies in the fact that this sub-
study is less exploratory in nature: The influence of role orientation on the use of audience analyt-
ics is already well-documented (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017), and its
operationalization is largely established (Hanitzsch, 2011). Moreover, the use of individual metrics
can be relatively easily assessed. While there is still a risk of socially desirable response behavior,
this can be mitigated by structuring the survey in a way that first asks about analytics usage before

addressing role orientation.
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A standardized survey allows for capturing subjective experiences and past behaviors on a
large scale. Both open and closed question formats can be incorporated, enabling the collection of
data at different levels. In this case, the survey represents a suitable approach for reaching journal-
ists nationwide, allowing for conclusions that extend beyond individual case studies — though the
sample remains limited by self-selection (Brosius et al., 2016; Déring, 2023). Given the non-ex-
perimental nature of the study, it is only possible to determine whether and to what extent the use
of specific metrics is associated with role orientations, rather than to establish a causal relationship.
However, since reciprocal influences at the levels of audience analytics usage and market orien-
tation have already been suggested (Ferrucci, 2020; Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017), it is likely that usage
and role orientation interact in a mutually influential way, making a strictly causal conceptual-
ization less appropriate. Ultimately, based on the conceptual typology developed in the first sub-
project, the study will also assess how different types of journalists use specific metrics, thereby

contextualizing the findings within the overarching research question.

6.4.2 Relationship Between Analytics Experts and Journalists: Semi-Structured

Expert Interviews

The second thematic field focuses on the emerging group of analytics experts in newsrooms.
While their presence and areas of responsibility have been partially studied, less is known about
how they are integrated into newsrooms, how they interact with journalists, and, most im-
portantly, how they influence the profession. This calls for an exploratory approach (Belair-Gag-
non & Holton, 2018; Fiirst, 2020; Petre, 2018; Slacek Brlek et al., 2017). Both journalists and ana-
lytics experts possess exclusive knowledge and insights, making semi-structured expert inter-
views the chosen method of data collection (Kaiser, 2021). The interview guide structures the con-
versation without strictly predetermining it and can be seen as a translation of the research ques-
tions and theoretical framework into the lived experiences of the interviewees. A direct reference
to the concept of boundary work is inappropriate for several reasons: First, it is highly unlikely
that the respondents are familiar with the concept; second, framing the questions explicitly around
this concept would limit their responses and contradict the principle of openness. By being only
partially structured, the interview guide allows for flexibility, enabling the conversation to adapt

dynamically and remain open to unexpected insights (Helfferich, 2022).
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Expert interviews serve to reconstruct social processes (Glaser & Laudel, 2009) and are,
therefore, an appropriate method for examining the relationship between the two groups. Key
quality criteria include a theory-driven approach, maximum transparency to ensure intersubjec-
tive traceability, and openness (Kaiser, 2021). The goal of the analysis is not merely to summarize
interview statements but rather to reveal overarching structures and behavioral patterns as well
as to identify influencing factors (Meyen et al., 2019). The analysis follows an initial content struc-
turing phase, which is then followed by a typology development process, identifying distinct char-
acteristics and classifying them based both on pre-defined coded categories and those emerging
from the data. Ideally, this process is iterative: first, the interviews are reviewed and primary cate-
gories are coded, after which new main and subcategories that emerge from the material are con-
tinuously integrated. In a final coding round, all categories are considered together. Summarizing
each category allows for identifying patterns and relating them across different categories (Mayr-
ing, 2019). This ensures that potential differences in the relationship between journalists and an-
alytics experts become visible and that their impact on content production is systematically exam-
ined. The analysis is conducted using MaxQDA software, which facilitates easier access to relevant

text segments when presenting the results.

6.4.3 Impact on News Production: Experimental Setting and Expert Interviews

The third thematic area explores how these insights into the use and significance of audience an-
alytics in newsrooms translate into production decisions. This builds on existing research, which
has primarily focused on selection and placement. The aim is to expand this perspective by con-
sidering the entire lifecycle of a news item and the role of audience analytics within it. A key gap
in the literature is the lack of quantitative research, as most findings are based on interviews and
observational studies. While these provide nuanced insights into how audience analytics is used,
they are less effective in assessing the extent of its influence (Lamot & van Aelst, 2020; Tandoc,
2014a; Welbers et al., 2016). An experimental approach is particularly suitable for addressing this
gap, as it allows for controlled variation of audience analytics performance levels while system-
atically combining it with different topics. However, an experiment is not a method of data col-
lection but rather a research design used to test causal assumptions. This design relies on group
comparisons, examining the influence of one or more independent variables — for example, the
level of audience analytics performance — on a dependent variable, such as the removal of an article
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from the homepage. It is crucial that only the independent variables are manipulated while all
other factors remain constant. This ensures that any changes in the dependent variable can be
attributed solely to the manipulation of the independent variable (Brosius et al., 2016). Manipula-
tion in this context refers to a systematic and active alteration of the independent variable(s),
which is introduced via a stimulus.

Depending on the characteristics of the independent variables, different factor levels emerge
- for instance, below-average, above-average, and average audience analytics performance. When
combined with another independent variable that also has numerous factor levels, all possible
combinations must be represented in the experimental groups. Otherwise, the individual effects
of each factor would be indistinguishable (Ddring, 2023). The relationships between independent
and dependent variables can be positive — where deviations from the mean move in the same di-
rection - or negative, where deviations occur in opposite directions. Additionally, the strength of
the influence can be determined (Koch et al., 2019).

Controlled conditions apply not only to the research design itself but also to the partici-
pants, which is why their assignment to groups must be random. In this study, a between-sub-
jects design will be used, where multiple groups and a single measurement point are typical. Re-
peated measurement of the dependent variable is less feasible in this context, as it could reveal the
research objective and might lead participants to respond in a socially desirable manner. The qual-
ity criteria for measurement, as in quantitative surveys, include validity, whether the measurement
accurately reflects the theoretical construct — and reliability, whether the measurement process
functions consistently and produces the same results when applied multiple times. Controlling for
potential confounding variables enhances the internal validity of the study, ensuring that only the
manipulated variable(s) exert an influence. External validity, on the other hand, refers to the gen-
eralizability of the findings to real-world settings. While the manipulation may be successful, par-
ticipants might perceive it as artificial, limiting its applicability to their professional environment.
High internal validity often comes at the expense of lower external validity, necessitating a trade-
off (Brosius et al., 2016; Doring, 2023; Koch et al., 2019).

To better contextualize the experimental results and expand them with a broader analytical
framework, they will be combined with a more in-depth analysis of interviews with journalists. To

address RQ 4.2 How are deselection decisions made, and what role do individual metrics play in this
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process?, the interviews focused on news production in general. The analysis was conducted based
on theoretically grounded categories, primarily derived from the post-publication gatekeeping
concept and previous research. Additionally, categories emerging from the material were taken
into account. However, it is important to note that categories do not simply “emerge” from the
data but rather result from an active decision by the researcher (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Conse-
quently, these categories were interpreted in light of the experimental study’s findings while also
ensuring that contradicting findings were not excluded. However, the primary focus was not on
identifying types as in the second thematic area but rather on uncovering patterns in the use of
audience analytics for deselection decisions, as well as potential situational influences. This shall
deepen the knowledge on the circumstances of analytics use and expand the explanatory power of

the experiment.

6.4.4 Proprietary Metric Systems: Case Study Approach

The fourth thematic area differs from the previous ones in that it not only aims to assess the cur-
rent state of proprietary metric system implementation but also provides an outlook on possible
solutions for handling audience analytics within media organizations. While calls for journalism-
specific metrics have existed for some time, and commonly used metrics are often adapted to or-
ganizational needs in their combination and application (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Petre, 2020),
there is still a lack of insights into the creation and implementation of new, organization-specific
metrics. This makes the approach inherently exploratory. As a result, the project cannot draw on
alarge set of cases. Instead, a case study approach best fits the prerequisites of the research interest.
Case studies allow for an in-depth examination of the characteristics and functions of a single
case but do not represent a data collection method in themselves. Rather, they typically integrate
various data collection techniques within the framework of a specific case. These cases may involve
individuals or, as in this project, organizations (Ddring, 2023; von Rimscha & Sommer, 2016; Yin,
2018). However, this level of detail also necessitates accepting certain limitations from the outset
and proceeding selectively.

As with qualitative methods in general, there is no uniform definition or standardized ap-

proach to case studies. Even the objectives of a case study can vary — some focus purely on in-
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depth analysis, while others aim for transferability to other cases. In this project, while acknowl-
edging that PSM operate under specific financial and regulatory constraints, an effort is made to
discuss and, with due consideration of limitations, explore the potential for transferability, as
well as to derive broader implications for the industry and profession. The central research ques-
tion guiding this project is: How do public service media translate their organizational objectives
into measurable indicators? This investigation is thus confined to PSM and, within that, to a single
organization, the ZDF. As a result, any broader applicability of the findings must be carefully con-
sidered in light of contextual factors. Nevertheless, this approach is appropriate here, as a quanti-
tative field study would not be feasible, and much of the relevant information exists solely within
the organization. The project therefore relies heavily on statements from organizational mem-
bers, making it essential to first establish trust. ZDF was selected as a case because, at the time of
data collection, a corresponding instrument was in development and its implementation was in a
testing phase. This presented a valuable opportunity to interview respondents while they were still
under the impression of the ongoing project, leaving less space for post-hoc-rationalization. The
case was therefore considered to have revelatory potential (Yin, 2009). The interviews were com-
plemented by non-reactive materials, including publicly available documents, such as official
communications regarding the instrument, as well as documents provided by respondents, such
as internal presentations. This approach aimed to enable triangulation within the case, helping
to balance and mitigate the weaknesses of the individual data sources.

Both data types were analyzed qualitatively using categories derived from the public value
concept and legitimacy types. However, in line with the previous methodological approach, in-
ductive categories were also considered (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Mayring, 2019). While single-case
studies often yield predominantly descriptive results, this limitation is accepted in light of the nov-
elty of the topic and the nature of the research question. However, the study goes beyond mere
description by identifying patterns in behavior, such as how organizational values are translated
into metrics — and potential explanations for these behaviors, including normative motives, or-
ganizational requirements, or simply technical constraints (von Rimscha & Sommer, 2016; Yin,
2009). This is particularly relevant for the sub-questions concerning the relationship between new

and existing metrics and the potential implementation of the instrument. Furthermore, an evalu-
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ation will be conducted to assess the instrument’s alignment with the organization’s core princi-
ples. Beyond the immediate case, the study potentially carries broader implications for the funda-
mental challenge posed by the commodification-driven quantification of journalism as a societal
domain. It highlights both the limitations of such quantification and possible pathways toward a
more sustainable approach to performance evaluation.

The previous sections have laid the foundation for the five projects that address the research
questions. First, the overarching issue was outlined, followed by a fundamental introduction to
the characteristics and contextual conditions of digital journalism. The dominance of market ori-
entation in digital journalism underscores the relevance of audience analytics, which were defined,
and the state of empirical research on their use and impact was reviewed. Subsequently, various
theoretical approaches were discussed to situate the research questions and the overall research
interest. Finally, appropriate methodological approaches for investigating these questions were
presented and tailored to the respective problem areas. In the following, the five projects will be
presented, along with their contribution to answering the individual research questions and the

overarching research question of this work.
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Analytics Use Drawing from a Literature Review

This project builds on the Theory of Planned Behavior and journalistic role orientations to explore
the multiple influences on the use of audience analytics while acknowledging their complex inter-
play (Ajzen, 1991; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017). Drawing from a comprehensive literature review, it
identifies individual and organizational factors as dominant influences shaping analytics adop-
tion in newsrooms. Based on these insights, a conceptual typology of audience analytics users is
inferred. Each type is characterized by specific traits, providing a nuanced understanding of their
relationships and roles within newsroom structures. This project pursues two main objectives:
First, it aims to provide a holistic view of the various influences and discuss their combined ef-
fects. Second, it seeks to refine the frequently simplified view on audience analytics by account-
ing for internal newsroom dynamics. In doing so, it not only contributes to understanding diverse
approaches to audience analytics adoption but also holds potential to inform media management

decisions.

7.1 Problem Statement and Contextualization

Audience analytics are an integral part of journalists’ work establishing a superior standard of
news provision (Ekstrom et al., 2022; Tandoc, 2019) and are considered a priority among publish-
ers (Newman, 2016). Analytics companies, in turn, design tools with deference to journalistic
standards, aiming to create habit-forming user experiences to increase use (Petre, 2018). These
developments represent a new turn in journalism often involving a reallocation of resources to-
ward technology and innovations, sometimes at the expense of traditional journalistic tasks (Cos-
tera Meijer, 2020). From an organizational perspective, the integration of audience analytics offers
a means to quantify performance. Moreover, they can be employed for motivational and discipli-
nary purposes, altering the dynamics of newsroom management (Bunce, 2017; Cherubini & Niel-
sen, 2016; Moyo et al., 2019).

Hence, some scholars argue that the use of audience analytics risks compromising the jour-
nalistic purpose by catering solely to audience preferences, potentially neglecting essential infor-
mation from a democratic standpoint: Editors striving for the broadest audience may gravitate

toward the lowest common denominator, emphasizing soft news (Ferrucci, 2020; Fiirst, 2018;
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Groot Kormelink & Costera Meijer, 2018; MacGregor, 2007; Nguyen, 2013; Tandoc & Thomas,
2015; Zamith, 2018). Subsequently, this may lead to a potential decline in the quality of news
content (Fiirst, 2020). Conversely, others perceive audience analytics as an enhancement and an
opportunity to inform decisions with data while advocating for a nuanced approach emphasizing
the absence of one universal metric for all purposes (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016). Regarding the
application in editorial routines, it is suggested that audience analytics are frequently employed
without sufficient reflection, such as assuming that clicks directly indicate audience interest while

neglecting the limitations of quantified analytics (Fiirst, 2018; Petre, 2021).

7.2  Blind Spots and Research Questions

In connection with the (negative) consequences of audience analytics, usage is often assumed to
be homogeneous, if not unrestricted. However, this assumption is problematic, as various influ-
encing factors suggest a more heterogeneous adoption. While news organizations may strongly
encourage the use of audience analytics for content modification and idea generation, actual uti-
lization is expected to vary among journalists. Given the significance of journalistic autonomy and
the diverse attitudes toward technology within newsrooms, the integration of analytics is unlikely
to be uniform (Dulffy et al., 2018; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018). Nevertheless, the nuanced dynamics
between individual approaches to analytics within the newsroom remain relatively unexplored.
Existing research on audience analytics also underscores this issue and calls for a more in-
depth examination. Nelson and Tandoc (2018) note that the adoption of audience analytics is less
universal than often assumed, as many journalists struggle to allocate time for engaging with an-
alytics. Lamot et al. (2021) reveal that while a significant proportion of journalists is exposed to
audience analytics, half of them never interact with these tools directly. Coddington et al. (2021)
argue that constructing audiences involves multiple approaches beyond audience data alone.
Scholars further highlight a nuanced continuum of responses to audience analytics, ranging
from immediate responsiveness to outright disregard (Anderson, 2011; Belair-Gagnon et al.,
2020). Bunce (2017) emphasizes the importance of recognizing differences among journalists ra-
ther than treating them as a homogeneous group, while Steensen and Westlund (2021) point out

that little is known about how individual journalists are affected by metrics. To effectively capture
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these diverse usage patterns, it is essential to consider the varying editorial roles and journalistic
types within newsrooms (Ferrer-Conill & Tandoc, 2018; Hanusch, 2016).

To address these shortcomings and develop a more differentiated understanding of audi-
ence analytics usage, it is first necessary to systematically categorize the influencing factors. Based
on their combination and weighting, a conceptual typology will then be derived, taking into ac-
count the interactions between different types of users. To achieve this, one overarching research

question and two sub-questions are formulated:

RQ1:  What technological, organizational, and individual factors influence the use of audience ana-

Iytics?

RQ 1.1: How do different combinations and intensities of influencing factors affect the use of audience

analytics?

RQ 1.2:  How do different usage types interact with each other, and what implications does this have for

newsroom dynamics and media management?

These questions aim at understanding the utilization of audience analytics by offering a differen-
tiated perspective on internal organizational variations and dynamics. Examining how journalists
navigate audience analytics and adapt to new tasks associated with them is crucial, as it directly
impacts their journalistic work and the resulting media products. Additionally, this issue is rele-
vant for media management, as variations in analytics use can lead to conflicts within the news-
room, potentially resulting in an inefficient and exhausting implementation process. Recognizing
diverse perspectives within the newsroom, media managers can make more informed decisions
about resource allocation and foster a more reflective and strategic use of audience analytics.
Moreover, the project contributes to the broader academic discourse on performance evaluation

in journalism and its conditions as well as limitations.
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7.3  Applying the Theory of Planned Behavior and Journalistic Role

Orientations

To comprehensively address the diverse applications of audience analytics in journalism and sys-
tematize its antecedents, this project builds on the Theory of Planned Behavior. Within this frame-
work the aspect of subjective norms is emphasized and integrated with journalistic role orienta-
tions, thereby providing a tailored application of the approach to the realm of journalism.

As outlined in the theoretical discussion, the Theory of Planned Behavior predicts behav-
ioral intentions by assessing the strength of intention as an indicator of the likelihood that a spe-
cific behavior - in this case, audience analytics use — will be performed (Ajzen, 1991). Intention is
considered an antecedent of behavior and is in turn shaped by three fundamental determinants:
attitude toward a behavior, subjective norm(s), and perceived behavioral control (Ajzen,
2005).

Attitude as an individual influence involves the personal evaluation of a behavior, for in-
stance if audience analytics are in accordance with own values.

Subjective norm, a social influence, deals with the perceived social pressure to perform (or
abstain from) a certain behavior, distinguishing between injunctive norms (perceptions of others’
opinions) and descriptive norms (perceptions of actual behavior by others) (Cialdini, 2003;
Rossmann, 2021). Injunctive norms also apply to journalistic values as prescribed rules of the pro-
fession. Deviant behavior may be connected to (social) sanctions (Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017).

Perceived behavioral control concerns the perceived ease of performing a certain behavior,
influenced by past experience and anticipated advantages (or disadvantages) (Ajzen, 2005; Beck
& Ajzen, 1991).

However, these determinants do not always align with one another or contribute equally to
behavioral intention. When they diverge, the behavioral intention depends on how individuals
prioritize them - some journalists, for example, may give more weight to subjective norms than
to personal attitudes (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Rossmann, 2021). This is particularly relevant in
the context of audience analytics use, as it highlights potential conflicts between organizational
expectations, journalistic role orientations, and individual attitudes. Beyond potential discrepan-
cies in weighting, other factors can also influence the impact of each determinant: the determi-

nants themselves can, in turn, be shaped by personal (e.g., personality traits, emotions), social (e.g.,
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age, income, education), or informational (e.g., experience, knowledge) background factors
(Ajzen, 2005; Rossmann, 2021).

In applying the framework to the context of audience analytics use in journalism, Tandoc
& Ferrucci (2017) demonstrate that attitude, injunctive norms and perceived behavioral control
positively influence the intention to use audience feedback, in turn predicting the intention to use
audience analytics. Notably, descriptive norms, operationalized as the perception of how wide-
spread the incorporation of audience feedback is, did not have a significant impact on the inten-
tion to use it. While Tandoc and Ferrucci (2017) conceptualize injunctive norms primarily as or-
ganizational expectations to use audience analytics, this project argues for a broader perspective
on injunctive norms. Specifically, journalistic role orientations must be integrated into this di-
mension, as they not only represent norms inherent in the profession but also shape journalists’
attitudes toward analytics. However, these two elements, professional and organizational expec-
tations, may also conflict, requiring journalists to consider within the dimension of injunctive
norms.

Role orientations encapsulate the construction of institutional values and are expressed in
ideals embraced by journalists (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017b). Since market orientation has been iden-
tified as a key characteristic of digital journalism, the previously introduced conceptualization of
consumer and citizen orientation, along with their underlying values, serves as a further theoret-
ical foundation for this project. This is particularly relevant as the seamless integration of role
orientation into the injunctive norms of the Theory of Planned Behavior appears both plausible
and necessary. Consequently, role orientations are conceptualized as a central influence in devel-

oping the typology and are examined in detail as an individual factor.

7.4  Identification of Relevant Literature

To systematically identify pertinent research, this project conducted a systematic literature re-
view. This approach was primarily chosen due to the available existing research on various influ-
encing factors, which, however, are often examined in isolation. The project’s research question,
therefore, aims to provide an integrated perspective and a joint consideration of these influences.

As a second step, the review focused on academic publications that examine any factors influenc-
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ing the use of audience analytics in journalism. Given this scope, databases rooted in both com-
munication (Communication Abstracts) and business (Business Source Premier) were particu-
larly relevant. These two disciplines were selected to account for both the dominant journalistic
dimension, which is primarily addressed in communication research, and the economic back-
ground, which is central to digital journalism and therefore also relevant to this project. In con-
trast, highly technological aspects, such as the precise functioning of data collection and pro-
cessing, were deliberately excluded to avoid overloading the results and because these processes
are developed in the background rather than within newsrooms. The search criteria encompassed
empirical findings and original concepts related to the influences on audience analytics use in
journalistic contexts. The inclusion criteria covered journal articles, book chapters, and research
reports. A conscious decision was made not to restrict the selection to peer-reviewed journal arti-
cles only, as research on the topic clearly exists, but the volume was often limited for some factors,
and applying such a criterion would have excluded many factors a priori.

Building on Fiirst (2020), the search terms employed were “web metrics”, “audience met-
rics”, and “web analytics”, alongside the primary term “audience analytics” to cover a wide array
of possible denominations since this is also not homogenous in the field. These were combined
with “use”, “usage”, or “utilization” and “journalism”. The search yielded 403 results from Com-
munication Abstracts and 1777 results from Business Source Premier. Following the selection
process, 27 relevant publications were initially identified, with three later excluded due to mis-
alignment with the project’s focus. The significant discrepancy between the initial sample and the
final selection is primarily due to many results addressing data and analytics in various forms, but
predominantly in advertising contexts, which did not align with the actual focus on journalism.
Predominantly sourced from scientific journals, the chosen publications served as a foundation to
uncover additional relevant literature, culminating in a comprehensive analysis of 47 publica-
tions addressing audience analytics use in journalism. The database search was conducted in April
2022; since then, additional relevant sources have been integrated into the corpus where appro-
priate (see Appendix I for an extended set of literature). Articles were first scanned for patterns of

analytics use and their respective influencing factors. From this, the specific influences were ana-

lyzed in greater detail, compared, and contradictory findings were discussed to ensure a thorough
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examination of the field. The identified influences were then aggregated and systematically cate-
gorized into individual and organizational factors. This resulted in an overall model that, where
possible, also represents the identified direction of influence. However, the project goes beyond
merely compiling identified influences. The relationship between these factors and how they in-
teract in varying intensities is further explored in the typology, which outlines different combina-

tions of influences.

7.5  Results: Influences on Audience Analytics Use

The conceptualization initially aims to distill relevant influences on analytics utilization based on
the identified sources from the systematic literature review. Focusing on determinants outlined in
the Theory of Planned Behavior, this project primarily delves into individual and organizational
influences. Individual influences on the use of audience analytics are rooted in journalists’ atti-
tudes, orientations, and experiences and may, therefore, encapsulate all three dimensions of the
Theory of Planned Behavior, attitude, subjective norms and perceived behavioral control. On the
other hand, organizational influences arise from superiors’ expectations, identified as one compo-
nent of injunctive norms, newsroom culture, and broader contextual factors, serving as back-
ground and sources for subjective norms. While acknowledging that some influences, such as
newsrooms culture, can straddle both the individual and organizational realms, this dichotomy
provides a nuanced lens, aligning with the theoretical framework and offering a comprehensive
understanding of the various forces shaping analytics utilization.

However, it is noteworthy that technological aspects also play a role in shaping audience
analytics use. Notably, some analytics companies’ dashboards are designed to show deference to
journalistic authority to boost their use, at times concealing underlying managerial intentions
(Petre, 2018). In this project, however, it is assumed that such technological features are either
organizational in nature - such as when they determine access to audience analytics — or shape
individual attitudes, for example when a user-friendly design facilitates easier use and thereby
strengthens perceived behavioral control. In a subsequent step, the distinct characteristics and sig-
nificance of each influence for the typology are examined. To address interactions and potential
trade-offs among these influences, they are combined in a final step, revealing different types of

journalists based on their analytics use.
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7.5.1 Individual Influences

In the realm of individual influences, the (preexisting) attitude toward audience analytics
emerges as one of the paramount drivers of analytics use, aligning with the Theory of Planned
Behavior. Journalists who perceive the incorporation of audience analytics as advantageous for
their editorial decisions are more inclined to utilize them (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Tandoc &
Ferrucci, 2017; Zamith et al., 2020). Conversely, those holding skepticism toward audience ana-
lytics are less likely to integrate them into their daily routines (Welbers et al., 2016). Notably, this
relationship is not unidirectional; consistent use of audience analytics can enhance one’s attitude
towards them.

The journalistic role orientation can be identified as another major influence on the use
and perception of audience analytics (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Hanusch, 2016), serving as an
expression of both subjective and professional norms. In this project, it is considered an individual
influence, particularly within the framework of injunctive norms. However, against this back-
ground, a social component also becomes apparent, as journalists may face sanctions from peers
if their behavior deviates from prevailing norms. This dynamic can also be organization-specific,
which is why organizational components are included as well. Primarily, however, role orientation
represents a personal perspective on the audience and reflects a journalist’s own professional val-
ues. Citizen orientation aligns with the public service ideal, advocating a watchdog role for jour-
nalism that holds those in power accountable and provides essential information for political de-
cisions. The underlying aim is to motivate citizens to engage in public discourse, fostering a free
exchange of opinions. Consumer orientation, on the other hand, targets the widest possible audi-
ence and is more influenced by market logic than journalistic criteria. In this context, economic
considerations manifest in coverage that prioritizes entertainment, relaxation, advice for daily life,
and emotional appeal (Deuze, 2005; Hanitzsch, 2011; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017). Although citizen
orientation remains highly valued among journalists, consumer orientation is gaining promi-
nence in many editorial offices. However, its dichotomous nature is challenged suggesting that
beyond the citizen perspective, service and infotainment approaches can be identified (Mellado &
van Dalen, 2017). The latter two exhibit a higher tendency to cater to audience wishes and may,
therefore, support analytics use. Moreover, journalists do not confine themselves to one orienta-

tion but navigate between them (Usher, 2013; van der Wurff & Schoenbach, 2014). Audience
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analytics are considered more beneficial for achieving objectives aligned with a consumer-ori-
ented role conception than a citizen-oriented one, although they can serve both purposes. Im-
portantly, this relationship is not unidirectional, just as with attitudes toward audience analytics:
Audience analytics can also serve as tools for constructing audience perceptions, and over time,
may contribute to reshaping role orientations themselves (Lamot & Paulussen, 2020).

Another strand of literature separately deals with the influence of news values on audience
analytics use: Strong adherence to traditional journalistic norms can suppress the use of audience
analytics (Welbers et al., 2016). However, both journalistic quality and audience analytics are con-
sidered in assessing story success (Whipple & Shermak, 2018), indicating a coexistence of jour-
nalistic values and audience analytics. Both mutually shape each other, with existing norms be-
ing modified (Agarwal & Barthel, 2013; Giomelakis et al., 2019; Tandoc, 2014a). Moreover, jour-
nalists employ strategies to harmonize audience analytics with journalistic norms, for instance, by
customizing them to their specific needs (Christin & Petre, 2020). Considering that journalistic
norms and respective news values are represented by role orientations, they are treated as a
unified influence for the typology. For instance, the news values, proximity, relevance, and con-
troversy align with citizen orientation, fostering an informed citizenry essential for political deci-
sions. Consumer orientation tends to prioritize audience maximization, often resulting in the pro-
duction of soft news linked to news values such as celebrity and personalization (Eilders, 2006;
Fiirst, 2018; Hanusch, 2016; Magin, 2019).

Beyond attitude and role orientation, perceived behavioral control represents a significant
factor, emphasizing the relevance of the Theory of Planned Behavior. In essence, when journalists
believe they possess the necessary skills to handle audience analytics, they are more likely to use
them (Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017). Notably, journalistic experience as possible background factor
hinders the adoption of audience analytics, potentially because experience allows for more auton-
omy (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Bunce, 2017). Diverging results can be found for the role of jour-
nalistic education: Contemporary journalistic education, which also imparts market knowledge,
may facilitate the integration of audience feedback into editorial work. However, this may not hold
true for older newsroom members (Lamot et al., 2021; Tandoc, 2019; Vu, 2014). Acknowledging
these disparities, this project assumes a mixed influence of journalistic education. Moreover, it

is presumed that a non-journalistic background, such as that of analytics experts from outside
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journalism, is more likely to support the use of audience analytics due to its divergence from tra-
ditional journalistic standards (Belair-Gagnon & Holton, 2018, 2019; Petre, 2015, 2018). Further-
more, one’s position in the hierarchy influences analytics use, with journalists higher up in the
editorial hierarchy exhibiting a greater propensity to engage with audience analytics (Christin,
2018; Giomelakis et al., 2019; Hanusch, 2016; Zamith et al., 2020).

However, it is crucial to note that cultural differences may shape the adoption of audience
analytics. Dollah and Tandoc (2022) demonstrate in the case of Singapore how journalists’ adher-
ence to social harmony could override audience analytics. Journalists aimed at balancing market
pressures, the social system and journalistic autonomy. However, this project’s typology adopts
an integrated approach while recognizing cultural differences in the attitudes of individual jour-

nalists.

7.5.2  Organizational Influences

Organizational factors embody both injunctive and descriptive norms in line with the Theory of
Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Anderson, 2011). Injunctive norms may reflect managerial ex-
pectations but also that of peers, while descriptive norms encompass the perceived behavioral
patterns that are common within the newsroom (Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017). The mere availability
of audience analytics does not necessarily lead to increased use — how this access is accompanied
by managerial guidance is crucial (E.-J. Lee & Tandoc, 2017). Primarily, the expectations of supe-
riors, thus injunctive norms, play a pivotal role in driving the adoption of audience analytics; when
journalists perceive chief editors expecting their use, their likelihood of engagement increases
(Tandoc, 2014b, 2019; Usher, 2013; Whipple & Shermak, 2018). However, if exposure to analytics
isimposed by management, it may adversely affect their attitude (Lamot et al., 2021). This suggests
a limit to managerial influence, possibly triggering reactance among journalists, a psychological
state experienced when autonomy is limited by external forces causing resistance (Brehm, 1966;
Hogg & Vaughan, 2018). This may even lead to counteractions against the use of audience analyt-
ics.

Market orientation has been identified as key characteristic of recent developments in dig-
ital journalism. Managerial incentives to use audience analytics are often intertwined with the

market orientation of media organizations Moreover, market orientation is a major component
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of the consumer orientation with a focus on maximization of audience numbers (Beam, 1998).
The higher the market orientation, the greater the reliance on audience analytics, especially social
media metrics, in determining news content and presentation, potentially reshaping perceptions
of newsworthiness (Blanchett Neheli, 2018; Ferrucci, 2020; Fiirst, 2020). Market orientation not
only correlates with increased usage but also favors quantitative metrics, particularly those related
to audience size, over alternative forms of user feedback (Nelson, 2018; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018).
These metrics are prevalent and well-developed in newsrooms, driven by their association with
advertising revenues (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Giomelakis et al., 2019; Tandoc, 2014b; Tandoc
& Vos, 2015). However, these findings are not necessarily permanent and could shift if relevance
is reassigned to other metrics, for instance, subscriptions (Ekstrom et al., 2022; von Rimscha &
Riemann, 2024). This would merely represent a different form of market orientation, one that
focuses less on advertisers and more on the actual users, potentially reinforcing consumer orien-
tation even further.

Aswould be expected, the use of audience analytics should be higher in media organizations
that are primarily or exclusively market-funded. Yet, Lamot et al. (2021) do not find that usage
patterns differ significantly between commercial and PSM, which suggests that even PSM even-
tually adapt to a market logic, at least when it comes to evaluating the performance of their con-
tent. Many scholars fear that this market orientation jeopardizes the public service mission of
journalism, leading to violations of occupational standards (Boczkowski, 2010; Ferrer-Conill &
Tandoc, 2018; Fiirst, 2020; Raats, 2023; Tandoc & Thomas, 2015).

Newsroom cultures may also impact audience analytics use: A newsroom culture aligned
with technology and audience engagement may encourage the adoption of audience analytics,
whereas newsrooms emphasizing journalistic autonomy and citizen orientation might resist their
integration (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Petre, 2015; Welbers et al., 2016; Zamith, 2016). News-
room cultures, therefore, may be an injunctive norm of its own right, but also differ from injunc-
tive norms of the journalistic profession. Other organizational factors, such as size, representing
the number of employees, resource levels, and task differentiation, are likely to positively influ-
ence the adoption of audience analytics and may even give rise to specialized roles associated
with audience analytics. Smaller organizations, constrained by limited resources, may find it chal-

lenging to implement sophisticated analytics tools, often remaining at a basic level of utilization
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(Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Giomelakis et al., 2019; MacGregor, 2007; McKenzie et al., 2011). In
the typology, the level of resources and task differentiation are incorporated into the size dimen-
sion, given their high correlation.

Additionally, the type of organization can exert influence on analytics use, with online-
only media exhibiting more openness, while legacy media outlets are more reluctant to implement
and use audience analytics (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Hanusch, 2016). However, it is important
to note that these findings represent a snapshot in time. As previously discussed, the field of au-
dience analytics is marked by ongoing dynamism, and over time a convergence in the use of au-
dience analytics across various types of organizations over time appears plausible, although the

degree may differ (Newman et al., 2024).

7.6  Toward a Conceptual Typology: Aggregating Influences on Audience
Analytics Use

This project employs the Theory of Planned Behavior to classify diverse influences on the utiliza-
tion of audience analytics, emphasizing role orientation as subjective norm within this framework
(Ajzen, 1991; Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017b; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017). Drawing from a systematic
literature review, a conceptual typology of journalists based on combinations of various influences
and their corresponding values is constructed. Scholarly perspectives on the relevance of the iden-
tified influences vary: While some assert a predominant influence of organizational factors for the
perceived usefulness of audience analytics, others emphasize the potential for reactance and un-
derscore the significance of maintaining professional autonomy. Some influences, such as attitude
towards use, role orientation, or perceived behavioral control, have been quantified in existing
research (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Lamot et al., 2021; Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017). However, the
multitude of the identified influences have not been considered together, complicating a precise
measurement of their respective influence and a hierarchical ranking of their strength. Recogniz-
ing this, the project delves into the interplay between individual and organizational influences and
illustrates potential relationships between the types.

It is crucial to note that the typology presented does not claim to represent empirically tested
journalist types, nor does it strive to offer an exhaustive depiction of all possible variations. Instead,
it showcases a selection of plausible types that are distinguishable, serving as illustrations of the

different influences and their varying importance. While the literature demonstrated that mere
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availability to analytics does not necessarily influence use, some form of access, such as through
reports, is deemed essential. Hence, this project operates under the assumption that a minimum
level of access to audience analytics is required to establish distinct types of users. Additionally, it
is important to recognize that the typology is conceptual and of a preliminary nature, intended to
provide a foundational understanding and inform further research. Thereby, this project contrib-
utes to the discourse — not only identifying these influences but also explicating how they interact.
Through this differentiated approach, the typology seeks to elucidate the complex relationships
and potential conflicts that can arise within newsroom environments.

This project distills and consolidates twelve major influences on the use of audience ana-
lytics from the existing literature (see Table 2 for an overview). It also incorporates the level of
reflection on the use of analytics as thirteenth influence, a factor that has been relatively underex-
plored in previous research, with reported low levels of reflection (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016;
Fiirst, 2018; Tandoc, 2014a; Tandoc & Thomas, 2015). Groot Kormelink & Costera Meijer (2018)
argue that, for instance, clicks can encapsulate various user considerations and should not be per-
ceived as universal. Hence, understanding the reflection becomes crucial in estimating the af-
fordances of analytics, as overestimation may contribute to the neglection of journalistic values
(Ekstrom et al., 2022; Fiirst, 2020). Additionally, accompanying qualities have been listed with the

influences to provide a nuanced understanding of their potential impact within the typology.
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Table2: Influences on Audience Analytics Use
# Influence Qualities Key references
1 (Preexisting) attitude Positive to negative (Beck & Ajzen, 1991; Tandoc &

10

10

12

13

Journalistic role orientation

Journalistic experience

Journalistic education

Professional background

Perceived behavioral control

Position in the hierarchy

Managerial guidance

Market orientation

Newsroom culture

Size of the organization

Type of organization

Additional: Reflection on the
use of audience analytics

consumer orientation vs.
citizen orientation

high to low

contemporary vs. traditional
education

journalistic vs. non-
journalistic

high to low

high to low level

Promoting vs. restraining
analytics use or indifferent

High to low

High to low adherence to

traditional journalistic values

Small to large

online only vs. legacy media

high to low

Ferrucci, 2017)

(Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020;
Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017a; Han-
usch & Tandoc, 2017)

(Bunce, 2017; Lamot et al,
2021)

(Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020;
Lamot et al., 2021; Tandoc,
2019)

(Belair-Gagnon &  Holton,
2018; Petre, 2018)

(Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017)

(Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020;
Christin, 2018; Giomelakis et
al., 2019; Hanusch, 2016; Za-
mith et al., 2020)

(Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017;
Usher, 2013; Whipple &
Shermak, 2018)

(Belair-Gagnon et al,, 2020;
Dollah & Tandoc, 2022; Fer-
rucci, 2020; First, 2020; Nelson
& Tandoc, 2018)

(Lamot & van Aelst, 2020;
Welbers et al., 2016; Zamith,
2016)

(Cherubini & Nielsen,
Giomelakis et al,
McKenzie et al., 2011)

2016;
2019;

2020;
2016;

(Belair-Gagnon et al,
Cherubini & Nielsen,
Hanusch, 2016)

(Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016;
Furst, 2018; Tandoc, 2014a;
Tandoc & Thomas, 2015)

Note:

table).
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Certain influences, such as attitude and perceived behavioral control, directly align with the ele-
ments of the Theory of Planned Behavior. Journalistic role orientations, managerial guidance, ed-
ucation, newsroom culture, market orientation, and professional background contribute to the
formation of subjective norms within the framework of the theory. Other factors like the type and
size of an organization, journalistic experience, and position in the hierarchy may not have a direct
correspondence but play crucial roles as contextual factors (Ajzen, 2005). Figure 1 provides a sum-
mary of the identified influences, using plus and minus symbols to indicate whether a positive
or negative influence on analytics use is found in the existing literature, while inconsistent results
are marked with both symbols. To improve clarity, both elements of the framework and contex-
tual factors are presented on the same level, and interactions between the influences are not de-

picted.

Figure 1: Individual and Organizational Influences on Audience Analytics Use

Individual and social influences

(Preexisting) attitude (+)

Journalistic role orientation

Citizen orientation (+-)

Consumer orientation (+)

Journalistic experience (-) \ Reflection of use

Journalistic education (-/+)

[/

Journalistic background (-) Types of ]Olll'nallStS

Perceived behavioral control (+) A FeTes el ytics use defines based on thell'.th
1. men
Position in the hierarchy (+) —] €ngageme: t wi

analytics

Organizational influences

Managerial guidance (+)

Market orientation (+)

Size of organization (+)

Newsroom culture (adherence to
traditional values) (-)

Type of organization

Legacy (-)

Online only (+)

Note: Figure created by the author. See also Appendix 1-02,

7.7  From Influences to Types: Deducing a Conceptual Typology

The types are distinguished by different combinations and specifications of influences, with a fo-
cus on key components of the Theory of Planned Behavior - attitude, role orientation, market
orientation and managerial guidance, all serving as proxies for subjective norms, and perceived

behavioral control. However, it is essential to note that other influences can also be impactful, and
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their significance may vary across types. The following descriptions highlight the most character-
istic properties for each type, including possible interactions between influences. Characteristics
may be presented as a range rather than fixed, emphasizing their dynamic nature.

Moreover, different editorial roles are taken into account: Newsrooms teams encompass
various functions and roles dealing with information gathering, editorial and presentation (Gade
& Raviola, 2009). While this typology primarily focuses on journalists’ utilization of audience an-
alytics, it also recognizes the multifaceted nature of newsroom dynamics by including non-jour-
nalistic positions as long as they engage in the creation of journalistic products (Moyo et al., 2019;
Slacek Brlek et al., 2017). This inclusive approach ensures a differentiated exploration of the com-
plex interactions in the context of audience analytics. For a comprehensive overview. Table 3 at
the end of this project summarizes the types, showcasing their specific set of characteristics based
on identified influences on the use of audience analytics. The organizational influences presented
in the table are considered most fitting for each type. However, as indicated in the descriptions,

many types can, at least temporarily, manifest in other organizational settings as well.

7.7.1  The Analytics Expert

The Analytics Expert is characterized by a positive attitude towards audience analytics, position-
ing them as avid users employing audience analytics to give advice for content editing and publi-
cation decisions. Within the newsroom, Analytics Experts may serve in a supportive and advisory
capacity, particularly in editorial offices with a high level of task differentiation and the resources
to employ specialized staff dedicated to analytics. Possessing a strong technological competence
and statistical literacy, Analytics Experts exhibit a high perceived behavioral control over the uti-
lization of audience analytics.

However, it’s important to note that the primary professional background and qualification
of this type is non-journalistic, resulting in lower journalistic experience and adherence to tradi-
tional journalistic norms. This characteristic aligns them more closely with a consumer orienta-
tion and a high degree of market orientation, displaying injunctive norms driven more by organ-
izational requirements than professional journalistic standards. Despite their tendency to reflect
on the broader implications of audience analytics and to triangulate various metrics, they are likely

to directly link them to audience needs. Staff dedicated to audience analytics has been found to be
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an integral part of many newsrooms, often wielding extensive authority over content selection
(Moyo et al., 2019).

While Analytics may offer valuable advice to editors engaged in core journalistic functions,
they may also lack awareness of journalistic norms. In contexts where a strong traditional news-
room culture and citizen orientation prevail, they may encounter resistance and potential isolation
due to their divergent approach to injunctive norms. Therefore, editorial managers need to exer-
cise caution when introducing Analytics Experts to newsrooms, and it is essential to define work-
flows that allow them to contribute effectively to journalistic decisions while mitigating the risk

of evoking reactance among other newsroom members.

7.7.2  The Integrator

The Integrator, distinct from the Analytics Expert, boasts a journalistic background and has ac-
quired audience analytics skills through training or self-learning. While their initial attitude may
have been mixed, it transforms over time into a positive perception, considering analytics as a
valuable tool for journalistic work. Integrators align with citizen orientation and try to use audi-
ence in this sense. They exhibit a high level of perceived behavioral control, utilize diverse met-
rics, and engage in regular reflection on the limits of metrics. Integrators successfully balance
audience demands dictated by market orientation with their commitment to journalistic values,
embodying a bridge between the two, as well as between professional and organizational injunc-
tive norms. Combining editorial background with data expertise, they have been demonstrated
as crucial in implementing audience analytics tools (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016). Found in me-
dium to large organizations, Integrators can navigate various degrees of market orientation and
organizational cultures. They are, for this reason, likely to be respected by other types and are more
likely to have a higher position in the newsroom hierarchy where they support collaboration
among different journalistic types. While they may face challenges in strictly market-oriented set-
tings, Integrators typically contribute to newsroom cohesion rather than causing conflict. Man-
agers play a pivotal role in fostering the position of this type within newsrooms: Recognizing the
value of journalistic background and skills in using audience analytics, managers could encourage
training and reflection for journalists promoting an organizational culture that uses analytics in

accordance with journalistic standards.
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7.7.3 The Enthusiast

Enthusiasts demonstrates a highly positive attitude toward audience analytics, leading to exten-
sive use, and this inclination is further bolstered by a strong consumer orientation. While having
a journalistic background, they prioritize audience analytics over traditional selection criteria,
driven by an eagerness to cater to perceived audience preferences. Enthusiasts possess a high per-
ceived behavioral control and confidence in using audience analytics but - in contrast to the In-
tegrator — the scope of audience analytics is often overestimated and seldom reflected. Moreover,
their competence is confined to a few basic metrics, offering a simple heuristic for decision-mak-
ing, which can lead to an overestimation of metrics such as clicks and likes due to their promi-
nence and accessibility. Found predominantly in market-oriented organizations, Enthusiasts
thrive in environments where newsroom culture and managerial attitudes prioritize alignment
with the audience. In environments promoting citizen orientation and traditional journalistic
norms, Enthusiasts may either restrain their enthusiasm or clash with colleagues concerned about
autonomy loss stemming from the Enthusiast’s approach, representing sanctions due to deviant
behavior and neglection of professional injunctive norms. As outlined by Ferrer-Conill and Tan-
doc (2018), Enthusiasts may identify as voice of the user, leading to further conflicts. As a result,
managers should closely monitor audience analytics use and proactively anticipate potential con-
flicts arising among different types. Depending on organizational needs, encouraging Enthusiasts
to enhance their reflection on metric utilization could contribute to a more differentiated under-

standing of the audience.

7.7.4 The Follower

The Follower has a mixed attitude toward audience analytics, engaging with them primarily as
a job requirement rather than intrinsic motivation. While relying on established journalistic rou-
tines and leaning towards citizen orientation, they acknowledge market needs to some extent.
Their utilization of audience analytics is mostly prompted by management directives, reflecting a
limited competence in using metrics and alow perceived behavioral control. While their degree
of reflection is higher than that of Enthusiasts, it remains modest, with Followers being more re-
ceptive to organizational norms and descriptive norms, in other words: doing what everyone

else is doing. This type reflects a moderate reorganization of routines and iterative adoption of
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audience analytics rather than immediate acceptance or resistance (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020;
Dulffy et al., 2018). It is adaptable across organizations of varying sizes and types, thriving best in
an environment with an intermediate or low level of market orientation. However, conflicts may
arise in highly market-oriented settings due to their passive approach to audience analytics. Man-
agers should, therefore, engage Followers more in the process of using audience analytics while
respecting their familiar routines. Establishing detailed guidelines can enhance Followers’ use
and reflection of audience analytics, whereas the connection with bridging elements, like the In-

tegrator, may mitigate barriers of insecurity.

7.7.5 The Opportunist

Opportunists exhibit a mixed attitude towards audience analytics, but their approach differs sig-
nificantly from that of other types. With a strong journalistic background and an inclination
towards citizen orientation, Opportunists seek high autonomy in decision-making, avoiding sig-
nificant market influences. While they pretend to acknowledge the importance of audience wishes
to maintain their position, they use audience analytics only selectively and instrumentally to con-
firm decisions already made, disregarding analytics that do not align with their own assessment,
thereby sticking to their own attitude rather than to descriptive norms. This refers to the notion
of using audience-related tools to emphasize one’s own legitimacy and reinforce journalistic au-
thority (T. R. Schmidt & Lawrence, 2020). Although Opportunists may pretend to have a high
perceived behavioral control, their actual knowledge and reflection on analytics remain low.
When holding a higher hierarchical position, Opportunists may employ audience analytics to
maintain their status.

In organizations following a strictly market-oriented approach, Opportunists may face
challenges posed by guidelines favoring the use of audience analytics, disrupting their autonomy.
This can lead to conflicts with superiors and other types of journalists, such as Experts, Integrators,
and Enthusiasts. Managers should recognize and value the journalistic instincts of Opportunists
while encouraging a more holistic utilization of analytics. This could be facilitated through train-

ing programs and collaborative reflections with the whole team, avoiding future conflicts.
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7.7.6  The Skeptic

Skeptics hold a highly negative attitude toward audience analytics and resist their integration into
editorial workflows. This type strongly aligns with citizen orientation and rejects market orien-
tation, illustrating findings that metrics are perceived as less useful for enacting citizen orientation
(Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020). They engage with audience analytics only on rare occasions and often
under protest, displaying strong compliance with professional injunctive norms, while rejecting
injunctive as well as descriptive norms posed by their organization and colleagues. Skeptics ada-
mantly defend their resistance in editorial discussions and against superiors, leading to inevitable
conflicts - also with Enthusiasts and Analytics Experts, both contradicting the Skeptic’s stance on
audience analytics and journalism in general. Managerial guidance tends to evoke reactance rather
than fostering audience analytics adoption in this type.

Skeptics exhibit a high degree of reflection on audience analytics but score low on per-
ceived behavioral control due to their sporadic use. They thrive in organizational environments
that uphold traditional values or provide a high degree of task differentiation, relieving them
from the obligation to use audience analytics. In highly market-oriented newsrooms, Skeptics face
challenging conditions and may become a source of tension, potentially leading to withdrawal.
Unlike other types, Skeptics are more difficult to integrate into the implementation process due to
their willingness to engage in conflicts, even with integrators. Managers should value the critical
voice of Skeptics while emphasizing that a reflective use of audience analytics does not inherently
contradict citizen orientation. Clear and transparent guidelines across the newsroom may help

reduce insecurity and avoid providing Skeptics with a platform for resistance.

7.8  Critical Evaluation

Due to its conceptual nature, it is imperative to recognize several limitations inherent in the typol-
ogy: First, it is important to recognize the preliminary and dynamic nature of the identified types.
Over time and in different contexts, types may adapt and evolve, blurring the boundaries between
them. Hence, types may not be rigid but involve a blend of characteristics: For instance, an Ana-
lytics Expert could pragmatically adopt a citizen orientation to better align with the descriptive
norms observed in the newsroom. The extent to which journalists can transition between types

remains an empirical question. Future research could employ the characteristics summarized in
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Table 3 for a combined approach. Observations of newsroom interactions, such as content selec-
tion meetings and production processes, could cover organizational aspects. Meanwhile, inter-
views with journalists could capture non-observable individual characteristics, such as attitudes
towards audience analytics and role orientations, enriching the ethnographic data. Here, the hy-
brid roles, such as that of the Analytics expert are highly relevant, yet rather unexplored. Second,
the prevalence of these types within newsrooms is uncertain. Subsequent quantitative surveys,
relying on factors identified in this study and integrating the findings from the qualitative ap-
proach, might reveal frequency and distribution of these types in newsrooms and their connection
to organizational prerequisites. Additionally, the typology’s scope, consisting of six types, may not
encapsulate the full spectrum of variations. The interplay of influences could lead to a more
nuanced portrayal, potentially encompassing additional types. While this project assumes that ac-
cess to analytics is necessary for their utilization, it is important to acknowledge that in certain
newsrooms, access may be restricted or denied to certain members, missing out on the basic re-
quirement. Lastly, the typology’s applicability might be influenced by cultural, regulatory, or
social factors. These external influences can significantly shape how journalists adopt and inte-
grate audience analytics into their workflows. With few exceptions (Dollah & Tandoc, 2022; Moyo
et al., 2019), research on these influences has predominantly focused on Western contexts. Thus,
even though the types are derived from usage influences grounded in the Theory of Planned Be-
havior and aim for universal relevance, their occurrence, interaction, and concrete manifestation
may vary substantially in other cultural settings. Injunctive norms, for instance, might reflect dif-
ferent dominant understandings of journalism - such as a prevailing understanding of journalism
that emphasizes support for state institutions. In contrast, highly commercialized media systems
may increasingly foster types like the Enthusiast, who could establish a new standard as other

types potentially exit the profession altogether.

7.9  Discussion and Implications

This project leverages the Theory of Planned Behavior and integrates it with journalistic role ori-
entations as injunctive norms to discern and categorize both organizational and individual influ-
ences on audience analytics use within newsrooms. The identification of six distinct types,

rooted in their interactions with audience analytics, contributes to a nuanced understanding of
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the dynamics at play in newsroom environments building on Bunce (2017) and Belair-Gangon et
al. (2020). Employing the Theory of Planned Behavior and journalistic role orientation has proven
effective in structuring influences identified in the literature, focusing on core elements of the
framework, while also considering background factors (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Hanitzsch & Vos,
2017b). The conceptual typology draws on the components of the theoretical framework varying
the attitude toward audience analytics, role orientation and market orientation, both repre-
senting subjective norms, as well as the perceived behavioral control, while using other influ-
ences to either support the components or as contextual factors building on Tandoc and Ferrucci
(2017). The distinction between organizational and individual influences turned out to be valua-
ble: Individual sentiments initiate the engagement with audience analytics, while organizational
influences shape how this engagement is manifested. Accounting for the interplay between influ-
ences and adding the reflection on the use, further contributes to expand the understanding of

audience analytics utilization in newsrooms.

7.9.1 Theoretical Implications

From a theoretical perspective, the findings can be linked to changes in role orientations, contrib-
uting to research on journalistic culture and enhancing the understanding of how journalism re-
acts to economic pressures and an increasing evaluation of their performance (Belair-Gagnon et
al., 2020; Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017a). From both a journalistic and societal perspective, the implica-
tions for journalistic products and their quality become pertinent: The identified types and their
combinations may be associated with varying levels of journalistic quality, challenging assump-
tions about the consequences of audience analytics use. Regarding the Theory of Planned Behav-
ior, the component of injunctive norms could be differentiated into those rooted in profes-
sional values and those imposed by organizational expectations. This distinction helps explain
why adherence to injunctive norms does not necessarily lead to uniform outcomes - these norms
can, in fact, contradict one another. Therefore, maintaining this analytical distinction is valuable,
as it exposes the tension between professional ideals and potential market-oriented directives.
It also opens the possibility of capturing instances in which these conflicting value systems begin
to converge. It is important to note, however, that the Theory of Planned Behavior assumes a di-

rectional effect, suggesting that behavioral intentions are shaped by attitudes, subjective norms,
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and perceived behavioral control. Yet, both the literature review and the resulting typology indi-
cate that while this direction of influence is plausible, it may also be bidirectional - particularly
regarding attitudes and norms, as exemplified by role orientations. Consequently, it may be
worthwhile in future analyses to initially assume correlational relationships, rather than causal
ones. This would acknowledge the possibility that audience analytics do not merely result from

these components but may in turn also influence them.

7.9.2 Implications for Journalism

In light of the journalistic profession and the overarching theme of quantification, several key im-
plications emerge: The use of audience analytics must be considered alongside journalists’ role
orientations. This opens the opportunity for reflection on metrics and their limitations, as well as
their ability, or inability, to provide an accurate representation of the audience. Metrics are not
inherently accurate, and therefore, editorial discussions are needed to determine how journalists
want to use audience analytics and what conceptualization of the audience this use entails. Such
reflections help deconstruct the notion of “usage” and enable a more nuanced modeling of behav-
ior shaped by analytics. These discussions may also reveal productive opportunities stemming
from combinations of user types. At the same time, awareness is raised that usage is not uniform,
and the profession itself is engaged in an ongoing adaptation process. This process may eventu-
ally establish new standards, which could, in some cases, lead individuals to leave the profession.
With regard to commodification, the typology illustrates that audience analytics can deci-
sively influence decisions, act as a heuristic, lend authority, and even be equated with objectiv-
ity (Daston, 1992; Espeland & Stevens, 2008; Weber, 1978). However, it also shows that such be-
havior is not universal. Other standards — particularly learned routines and journalistic values —
frequently dominate or at least coexist. The resulting market orientation is therefore confronted,
depending on the user type, with alternative value systems. Of particular interest is the Analytics
Expert type, which exemplifies the growing detachment of content and quality assessment from
the journalistic profession. Although this role is typically not rooted in journalism, it often holds
significant power in determining the value of journalistic content - frequently based on commer-
cial criteria. Yet despite this authority, the Analytics Expert remains embedded within editorial

structures and cannot operate effectively without collaboration from journalistic actors. In this
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sense, mutual alignment and negotiation between roles become necessary. Since this network of
relations is relevant from both a professional and a quantification perspective, a separate project

within this work will address it.

7.9.3 Implications for Media Management

From a media management perspective, the insights derived from the typology offer valuable im-
plications to guide newsroom strategies and workflows. The awareness of different types could
facilitate the development of tailored guidelines and training, ensuring that journalists are
equipped with the necessary skills and attitudes based on their role orientation. Fostering collab-
oration and communication among different types may lead to a more harmonious integration of
audience analytics into decision-making processes. Ultimately, the typology empowers media
managers to develop targeted interventions that address specific challenges associated with each
type. From a management perspective, important questions arise regarding the extent to which
organizational goals can meaningfully be pursued through audience analytics — and where the
limitations of such tools lie. This includes reflecting on the potential cost of optimizing journal-
istic products based primarily on audience preferences, and whether such strategies are sustaina-
ble in the long term for the brand as well as for the reputation of the journalistic profession. Media
managers, perhaps even more so than journalists themselves, are therefore called upon to develop
a reflective and critical approach to the use of audience analytics. This also involves exploring
ways to incorporate organizational values into performance assessments - either by finding suit-

able indicators or at least ensuring that such values are considered alongside commercial metrics.
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Table 3:

Typology of Journalists Using Audience Analytics and Respective Influence
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Individual Influences Organizational Influences
come
(Preexist-  Journal- Journalistic Journalistic Professional Perceived Positionin |Managerial Market- Newsroom Sizeofor- Type of Reflection |Use
T ing) attitude isticrole experience education  background behavioral the hierarchy |guidance orienta- culture)*  ganization organization jon use
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Note: Newsroom culture pertains to the degree of adherence to traditional journalistic standards, spanning from low to high adherence.
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Role Orientations

This project is intended to complement the results of the first project. While the individual types
will not be subjected to empirical testing, the overarching goal — to break down the concept of
audience analytics by examining individual metrics — continues to guide this work. Moreover,
role orientation was identified as a central construct for understanding the use of audience ana-
lytics. In a next step, and in light of existing research that suggests a stronger link between metrics
and consumer orientation, this study aims to correlate specific metrics with distinct role orien-
tations. This also offers potential to evaluate the degree of alignment or mismatch between them.
In addition to further differentiating the term audience analytics, this project also addresses the
use of analytics more broadly. Previous studies have primarily focused on the question whether or
not audience analytics are used and the purposes of this use (Lamot & Paulussen, 2020; Tandoc &
Ferrucci, 2017). The mode of use remains rather unexplored though: The typology highlighted
the importance of reflection as a key dimension. Therefore, this project seeks to investigate
whether role orientations are associated with more reflective use of audience analytics - and
whether such use is based on individual choice or shaped by organizational pressures, again
integrating subjective norms. To this end, journalists will be surveyed regarding their use of met-
rics and their role orientations. The resulting data will then be analyzed using correlation analyses

to test the assumed relationships.

8.1 Problem Statement and Research Questions

Given the widespread use of audience analytics and the observation that market orientation pri-
marily incentivizes the use of metrics related to audience size, a more granular investigation of
individual metrics appears warranted. Previous findings indicate that the use of audience analyt-
ics is generally perceived as beneficial across different role orientations, but this association is no-
tably stronger for those with a consumer orientation. Moreover, there is evidence that the use of
analytics contributes to a perceived increase in the importance of consumer-oriented journalism
(Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017). While metrics are often presented in aggregated dashboards, it is im-

portant to note that within these systems, individual metrics are frequently used selectively, as
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there is no universal metric suitable for all editorial contexts (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016). How-
ever, a blind spot remains regarding how well individual metrics align with the journalistic goals
associated with specific role orientations. It is unclear whether metrics focused on audience size
inherently support a consumer-oriented logic, or whether they are so widely used across the board
that no meaningful distinction between role orientations can be observed (Ferrucci, 2020). This

leads to the following research question:

RQ2:  How does the use of individual metrics relate to journalists’ role orientations?

The typology developed in the previous project demonstrated that reflection on the use of audi-
ence analytics is a helpful dimension for understanding newsroom behavior. This is particularly
relevant considering that metrics are merely proxies that capture behavioral traces. Yet, they often
tempt users to infer viewers’ thoughts, preferences, and feelings. However, one and the same met-
ric can carry multiple meanings. For instance, Kormelink and Meijer (2018) identified cognitive,
affective, and pragmatic reasons for the clicking metric alone. Cognitive reasons may include
classic news values such as recency and geographical proximity, or even saturation with the topic.
Affective reasons span both positive and negative emotions, including gleeful annoyance, where
users deliberately seek out content that irritates them. Pragmatic reasons might involve not click-
ing simply because it would disrupt the flow of use or does not fit into the current routine — with-
out necessarily indicating disinterest. Despite being one of the most commonly used indicators,
the click is thus considered a flawed instrument for assessing user interest. This is especially
relevant given that in everyday newsroom practice, reflection on the multiple meanings of metrics
is often lacking (Fiirst, 2018; Tandoc, 2014a; Tandoc & Thomas, 2015). A lack of critical engage-
ment with metrics has frequently been linked to the marginalization of journalistic values
(Ekstrom et al., 2022). Hence, the key question is not just whether and how metrics are used, but
also to what extent their use is accompanied by reflection. Based on prior studies, it is expected
that especially in consumer-oriented environments, metrics are used with less critical reflection
(Nelson, 2018; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018). To explore these blind spots a second research question

is derived:

RQ2.1: How are reflection and voluntariness of audience analytics related to journalistic role orienta-

tions?
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8.2  Literature and Hypotheses

This project is loosely based on the Theory of Planned Behavior, although, unlike in the previous
project, the full model is not applied. Instead, the focus lies on a more in-depth examination of
injunctive norms, continuing the analytical distinction between organizational and profes-
sional components that emerged as a result of the first project. Professional norms as central
component is again represented through journalistic role orientations, located along a continuum
between citizen and consumer orientations. This continuum is particularly useful for capturing
market orientation, as it is a core element of consumer orientation. The characteristics of both
orientations have already been sufficiently outlined in the previous sections. In short: Citizen ori-
entation represents a public service ideal, with a watchdog role for journalism and the aim to pro-
vide information for political decisions and debate, enabling a free exchange of opinions. Con-
sumer orientation aims for audience maximization and is driven by market requirements. It,
therefore, prioritizes entertainment, relaxation, and everyday advice, and serves emotions (Deuze,

2005; Hanitzsch, 2011; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017).

8.2.1 Selection of Metrics

These role orientations will be linked to individual metrics. While numerous metrics exist, not all
of them could be considered in this project, making a pragmatic selection necessary. This selection
is based on three considerations: First, metrics were chosen that are widely used and commonly
applied. Second, to ensure variance, additional metrics were selected that follow a strongly quan-
titative-reductive logic and - in line with consumer orientation - focus primarily on audience size
(Nelson, 2018; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018). In contrast, other popular metrics are included that de-
viate from this approach and reflect alternative usage behaviors — metrics that do not ask whether
something was clicked, but how content was used and what behaviors it triggered. These are more
closely aligned with citizen-oriented ideals. Third, the selected metrics should be clearly under-
stood and enjoy broad consensus regarding their meaning - they should be relatively unambig-
uous (Zamith, 2018). This is also the reason why the otherwise highly relevant metric of conver-
sions — which has become central in many newsrooms — unfortunately could not be included. The
problem lies in the fact that a “conversion” can be defined differently across newsrooms, as it

simply refers to a desired action by the user. A conversion can therefore refer to a subscription, a
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newsletter signup, or a visit to the in-house media library. In short: the metric lacks clarity. Fur-
thermore, it could exclude newsrooms that do not offer paid products and therefore may not use
conversion metrics at all (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Newman et al., 2024).

The selected metrics are pageviews, traffic, time spent, and shares. Pageviews refer to the
number of views on a page by any method, such as clicking or refreshing. They are also commonly
referred to as clicks or page impressions. Since they are closely tied to audience size, a positive

relationship with consumer orientation is assumed (Ferrucci, 2020).

HI1.1:  Frequent use of pageviews is positively associated with consumer orientation.

Although traffic contains a qualitative component - that is, whether users access a page directly
or via external sources such as news aggregators, search engines, or content platforms - it ulti-
mately, like pageviews, targets audience size. It additionally accounts for external sources and is

thus a suitable metric for optimizing audience reach in the sense of market orientation.

H1.2:  Frequent use of traffic is positively associated with consumer orientation.

In contrast, the metric shares captures the number of times a piece of content is shared on content
platforms, via email, or through direct messaging services. While it is technically an external met-
ric associated with content platforms and can thus also contribute to expanding reach, the focus
here lies more on what users do with the content and whether it sparks debate. As such, it is

more closely associated with citizen orientation (Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017; Nguyen, 2013).

HI1.3:  Frequent use of shares is positively associated with citizen orientation.

This line of reasoning applies even more strongly to the time spent metric. Although it only re-
flects the amount of time users spend on a specific page — without capturing whether they are
actively engaging with the content or possibly doing something else — it may serve as a counter-
balance to purely quantitative audience metrics. It can thus provide an indication of whether

users are meaningfully engaging with the content (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016).

HI1.4:  Frequent use of time spent is positively associated with citizen orientation.
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8.2.2 The Role of Reflection and Organizational Pressure

The second component of injunctive norms identified in the first project concerns organizational
norms (Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017). The typology developed earlier has shown that tensions can
arise between organizational requirements and professional norms. However, these two can also
overlap significantly — for instance, in cases of strong consumer orientation where organizational
guidelines explicitly encourage the use of audience analytics for maximizing reach. To account for
this ambivalence, this project investigates the extent to which the perceived voluntariness of an-
alytics use is associated with journalists’ role orientations. As previous research suggests, journal-
istic autonomy, as emphasized by the citizen orientation, often stands in tension with the use of
audience analytics (Petre, 2015; Welbers et al., 2016; Zamith, 2016; Zwicky, 2012). In contrast,
market-oriented approaches are more easily reconciled with the use of analytics. Therefore, the

following assumptions are made:
H2.1:  Voluntariness of audience analytics use is negatively associated with citizen orientation.
H2.2:  Voluntariness of audience analytics use is positively associated with consumer orientation.

Reflection on the use of audience analytics was identified as a key dimension in developing the
typology. According to Dewey (1933, p. 9), reflection can be defined as “active, persistent and
careful consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that
support it and the further conclusions to which it tends”. In the context of audience analytics in
journalism, this implies a critical examination of one’s routines and editorial decisions. Such
reflection should address the significance, implications, and limitations of metrics, rather than
applying them uncritically. It may also extend to journalism as a profession. For Pitzold (2012)
reflection is an integral part of professional journalism, particularly regarding the (overarching)
goals it serves.

Although prior research has emphasized the importance of reflection for a more differenti-
ated handling of metrics and for maintaining journalistic values (Ekstrom et al., 2022; Fiirst, 2020),
it remains unclear to what extent journalists actually reflect on their use of audience analytics
and how this is related to their role orientations. Since, for example, the click metric is often
equated with user interest, although it can represent a wide range of user behaviors, it is reasonable
to assume that role orientations emphasizing audience maximization, aligned with a market logic,
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are associated with lower levels of reflection, as represented by the Enthusiast type (Groot Kor-
melink & Costera Meijer, 2018; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017). In contrast, the citizen orientation
emphasizes critical journalism and democratic values, which suggests a higher degree of reflection

in this group, such as for the Integrator type.
H3.1:  Citizen orientation is positively associated with reflection on audience analytics use.

H3.2:  Consumer orientation is negatively associated with reflection on audience analytics use.

8.3 Methodological Approach

The research questions and related hypotheses lend themselves to a quantitative and standardized
approach. Since the project aims to capture subjective experiences and past behaviors of journal-
ists, a standardized survey is appropriate. This method allows for reaching a large number of par-
ticipants while also enabling the quantification of patterns that emerged from the first part of the
project. Given the connection between journalistic role orientations and normative ideals — which
may be affected by social desirability bias — a more anonymous format is particularly suitable.
Additionally, efforts were made to formulate survey items in a neutral and value-free manner
(Brosius et al., 2016; Doring, 2023). Data collection was conducted online using SoSci Survey. Par-
ticipants were required to be employed in online newsrooms. While journalists in print or analog
newsrooms may also be affected by audience analytics, they typically encounter these metrics only
indirectly. To simplify the sampling process, the focus was therefore placed on online journalists.

To avoid post-hoc rationalizations - that is, the risk that participants would link their re-
sponses too directly to audience analytics — the survey began with general questions about jour-
nalistic self-conception in order to measure role orientations. Established scales by Hanusch and
Tandoc (2017, p. 705) as well as Mellado et al. (2013, p. 865) were used. To prevent overly obvious
associations with specific role orientations, items representing different orientations were pre-
sented in mixed order. From the respective items, indices were formed, and their internal con-
sistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha. For the citizen orientation, the 6-item-scale yielded
a value of a = 0.79, indicating good internal consistency (Field, 2024). An example item for citizen

orientation was: “As a journalist, I provide readers with the information they need to make polit-
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ical decisions.” For consumer orientation, which was also based on six items, the internal con-
sistency was lower, with a = 0.69. This indicates questionable reliability, although the value bor-
ders on the acceptable threshold. Removing a single item would have led to only a marginal im-
provement in reliability. Therefore, the scale was retained in its original form - particularly to
ensure comprehensive coverage of the theoretical dimensions. Nonetheless, it is important to crit-
ically reflect on whether some dimensions — such as attracting the largest possible audience, of-
fering entertainment, or providing guidance — exclusively represent consumer orientation, or
whether, for instance, the goal of offering guidance might also align with a citizen-oriented per-
spective. An item representing consumer orientation was: “As a journalist, I focus on news that
attracts the broadest possible readership.” Agreement with these items was measured on a 7-point
Likert scale.

The use of individual metrics was assessed via a frequency 8-point scale ranging from
“never” to “constant use”. Each metric was explained using brief definitions and common syno-
nyms to ensure inclusivity and understanding among all respondents. Voluntariness was meas-
ured with six items adapted from Fischer and Kohr (1997), including statements such as “I am
strictly monitored in my daily work.” The internal consistency of the voluntariness scale was o =
0.83, which is considered good and supports index formation. However, for the purpose of further
analysis, the items were reverse-coded so that higher values would indicate higher levels of volun-
tariness. Reflection was captured through seven items based on Kember et al. (2000), adapted to
the context of audience analytics. These included items such as “I want to understand how the
results of individual metrics are generated and what they mean”. With an internal consistency of
a = 0.92, the scale can be rated as excellent, although this high value may also reflect item redun-
dancy. Nevertheless, the scale was retained in its original form due to its novelty and its essential
relevance for the research aims of this project. In addition, the survey measured acceptance of
audience analytics, journalistic experience and standard sociodemographic variables.

The questionnaire underwent a technical pretest to assess item clarity and comprehensibil-
ity. Only minor adjustments to phrasing and spelling were required. For participant recruitment,
newsrooms in German-speaking regions - including Germany, Austria, and the German-speak-
ing part of Switzerland - were contacted to broaden the potential sample. Journalists were con-

tacted via email, with an initial invitation followed by two reminder waves. Participants were also
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encouraged to share the survey with colleagues (see Appendix 2-01). The survey was open from
September 20, 2023, to November 14, 2023. In total, 434 responses were recorded. However, 77
cases had to be excluded after the initial screening question, which asked about employment in
online journalism. An additional 66 participants dropped out after the first item battery, and three
more cases were excluded for not using any of the four specified metrics. A check for patterned
clicking and implausible responses revealed no grounds for further exclusions. This resulted in
288 valid cases for analysis, although not all participants reported using every metric (see Appen-
dix 2-02). The average age of respondents was 39. The gender distribution was roughly balanced,
although gender data were missing in approximately 10% of the cases. Most participants had more
than four years of professional experience and worked primarily in the private sector. As expected,
the majority held academic degrees. The most frequently reported job title was “editor”, followed
by managerial positions. The frequent selection of the “other” category suggests a wide diversity

of job titles within journalism.

8.4  Analysis and Results: Metrics and Role Orientation

Addressing the first research question of this project — RQ 2: How does the use of individual metrics
relate to journalists’ role orientations? — the relationship between the usage of various metrics and
the role orientations of the surveyed journalists becomes central. Since no causal direction is pos-
tulated and a reciprocal relationship is assumed, correlation analyses are selected as the appropri-
ate method. The indices measuring role orientation are treated as metric variables, while the met-
ric usage is measured on an ordinal scale with non-equidistant intervals. Therefore, Pearson’s cor-
relation is not suitable, and the non-parametric Spearman’s rank-order correlation is used in-
stead (Table 4). This test is also more robust against outliers and violations of the normal distri-
bution (Gehrau et al., 2022). Analyses were conducted using R version 4.3.2 (R Core Team, 2023).!

With regard to the assumed positive relationship between consumer orientation and the
frequency of pageviews use (H1.1), a statistically significant correlation is found (significance level
set at 0.05), although the strength of the association is weak (Spearman’s p = 0.159, p =.009,

N =267). Thus, a higher degree of consumer orientation is associated with more frequent use of

1

The following packages were used for data processing and analysis in R (R Core Team, 2023): readx! (Wick-
ham & Bryan, 2025) , psych (Revelle, 2025b), dplyr (Wickham et al., 2023), Hmisc (Harrell, 2024), and ggplot2
(Wickham, 2023).
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the pageviews metric, supporting HI.1. However, the weak strength of the relationship suggests
that using pageviews does not automatically imply a strong market orientation. A similar associ-
ation was hypothesized for the traffic metric (H1.2), as although it differentiates by source, it ulti-
mately targets a core aspect of consumer orientation: maximizing audience size. Again, a weak
but statistically significant positive correlation is found (Spearman’s p = 0.141, p =.022,
N =260), thus H1.2 is also supported. Given the similarity between both metrics, this result is
unsurprising. Yet again, the weak relationship indicates that the use of strongly quantitatively fo-
cused metrics is not solely driven by consumer-oriented motivations. Whether this points to a
more differentiated reasoning must be examined in relation to levels of reflection. Regarding the
descriptive statistics of the page views and traffic metrics, it is evident that these are regularly used,
with the most frequently mentioned value for Page Views being “multiple times a day” (Me-
dian =5, Mode = 5, N = 283). The Traffic metric is used slightly less frequently, with the most
common value being “at least once a day” (Median = 4, Mode = 4, N = 274).

For the metric shares, a positive correlation with citizen orientation was hypothesized
(H1.3), based on its potential to support deliberative engagement. However, no statistically sig-
nificant correlation is found, making Spearman’s p uninterpretable in this case. As a result, HI1.3
must be rejected. Any expectations regarding the metric’s contribution to reciprocal exchange or
democratic debate - in line with citizen orientation — cannot be confirmed. It is also noteworthy
that only 206 participants reported using the shares metric regularly, indicating relatively limited
dissemination. Furthermore, the use of the metric is still relatively infrequent, with “never” being
the most frequently reported value (Median = 3, Mode = 1). Compared to other metrics, shares
appear to be of lesser importance in editorial routines. Regarding the hypothesized positive rela-
tionship between the time spent metric and citizen orientation (H1.4), no significant correlation
is identified either, requiring H1.4 to be rejected. Here too, the lower number of respondents
(N =237) suggests reduced prevalence of the metric. The use of this metric is somewhat more
frequent than for shares, but still only moderate, with “at least once per week” being the most
frequently reported value (Median = 3, Mode = 3). The initial rationale — that time spent may

function as a proxy for engagement with content — could therefore not be substantiated. Further-
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more, it remains possible that the use of metrics in general is not - or is less likely to be - asso-
ciated with citizen-oriented journalistic values (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Hanusch & Tandoc,

2017) (see Table 4 for overview of H1.1 to H1.4).

Table4: Spearman Correlation for Various Metrics

Correlation
Hypothesis (Spearman’s  p-Value N Outcome
rho)

HI1.1: Frequent use of pageviews is
positively associated with 0.159 0.009 267 supported
consumer orientation.

H1.2: Frequent use of traffic is
positively associated with 0.141 0.023 260 supported
consumer orientation.

H1.3: Frequent use of shares is
positively associated with 0.026 0.719 198 rejected
citizen orientation.

H1.4: Frequent use of time spent is
positively associated with -0.058 0.384 227 rejected
citizen orientation.

Note: Outcome indicates whether the hypothesis was supported based on p < .05.

8.4.1 Analysis and Results: Reflection on Use, Voluntariness and Role

Orientations

The second research question of this project seeks to explore the context and conditions under
which these metrics are used. The focus lies on two variables - voluntariness and reflection. Vol-
untariness addresses the organizational dimension within injunctive norms, aiming to assess
whether there is any pressure or compulsion to use analytics. Reflection was identified as a central
variable in the typology and is examined here in greater detail, also descriptively. This variable
aims to uncover to what extent the use of audience analytics and their effects on working routines
is critically reflected upon. In addition, the relationship between these two usage modes and
journalistic role orientations is of particular interest. Role orientations reflect the professional
component of injunctive norms within the Theory of Planned behavior. Specifically, the analysis
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considers whether advocates of the citizen orientation feel more compelled to use metrics, and
whether a consumer orientation — due to its stronger alignment with market-driven logic - is as-
sociated with lower levels of reflection. Since all the scales used in this part of the study are metric,
Pearson correlation was chosen as the statistical method (Gehrau et al., 2022). Despite deviations
from normal distribution, particularly for the reflection scale, this test was applied given the suf-
ficient sample size and the assumption of a linear relationship (Field, 2024).

It was initially hypothesized that voluntariness in the use of audience analytics would be
positively associated with a stronger consumer orientation (H2.2), and conversely, that it would
be negatively associated with a citizen orientation (H2.I). This assumption was based on prior
research indicating that audience analytics are generally perceived as more suitable for fulfilling
consumer-oriented goals (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020), while their use often appears to contradict
the values associated with a citizen orientation - at least from the journalists’ perspective (Dufty
et al., 2018). However, the analysis revealed the following findings (Table 5): For the relationship
between voluntariness in analytics use and consumer orientation, a statistically significant but
weak positive correlation was found, supporting H2.2 (r = 0.209, p < 0.01, N = 271). This result
aligns with the previously discussed compatibility and overarching market orientation of con-
sumer-oriented journalism. In contrast, no statistically significant relationship was found be-
tween citizen orientation and voluntariness, leading to the rejection of H2.1. Journalists with a
strong citizen orientation do not necessarily feel pressured to use audience analytics; rather, the
use of analytics appears to occur relatively independent of this role orientation.

With regard to the central role of reflection in this project, it was hypothesized that a
stronger consumer orientation would be associated with lower levels of reflection (H3.2), whereas
a citizen orientation, due to the journalism’s inherent critical function, would correlate with higher
levels of reflection (H3.1) (Furst, 2018; Hanitzsch, 2007; Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017a; Tandoc, 2014a;
Tandoc & Thomas, 2015). The analysis, however, provides only partial support for these as-
sumptions (Table 5). While there is a statistically highly significant relationship between reflec-
tion on audience analytics and citizen orientation (r = 0.212, p < 0.01, N = 271), the strength of
this relationship remains rather weak. Nonetheless, H3.1 can be confirmed. Overall, it appears that

a stronger citizen orientation is indeed associated with a more reflective use of metrics. Surpris-
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ingly, no negative correlation was found for consumer orientation. On the contrary, a highly sig-
nificant and moderately strong positive relationship emerged (r = 0.367, p < 0.01, N = 271),
leading to the rejection of H3.2 (see Table 5 for overview of H2.1 to H3.2). This result challenges
the general assumption that consumer orientation necessarily corresponds to an uncritical use
of audience analytics. One possible explanation is that a stronger orientation toward audience
needs may encourage a more thorough engagement with audience analytics, thereby increasing
reflection on their usefulness. Furthermore, it is also conceivable, given the structure of the scale,
that participants reflect on the functionality and interpretation of audience analytics without nec-
essarily questioning their coherence with journalistic values, as the items were formulated in a

rather general manner.

Table 5: Person correlation voluntariness, reflection and role orientations

Correlation
Hypothesis p-value N Outcome

(Pearson’s r)

H2.1: Voluntariness of audience
analytics use is negativel
ylics use 1s negatively 0.107 0.079 271 rejected
associated with citizen

orientation.

H2.2: Voluntariness of audience
analytics use is positivel
ylics use 1s positively 0.209 <001 271 supported
associated with consumer

orientation.

H3.1: Citizen orientation is
itivel iated with
posTHvETly assoctated wi 0.212 <0.01 271 supported
reflection on audience

analytics use.

H3.2: Consumer orientation is
tivel iated with
negatively assoclated Wi 0.367 <0.01 271 rejected
reflection on audience

analytics use.

Note: Outcome indicates whether the hypothesis was supported based on p < .05.

A descriptive examination of the reflection index also yields interesting insights. With a mean

of M =4.52 on a 7-point Likert scale, the results indicate a moderately high level of reflection,
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suggesting that journalists regularly reconsider their use of metrics. However, reflection does not
appear to be a constant concern - implying that, in the day-to-day newsroom routine, it may re-
ceive less attention. The standard deviation of SD = 1.57 indicates moderate dispersion, meaning
that there are journalists who reflect significantly more or less than the average. The distribution
is not normal but right-skewed, with relatively few cases showing very low levels of reflection (Fig-
ure 2). Instead, the distribution is concentrated in the medium to moderately high range, indi-
cating that a large share of respondents considers themselves reflective in their use of audience
analytics. Overall, the voluntariness of analytics use is rated as moderate (M = 4.18; SD = 1.33;
N =271), indicating that there may be some organizational requirements to use audience analyt-
ics, but that it is not strictly enforced. Regarding role orientations, the results show a relatively
strong tendency toward citizen orientation (M = 5.04; SD = 1.16; N = 307), supporting prior re-
search that highlights the ongoing relevance of this normative framework. However, consumer
orientation is only slightly lower (M = 4.54; SD = 0.98; N = 307), suggesting a convergence in the

perceived importance of both orientations (for an overview of the analysis see Appendix 2-03).
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Figure 2: Histogram for the Reflection on Audience Analytics Index
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8.5 Conclusion and Implications

This project pursued two main objectives. First, it sought to move beyond the assumption of a
uniform or undifferentiated use of audience analytics, as such an assumption fails to capture the
diversity of available metrics and their respective purposes. Building on existing literature that
suggests a close link between audience analytics use and consumer orientation (Belair-Gagnon et
al., 2020; Ferrucci, 2020; Tandoc, 2014a), the project examined the relationship between individual
metrics and journalistic role orientations. To ensure variance, a “most different metrics” design
was applied. The second objective was to take a closer look at the component of subjective norms
within the Theory of Planned Behavior. In doing so, the project applied an analytical distinction
between injunctive norms: organizational expectations, represented here by the voluntariness
of use, and professional norms, reflected in journalistic role orientations. Furthermore, the project
aimed to deepen the understanding of reflection on audience analytics use by applying a newly

developed scale, and to explore how this reflection relates to journalists’ role orientations.

114



Cracking Open Audience Analytics: How Individual Metrics Relate to Role Orientations 8

8.5.1 Questioning Assumptions About Individual Metrics

With regard to the first objective, the expected result emerged: a positive, albeit weak, correlation
between the metrics pageviews and traffic with consumer orientation. However, the assumption
that less quantitatively driven metrics such as time spent and shares would correlate with citizen
orientation, on the grounds that they might be used more for deliberative purposes, could not be
confirmed. This opens up several possible explanations: Quantitative metrics may inherently lend
themselves to the execution of a consumer orientation, or conversely, consumer orientation may
promote the use of such metrics, even though the observed effect was small. This suggests that
other factors might also be relevant, for instance, it may not primarily be the journalist’s orienta-
tion that determines metric use, but rather whether these metrics are standard within a newsroom
and, for example, regularly displayed or sent via email. As for the lack of association with citizen
orientation, several explanations are also plausible. One possibility is a disconnect between role
orientation and actual metrics usage: a form of pragmatic use in everyday editorial practice,
whereas citizen orientation may instead represent more overarching professional ideals. Of
course, the choice of metrics included in the study may also play a role here, as shares and time
spent were used far less frequently, particularly in comparison to pageviews. Moreover, the differ-

ence between approval of the two role orientations was also smaller than expected.

8.5.2 Questioning Assumptions About Reflection and Role Orientations

In relation to the second objective, exploring the mode of analytics use in more detail and exam-
ining the role of reflection, the analysis revealed a positive correlation between voluntariness of
use and consumer orientation. This finding is generally plausible, as journalists with a market-
oriented perspective may be less troubled by the idea of audience analytics becoming a mandatory
part of editorial routines. In contrast, no significant correlation was found between voluntariness
and citizen orientation. This aligns with previous findings suggesting that these two aspects - vol-
untariness of use and citizen orientation — might be considered relatively independent of one an-
other. From a descriptive standpoint, a moderate level of voluntariness was observed overall, in-
dicating that analytics use is not generally perceived as being forced upon journalists. The re-

lationship between reflection and citizen orientation was, as expected, positive. This fits the
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broader picture, as citizen orientation inherently involves a more critical journalistic stance. How-
ever, the absence of a negative correlation between reflection and consumer orientation was some-
what surprising. Instead, a positive and even stronger correlation was observed. One possible ex-
planation is that the user-centric nature of consumer orientation may actually encourage more
frequent questioning of whether audience analytics are (still) appropriate tools to gauge audience
needs. This challenges the often-assumed notion that market-oriented journalists use audi-
ence analytics blindly or uncritically.

That said, while the scale developed in this study is valuable for being the first to measure
reflection in the context of audience analytics, it primarily captures whether journalists reflect and
not the purpose or direction of their reflection. An alternative explanation is, therefore, that
journalists with different role orientations reflect on different aspects of analytics: for example,
consumer-oriented journalists may reflect on whether they are using the “right” metrics to max-
imize reach, not necessarily whether the use of metrics aligns with journalistic values. This means
that both the quality and the objective of reflection need closer scrutiny. In light of the conceptual
typology developed earlier, it becomes clear that types like the Enthusiast may indeed engage in
reflection — but primarily to consider how to better use audience analytics appeal to emotions,
rather than to preserve traditional journalistic values. Other types, such as the Integrator, may

incorporate different considerations into their reflection processes.

8.5.3 Implications for the Overarching Questions

With regard to the broader question of quantification in the context of increasing commodifica-
tion in journalism, several implications can be drawn. First, it appears that highly quantitative
metrics are indeed associated with a market orientation. This suggests that making performance
measurable may foster alignment with market logics — and vice versa. However, this effect is not
absolute and leaves room for other motivations behind analytics use. The fact that pageviews are
used multiple times per day by many respondents indicates that this metric has become widely
embedded in editorial routines. Second, while the citizen orientation still receives considerable
support among journalists, the gap to consumer orientation is relatively small. This suggests that
role orientations aligned with market principles are now well established and may even coexist

on nearly equal footing with deliberative ideals within newsrooms. Third, the assumption that

116



Cracking Open Audience Analytics: How Individual Metrics Relate to Role Orientations 8

consumer orientation inevitably leads to uncritical behavior can no longer be upheld. On the con-
trary, the findings indicate that consumer orientation is associated with heightened levels of
reflection, meaning that journalists actively engage with the functionality and application of met-
rics. However, this reflection may still be driven by commercial motives, such as optimizing prod-
ucts for market success. Fourth, the overall level of voluntariness in analytics use was moderate.
This suggests that audience analytics have been integrated into newsroom routines by manage-
ment but do not dominate them entirely. In turn, this indicates that the profession may still be
able to draw boundaries and uphold its own evaluative standards, which are not entirely sup-

planted by audience analytics (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).

8.5.4 Limitations and Outlook

This project involves several limitations, both in terms of its methodological approach and its an-
alytical scope. First, only a limited number of metrics were included, and the increasingly im-
portant “conversions” metric was excluded. This decision was necessary due to its ambiguity but
also meant missing out on valuable insights that could have contributed to a broader understand-
ing of analytics use (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Newman et al., 2024). Regarding the scales, the
internal consistency for consumer orientation proved to be relatively low. This calls for a critical
examination of whether its components, such as emotional appeal, service, and audience max-
imization, truly align with the same underlying orientation. It is conceivable, for instance, that
audience maximization is pursued independently of whether emotional content is emphasized.
The reflection scale was used for the first time in this context and therefore represents a valuable
step in measuring critical engagement with audience analytics. However, its very high internal
consistency may indicate redundancy among items. Furthermore, the scale does not qualify the
nature of reflection, leaving too much room for interpretation and failing to account for the
benchmark informing reflective practices.

Regarding the hypotheses, it would have been possible to formulate assumptions for both
role orientations across all metrics. For example, it could have been tested whether citizen orien-
tation is also associated with the use of pageviews. However, this would have overloaded the study

design and lacked a clear theoretical and empirical basis. Despite these limitations, the project’s
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core objective - differentiating audience analytics use by metric — has proven to be a valuable ap-
proach. It revealed distinct and sometimes non-existent relationships with role orientations.
Moreover, a closer examination of subjective norms, as conceptualized within the Theory of
Planned Behavior, has shown to be fruitful. Both the descriptive and analytical results provided
new insights into how these norms relate to reflection on metrics. The same applies to journalistic
role orientations, which, although their binary structure may be questioned, nonetheless offer a
robust conceptual foundation, particularly for capturing market orientation. Lastly, despite the
acknowledged bidirectional relationship between use and norms, the integration of these compo-
nents into a comprehensive model, one that also includes reflection, remains a desirable goal for
future research.

However, in light of the increasing convergence between market-oriented and normatively
grounded role orientations, it is worthwhile to take a step back and more closely examine the
shifting boundaries within the journalistic profession. In the previous project, only journalistic
personnel were surveyed. Yet, they no longer solely determine how editorial processes related to
audience analytics are structured, nor how the resulting insights are handled (Fiirst, 2020; Petre,
2018; Slacek Brlek et al., 2017). To better understand these potential shifts and the underlying
developments, the next step incorporates the perspective of analytics experts. The aim is to ex-
plore their relationship with journalists and the resulting implications for journalistic production.
Once again, journalistic role orientations can serve as a conceptual lens to assess the boundaries
of the profession. It becomes particularly relevant to investigate how these boundaries characterize
the relationship between journalists and analytics experts, whether the latter adopt journalistic
role orientations themselves, or whether they seek to challenge and redefine professional bound-

aries in favor of establishing their own (new) role orientations.
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Boundaries

Building on the previous projects, which focused on the use of audience analytics and how this is
shaped by organizational, professional, and individual factors, this project shifts attention to a
newsroom-centered perspective. It explores the impact of audience analytics on the journalistic
profession and its boundaries, the second thematic area. While using the insights about audi-
ence analytics use, the focus here is placed on the emerging role of the analytics expert and their
interaction with journalists within newsroom settings. Although existing research has examined
the business strategies of analytics companies and their engagement with the boundaries of jour-
nalism, as well as the organizational shift of resources toward analytics specialists, it remains un-
clear how this emerging group interacts with editorial staff and what influence it exerts on
journalistic practices (Belair-Gagnon & Holton, 2018; Costera Meijer, 2020; Petre, 2015; Slacek
Brlek et al., 2017).

Analyzing this new role in isolation - either solely through the perspective of journalists or
analytics experts — appears insufficient. Instead, their role must be understood as relational and
context-dependent. Drawing on the concepts of boundary work and journalistic role orienta-
tions, this project explores the relationship between journalists and analytics experts across thir-
teen German news media organizations. Based on interviews conducted with both professional
groups, the project investigates how the presence of analytics experts influences journalistic role
orientations and news production processes. Moreover, this project critically examines the con-
vergence of both roles, exploring the extent to which journalists internalize the logic of the ana-

lytics expert and thereby contribute to transforming the very boundaries of own their profession

9.1 Problem Statement

Audience analytics facilitate a closer integration of the audience into news production and fuel
normative expectations that journalism should engage with audiences to overcome financial con-
straints (Costera Meijer, 2020; Ferrucci et al., 2020; Nelson & Schmidt, 2022). Hence, they mark a
(novel) value system incentivizing to focus on the presentation of news rather than on original
reporting. In numerous news organizations analytics have become a superior standard for deter-

mining the value of news, leading to the integration of specialized roles dedicated to analytics and
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the audience perspective (Chua & Westlund, 2019; Ekstrém et al., 2022; Ferrer-Conill & Tandoc,
2018). Consequently, journalists now (have to) deal with analytics experts, at times inducing
power transfers towards non-journalistic staft (Dodds et al., 2023; Dollah & Tandoc, 2022). Given
this imposed collaboration, the key question arises of how the relationship between journalists
and analytics experts shape news production and the profession itself.

In approaching this question, journalistic role orientations, however, may fall short in cap-
turing the role held by analytics experts in newsrooms, challenging the established boundaries of
journalism. Given concerns about an increasing market orientation and uncertainty of the jour-
nalistic profession concerning their audiences, it is critical to assess the dynamics between analysts
and journalists and their impact on media production (Ferrucci, 2020; Nelson, 2018; Tandoc &
Thomas, 2015). The potential erosion of journalistic standards poses a risk to journalism as a cor-
rective force in politics and limits their scope for society. Therefore, the analysis extends beyond
the well-explored territory of the impact of audience analytics on news production to scrutinize
the role of analytics experts and their relation with journalists to shed light on who holds author-
ity in interpreting analytics and shaping editorial decisions.

Regarding audience analytics, literature finds that many journalists exhibit hesitation in in-
corporating them into their daily routines while others try to match journalistic requirements with
analytics (Christin & Petre, 2020; Hendrickx et al., 2021). This leads some scholars to advocate for
closer integration of analytics experts, others assert a loss in quality and less original content due
to targeting large audiences (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Elsheikh et al., 2024; Fiirst, 2020). The
typology derived in the first project spans various reactions to audience analytics. However, it only
displays one type without a journalistic background - the Expert. Hence, this project builds on
this to provide a more detailed picture of the new role.

Audience analytics exert a multifaceted impact on media production. Lamot and Paulussen
(2020) identify six areas impacted: Story placement, story packaging (adaptations to the original
article), story planning and story imitation (monitoring successful competitor content and pro-
ducing similar content), performance evaluation and audience conception. Moreover, audience
analytics-related skills are highly valued, while original journalistic reporting is often taken for
granted (Ekstrom et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2019). However, it remains largely unclear to what extent

findings on the integration of audience analytics into journalistic practices can be transferred to
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their human representatives, namely, analytics experts. Moreover, the mode of interaction be-
tween journalists and analytics experts remains underexplored, making it unclear whether audi-
ence analytics use is met with a confrontational stance — or whether these individuals, much like
the Integrator type, may in fact help overcome reservations and contribute to a more reflective use
of metrics.

To address these challenges, this project employs a combination of boundary work and
journalistic role orientations as framework to refine the above-mentioned key question into the-
oretically grounded research questions. Drawing on a total of 26 in-depth interviews with jour-
nalists and analytics experts across 13 German media organizations, it aims to discern patterns in
this relationship and explore how analytics experts redefine the boundaries of traditional journal-
istic roles. This investigation spans various organizational contexts to encompass diverse inter-

nal dynamics (Belair-Gagnon & Holton, 2018).

9.2  Using Role Orientations to Demarcate Journalism’s Boundaries

Role orientations represent a key lens for analyzing the boundaries of the profession and for de-
fining appropriate journalistic practices, as they capture the “discursive construction of institu-
tional values, attitudes, and beliefs with regards to the position of journalism in society and, con-
sequently, to the communicative ideals journalists are embracing in their work” (Carlson & Lewis,
2015; Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017a; Zelizer, 1993). Role orientations were already a central element of
the previous projects and have been thoroughly presented in terms of their key characteristics.
Additionally, based on the project’s own survey data, questions were raised about whether the
consumer orientation and its properties, as measured and conceptualized here, still constitutes a
coherent role orientation. Given the centrality of the tension between professional norms and
market orientation to this work, and the way this tension is aptly captured through role orienta-
tions, they will again serve as an analytical framework in this project - although their limitations
will be acknowledged. Despite being dichotomous, and recognizing that journalists often balance
both orientations (van der Wurff & Schoenbach, 2014), this classification provides a solid foun-
dation for assessing the impact of audience-related roles on journalism, particularly given the
commercial objectives associated with audience analytics.

Since this project addresses the internal fault lines within newsrooms and the often-con-
flicting demands placed on journalists, the analysis will not only consider role orientations as such,
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but also examine how these orientations are enacted. This is particularly relevant in understanding
how the boundaries of the profession are drawn, as these are shaped not only by internal attitudes,
but - perhaps more crucially - by (journalistic) actions. Therefore, by acknowledging that jour-
nalists may not always do what they say, role performance as behavioral dimension is added to
role orientation (Mellado & van Dalen, 2017). For role orientations to translate into behavior, and
vice versa, for behavior to influence role orientations, several stages are involved. Starting from
the normative expectations of role orientations (what journalists should do), cognitive roles
emerge (what they want to do) through a selection of normative ideals that align with individual
aims and organizational conditions. These cognitive roles, in turn, inform practiced roles (what
journalists actually do) within role performance. Finally, these practices are reflected upon in nar-
rated roles (what they say they do), forming a feedback loop to the normative level.

This analytical distinction shall not suggest that journalists’ actions are fundamentally de-
tached from their role orientation but rather demonstrate the discursive nature of journalistic
roles. External factors, including national context and organizational prerequisites, wield a sub-
stantial influence on the alignment between role orientations and journalistic actions (Hanitzsch
& Vos, 2017b; Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). This conceptualization is valuable for two reasons:
Firstly, journalistic actions such as the integration of analytics experts into workflows and the dis-
course surrounding it may ultimately shape normative role orientations. Second, it highlights the
importance of organizational contexts in shaping not only how existing journalistic roles are en-

acted, but also how new roles emerge and take shape within the newsroom.

9.3  Maintaining a Fuzzy Profession: Boundary Work in Journalism

Boundary work as “purposeful individual and collective effort to influence the social, symbolic,
material and temporal boundaries, demarcations and distinctions affecting groups, occupations
and organizations” (Langley et al., 2019, p. 2) provides a valuable lens for analyzing the integration
of new roles into an existing profession like journalism. However, journalism as an “uninsulated
profession” (Schudson, 1978) is hard to grasp which begs the question what exactly needs to be
protected by boundaries here. Due to rather weak regulatory protection and constant technolog-
ical shifts journalism struggles to establish a stable profession (Carlson, 2015; Ryfe, 2012). This

amplified by economic constraints changing requirements and skillsets, e.g. journalists need to
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market themselves and their content (Carlson, 2018; Tandoc & Vos, 2015). Despite these imped-
iments journalism strives for professionalization by employing role orientations — such as citi-
zen orientation - containing, for instance, the commitment to factual information and a watchdog
mentality emphasizing its relevance for society (Lewis, 2012; Singer, 2015).

While Carlson (2015) successfully applies the concept to journalism, addressing the re-
search question at hand requires extending it to include the perspective of analytics experts, who
may either conform to the profession’s boundaries or challenge them. Additionally, there is the
possibility that journalists themselves expand the boundaries of their profession to integrate ana-
lytics colleagues. To capture these reactions the three distinct goals of boundary work have to be
applied to both groups: expansion, expulsion, and protection of autonomy. Expansion refers to
including new areas into a profession and thereby extending its boundaries. This encompasses
integrating former non-journalists or adapting new practices such as the use of audience analytics.
Expulsion serves as a means to maintain or even tighten the boundaries of the profession by ex-
cluding former members for their deviant behavior. This includes the public dismissal of journal-
ists engaged in the fabrication of stories and, therefore, is also threatening gesture to insiders of
the profession. While extension and expulsion deal with the enlargement or reduction of what
journalism means, protection of autonomy addresses outside forces willing to influence the pro-
fession. These outside forces do not claim to belong to journalism but their intention is to change
the profession of journalism as a whole e.g., advertisers wishing to influence the coverage about
them (Carlson & Lewis, 2015). Analytics companies, for instance, anticipate this desire for auton-
omy and potential expulsion by deferring to journalistic norms and disguising managerial inten-
tions (Gieryn, 1983; Petre, 2018).

While analytics experts can only react to expulsion or attempts to protect journalistic au-
tonomy, they can actively engage in the expansion of boundaries. Therefore, expansion is further
nuanced into boundary spanning, boundary blurring and boundary breaching (Langley et al.,
2019; Lindberg et al., 2017). Boundary spanning is about finding a common ground between the
professionals and outsiders, e.g. by translating knowledge (Bechky, 2003; Evans & Scarbrough,
2014). Blurring indicates that professions become intertwined and their boundaries are obscured
e.g. between journalism and public relations (Loosen, 2015). Breaching refers to the demolition

of existing boundaries to create new ones (Zietsma & Lawrence, 2010). Audience analytics experts
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could align analytics with journalistic goals (boundary spanning), claim that audience analytics
are inherently journalistic (boundary blurring) or try to establish them as standard for selection at

the expense of traditional standards (boundary breaching). Table 6 visualizes how types of bound-

ary work may be performed by journalists and analytics experts.

Table 6: Types of Boundary Work by Journalists and Analytics Experts
Journalists Analytics Experts
Expansion Including new areas and practices to  Attempts to enter and shape the
extend the field. field.
Expansion: Finding common ground with Approaching the field by
Boundary Spanning (formerly) non-journalistic roles and  emphasizing intersections
tasks. Example: Analytics experts align
Example: Journalists incorporate audience analytics with
audience analytics into journalistic ~ journalistic goals.
workflows.
Expansion: Engaging in (formerly) non- Framing (formerly) non-
Boundary Blurring journalistic tasks journalistic tasks as journalistic
Example: Editors-in-chief closely an(li(/or performing journalistic
observe audience analytics to inform task.
the selection of stories. Example: Analytics experts
engage in news production based
on audience analytics.
Expansion: Engaging in practices that Challenging traditional
Boundary Breaching fundamentally alter journalistic journalistic norms by prioritizing
norms. data-driven approaches.
Example: Journalists neglect Example: Analytics experts
traditional selection criteria to reframe success of news stories
optimize audience appeal. towards the number of clicks.
Expulsion Defending traditional journalistic Facing resistance and pushback

roles and practices by suspending
certain practices.

Example: Labelling audience
analytics as commercial and non-
journalistic.

from journalists.

Example: Analytics experts and
their expertise are neglected.
Therefore, journalistic norms are
anticipated.
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Journalists Analytics Experts
Protection of Maintaining journalistic Navigating and potentially
Autonomy independence from external circumventing journalistic
pressures. defenses.
Example: Strategically utilizing Example: Framing audience
analytics without allowing them to analytics in ways that align with
dominate editorial choices. journalistic values or obscuring

their commercial nature.

Note: Framework adapted from Carlson (2015).

Regarding contextual factors, the relationship between journalists and analytics experts, as well as
potential patterns of boundary work, can be shaped by organizational prerequisites, such as
newsroom organization. Lischka (2015) finds greater cooperation between online and offline jour-
nalists when working with a central news desk, while Larrondo et al. (2016) emphasize the im-
portance of spatial proximity for cooperation. By considering both internal and external per-
spectives of the profession, this framework presents a solid basis to explore the presence and im-
pact of analytics experts within journalism, integrating traditional journalistic values with the

unique approaches of analytics experts.

9.4  Research Questions

Building on the identified conceptualizations of boundary work and role orientations, this project
seeks to scrutinize whether the relationship between journalists and analytics experts leads to an
expansion of the profession or to defensive actions. This leads to the following overarching re-

search question:

RQ3:  How does the emergence of analytics expert roles impact patterns of boundary work within

journalism?

This project aims to establish a relational typology of analytics experts that reflects the patterns
of boundary work mentioned in RQ 3. To inform this typology, the relational dynamics between
journalists and analytics experts need to be characterized first. This involves analyzing the impact

of analytics experts on production processes and (emerging) role orientations.
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RQ 3.1: How does the relationship between journalists and analytics experts manifest, and what are its

impacts on journalistic practices and role orientations?

9.5 Methodological Approach

To explore how the emergence of analytics experts generates patterns of boundary work and how
these are reflected in their relationship with journalists, in-depth interviews were conducted with
both journalists and their analytics expert counterparts — some of them working for the same or-
ganization. This comparative approach provided insights into everyday practices and mutual
evaluations of both roles, potentially uncovering the reasoning behind these evaluations. Identi-
fying analytics experts was challenging due to varying job titles — even within organizations.
Therefore, “analytics experts” were defined as those whose primary work involves audience ana-
lytics tasks, such as analyzing audience data, providing reports, and making content suggestions
based on audience analytics. Moreover, they had to work in a media organization that produces
news content.

Data collection involved two phases. The first phase comprised 18 in-depth interviews
with nine analytics experts and nine journalists across five media organizations, allowing the
unique opportunity to contextualize their relationship within the same organizational environ-
ment. Learnings from the first interview and analysis phase were subsequently used to inform the
second phase, which involved 8 additional interviews with four analytics experts and four jour-
nalists from additional media organizations. Despite lacking counterparts in this phase, it allowed
to validate and expand upon the identified patterns across more diverse organizational contexts.
Lastly, a combined analysis of all interviews from both phases facilitated a more aggregate level of
identified types.

In total, 26 interviews across 13 media organizations in Germany were conducted (see
Appendix 3-02). Participants were recruited via email and LinkedIn, following a dual approach by
targeting both journalists and analytics experts, ensuring that the latter spent at least half of their
time on audience analytics-related tasks meeting the predefined criteria. Sampling aimed for di-
verse organizational settings regarding size, circulation area, and market orientation. The sample
includes nationwide ‘quality news media’ as well as regional and local news outlets. Since most
regional and some local outlets belong to larger publication groups, newsroom size may not accu-

rately reflect market orientation, which was addressed in the interviews. Additionally, to reflect
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Germany’s dualist media system and provide a comparison for market orientation, we included
two Public Service Media outlets. Positions for journalists included editors, chief editors and re-
porters, whereas analytics experts held a more varied range of roles. Most participants had been
in their current position for one to five years, suggesting a medium level of experience, although
some had been with the organization longer but in different roles.

To ensure confidentiality, participants’ names and organizations were anonymized. Inter-
views, conducted via video calls from October 2021 to January 2022, lasted between 30 and 85
minutes depending on participants’ schedules, with most interviews lasting approximately one
hour. The interview guide included open-ended questions about general practices in news pro-
duction and audience analytics use. Only after that cooperation with new roles, and journalists’
general role orientation was addressed (see Appendix 3-01). This approach was chosen to avoid
presuming causal relationships and to prevent socially desirable answers, given that audience an-
alytics can be a sensitive issue for some journalists. For analytics experts, a slightly modified inter-
view guide was used, focusing on their role in the newsroom and associated news production
routines. In the second interview phase, participants were asked similar questions, but with a
stronger focus on the relationship between journalists and analytics experts. Interviews were rec-
orded via MS Teams and transcribed for analysis. Table 7 shows participants and their respective
organizations from phase I, while Table 8 indicates the same characteristics for the participants of

the second phase.

Table7: Interview Participants from the First Phase

Years in
Code Gender Affiliation Position .. Organization
position
PO1-1 female Journalist Editor 3-4 PO1: national
quality news
publisher
PO1-2 male Journalist Editor 4 PO1
PO1-3 female Analytics expert  Audience 1 PO1
Manager
PO1-4 male Journalist Online Editor 3 PO1
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Yearsi
Code Gender Affiliation Position ea.rs' n Organization
position
PO1-5 female Analytics expert  Audience 4-5 PO1
Developer
PO1-6 male Analytics expert Business 3 PO1
Correspondent
PO2-1 female Journalist Editor 15 PO2: national
quality news
publisher
PO2-2 female Journalist Head of 2 PO2
Department
PO2-3 male Analytics expert  Editorial 4 PO2
Developer
PO3-1 female Analytics expert  Editorial 1 PO3: regional
Developer publisher
PO3-2 female Analytics expert  Analyst 2 PO3
PO3-3 female Journalist Digital Reporter <1 PO3
PO3-4 male Journalist Digital Reporter 2 PO3
PO4-1 male Journalist Chief Editor 2 PO4: local
publisher
PO4-2 male Analytics expert Audience 3 PO4
Developer
PSM1-1  male Journalist Deputy Chief 5 PSM1: regional
Editor public service
media unit
PSM1-2  male Analytics expert  Project 17 PSM1
Manager
PSM1-3  male Analytics expert Product Owner 3 PSM1
Note: Participants are labeled PO for private media organizations and PSM for Public Service

Media.
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Table 8: Interview Participants from the Second Phase
... ... Years in ..
Code Gender Affiliation Position . Organization
position
PO5-1 male Analytics expert ~ Software Devel-  4-5 POS5: national
oper publisher
PO6-1 female Analytics expert Head of 2 POG6: regional
Audience publisher
Development
PO7-1 female Analytics expert Head of Digital 5 PO7: regional
publisher
PO8-1 male Analytics expert  Product <1 POB8: national
Manager magazine pub-
lisher
PO9-1 male Journalist Chief Editor 6 PO9: local pub-
lisher
PO10-1 female Journalist Chief Editor 1 PO10: regional
Online publisher
PO11-1 male Journalist Homepage <1 POL11: national
Editor quality news
publisher
PSM2-1 male Journalist Online Editor 3 PSM2: national
public service
unit
Note: Participants are labeled PO for private media organizations and PSM for Public Service

Media.

Since this project builds upon conceptualizations of boundary work and role orientations in jour-
nalism, they formed the backbone of the qualitative analysis. The MaxQDA coding scheme en-
compassed three fundamental categories derived from the literature review: types of boundary
work, characteristics of role orientations, and uses of audience analytics in news production. These
were further refined by subcategories of varying orders. A fourth major category explored the
relationship between analytics experts and journalists, identifying patterns such as cooperation,

competition, or conflict, and coding reasons for these relationship dynamics (see Appendix 3-03).
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After the initial content structuring, these the deductive main categories were extended by induc-
tive sub-categories to capture more aspects than initially conceptualized, including the proprietary
role orientation identified for analytics experts, which did not consistently align with the existing
categories (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Mayring, 2019).

Coding rules for deductive categories relied on definitions from the literature, while induc-
tive categories were grounded in anchoring examples noted in memos attached to each code. En-
tire sentences meeting the criteria were coded accordingly. Multiple codes could be assigned to a
single fragment, highlighting possible intersections. Codes were reviewed when coded fragments
provided more detailed insights than the original category, resulting in refined subcategories ap-
plied across all data through iterative coding rounds. This approach facilitated the generation of
summaries for each category across all interviews, revealing overarching patterns (see Appendix
3-04). Additionally, the analysis aimed to uncover links between categories, such as how the re-

lationship between both roles intersected with patterns of boundary work (Meyen et al., 2019).

9.6  Results: Identifying Relevant Context for an Analyst Expert Typology

Before the intended typology of analytics experts in relational terms to journalists can be devel-
oped, and before the overarching question on boundary work patterns can be fully addressed, the
sub-question RQ 3.1: How does the relationship between journalists and analytics experts manifest,
and what are its impacts on journalistic practices and role orientations? must be answered to pro-
vide sufficient context. Based on findings regarding their influence on content production and
implications for role orientations — both for journalists and analytics experts — this more compre-
hensive understanding will serve as a foundation for identifying different types of analytics ex-

perts and examining their roles within editorial offices.

9.6.1 Selective Tolerance: Impact on News Production

Using the classification by Lamot and Paulussen (2020), this project identifies story placement,
story packaging (adaptations to the original article), story planning and performance evaluation
as frequent patterns of audience analytics use. Moreover, audience conception was a prevalent

pattern. However, the most frequent pattern observed across all organizations was performance
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evaluation, with both journalists and analytics experts closely monitoring analytics to assess au-
dience success. This activity illustrates journalists’ efforts at boundary spanning, incorporating
performance evaluation into their professional skillset. However, a strong emphasis on perfor-
mance metrics, such as the display of key figures on newsroom screens, was linked to boundary
blurring and a stronger influence of analytics experts. This trend was particularly evident in media
organizations that had recently undergone structural changes. This suggests a threshold for per-
formance evaluation: it appears to be a widely accepted practice for which journalists are willing
to expand the boundaries of their profession, especially if performance evaluation was already part
of their work. However, in newsrooms undergoing transition, performance evaluation can be-
come a dominant force, thereby strengthening the role of analytics experts within the editorial
hierarchy but also that of journalists who advocate for a more intense performance evaluation

based on audience analytics.

Yes, our new editor-in-chief for sure, numbers are very important to him. Well, in the past, you
could sometimes start a project just like that, ‘Yeah, sounds cool, let’s do it.” Nowadays, everything

has to at least have some rough goals. (PO6-1, analytics expert, regional publisher)

Topic placement varied across organizations: Using analytics experts” advice to decide on place-
ments was common but some did so only for certain topics, especially in more prestigious quality
news outlets. Here, prominent places were reserved for topics that were perceived as journalisti-
cally relevant, although the duration of articles in these positions often hinged on their perfor-
mance. In terms of topic planning, analytics experts frequently suggested topics likely to perform
well, prompting journalists to develop a keen sense for high-performing topics through regular
analytics checks, thereby illustrating boundary spanning from both sides. However, certain topics
were chosen regardless of performance, indicating a selective influence and protection of auton-
omy. This pattern of retaining control over some topics was evident across various organizational

contexts.

But to do this work, to reflect. What is actually going on? And what can I do with it? That’s a job
that even audience analytics can’t do for me. But how I implement it and whether I was right.

(PO2-1, journalist, national quality news publisher)
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Lastly, story packaging frequently involved requests from analytics experts for post-publication
modifications when performance expectations were not met. However, compliance to those re-
quests depended on time constraints. Often, the priority was on developing new topics rather
than revising already published content, reflecting journalists’ expulsion of certain analytics-re-
lated activities and the consultative role of analytics experts. It again becomes evident that the
influence of analytics on news production is not absolute; other factors and established newsroom

routines can override or outweigh analytics-driven considerations.

9.6.2 Walking on the Edge: Integrating Audience Analytics into Role Orienta-

tions

The previous part revealed the integration of audience analytics into news production and with it
the expansion of boundaries by journalists but also the deliberate blurring of lines by analytics
experts. Consequently, journalists develop strategies to cope with the presence and demands of

analytics experts, leading to modifications or protective measures in their role orientations.

9.6.3 A Turn Towards Consumer Orientation?

One strategy identified comprises journalists rejecting or avoiding engagement with analytics ex-
perts to safeguard their autonomy, emphasizing their commitment to values of citizen orientation.
However, this approach often leads to conflicts, both with analytics experts and other journal-
ists. In many media organizations, where analytics experts are fully integrated into newsroom
teams and hold authority over news selection granted by management, this strategy proves im-
practical. A second strategy involves a more flexible approach integrating audience analytics and
the resulting audience conception into journalistic role orientations. Consumer orientation inter-
lopes here since it already strongly incorporates audience desires via market orientation. While
striving to balance boundary spanning and protection of autonomy, most journalists selectively
adjust their role orientations, maintaining a watchdog mentality while incorporating expert

feedback to enhance readership engagement, particularly for certain topics.

So ultimately, we can’t let the readers completely dictate what topics we give them, but we just

have to balance it out there, so maybe give the readers a little bit more of what they’re interested
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in, but still continue to do other topics that we think are important because of other things (POI-

1, journalist, national quality news publisher)

A third strategy involves blurring or even breaching the boundaries between journalism and
audience analytics by journalists themselves. This can result in fully integrating analytics into
role orientations. This approach assumes audience analytics accurately depict audience needs, of-
ten equating the analytical performance of content with its quality and relevance and thereby dis-
playing low reflection on the limitations of metrics. It not only signifies a movement towards
consumer orientation but also incorporates non-traditional journalistic elements into role orien-
tations. This is especially prevalent in media organizations that have undergone regional consoli-
dation and altered newsroom structures.

However, the impact of analytics experts varies based on journalists’ prior role orientations,
with some already leaning towards consumer orientation, particularly those new to their positions.
In light of the broader question of commodification, this may indicate that an uncompromising
focus on the audience has already found its way into role orientations, especially among jour-
nalists who have grown up in digital environments and are accustomed to continuous feedback
mechanisms, potentially integrating these influences into their role orientations with little reflec-
tion or resistance. Managerial guidance also proves pivotal; while some managers enforce strict
collaboration protocols between roles, others grant journalists more autonomy in their interac-
tions. Lastly, some analytics experts have journalistic backgrounds and remain involved in news
production, while some journalists participate in audience-related projects alongside their edito-
rial tasks. Consequently, tensions can arise both between individuals and within when both roles

converge.

9.6.4 Toward an Analyst Orientation

In address the blind spot of a potential analyst orientation, this project examined which charac-
teristics of journalistic role orientations were adopted by analytics experts, revealing a strong in-
clination toward consumer orientation and catering especially to the market orientation dimen-
sion. They prioritize their organization’s financial viability, ensuring that editorial content trans-

lates into revenue. While most engage in boundary spanning by acknowledging citizen orientation
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and newsroom culture, they also challenge journalistic assumptions and advocate for a more

prominent position in the newsroom, occasionally attempting to breach professional boundaries.

And there are many people who are real journalists, they want to write well, they try hard. But in
the end, they are not read. They don’t understand why. They don’t understand why just writing

good pieces is not enough. (PO5-1, audience analyst, national publisher)

However, most analytics experts aspire to empower journalists to work with audience analytics
and produce “better” content (in the sense of performance evaluation), favoring data-informed
rather than a data-driven approach. Drawing from these insights and acknowledging a mostly
inadequate fit of existing journalistic role orientations, this project identifies a distinct role orien-
tation specific to analytics experts. Key characteristics of this analyst orientation include the be-
lief in the objectivity of audience analytics, a focus on financial goals, providing guidance and
service to journalists, and acknowledging, while also challenging journalistic norms. Equating
performance of articles with relevance underscores efforts to blur boundaries of the journalistic
profession to establish a significant foothold within the field. This also involves to redefine what

relevance actually means:

And journalism always means being relevant. And what we do basically means nothing other than

measuring how relevant we are (PO3-2, audience analyst, regional publisher).

The manifestation of this analyst orientation and the varying degrees to which different aspects of
itare pronounced depend significantly on organizational settings, particularly market orientation.
In media organizations strongly focused on driving subscription numbers, analyst orientation was
more dominant. The different roles that analytics experts adopt within newsrooms will be further

explored in the typology developed in this project.

9.7  Towards a Typology of Analytics Experts: From Service Providers to
Friendly Intruders

Building on previous findings regarding role orientations, news production and organizational
context, distinct types of analytics experts are delineated and their influence on patterns of bound-

ary work within journalism are explored (RQ 3). In addition to already considered organizational
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factors, spatial proximity — whether journalists and analytics experts sit together or apart —
emerges as pivotal aspect in this context.

Overall, the majority of relationships was described as cooperative, routinized, and
friendly. However, analytics experts adopt varying approaches towards their journalistic counter-
parts, eliciting diverse reactions from journalists. This results in three types: the Friendly Intruder,

the Demanding Reformer and the Distant Service Provider.

9.7.1 The Friendly Intruder

Analytics experts and journalists maintaining a close yet non-authoritative relationship was a fre-
quent pattern. This type of analytics expert engages in boundary spanning by aligning their ef-
forts to journalists’ interests and the company’s tradition to avoid expulsion from journalists.
Despite advocating for greater prominence of audience analytics, they often lack authority to in-
dependently edit content. Instead, they actively collaborate with journalists by providing sugges-
tions on topic selection and presentation. Thus, while the typical analyst orientation is evident, its

full implementation is constrained.

You have to teach them a little bit [laughs] that we actually have the same goals and that we all
really just want our stuff to be read. If that goes down well, then they come to me or us now and

are happy to be advised. (PO1-5-, analytics expert, national quality news publisher)

Journalists on their part engage in boundary spanning by integrating analytics experts” advice into
their routines, such as monitoring article performance and applying these insights to content pro-
duction. However, they maintain professional boundaries, referring to the media brand’s tradi-
tion and their role orientation, especially citizen orientation. They reject sole reliance on audience
analytics to preserve their autonomy. This also involves covering topics despite low performance
to uphold their role in informing the citizenry. Despite actions to protect the professional auton-
omy journalists show a strong awareness of the company’s mission and its financial situation.
While analytics experts’ input in terms of attracting more readers is valued, journalists occasion-
ally decline due to time constraints, reflecting their prioritization of core journalistic tasks and the

notion that audience analytics are optional rather than directive.
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So, I'm glad we have the numbers. I like working with them and looking at it. I'm also glad what
role they have, which is that I have the opportunity to look at it, but I'm not forced to. (PO2-2,

journalist, national quality news publisher)

This type is primarily observed in national quality news outlets with strong brands and traditional
values, where managerial actions tend to protect journalistic autonomy rather than yield to ana-
lytics experts. Journalists benefit from the commitment to quality journalism and a nationwide
audience, yet they are aware of their organizations’ financial constraints and accept activities
aligned with market orientation. Analytics experts in this context are often situated separately
from journalists, facilitating easier rejection of their advice. While citizen orientation is popular
among journalists and acknowledged by analytics experts, the Friendly Intruder facilitates a closer
integration of consumer orientation, such as optimizing for audience numbers. This situation
allows analytics experts to engage in boundary spanning asserting (and enlarging) their influence,
while journalists selectively adjust boundaries to incorporate analytics insights, however, focusing
on protecting their autonomy. In light of the overarching research question, this reflects a certain
presence of commodification, in the sense that journalists are aware of their organization’s finan-
cial situation and its market position. However, this awareness does not dominate their everyday
routines. Particularly noteworthy is the role of the organization and its brand, which often in-
cludes a commitment to journalistic quality and, as such, cannot be entirely dictated by user pref-
erences.

Despite PSM traditionally prioritizing public service values over consumer orientation, the
Friendly Intruder can also be observed within PSM contexts. Analytics experts in PSM often pos-
sess journalistic experience or hold hybrid roles, again pointing to a convergence instead of a
strict separation of roles. While analytics usage remains optional, these experts, like their counter-
parts in private media, aim to extend their influence. However, they encounter strong resistance
and inertia from some journalists, pointing to expulsion and protection of autonomy. The grow-
ing role of consumer orientation reflects concerns that neglecting audience interests could under-
mine the public service mission, compelling them to substantiate their institution’s relevance. Ac-
cordingly, analytics experts engage in boundary blurring by developing justification strategies.

For instance, they argue that only through the use of audience analytics can the societal mission
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of PSM truly be fulfilled, suggesting that relying solely on journalistic judgment might result in

content that is detached and inaccessible to the broader public.

Yeah, so I just know a lot more. So, I can make informed, data informed decisions. It’s much easier
for me to really fulfill the mission of public service, namely to offer something for the whole of
society and not just for an information elite, for example. (PSM1-3, analytics expert, public service

media)

9.7.2 The Demanding Reformer

The Demanding Reformer represents a more assertive analytics expert type who adopts a domi-
nant approach in interactions with journalists, convicted those analytics are indispensable and
necessary for a media organization’s survival in the digital age. While some of them attempt to
breach boundaries by labeling journalistic selection as outdated and ignorant of audience interest,
most refer to journalistic standards to span boundaries. They advocate for data-informed rather
than purely data-driven journalism. However, their primary focus remains on commercial con-
siderations and content that “works” with respect to analytical performance (Nelson & Tandoc,
2018). Their role centers on guiding journalists to focus efficiently on promising content, instead
of content that is not expected to perform. Despite varying levels of authority, demanding reform-

ers are consistently proactive and demanding.

I see more advantages because without analyzing reader behavior, a modern publishing house or

media company simply could not exist. (PO3-2, analytics expert, regional publisher)

Journalists in this environment often assimilate elements of this analyst orientation, blurring
the boundaries of their own profession themselves. Some even advocate for deeper integration of
analytics experts into news production, prioritizing the goal “to make users happy”. Content that
“works” aligns closely with what journalists perceive as relevant, underscoring a prevalent con-
sumer orientation reinforced by analytics experts as well as an ongoing convergence between
both roles. While analytics experts exert influence, some boundaries persist, particularly regarding
topics deemed socially relevant despite lower performance. Yet, this notion is frequently chal-

lenged by both analytics experts and journalists, indicating continuous debates over boundary

137



9 Strangers in the Newsroom. How Analytics Experts Shape Journalism’s Boundaries

definitions. Among journalists who adopt an analytics expert orientation, there is often a ten-
dency to equate economic success with content relevance. Conversely, this also implies that any-

thing not in immediate demand risks being classified as unimportant.

Things that were important to us in the past, of which we now know that they are simply not in
such high demand that they are no longer made [...] But that’s...I don’t know if that’s necessarily
a bad thing, if it’s not in demand, then maybe it just wasn’t right ...]. (PO4-1-, journalist, local

publisher).

In this context of blurring boundaries, journalists often take on hybrid roles involving audience-
related tasks and embrace elements of the analyst orientation. For example, an editor at a small
local outlet relied solely on analytics to curate front-page content, automatically prioritizing high-
performing topics while de-selecting non-performing articles.

This type is predominantly found in regional publishing houses hosting several small out-
lets, some of which are undergoing restructuring and significant changes in editorial offices due
to consolidation processes. The type also appears in stand-alone online-only local media organi-
zations. Factors like declining revenue and a desire for closer interaction with a limited reader-
ship drive boundary blurring from both sides. By implementing processes that render the pres-
ence of analytics experts mandatory, managers grant more authority to the Demanding Reformer,
often facilitated by spatial proximity, i. e. placing them in the center of the newsroom. However,
since journalists and analytics experts are often aligned in their goals, conflicts are not a daily oc-
currence. Notably, the emphasis on the audience can lead to either boundary expansion or, in
some cases, to their destruction. Hybrid roles, such as the Integrator from the typology presented

in the first project, can play a bridging role here, facilitating effective boundary spanning.

9.7.3 The Distant Service Provider

While confirming the existence of the Friendly Intruder and the Dominant Reformer types, the
additional interviews revealed a third type reflecting a more traditional approach in the relation-
ship between journalists and analytics experts. The Distant Service Provider tends to have a rather
passive role, primarily providing basic reports to journalists. Audience analytics tasks are typically
handled by dedicated teams or the chief editor with minimal involvement from journalists un-
less they choose to participate. Because of their inferior position, distant service providers engage
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in boundary spanning efforts to increase their impact. This includes appealing to journalistic
pride in an attempt to garner attention for audience analytics. Unlike other types, these boundary
spanning efforts are rarely mutual and do not directly impact journalistic work, maintaining dis-

tinct roles with clear boundaries.

Every editor is happy when he appears in the daily top 3 that I announce there. Conversely, if a
colleague doesn’t have any page views, it doesn’t mean that the colleague changes his writing style
or devotes himself to new topics or somehow feels bad. That just doesn’t happen either. So that’s

the situation (PO8-1, analytics expert, national magazine publisher)

The advice provided by analytics experts is discussed from a journalistic perspective, highlighting
efforts to protect journalistic autonomy. Citizen orientation, namely a watchdog role and provid-
ing socially relevant content, are prioritized over consumer demands. Simultaneously, analytics
experts accept these journalistic boundaries by framing audience analytics as a marketing tool ra-
ther than a journalistic one. Despite the strong emphasis on citizen orientation, journalists main-
tain an interest in audience behavior, thereby slightly expanding their boundaries. However, they
also express expulsion for practices that exclusively cater to audience needs, distinguishing

them from journalists involved in the dominant reformer environment.

[...] that a topic is now completely adapted again on the basis of the metrics, without there being

a new twist in terms of content, is rather not the case. (PSM2-1, journalists, public service media)

This type is predominantly found in well-established traditional media brands and PSM, where
journalistic autonomy is paramount and interactions between both roles are minimal due to spa-
tial separation. These organizations, unlike others, exhibit less reliance on market orientation,
due to public funding or a relatively stable nationwide readership. Similar to other types, manage-
rial influence shapes the hierarchy between journalists and analytics experts. However, in these
contexts, analytics experts’ influence is tempered by organizational prerequisites and established
workflows that prioritize journalistic autonomy. This also points to a more traditional separation
of labor. For instance, in some newsrooms, journalists gain access to analytics tools only after re-
ceiving training to ensure thoughtful and responsible use, again highlighting that reflection is con-

sidered important for some organizations while other types reveal a more unconcerned use. The
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Distant Service Provider must align with citizen orientation to maintain at least some marginal
relevance in news production.

This type emerged exclusively from the additional interviews, where both roles were not
integrated within the same organization. Analytics experts were typically organized into separate
divisions, or the organization did not employ dedicated analytics experts at all, leaving such tasks
to chief editors. This organizational setup likely accounts for the passive role observed among an-

alytics experts in these contexts.

9.74  Aggregating the Types

Table 9 summarizes the three types of analytics experts in relation to journalists. Each type is ex-
plored in terms of boundary work patterns, role orientations, and organizational context. By
detailing these elements, the table provides an overview of how various organizational factors in-

fluence the roles and interactions of analytics experts and journalists.

Table9: Boundary Work Patterns, Role Orientations and Contextual Factors Associated with
Analytics Expert Types
) ) Distant Service
Friendly Intruder Dominant Reformer )
Provider
Analytics experts: Analytics experts: Ex-  Analytics experts:
Boundary spanning (at- cessive boundary span- Cautious boundary
v tempt to enter journal- ning and boundary spanning
§ - istic blurring, some cases of
2 g profession) boundary breaching
s = . ot
= 3 Journalists: Journalists:
2 Boundary spanning, Journalists: Expulsion and protec-
/M . . .
protection of Boundary blurring and tion of autonomy, se-
autonomy boundary spanning lective boundary span-
ning
Analytics experts: Con- Analytics experts: Analytics experts:
sumer orientation but ~ Dominant analyst ori-  Strong appreciation of
appreciation of brand  entation citizen orientation with
g and citizen orientation low levels of analyst
% 'ﬁ Journalists: orientation
-
=2 .§ Journalists: Excessive consumer
3 Citizen orientation but orientation and incor-  Journalists:

open to elements of
consumer orientation

poration of analyst ori-
entation

Strong citizen orienta-
tion but interested in
audiences
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. ) Distant Service
Friendly Intruder Dominant Reformer )
Provider

Type of Traditional legacy Regional publishing Quality news media
organization brands (quality news) & houses and stand-alone and Public Service Me-
Public online-only dia
Service Media

Market Moderate: High: Consolidation Low: Little impact on
orientation ~ Attempts to strengthen and restructuring pro-  journalists’ work
audience inclusion (also cesses

e 2
_5 % for PSM)
g &
'g 5 Scope of Nationwide Regional or local Nationwide
2 5 Audience
© o
Managerial ~ Favoring journalists Granting analytics ex- ~ Strong separation of
guidance over analytics experts  perts authority by both roles in processes
while strong integration into
integrating them processes
Spatial Mixed integration into ~ Strong integration Separated
proximity newsrooms
Note: Organizational context factors is split into five distinct dimensions.

9.8 Conclusion and Discussion

The emergence of analytics experts has raised concerns about the overpowering influence of au-
dience analytics on news production and with it a growing quantification of journalism (Fiirst,
2020). Journalism as an “uninsulated profession” is already subject to weak boundaries and new
roles could lead to a shift of the relevant skillset (Carlson, 2015; Ekstrom et al., 2022; Schudson,
1978; Tenor, 2024; Wu et al., 2019). Both roles may have reservations about each other while trying
to come to terms with the situation. The findings point to a mostly cooperative relationship. How-
ever, analytics experts have their own approach toward journalism and engage in boundary
work to shape the journalistic profession. A distinct analyst orientation that extends beyond tra-
ditional consumer-focused approaches could be identified. This emerging orientation regards au-
dience analytics as impartial and reflective of audience interests, contrasting with the subjective
journalistic gut feeling and citizen orientation often deemed inadequate for serving the audience.

Despite acceptance of journalistic standards, some analytics experts strive for more influence in
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the newsroom. This adds to the notion of “engineering consent” while pursuing own goals (Petre,

2018).

9.8.1 Summary of Findings

To deepen these findings and explore the conditions under which this analyst orientation gains
momentum, this project identifies three distinct types of analytics experts and examine how they
engage in boundary work with their journalistic counterparts. Friendly Intruders provide sug-
gestions on content production and alterations, aiming for integration into the journalistic pro-
fession by spanning its boundaries. While journalists are open to expanding their boundaries to
incorporate audience demands, they are selective in their utilization of analytics experts” advice,
prioritizing the protection of their autonomy confirming Christin and Petre (2020). This type pre-
dominates in traditional legacy brands, where managers strive to integrate audience perspectives
while also preserving journalistic freedom. The Demanding Reformer actively shapes news pro-
duction processes based on the analyst orientation and, supported by management and financial
pressures, endeavors to persuade journalists to adopt their reccommendations by erasing bounda-
ries between professions. Conversely, journalists assimilate aspects of this analyst orientation to
prioritize audience engagement in their work, thereby contributing to the blurring of boundaries
themselves. This boundary blurring may ultimately lead to altered journalistic roles (Belair-Gag-
non et al., 2020; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017). The Distant Service Provider adopts a passive role,
often working in isolation from journalists. This type is commonly found in more traditional news
brands and Public Service Media, where journalists prioritize citizen orientation and strongly en-

gage in the protection of their profession’s boundaries.

9.8.2 Connections to the Typology of Audience Analytics Users and Implica-

tions for Media Management

The typology developed in the first project offers valuable insights for differentiating the relation-
ship between journalists and analytics experts, and for deepening our understanding of the latter’s
role. A synthesis of both typologies proves particularly fruitful, as it reveals shared patterns in
how certain types approach audience analytics. For instance, the Enthusiast and the Demanding
Reformer are likely to work well together, as both share an often uncritical belief in the capacity

of analytics to accurately reflect audience desires, and therefore consider them a valid basis for
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decision-making. In this constellation, the Enthusiast would blur the boundaries of the profession
to enable closer alignment with audience preferences. By contrast, the Skeptic — who is closely
aligned with citizen-oriented journalism - would likely find little common ground with the De-
manding Reformer, as their perspectives stand in direct opposition. This could lead to conflicts,
especially over the authority to define what constitutes “good” content. The Skeptic, like the
Opportunist, would be more compatible with the Distant Service Provider, who supplies data but
does not challenge editorial autonomy. The Expert is most closely aligned with the Friendly In-
truder, who - despite possessing deep knowledge of audience analytics - is also aware that jour-
nalists need to be persuaded and that their professional needs must be considered. Similarly,
the Integrator type, who brings a journalistic background to their expertise in audience analytics,
would likely work well with the Friendly Intruder. Conflicts, however, may arise with the De-
manding Reformer, who tends to dismiss journalistic values associated with the citizen orientation
as outdated, and who pushes for a more analytics-driven newsroom culture.

Overall, the typologies reveal potential overlaps and tensions between types. Determining
which combinations are most harmonious or prone to conflict in actual newsroom settings, how-
ever, remains an empirical question. To explore this further, newsroom ethnographies could be
combined with qualitative interviews to gain deeper insights into these dynamics. Such an ap-
proach would also enable the derivation of concrete implications for media management. While
the role of media management was only indirectly addressed in this project, primarily in the
context of organizational influences, it nonetheless emerged as a central factor, particularly in de-
fining the role of analytics experts and in determining how these are embedded in newsroom
structures. In doing so, two distinct approaches became evident: On the one hand, a commercially
driven strategy aimed at establishing new standards to which journalists are expected to adapt. On
the other hand, a more preservation-oriented form of media management that seeks to protect
the long-term value of the media brand and actively supports journalists with a citizen-oriented
mindset. This latter approach often involves the integration of Distant Service Providers, main-
taining a clear separation between journalistic and data-driven roles. However, these observa-

tions are based primarily on statements from journalists and analytics experts. To gain more in-
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depth insights into the strategic considerations behind such decisions, future research should in-
corporate interviews with media managers and focus on their rationale for integrating, or con-

sciously delimiting, new roles in the newsroom.

9.8.3 Critical Evaluation

The combination of two theoretical lenses, boundary work and journalistic role orientations,
proved to be a fruitful approach to scrutinize novel roles in the newsroom. It allowed for a detailed
understanding of how analytics experts and journalists negotiate their professional boundaries,
revealing the dynamics of their interactions within different organizational contexts. However,
this typology is neither exhaustive nor universally applicable and may be influenced by social and
cultural context as well as the media system (Dollah & Tandoc, 2022; Hanitzsch, 2011). Financial
constraints, especially in transitional media systems, may even amplify the role of Demanding
Reformers to key decision makers (Elsheikh et al., 2024). Conversely, state support or (anticipated)
interference may diminish their role in newsrooms (Allam & Hollifield, 2023). However, in the
context of the audience turn in journalism, this conceptualization offers a framework for under-
standing the dynamics between these roles and provides a foundation for further research into
media production (Costera Meijer, 2020).

The analytical distinction between analytics experts and journalists is useful both from a
pragmatic-empirical perspective and in terms of the boundary work framework. At the same time,
this project has shown that considerable convergence between these roles can occur. This, how-
ever, also reveals a limitation of the study: a clear separation is not always feasible, as the functions
of both roles are often embodied by the same individual. In many newsrooms, there are no dedi-
cated analytics experts, rather, these tasks are carried out by journalists, either due to personal
interest in the topic or because their leadership roles require them to engage more closely with
strategic or commercial considerations. This is not unique to audience analytics; editorial leader-
ship often entails a broader involvement with business matters. Consequently, the strict separation
between journalists and analytics experts may be difficult to uphold in practice. The findings re-
garding the convergence of role orientations further support this: Journalists, some of them quite
willingly, adopt elements of the analytics expert orientation. This is particularly true when analyt-

ics experts encounter journalists with a pronounced consumer orientation, which already overlaps
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significantly with their own. From a boundary work perspective, this implies a reduced need to
defend journalistic boundaries, as integration of the new role becomes more feasible when it is
not perceived as fundamentally external. In other words, consumer-oriented journalists may not
need to engage in boundary spanning, because their professional boundaries are already relatively

open.

9.8.4 Implications for the Overarching Theme

Regarding the overarching question of commodification, two implications emerge: First, the in-
tertwining of journalistic and commercially driven roles — especially those focused on audience
optimization - indicates a commodification that reaches deep into newsroom structures. In the
analytics expert orientation, quantification is equated with relevance. From the standpoint of cit-
izen-oriented journalism, this could suggest a declining influence of traditional journalistic quality
standards and may foreshadow long-term losses in content quality. Second, however, strong pro-
fessional structures remain intact. Even Demanding Reformers acknowledge the need to accom-
modate journalistic routines to some extent. In time-constrained situations, these routines can
even override analytics-based suggestions, limiting the influence of analytics experts. Moreover,
some boundary patterns indicate that journalism continues to demonstrate resilience and retains
agency in deciding which aspects of audience analytics to integrate into its workflows. That said,
further convergence between these two roles seems likely over the long term, and the degree to
which such convergence occurs will play a crucial role in shaping how audience analytics are em-

bedded and received within editorial practices.

9.8.5 From Internal Dynamics to Content Decisions

Lastly, it is important to acknowledge that the interviews reflect the narrated role orientation ra-
ther than practiced ones qualifying the results as approximation rather than an exact represen-
tation, potentially favoring socially desirable role orientations, such as citizen orientation (Ha-
nitzsch & Vos, 2017b; Hanitzsch, Vos, et al., 2019). However, since narrated roles, normative ori-
entations, and role performance exist in a reciprocal relationship, it can be assumed that their
mutual influence is at least partially behavior-shaping. Accordingly, this project was able to pro-

vide valuable insights into internal newsroom dynamics and nuance the role of analytics experts
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in relation to journalists. Yet, it remains largely unclear how these dynamics affect the nature and
quality of the journalistic output — whether a strong presence of analytics experts leads to sub-
stantial changes in content quality, or, conversely, whether orientation toward audience metrics
can over time support coverage that addresses deliberative ideals and sustains topic diversity.
The following project therefore moves beyond the internal perspective of newsroom dy-
namics, expanding the analytical lens to include the production process and the resulting con-
tent. Of particular interest is the extent to which the dynamics observed here translate into con-
tent-relevant editorial decisions, and which situational factors, already identified as essential in

this context, can be empirically traced throughout the production process.
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Gatekeeping

The previous projects, closely examined the use of audience analytics and their relationship to
journalistic role orientations. They demonstrated that audience analytics are not only structurally
integrated into editorial routines but are also increasingly internalized by journalists. At the same
time, citizen-oriented values continue to hold relevance and, depending on the situation, can sig-
nificantly constrain the influence of audience data. This project builds on these insights and fo-
cuses on how such data practices affect editorial decisions beyond initial publication and how
journalists reflect about this. To further explore how performance in audience analytics affect ed-
itorial output, this project analyzes their impact on post-publication decisions, specifically, the
de-selection of content. While the selection of topics has been studied, the lifecycle of journalistic
content extends beyond the initial publication. In this context, the role of audience analytics in
guiding post-publication processes remains underexplored, especially when it comes to deciding

which content is removed from prominent positions or hidden from view.

10.1 Problem Statement

Selection and placement of topics are a mainstay of journalistic news production, traditionally
guided by journalists’ instincts or peer input (Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978) . This gatekeeping
role, however, is challenged in digital news environments and with it established production
routines (Tandoc, 2014a; Vos, 2015). Here audience analytics and content platforms provide real-
time insights into audience behavior (Anderson, 2011). The use of audience analytics leads to both
short- and long-term adaptations in news production. In the short term, they monitor topic per-
formance and guide selection. The placement, editing, and distribution of news items often de-
pend on their performance. In the long term, performing topics receive follow-ups, shaping audi-
ence perceptions. As a result, financial and human resources are reallocated based on topic per-
formance (Blanchett Neheli, 2018; Lamot & Paulussen, 2020; MacGregor, 2007; Tandoc, 2014a).
While audience analytics are now a standard in news production, previous projects could demon-
strate that their effect is limited by editorial dynamics, routines and normative role orientations.
However, the focus on audiences raises concerns about compromised journalistic values and a

decline in originality (Elsheikh et al., 2024; Fiirst, 2020; Tandoc & Thomas, 2015). The previous

147



10 Beyond Selection — Audience Analytics in Post-Publication Gatekeeping

project also highlighted the relevance of reflection on audience analytics use, revealing sufficient
levels while some journalists often fail to critically assess the limitations of audience analytics,
viewing them an accurate reflections of audience desires (Groot Kormelink & Costera Meijer,
2018).

Research on the impact of audience analytics on editorial decision-making finds that topics
with strong audience performance are more likely to be selected or receive follow-up coverage
(Lamot et al., 2021; E.-J. Lee & Tandoc, 2017; Tandoc, 2014b). Audience analytics also influence
homepage article placement, with higher-click articles gaining more prominence (Blanchett Ne-
heli, 2018; A. M. Lee et al., 2014; Zamith, 2016). Most research on the impact of audience analytics
on content decisions relies on interviews or ethnographic approaches, offering valuable insights
into editorial processes (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Lamot et al., 2021; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018).
Lamot & van Aelst (2020), however, argue that they fall short in quantifying analytics’ impact.
To address this, they used experimental data to examine how audience analytics shape news rank-
ing. While they expand the field by using an experimental approach to quantify audience analytics’
influence on news ranking, their work focuses on selection and placement. However, a news
item’s lifecycle extends beyond selection and placement: This project argues that duration and
visibility of content are equally critical for entering public discourse (Bright & Nicholls, 2014).
Tandoc (2014a) observes that the removal and replacement of news items, called de-selection, is
driven by audience analytics. Popularity cues boost a news item’s chance of remaining promi-
nently displayed (Bright & Nicholls, 2014; Zamith, 2016), while less popular items may be de-
moted or removed. Nonetheless, other factors like content diversity can offset popularity cues
(Karlsson & Clerwall, 2013). Building on the experimental approach suggested by Lamot and van
Aelst (2020) and first insights on de-selection, this project extends the scope by quantitatively

investigating how audience analytics drive de-selection decisions:

RQ4:  To what extent do audience analytics influence post-publication gatekeeping processes?

Previous projects have shown that the recommendations and assessments provided by analytics
experts tend to carry more weight for certain types of content — particularly those with less con-
nection to public affairs — whereas their input is often disregarded when it comes to political top-

ics, which are typically valued more highly in line with a citizen-oriented perspective. To move
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beyond merely quantifying the effect of audience analytics, this project also examines how topic
areas, in combination with performance data, influence de-selection decisions (RQ 4.1). In
recognition of the fact that the exact reasons behind de-selection decisions, as well as the (social)
dynamics within newsrooms, can hardly be fully captured in an experimental setting, additional
in-depth interviews with journalists from various news outlets were conducted. These interviews
explore editorial routines, the use of individual metrics, and de-selection practices, thereby
contextualizing the experimental findings and shedding light on underlying processes (RQ 4.2).

This also meets the demands of a mixed methods approach outlines for this research.

10.2 Literature Review and Conceptual Framework

The analysis is framed by the post-publication gatekeeping framework (Hermida, 2020; Salonen
et al., 2023), which incorporates broader influences to provide a more holistic understanding of
de-selection. This framework also offers a promising lens for discussing journalists’ gatekeeping
roles and the extent to which audience analytics influence editorial authority, or whether a kind
of new equilibrium has emerged between data-driven imperatives and professional judgment
(Tenor, 2024). To illustrate how post-publication gatekeeping extends the original concept, a brief

overview of the traditional framework is provided.

10.2.1 Gatekeeping: Deciding What Is News (and What Is Not)

Gatekeeping addresses the fundamental question of why, from an abundance of information, cer-
tain items are selected as news while others are neglected (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; White, 1950).
This process, shaping how social reality is constructed, has traditionally been the domain of jour-
nalists and their judgments alone (Wallace, 2018). Various factors impact this decision, including
individual journalists’ role orientations, organizational routines, and external social institutions
like governments, advertisers, and cultural values (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; Vos, 2015). In digital
environments, where space and outlets are no longer scarce, the traditional concept of gatekeep-
ing has shifted. With technological possibilities and increasing economic pressures, the once
“missing link” (Schlesinger, 1987) between journalists and audiences has been replaced by a per-
manent connection, resulting in a deeper integration of audience preferences. However, this

connection and the role of users may not always be active or collaborative; instead, their presence
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often takes the form of aggregated data via audience analytics. As such, what journalists interpret
as audience preferences often merely reflects what they perceive users want based on metrics — and
does not necessarily align with actual user interests (Groot Kormelink & Costera Meijer, 2018;

Wendelin et al., 2017).

10.2.2 Beyond Selection: Post-Publication Gatekeeping

The role of audiences extends far beyond the initial selection of news. Users can actively contribute
by sharing and highlighting content, thus increasing its prominence and visibility. Singer (2015)
introduces the concept of “secondary gatekeeping” for this more collaborative approach. How-
ever, most users lack the time and skills to engage in active gatekeeping (Bruns, 2018;
Heinderyckx, 2015). Given these constraints, this project assumes audience analytics as more
passive feedback mark the primary shift in the relationship of journalism and its audiences, in-
stead of more active participation like user generated content (Anderson, 2011; Costera Meijer,
2020).

To adequately capture the role of audience analytics in editorial processes that occur after
the initial selection of news, and to account for factors influencing the lifecycle of content, this
project draws on the post-publication gatekeeping framework developed by Salonen et al. (2023)
and Hermida (2020). The framework identifies four key dimensions that shape news production
beyond publication: Audiences, platforms, practices, and regulations:

Audiences, the first dimension, refers not only to aggregates of audience groups but also
encompasses social system and institutional levels, such as organizational or societal expectations
placed on journalism. Platforms represent content distribution channels which, with their own
publication rhythms and algorithmic requirements, influence how published news is treated, for
example, whether it is adjusted or is regarded suitable for distribution. Practices refer primarily
to journalistic routines which, as enacted roles rooted in journalistic role orientations, are of par-
ticular relevance in this research (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2017b). This dimension is especially important
for de-selection decisions, as this project aims to identify patterns of practice that reflect situational
factors. The fourth dimension, regulations, includes both legal frameworks (e.g., the European
General Data Protection Regulation) and journalistic self-regulation, both of which can impact

post-publication processes.
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The framework builds on established models of gatekeeping by expanding in two ways: first,
it incorporates all five levels of analysis — individual, routines, organizational, institutional, and
social system — into post-publication activities. Second, it introduces new actors and requirements,
such as platforms and audiences, into the gatekeeping process (Ferrucci & Hopp, 2024; Shoemaker
& Reese, 2014; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009; Vos, 2015). What makes this framework particularly suit-
able for the current research question is that, unlike the original gatekeeping conceptualization, it
explicitly includes audiences, and thus also audience analytics, as an independent influence. More-
over, the framework incorporates practices and routines, which were central to the previous pro-
jects, and acknowledges the importance of platforms and their external metrics (Nguyen, 2013).
While legal regulation lies outside the newsroom itself, it can nonetheless exert a prohibitive in-
fluence - especially when it comes to the collection of personal data essential for monetization,
which is often more accessible to platforms than to media organizations (von Rimscha & Rie-
mann, 2024). In addition, the regulatory dimension, through its inclusion of self-regulatory prac-
tices, establishes a strong connection to injunctive norms (Ajzen, 2005; Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017),
which, as previously discussed, can be either organizational (e.g., guidelines for analytics use) or
professional (reflected in role orientations). This also links the regulatory dimension to reflection,
as examined in the second project: self-regulation requires prior reflection on both one’s own work

and the imagined audience.

10.2.3 Audience Analytics in Post-Publication Gatekeeping

The primary post-publication activity relevant to this project is de-selection, which refers to “de-
ciding which among articles that have made it through the gates will be taken out of the homepage
to be replaced by a new story” (Tandoc, 2014a, p. 571). De-selection is shaped by multiple dimen-
sions of the post-publication gatekeeping framework, most notably audiences, practices, and, to
a certain extent, platforms, making the framework particularly suitable for analyzing the role of
audience analytics in this process. Audience analytics play a central role in informing decisions
about whether already published content should be removed. Tandoc (2014a) shows that de-se-
lection is a common practice aimed at keeping news homepages updated. Articles that perform

well, particularly those with high readership, are less likely to be removed from prominent posi-
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tions (Bright & Nicholls, 2014). This decision-making process typically centers on internal met-
rics, although platform-based metrics can also influence visibility, depending on distribution
strategy. Regulation, while less directly involved, can influence de-selection decisions in two ways:
On the one hand, injunctive norms on the organizational level may actively promote the integra-
tion of audience analytics into the de-selection process. On the other hand, normative consider-
ations, such as professional values or public service missions, may encourage restraint in de-se-
lecting certain content types.

Market-driven news organizations, in particular, are more likely to engage in post-publica-
tion interventions aimed at optimizing analytics performance (Ferrucci, 2020). However, as Za-
mith (2016) notes, the effect of audience analytics on editorial decisions is often limited, highlight-
ing the importance of additional selection or de-selection criteria. In this context, Nelson and Tan-
doc (2018) highlight that soft news is often treated differently: When such stories fail to meet
expected audience reception, they are quickly removed, unlike hard news, which tends to be pub-
lished and maintained regardless of performance. Interestingly, even popular stories may be re-
moved if it is assumed that they have already achieved sufficient exposure, thus creating space for

other items to gain attention (A. M. Lee et al., 2014).

10.2.4 Different Topic - Different Approach?

As previously outlined, this project does not only examine the role of audience analytics in de-
selection decisions but also considers topic as an important counterweight — especially since ear-
lier findings, particularly in the third project, showed that topical relevance can sometimes out-
weigh the influence of audience analytics. Topics can be situated within the practices and audi-
ence dimensions of the post-publication gatekeeping framework, as they serve as structuring ele-
ments in the perception of news, both for journalists and for audiences. Drawing on the role ori-
entations established in earlier projects, this project distinguishes between public affairs and non-
public affairs topics. This classification aligns with the well-established distinction between hard
and soft news and reflects elements of both citizen and consumer orientation (Wendelin et al.,
2017). Hard news is typically associated with political relevance and broader societal conse-

quences, whereas soft news tends to involve less political weight, emphasizing individual conse-
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quences and emotional appeal (Reinemann et al., 2012). A concrete example of content that tar-
gets readers more as consumers than citizens is service journalism (From & Nergaard Kristensen,
2018).

While journalists tend to favor public affairs topics, audiences often prefer non-public af-
fairs content (Boczkowski & Peer, 2011). Ai et al. (2024) identify a contrasting trend in China,
where users rate public affairs items higher than editors, suggesting a shift toward integrating an-
ticipated popularity into journalistic practices. Regarding audience analytics, it is frequently as-
sumed that their use in news selection results in more soft news (Fiirst, 2020). However, the influ-
ence of audience analytics appears to vary depending on the topic: While public affairs content
tends to be published regardless of its performance metrics, soft news items are closely moni-
tored and often removed when performance expectations are not met (Nelson & Tandoc, 2018).
Lamot and van Aelst (2020) further demonstrate that audience analytics impact the placement of
soft news, while hard news remain largely unaffected. Moreover, the blend and balance of topics
may be crucial for post-publication gatekeeping, again conditioning the effect of audience analyt-
ics (Karlsson & Clerwall, 2013). Hence, audience analytics’ influence on selection and placement
often topic dependent. Nonetheless, the precise role of audience analytics in post-publication gate-
keeping and its interactions with topics remain obscure. To capture a broad range of variation in
terms of public affairs relevance, three thematic areas were selected: politics (high public affairs
relevance), culture (moderate public affairs relevance), and service journalism (low public affairs

relevance).

10.3 Research Question and Hypotheses

To address RQ 4 -To what extent do audience analytics influence post-publication gatekeeping pro-
cesses? — this project proposes several hypotheses based on the literature review. Prior research
shows that high performance in audience analytics plays a significant role in news selection and
placement (Blanchett Neheli, 2018; Lamot et al., 2021; MacGregor, 2007; Tandoc, 2014a). Thus,

the following assumption is made:

HI: Higher performance in audience analytics metrics is associated with lower levels of article de-

selection.
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This effect, however, may vary by topic (R4.1). Previous research suggests that public affairs top-
ics — traditionally tied to journalistic values, societal relevance and citizen orientation - are less
prone to being analytics-driven than non-public affairs topics (Lamot & van Aelst, 2020; Nelson

& Tandoc, 2018). Consequently, topic areas likely play a role in shaping de-selection decisions:

H2: The topic area influences the de-selection of articles.

Among non-public affairs topics, service journalism stands out due to its strong utilitarian focus,
appealing to users as consumers rather than citizens (From & Norgaard Kristensen, 2018). This
consumer-oriented approach, coupled with its dependence on measurable performance, makes

service journalism particularly susceptible to de-selection when metrics underperform. Therefore:

H2a: Articles in the service area are deselected more often than those in the culture or politics area.

Conversely, politics articles are closely aligned with journalistic values reflected in the citizen ori-
entation and often carry societal importance. This connection likely affords them greater protec-
tion from de-selection compared to less societally relevant topics, such as service journalism or

culture (Lamot & van Aelst, 2020). Thus:

H2b: Articles in the politics area are deselected less often than those in the culture and service area.

Since the influence of audience analytics varies by topic area, non-public affairs topics rely more
heavily on audience feedback, while public affairs topics adhere primarily to established journal-
istic values (Lamot & van Aelst, 2020), it is assumed that — apart from the posited main effects -
the impact of audience analytics on de-selection interacts with topic areas, with some areas

being more strongly influenced by performance metrics than others (Nelson & Tandoc, 2018):

H3: The effect of audience analytics performance on article de-selection differs depending on the

topic area.

This project adopts a comprehensive perspective and seeks to contextualize the quantitative

findings to explore dynamics and situational patterns of de-selection processes. It once again
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moves beyond the broad concept of audience analytics and addresses the underlying mechanisms

that shape editorial decisions after publication as well as individual metrics:

RQ4.2: How are deselection decisions made, and what role do individual metrics play in this process?

10.4 Methodological Approach - a Mixed Methods Design

This project employs a mixed-methods approach (Cornish & Gillespie, 2009; Doéring, 2023;
Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010) to explore post-publication gatekeeping by combining quantitative
and qualitative methods, leveraging their strengths to address the complexities of de-selection in
journalism. This approach is particularly promising, as the strengths of the experimental design
lie in isolating the effects of audience analytics and topic type on de-selection decisions. This
relationship has not yet been sufficiently quantified and offers valuable insights into the role of
audience analytics beyond observational findings and interviews, which often include a range of
additional influences. However, this requires a somewhat artificial setting that participants may
perceive as lacking realism, potentially limiting the generalizability of the results (Brosius et al.,
2016; Doring, 2023; Koch et al., 2019). To counter this limitation, qualitative interviews focusing
specifically on de-selection practices are conducted.

The quantitative part consists of a survey-embedded experiment designed to examine
causal mechanisms in de-selection decisions by manipulating the key factors audience analytics
performance and topic area to explore their effects on editorial judgments. Complementing this,
in-depth interviews with journalists provide insights into motives, organizational norms, and sit-
uational factors influencing de-selection. By contextualizing experimental findings, the interviews
uncover the reasoning and professional considerations behind these decisions, offering a detailed

understanding of how audience analytics interact with journalistic practices and values.

10.4.1 Operationalization

No established scale for de-selection, the central dependent variable, could be identified and had,
therefore, to be established. In this process, de-selection was primarily measured indirectly
through participants’ recommendations to remove content, for two main reasons. First, this ap-
proach aims to reflect intra-editorial dynamics, where decisions regarding content are rarely

made by a single newsroom member. Second, as shown in the third project, such decisions are in
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some cases no longer made by journalists themselves but rather by analytics experts. This also
leads to a third research-pragmatic implication: limiting the sample to individuals who can in-
dependently make de-selection decisions would have significantly restricted participant diversity.
Therefore, the scenario of an editorial meeting was chosen, and participants were asked to what
extent they would recommend de-selecting the article shown in the stimulus, e.g, by responding
to the item: “I would advise my colleagues in the editorial meeting to keep the article under con-
sideration on the homepage.” This approach includes all roles potentially involved in the decision-
making process. Agreement was measured using a 5-point Likert scale. Negatively phrased items
were reverse-coded to ensure that higher values uniformly indicated stronger agreement with de-
selection. The scale demonstrated excellent internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = .93), suggesting
robust measurement but also potential item redundancy (Field, 2024; Gehrau et al., 2022). How-
ever, given the novelty of the scale and its conceptual utility, no modifications were made. For
analysis, a mean index was computed to represent the overall level of agreement with de-selection
decisions.

Audience analytics performance as independent variable was represented as aggregated
performance indicator visualized with a traffic light system (red, yellow, green), indicating per-
formance levels of below-average, average, and above-average, with a control group receiving no
analytics. To enhance external validity, this project used an aggregated score instead of specific
KPIs such as click counts or reading time. The second project demonstrated that metrics vary in
relevance across newsroom contexts. Given this diversity of tools and metrics in editorial settings,
a universally interpretable indicator was favored. The traffic light system provided a shared frame-
work, enabling consistent interpretation of analytics levels and alignment with various news-
room systems, ensuring comparable conditions for all participants. Therefore, it was initially ex-
plained to ensure the same level of knowledge about the tool for all participants.

Topic areas, serving as the second independent variable, were categorized as politics, cul-
ture, and service. Articles were selected to maintain equivalent news value based on Galtung and
Ruge’s (1965) criteria of prominence, relevance, and timeliness. To avoid bias from overly domi-
nant or emotionally charged topics, articles were constructed around consistent themes with
moderate public relevance across all categories. This approach ensured that topics were relevant

enough to be part of journalists’ general professional considerations but not so popular that, as
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observed in the third project, audience analytics would become entirely irrelevant because the
topic itself overrides all other influences, thus potentially compromising the experimental validity.
Since this necessarily involved a considerable degree of experimental control, the qualitative in-
terviews were designed to explicitly address the perceived role of topic relevance in de-selection
decisions. All stimulus articles shared a neutral overarching theme - coffee consumption. In the
political article, a café dedicated to Russian autocrat Vladimir Putin was featured; the culture piece
addressed the decline of Italian espresso bars; and the service article focused on the practical value
of coffee capsules. Only teasers were shown, each of equal length, to minimize stylistic influence
on de-selection decisions. Articles were adapted from international sources to ensure participants
were unfamiliar with the original stories in the German context. It must be noted that, of course,
an article about a café dedicated to Vladimir Putin does not inherently possess a high public affairs
value. However, the goal in this project was to ensure the greatest possible comparability across
the overarching theme, in order to avoid distortion effects. Thus, this article holds relatively low
public affairs relevance in absolute terms — but comparatively high relevance in relation to the

other two articles in the same thematic category.

10.4.2 Procedure in the Experiment

The stimulus material simulated a fictional news website’s content management system (CMS),
immersing participants in a newsroom scenario during a Monday morning editorial meeting.
They were tasked with deciding the fate of a highlighted article prominently featured on the
homepage. The layout displayed six articles arranged in three columns and two rows, with the
stimulus article placed in the top-left cell and outlined in red to draw attention (see red rectangle
in Figure 3). To simulate a realistic newsroom, the homepage included five additional articles,
constant across all experimental groups, acknowledging the comparative nature of editorial deci-
sions. Articles included titles, teasers, images, CMS symbols, and audience analytics metrics (for
all stimulus versions see Appendix 4-01-2). The stimulus presented in Figure 3 is an example of
one of the 4x3 variants, in which the topics (politics, culture, service) and the traffic light score for
analytics (no score, below average, average, above average performance) were varied (in this case

culture x above average performance).
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Figure 3: Simulated Newsroom Homepage as Stimulus for the Experiment
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Note: Stimulus created by student assistants based on specifications and conceptual guidelines

developed by the author and Dr. Gianna Ehrlich within the framework of a joint experi-

mental study.

The survey comprised three sections to capture data relevant to the study’s objectives. In the ex-
perimental section, participants evaluated the target article, deciding whether to retain it or re-
move it (de-selection as dependent variable), and their awareness of the manipulated audience
analytics levels was captured to control whether the manipulation was perceived at all. The second
section covered how participant rated the news values of the presented articles, the perceived im-
portance and use of audience analytics, de-selection practices, and participants’ newsroom roles,
exploring how analytics integrate into editorial decision-making. Demographic information, in-
cluding gender, age, employment status, and department, was collected in the final section (see

Appendix 4-01-1).

10.4.3 Procedure in the Qualitative Interviews

To contextualize the quantitative findings and better understand post-publication gatekeeping
processes involving audience analytics, the project relies on 15 in-depth interviews with different
editorial roles, aged 26 to 43 (Table 10). The interviews were conducted across 13 private media

organizations, ranging from local to national publishers, including hybrid (print and online) and
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online-only outlets. Participants were responsible for managing the homepage or contributing to
editorial meetings on content decisions. To avoid introducing post-publication gatekeeping and
its link to audience analytics prematurely, the interview guide began with general questions about
the lifecycle of news items before narrowing to de-selection and audience analytics (see Appen-
dix 4-02-1). Participants were recruited via outlet contact addresses or LinkedIn. Interviews lasted

25 to 59 minutes and were conducted in September and October 2023 (see Appendix 4-02-2).

Table 10: Interview Participants and Their Organizational Position

Code Gender Age Position Distril?utif)n of Media
Organization
I1-MO1 Male 37 Editor-in-Chief and Content Regional
Management Head
12-MO2 Male 43 Homepage Chief National
13-MO3 Male 38 Editorial Management Local
14-MO4 Female 41 Editor - National Desk National
I5-MO5 Male 29 Editor Regional
16-MO6 Male 26 Editor Regional
17-MO7 Male 35 Editorial Management National
18-MO7 Female 26 Social Media Team National
19-MO6 Male 29 Audience Team Regional
110-MO8  Male 35 Audience Developer Regional
I11-MO9  Male 30 Editorial Management National
[12-MO10 Female 26 Editor Local
I13-MO11 Male 33 Deputy Section Head - Politics, National
Economy, Society
[14-MO12 Male 43 Editor Regional
I15-MO13 Female 36 Editor Regional
Note: All participants were assigned pseudonymous codes to ensure anonymity.
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The analysis relied on the post-publication gatekeeping framework and inductively derived cate-
gories. Existing categories were refined when necessary (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Doring, 2023;
Meyen et al., 2019). Four main categories were used as basis, including post-publication gate-
keeping and its four factors, audience analytics use, topics, and specific metrics. As the interviews
covered the entire news lifecycle, editorial practices related to news selection were also incorpo-
rated for comparison. Within the post-publication gatekeeping categories, relationships with an-
alytics use, topics, and reasons for de-selection were coded. In the first round, the coding scheme
was applied to the material, followed by a second round with a refined scheme, especially focusing
on de-selection processes and resulting patterns. This resulted in 1,347 coded segments, with some
segments carrying multiple categories. Each category was summarized across all interviews to
aggregate the material, and by linking post-publication gatekeeping with audience analytics use,

potential overarching patterns in their relationship could be identified (see Appendix 4-02-3).

10.5 Results

The results of both the quantitative and qualitative components will be integrated following the
logic of a mixed-methods approach. This allows for compensating the potentially limited external
validity of the experiment while still isolating the effects of audience analytics and topic areas.
However, for the sake of clarity and to emphasize the distinct methodological contributions of
each part, the findings will first be presented separately. In the discussion section, both strands of
results will be brought together, with the experimental findings enriched by patterns identified
in the qualitative interviews. This aims to provide a comprehensive picture of post-publication

processes and the role of audience analytics within them.

10.5.1 Experiment: Sample Description

Data were collected between September and November 2023 from journalists and editors across
777 newsrooms in Germany, Austria, and the German-speaking part of Switzerland. Recruitment
strategies included email invitations, social media outreach (e.g., LinkedIn), and collaboration
with professional associations and educational institutions. In addition, potential participants

were asked to forward the survey to colleagues. Participation was limited to journalists or editorial
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staff involved in decisions about article placement or de-selection within their professional rou-
tines. This also included individuals who may not make final decisions themselves but are involved
in the process, for example, through participation in editorial meeting.

The survey initially yielded 763 partial responses, with 412 participants included in the
final sample after applying exclusion criteria (for example, comprehension checks and con-
sistency tests). The sample was relatively balanced by gender (57% male, 42% female) and had a
mean age of 41.63 years (SD = 12.03), encompassing both early-career and experienced profes-
sionals (age range: 19-67 years). Most participants (83.3%) were permanently employed, and a
majority of 79.6% worked for Germany-based media companies. Most respondents (91%) ac-
tively produced news content, ensuring authentic and practical insights into journalistic de-se-
lection decisions. Participants represented diverse editorial departments, including politics, busi-
ness, culture, regional reporting, and news desks, offering multiple perspectives on de-selection

across journalistic contexts (for an overview see Appendix 4-01-4).

10.5.2 Experiment: Descriptive Statistics for Audience Analytics Use

The data reveal distinct patterns in the purposes and frequency (1 = “never” to 5 = “very often”)
of audience analytics use in journalistic workflows (see Figure 4). Analyses were conducted using
R version 4.3.2 (R Core Team, 2023).> Audience analytics are most frequently used for evaluating
article performance more generally (M = 3.36, SD = 1.49) and reviewing the performance own
articles specifically (M = 3.49, SD = 1.41). This again underscores the importance and prevalence
of performance measurement and the associated quantification of journalistic output. Audience
analytics are also commonly employed for article placement (M = 3.36, SD = 1.45) and planning
(M = 3.56, SD = 1.40), highlighting their strategic importance in organizing and prioritizing con-
tent and confirming prior work by Lamot and Paulussen (2021). However, while article evaluation
is a frequently observed use case, this does not seem to extend to performance evaluations of edi-

torial staff (M = 1.60; SD = 0.99). This suggests that fears that journalists’ performance might be

2 The following R packages were used during data preparation, analysis, and visualization: reshape2 (Wickham,
2007), sjstats (Liidecke, 2018) , emmeans (Lenth, 2025), rstatix (Kassambara, 2023b), car (Fox & Weisberg,
2019), ggpubr (Kassambara, 2023a), sjPlot (Lidecke, 2024), tidyverse (Wickham et al., 2019), ggplot2 (Wickham,
2016), tidyr (Wickham et al., 2024), dplyr (Wickham et al., 2023), haven (Revelle, 2025a), psych (Revelle, 2025b),
writex] (Ooms, 2023), openxlsx (Schauberger & Walker, 2023), and extrafont (Chang, 2014).
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exclusively assessed via audience analytics — and that they could potentially face sanctions based
on these metrics — have not yet materialized (Fiirst, 2020). Moreover, less frequent uses include
removing one’s own articles from the homepage (M = 2.26, SD = 1.45) and responding to com-
petitor actions by removing content (M = 1.34, SD = 0.61), indicating that post-publication de-
selection based on audience analytics is a selective and relatively infrequent practice - at least for

b)
one’s own work.

Figure 4: Descriptive Statistics of Audience Analytics Use Items

Audience Analytics Usage by Purpose

The boxplots depict the distribution of ratings, including the median (central line),
interquartile range (IQR), whiskers (1.5 X IQR), potential outliers, and annotations for the mean (M)
and standard deviation (SD) to summarize central tendency and variability.
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Note: Developed within the framework of a collaborative project. The figure was designed by

Gianna Ehrlich as part of the joint analysis process.

The analysis of journalists’ perceptions of audience analytics demonstrates their practical sig-
nificance but also perceived limitations (see Figure 5): Participants generally regarded audience
analytics as important (M = 3.96, SD = 0.93) and moderately reliable in reflecting audience inter-
ests and opinions (M = 3.37, SD = 0.90). This largely aligns with findings from the second project,
which indicated a moderate level of reflection on the limitations of audience analytics. How-
ever, their role in guiding news selection (M = 2.49, SD = 1.05) and supporting traditional jour-
nalistic values (M = 2.06, SD = 0.98) was viewed more critically. This echoes the results of the third

project, which pointed to a rather selective use of analytics and a cautious reception of advice from
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analytics experts, especially among journalists with a citizen-oriented role conception. Opinions
were divided on whether audience analytics foster internal competition among journalists

(M =2.93, SD = 1.17), reflecting varied newsroom dynamics and organizational culture.

Figure 5: Perceived Usefulness of Audience Analytics

Assessment of the Purposes of Audience Metrics

The boxplots depict the distribution of ratings, including the median (central line),
interquartile range (IQR), whiskers (1.5 X IQR), potential outliers, and annotations for the mean (M)
and standard deviation (SD) to summarize central tendency and variability.
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Note: Developed within the framework of a collaborative project. The figure was designed by

Gianna Ehrlich as part of the joint analysis process.

10.5.3 Experiment: Hypotheses Testing

To test the hypotheses and assess the impact of audience analytics levels and topic areas on de-
selection decisions, a two-factor ANOVA was performed (Table 11). The analysis revealed a sig-
nificant main effect of audience analytics on de-selection decisions (F(3, 408) = 6.41, p < .001,
n® =.046), supporting H1 (significance level set at 0.05 for all tests; N =412). However, the effect
varied across performance levels and was not consistent for all of them: Tukey’s HSD post-hoc
tests indicated that articles with below-average analytics (M = 3.19, SD = 1.08) were deselected
significantly more frequently than those with above-average analytics (M =2.62, SD = 0.98;
p <.001,95% CI [0.23, 0.94]) (Table 12). Additionally, articles with below-average analytics were
deselected significantly more often than those with no analytics (p =.026, 95% CI [0.031, 0.724]).
However, no significant differences were observed between the control group (M =2.85,
SD = 0.97) and average analytics (M = 2.88, SD = 1.01; p = .981). The small effect size (n*> =.046)

indicates that while audience analytics influence de-selection, their impact remains limited. These
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findings also suggest that audience analytics are primarily used for de-selection when performance
is notably poor and avoided when performance is above average. However, decision patterns ap-

pear less differentiated in the mid-range (see Appendix 4-02-3 for an overview of the analysis).

Table 11: Two-Way ANOVA Examining the Effects of Audience Analytics and Topic Area on

De-selection Decisions

ANOVA

Effect F P df n’ R’ Adj. R?
Audience

] 6.41 <.001 3 .046
analytics
Topic area 12.59 <.001 2 .059 12 .10
Interaction 1.90 .079 6 .028
Note: Developed within the framework of a collaborative project. The table was designed by

Gianna Ehrlich as part of the joint analysis process.

A significant main effect of topic area (politics, culture, service) on de-selection was also identi-
fied (F(2, 408) = 12.59, p < .001, n* = .059), supporting H2. With a small to medium effect size,
topic area emerged as a slightly stronger determinant of de-selection than audience analytics.
Post-hoc comparisons revealed that service articles (M = 3.23, SD = 0.99) were deselected signifi-
cantly more frequently than culture (M = 2.75, SD = 0.95; p < .001, 95% CI [0.19, 0.75]) and poli-
tics articles (M = 2.69, SD = 1.05; p < .001, 95% CI [0.27, 0.81]). This finding supports H2a, high-
lighting service articles’ vulnerability to de-selection. However, no significant difference was
found between culture and politics (p = .845), rejecting H2b, as politics articles were not dese-
lected less frequently than culture articles. Similar to audience analytics, the effect is not evenly
distributed across all categories — rather, only one topic area appears to stand out. The type of
content most closely aligned with consumer orientation, namely, service journalism, was more
frequently deselected compared to the other topic areas. This aligns with findings from the third
study, demonstrating a strong retention of relevance for politically oriented content. What is sur-
prising, however, is that no difference emerged between political and moderately public affairs-

related cultural news. One possible explanation, as with audience analytics, is that only thematic
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outliers are especially prone to de-selection, while political content and a range of other topic

areas may enjoy broader acceptance and are more likely to remain accessible.

Table 12: Mean Article De-Selection Scores by Topic Area and Audience Analytics Condition

Audience analytics

Topic None Below-average Average Above-average Overall

M SO N M SO N M SO N M SO N M SD N

Culture 2.85 98 34 297 109 32 262 .93 28 255 .78 33 275 95 127

3.69
Service 291 .94 39 90 33 318 90 34 3.18 1.10 33 3.23 .99 139

(a)
Politics 2.77 1.03 32 296 1.09 42 281 1.11 38 213 .75 34 269 1.05 146

Overall 2.85 .97 105 3.19 1.08 107 2.88 1.01 100 2.62 .98 100 2.89 1.03 412

Note: Developed within the framework of a collaborative project. The figure was designed by
Gianna Ehrlich as part of the joint analysis process. Marker (a) highlights the highest de-

selection rate.

The assumed interaction between audience analytics and topic areas was not significant (F(6,
408) = 1.91, p = .079, n* = .028), rejecting H3 and indicating that the influence of audience analyt-
ics on de-selection does not depend on the topic of the article (for a summary of results see Table
13. This finding is also somewhat surprising in light of prior research and the insights from previ-
ous projects, which suggested that different topics often serve different editorial purposes. Spe-
cifically, public affairs content tends to be produced in line with journalistic values, particularly
those associated with citizen orientation, whereas soft news topics are often selected based on rec-
ommendations from analytics experts and driven by commercial considerations. Following this
logic, one would expect soft news articles, such as the service piece used here, to be treated differ-
ently in response to performance metrics compared to articles with a stronger public affairs focus.
Poorly performing soft news may have been more likely to be de-selected, whereas public affairs
articles might have been retained despite lower performance (Nelson & Tandoc, 2018). However,
this pattern did not emerge, as no significant interaction effect was found. This suggests that the
two main effects, audience analytics performance and topic area, operate largely independently.

One possible explanation may lie in the stimulus design: the public affairs affiliation of all articles
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was relatively low to begin with, possibly limiting the extent to which topic salience influenced
participants’ decisions. Furthermore, the relatively uniform role of audience analytics in de-selec-
tion. regardless of topic area, may point to a broader integration of these tools into editorial
decision-making processes and a growing familiarity with metrics. Regarding the overarching
theme, this may indicate a fundamental embedding of quantification in editorial workflows. How-
ever, considering the relatively small effect of audience analytics and the slightly stronger effect of
topic area, this points toward a form of commodification that is present but limited in scope, in-
tegrated into editorial routines, yet not dominant (Cohen, 2015; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Petre,
2018). Although no statistically significant interaction effect was observed, it is nevertheless note-
worthy that the highest de-selection rate (3.69) by far occurred in the condition combining service

articles with below-average audience analytics (Table 12, marker a).

Table 13: Summary of Hypothesis Testing

Statistical Test
Hypothesis Effect Size (n? Outcome
VP & p-Value )
HI: ngher I'Derf.orman?e in au.dlence analyt- ANOVA,
ics metrics is associated with lower levels .046 supported
. . p <.001
of article de-selection.
H2: The topic area influences the de-selec- ANOVA,
. . .059 supported
tion of articles. p <.001
H2a: Articles in the service area are deselected ~ Tukey HSD,
more often than those in the cultureor ~ p <.001 (both - supported
politics area. comparisons)
Tukey HSD,
H2b: Articles in the politics area are deselected _Y 845
less often than those in the culture and P o - rejected
_ (politics vs.
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10.5.4 Qualitative Interviews: Identifying De-Selection Patterns

Interviews revealed diverse de-selection patterns, enhancing the experimental findings by uncov-
ering motives and organizational rationales behind post-publication gatekeeping practices. While
audience analytics emerged as a significant driver in many scenarios, their impact varied depend-
ing on organizational conditions and situational factors. First, it must be noted that de-selection
is a normal process within news production - just like selection itself. De-selection occurs natu-
rally within a news item’s lifecycle due to limited homepage space, particularly when new topics
emerge. The results presented here are therefore based on a relational perspective, focusing on
when and under what circumstances de-selection becomes more or less likely. The obligation to
keep the homepage up to date often outweighs audience analytics performance, especially in the
case of national publishers with large audiences. This highlights the self-regulatory dimension of
post-publication gatekeeping, where journalistic values can, at times, take precedence over per-

formance metrics, confirming insights from the third project.

If other news become more relevant, more current, or if an event develops further, then it is, of
course, clear that those items will be moved up, and other things will naturally move down. (113-

MOL11, Deputy Section Head - Politics, Economy, Society, national news outlet)

10.5.5 The Multi-Faceted Role of Topics in De-Selection

Hence, the role of audience analytics in content removal is shaped by the dynamics of the news
flow: While analytics often guide day-to-day de-selection decisions in cases where topics of similar
news value compete for visibility, they are frequently disregarded in the context of dominant
events such as elections. Although the experimental design deliberately excluded such dominant
topics to avoid potential distortions, the general role of audience analytics in everyday de-selection
decisions can nonetheless be confirmed. Within the practices dimension of the post-publication
gatekeeping framework, topics emerged as a key driver of de-selection, further supporting the
experimental findings. Political news, particularly stories perceived as socially relevant, were less
frequently de-selected by participants. In contrast, softer topics, such as service journalism, proved
more vulnerable to removal.

Interestingly, this pattern reversed in many local newsrooms, where national political

content, despite its societal relevance, was often quickly removed. Editors assumed that readers
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turned to their outlet primarily for local news and would turn to other sources for national cover-
age. In these cases, softer content with direct local relevance, such as traffic updates or hazardous
events like fires, tended to retain homepage visibility, regardless of metric performance. This chal-
lenges the common assumption that public-affairs-oriented news is categorically less likely to
be de-selected. Instead, local relevance emerged as an additional and sometimes overriding crite-
rion. Contrariwise, national outlets retained political news regardless of their performance. Thus,
the interaction effect that did not reach significance in the experiment appears more clearly in
the interview data.

Moreover, content that required considerable resources or was produced in-house was
often less likely to be removed, pointing to internal value assignments beyond audience data.
These findings suggest that de-selection decisions are shaped by organizational priorities, blend-
ing the audience and practice dimensions of the post-publication gatekeeping framework. Differ-
ent Rationales for Selection and De-Selection

While the influence of audience analytics on post-publication gatekeeping is not consistent
across all contexts, the interviews revealed specific and recurring practices in how they are used.
By examining the full lifecycle of news items, a clear pattern emerged: Initial story selection often
followed journalistic criteria, broader news agendas, or reactions to competitor activities. In con-
trast, audience analytics played a more decisive role in determining how long a story remained
visible. A common strategy involved “giving a story a chance” to observe its performance, fol-
lowed by swift removal if it underperformed. This approach was particularly noticeable with po-
litical content that had been published out of a sense of normative responsibility. These findings
highlight why existing findings about the role of audience analytics in news selection cannot be
directly transferred to post-publication activities. It appears that normative considerations, espe-
cially those linked to citizen-oriented role perceptions, carry more weight in the selection phase
than in decisions about whether to de-select a piece after publication. This dynamic underscores
the importance of studying post-publication gatekeeping: Simply being published does not guar-

antee visibility, as low-performing items may remain live for only brief periods.

Yes, that’s the thing - after testing and observing whether people are interested, and we realize

they aren’t because it simply doesn’t get any clicks, then we react very quickly. So, you usually give
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the article about an hour at most and check whether it’s being picked up or not [...]. (I112-MO10,

Editor, local news outlet)

In extreme cases, article placement and de-selection are fully automated, with performance met-

rics dictating outcomes and leaving editors with little agency for manual adjustments.

10.5.6 Strategic De-Selection

While audience analytics performance frequently triggered de-selection and related post-publica-
tion activities, such as modifying headlines or article length, the rationale behind these actions
varied. The audience aspect within the post-publication gatekeeping framework played a domi-
nant role here: De-selection often stemmed from a belief that audiences lacked interest in specific
content. In some cases, this was a strategic decision: Low-performing content misaligned with
an outlet’s unique selling point was removed more quickly due to economic pressures. Keeping
non-performing items in prominent positions was perceived as unaffordable, again reflecting in-
tersections between audiences and practices. However, de-selection does not necessarily result in
disappearance. Some participants mentioned to de-select articles strategically due to low perfor-
mance, only to modify them and give them a second chance later on, hoping for better audience

analytics during another time of the day:

If we notice, okay, there are so few people on it, even though it’s actually a hot topic, we take it
down for now. And occasionally, we also handle it in such a way that we remove articles from the

homepage for a certain time and then republish them later. (I6-MO6, Editor, regional news outlet)

10.5.7 The Role of Individual Metrics

To meet the broader goal of this research - and in alignment with the approach pursued in the
second project — to move beyond the generalized term audience analytics, this project examined
how individual metrics shape post-publication decisions. Unsurprisingly, click counts remain the
dominant metric. However, conversions measuring the generation of subscriptions are gaining
importance, supporting findings by Newman et al. (2024). Some participants reported assigning
specific metric goals to different articles, such as retaining existing subscribers, driving traffic,

or acquiring new subscribers. This suggests a differentiated approach to de-selection depending
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on strategic goals. For instance, an article aimed at retaining subscribers may be treated more gen-
erously — even if its click numbers are relatively low. This illustrates that, beyond purely quantita-
tive goals, other evaluative criteria are possible. This leads to the assumption that -regarding met-
ric performance - not only topics are treated differently, but also articles are evaluated based on
their intended purpose, offering additional explanatory potential.

At the same time, metrics are often presented in aggregated formats with easily accessible
indicators, which speaks to their institutional embedding within editorial workflows and their rel-
evance to post-publication gatekeeping. However, this aggregation may also lead to a less nuanced
engagement with individual metrics, instead promoting a generalized view. One explanation
could be that journalists lack the time to analyze multiple metrics and instead rely on heuristics
that support quick decision-making. This also validates the traffic light system employed in the
experimental design. Interestingly, a high value on a given metric does not always correlate with a
lower likelihood of de-selection. On the contrary: high referred traffic from search engines, for
example, could prompt de-selection, as such articles were perceived to have already served their
visibility purpose and no longer needed to occupy space on the homepage. Although usually seen
as background infrastructure, the platform dimension in the post-publication gatekeeping frame-
work reveals its influence through these seemingly counterintuitive de-selection patterns, sup-

porting insights by A. M. Lee et al. (2014).

If I then see that it’s not being clicked on the homepage at all but has a very high reach via Google,
then you can follow the principle of saying: “Well, I'll take it down because obviously no one is
reading it on the homepage, but they’re finding the content through other means. So, I'd rather use
the space on the homepage to offer something else.” (12-MO2, Homepage Chief, national news

outlet)

Overall, the interviews reinforce findings from the experiment while uncovering distinctive pat-
terns and underlying motives extending the quantitative results. De-selection appears more sus-
ceptible to audience analytics than initial selection, though its influence varies with the news situ-
ation and organizational culture, marking the critical intersection of audiences and practices.

Apart from that, de-selection can be temporary, stressing its strategic nature.

170



Beyond Selection — Audience Analytics in Post-Publication Gatekeeping 10

10.6 Summary of Findings and Discussion

This project investigated the role of audience analytics in editorial practices after the initial selec-
tion of news. By extending insights into selection decisions (Blanchett Neheli, 2018; Lamot & van
Aelst, 2020; Tandoc, 2014a; Welbers et al., 2016), it highlights that selecting a news item is neces-
sary but not sufficient for its inclusion in public discourse - visibility, duration, and placement
are equally critical. By integrating the concept of analytics-driven de-selection (Nelson & Tandoc,
2018; Tandoc, 2014a) into the post-publication gatekeeping framework (Hermida, 2020; Salonen
etal., 2023), factors influencing de-selection decisions were examined and patterns as well as mo-
tives behind these practices uncovered. Given the importance of topic areas in this relationship
(Lamot & van Aelst, 2020; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018), they were integrated into both the experiment

and the in-depth interviews.

10.6.1 The Limited Influence of Audience Analytics

The findings confirm that audience analytics significantly influence decisions regarding the dura-
tion and prominence of published news articles, though their impact is not absolute but rather
small (see effect size in Table 11 and 13). The fact that the impact on de-selection only differed
significantly between high and low performing analytics but neither of them with average perfor-
mance points to a threshold that needs to be exceeded, suggesting that their influence does not
seem to be entirely linear. Moreover, the experiment revealed that the topic area of an article exerts
a stronger influence on de-selection decisions than its performance in audience analytics, suggest-
ing that newsroom practices and content-specific factors play a more decisive role in post-pub-
lication practices. The topic areas politics and culture are less frequently deselected compared to
service-related content, reflecting the prioritization of societal relevance and the alignment with
traditional news values. While audience success may not be universally decisive, it has become a
permanent fixture in editorial practices, effectively extending the traditional set of news factors,
as noted by Lamot and van Aelst (2020).

In the interviews, journalists reported greater autonomy and normative considerations in
the initial selection of topics, often “giving several topics a chance”. However, once a topic was
selected, its performance frequently became a key determinant of its duration and placement. This

reflects a heightened awareness of the need for balanced and diverse coverage during the selection
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phase, contrasted with more performance-driven rigor during de-selection. This also reinforces
the notion that role orientations and their components may not be static but can shift along the
continuum of market orientation depending on contextual demands. While selection, as a classic
gatekeeping task, is perceived as more relevant and influenced by citizen orientation, the evalua-
tion of content and its visibility over time tends to be shaped more strongly by market-based cri-

teria.

10.6.2 Different Situation, Different Approach

However, situational aspects shape this relationship. Audience analytics’ impact, for instance, of-
ten hinged on the overall news situation. Journalists are hesitant to remove dominant topics such
as elections or terrorist attacks from their homepage even if they do not perform well, indicating
the intersection — and at times tension - between the audiences and practices aspect of post-pub-
lication gatekeeping. Conversely, articles are de-selected despite high performance due to the per-
ceived obligation to keep the homepage updated. This underscores the persistence of editorial
judgment in determining which articles remain accessible and visible to audiences, even in the
face of increasing reliance on real-time audience metrics, resembling the self-regulative aspect
within the post-publication framework.

Organizational characteristics, reflecting the practices aspect of the applied framework, play
a crucial role in de-selection decisions as well. Resource-intensive content and in-house produc-
tions are less likely to be de-selected, even when failing performance benchmarks. This under-
scores the interplay of economic and social considerations: Promoting brand-specific content
or satisfying authors often takes precedence over strict adherence to audience analytics. However,
de-selection was frequently described as an economic necessity, especially for smaller outlets with
more limited resources. These organizational and situational influences — which can, at times,
completely override audience analytics — may help explain why the variance in de-selection ex-
plained by topic area and audience analytics performance remains relatively low at approximately
10% (Table 11). This finding highlights the need to account for a broader and more nuanced set
of influences in future research on post-publication gatekeeping.

The findings revealed no significant interaction between topic area and audience analytics

in de-selection decisions, diverging from the results Nelson and Tandoc (2018), who identified a
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stronger influence of analytics on soft news. However, the hard versus soft news dichotomy em-
ployed in their study may produce more pronounced differences in journalistic values than the
topic categories of politics, culture, and service used here. Interestingly, the interviews uncovered
more nuanced patterns: interactions between topic area and analytics performance varied
strongly depending on whether outlets served local, regional, or national audiences. Participants
from national outlets reported that hard news, particularly stories of broad social relevance, were
less likely to be de-selected despite poor performance. Conversely, local and regional outlets
showed greater willingness to remove such stories if they did not perform well, as these topics were
seen as misaligned with their specific audience interests and editorial priorities. These con-
trasting editorial logics may explain the absence of a statistically detectable interaction effect: di-
vergent tendencies likely neutralize each other when averaged across the sample. This finding
is particularly noteworthy, as it reveals counterintuitive patterns and suggests that, contrary to the
experimental data alone, an interaction effect between topic area and analytics performance — sim-
ilar to that observed by Nelson and Tandoc (2018) — may indeed exist under specific contextual

conditions.

10.7 Implications for Journalism and Media Management

The findings paint a nuanced picture of editorial autonomy in post-publication processes. While
organizational expectations are considered, particularly when performance is lacking, journalists
largely retain decision-making authority. This expands upon insights from third project by em-
phasizing the conditional nature of external influence. Overall, the presumed loss of independent,
criteria-driven editorial practices cannot be confirmed, and with it the often-assumed decline in
journalistic quality. Instead, the influence of audience analytics appears to be significant but far
from all-encompassing, aligning with previous research (Karlsson & Clerwall, 2013; Lamot et al.,
2021; Lamot & van Aelst, 2020; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018). The fact that topic area exerted an even
greater influence than analytics further indicates that other editorial considerations continue to
shape news production, audience analytics are one factor among many.

Interestingly, selection and de-selection appear to follow different logics. This suggests that
in the context of post-publication gatekeeping, made possible through digital technologies, jour-

nalists face different demands than in traditional gatekeeping, which remains more strongly
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tied to normative ideals. The recurring pattern of “giving stories a chance” and subsequently re-
moving them if they underperform indicates a shift toward performance-driven editorial judg-
ment. This logic may constrain the diversity of public discourse. However, the generally low ex-
plained variance in the quantitative model seems plausible given the multiple pressures journalists
face and the intuitive sense many have of which stories should be “sticky”, even if they don’t ini-
tially perform well. Internal newsroom dynamics also play a visible role: stories from in-house
staff are less likely to be de-selected, revealing a need to satisfy colleagues or superiors. Further-
more, many media organizations seem to have adopted a more differentiated approach to per-
formance goals. As a result, the influence of strongly quantitative, consumer-focused metrics ap-
pears to be limited. In their place, more qualitative and strategically aligned metrics are increas-
ingly shaping de-selection decisions

Overall, examining post-publication processes proves to be a valuable endeavor. First, be-
cause, as shown above, they follow different logics than initial selection. Second, because the post-
publication gatekeeping framework allows for a more nuanced integration of the audience per-
spective. It becomes evident that audience influence mainly stems from aggregated analytics
data, while more active feedback mechanisms such as comments seem to play a minor role.
Within the framework, the audience dimension and especially the process aspect emerged as es-
pecially influential, whereas self-regulatory elements were applied selectively. Regarding the jour-
nalistic perspective, it is also important to recognize that, as shown in the first project, individual
differences in audience analytics use patterns lead to distinct de-selection practices. For example,
a “Skeptic” type might de-select all articles that fail to meet their citizen-oriented expectations,
regardless of performance metrics.

From a media management perspective, several important implications arise. First, the find-
ings suggest that journalists have, at least partially, internalized management-driven considera-
tions, especially in the post-publication phase, more so than during the initial selection process.
This indicates a growing awareness of organizational needs, a pattern already observed in the
third project. Such sensitivity is valuable in light of the often-precarious financial situation of news
organizations, particularly because it appears to be accompanied by a sense of balance: journalists
continue to set professional boundaries within their remit. Second, strategic elements also seem

to play a role in post-publication decisions. For example, removing an article from the homepage
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only to republish it later at a more opportune time suggests entrepreneurial thinking and re-
source efficiency. The handling of in-house content, which was less frequently de-selected, further
underlines this, indicating its internal relevance as well as its perceived contribution to the brand.
For media management, this implies a clear mandate: to define metric-specific goals and link
them to different content categories in order to satisfy diverse audience segments. At the same
time, management must safeguard editorial leeway that enables topics to be covered even if they
do not serve immediate strategic goals. These decisions — on what should remain accessible in the

interest of public discourse — must ultimately remain in the hands of journalists

10.8 Implications for the Overarching Theme

With regard to the overarching theme of this work, numerous implications have emerged
throughout the analysis and discussion. First, the dominant role of the process perspective within
the post-publication gatekeeping framework and the strong influence of topic area became evi-
dent. These findings illustrate that although economic pressures are indeed present and market
orientation is embedded in journalists’ thinking, such considerations are often outweighed by
pragmatic routines in the actual process of news production (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). At the
same time, the evaluation of content, especially in the post-publication phase, is frequently based
on audience analytics and, as such, is not made by journalists themselves. This reflects a shift to-
ward the separation of conception and execution, a core principle of the capitalist organization
oflabor (Braverman, 1974). However, this separation is mitigated by the fact that such evaluations
are not automatically decisive for editorial action. Instead, they are embedded within broader sets
of evaluative criteria, which are often shaped by situational consideration.

The decisive factor, therefore, is not whether audience analytics are used per se, but whether
strategic objectives tied to specific metrics become dominant in guiding editorial decisions. Nota-
bly, the project highlights that tendencies toward commodification appear to be more pro-
nounced in regional and local markets. These outlets are often less strongly associated with tra-
ditional professional journalistic values and operate under greater economic constraints. A par-
ticularly troubling sign of the penetration of quantification into journalistic thinking is the char-
acterization — by some interview participants — of certain topics as a luxury. This suggests that

economic constraints may, in some cases, outweigh normative journalistic judgments. Even when
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journalists are aware of the societal importance of certain topics, they may still deprioritize them

under economic pressure.

10.9 Limitations and Avenues for Future Research

The integration of experimental and qualitative methods proved productive, underscoring the
value of diverse methodologies. The experiment provided robust evidence of audience analytics’
influence, while the interviews contextualized these findings by uncovering situational dynamics
and professional judgments beyond the experimental scope. In particular, the qualitative data of-
tered critical insights into topic-related interpretations and helped contextualize the absence of an
interaction effect — findings that could not have been derived from the experiment alone. To-
gether, these methodological complementarities offer a comprehensive understanding of the in-
terplay between audience metrics and editorial decision-making.

Despite these strengths, several limitations must be acknowledged: While the quantitative
experiment isolated key variables and examined causal mechanisms, its external validity is inher-
ently limited. Controlled settings cannot fully replicate the nuanced, real-world conditions shap-
ing de-selection decisions A particular point of concern is the stimulus itself. Although it was
deliberately designed to maintain a consistently low news value to prevent topic-induced biases,
it operated on a generally soft-news level. The inclusion of a public affairs reference, particularly
through the mention of Vladimir Putin, may have struck participants as unusual or even bizarre
within the given context. While the main effect suggests that participants did perceive a some sort
of relevance, it remains unclear whether this was interpreted in line with the intended public af-
fairs classification or simply regarded as a curiosity. In real newsroom conditions, such a story
might be removed more quickly, especially when competing with more conventional political
news. It is also possible that participants did not categorize the stimulus as “politics” at all, but
rather reacted to the unusual framing or the presence of a high-profile figure. Furthermore, the
fictional news platform shown in the experiment presented a mix of relatively soft news, which
may have felt unfamiliar or even confusing to journalists accustomed to different editorial stand-
ards. Although participants were encouraged to envision a realistic newsroom setting, it remains
uncertain whether their decisions reflected their own outlet’s routines and strategic goals, or
whether they instead responded based solely on the fictitious outlet depicted in the stimulus. A
similar limitation applies to the audience analytics tool used: Although the traffic-light system was
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chosen for its clarity and accessibility, participants may rely on entirely different tools in their daily
routines, which come with specific affordances and contextual cues. This could have contributed
to a sense of artificiality, even though the tool was designed to be broadly understandable and low-
threshold in its application.

While in-depth interviews address the issue of external validity, they are subject to potential
social desirability bias. Participants may underreport their reliance on audience analytics and
overstate adherence to journalistic values, potentially skewing insights to protect their profes-
sional or personal image. Moreover, both samples focused on professional journalists from estab-
lished media organizations, excluding freelance journalists, alternative media, and semi-profes-
sional players like news influencers, who may approach de-selection differently.

Lastly, the German news market’s strong differentiation among local, regional, and na-
tional outlets significantly shaped the results. Local and regional outlets exhibited unique de-se-
lection patterns that may not generalize to more concentrated or nationally oriented media mar-
kets. The position of Public Service Media within the market also likely influenced findings, em-
phasizing the role of organizational cultures. Nevertheless, both the experimental results and most
interview patterns align with existing research (Lamot & van Aelst, 2020; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018;
Tandoc, 2014a). While it is expected that the results hold relevance in other contexts and media
markets, cultural and social factors can easily alter or offset the influence of audience analytics
(Dollah & Tandoc, 2022).

To address some of these shortcomings, the use of in situ data collection methods is sug-
gested. The qualitative interviews revealed that the application of audience analytics is highly sit-
uational, suggesting that contextual factors significantly influence their role in post-publication
gatekeeping (Schnauber-Stockmann et al., 2024). To better capture and quantify these situational
influences, future research could employ experience sampling methodology. This approach in-
volves newsroom decision-makers completing short surveys multiple times a day, collecting real-
time data on their use of audience analytics and the contextual factors informing their decisions.
By examining individual, situational, and organizational-level influences, this method could yield
more granular insights into the dynamics of post-publication gatekeeping. At the same time, it
encourages continuous reflection. While the second project indicated that such reflection exists

among journalists, it appeared only moderately pronounced. Experience sampling could offer
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greater clarity on when and under what conditions reflection occurs, for instance, whether jour-
nalistic values or audience-maximization goals are more likely to be reflected upon, thus helping

to resolve ambiguities identified in the second project.

10.10 From Shaping Content to Shaping Metrics

This project demonstrated that audience analytics have a limited but nuanced impact on news-
rooms practices after initial selection. It stresses the need for balanced post-publication practices
that align audience preferences with journalistic principles to ensure all topics “get their chance”.
To conclude, gatekeeping, often dismissed as outdated, remains central to editorial processes
embedded in organizational cultures. Facing an abundance of (mis)information, it assumes a
moral obligation (Ferrucci & Hopp, 2024). Living up to this responsibility requires ongoing re-
flection on audience analytics use and the role of audiences in both selection and de-selection.
Understanding these dynamics is crucial for fostering newsroom transparency and accounta-
bility, building trust with audiences, and countering concerns about the homogenization of news.

Against this backdrop, the next project explores how media organizations can actively shape
these processes — rather than merely acting as passive users of audience analytics. To counteract
trends of commodification and prevent the potential erosion of journalistic values by purely
market-driven metrics, a proactive engagement with organizational and professional values is
needed. Ideally, this would involve integrating these values into performance evaluations and
identifying ways to render them measurable. The next project will therefore investigate how such
value-based measurement systems can enhance legitimacy and public value, and what challenges

emerge during their implementation.
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Public Service Media

The previous projects examined the differentiated use of audience analytics, newsroom dynamics,
the emergence of new professional roles, and the relevance of audience analytics in news produc-
tion processes. This final project explores how media organizations can address the challenges of
quantification and commodification while preserving core professional values within the fourth
thematic area of this work. Throughout the preceding projects, normative ideals — most notably
journalistic role orientations — played a central role. Although findings from the second project
suggest that consumer orientation does not necessarily result in uncritical or purely market-driven
behavior, many of the proposed solutions to safeguard normative ideals still revolve around lim-
iting or selectively applying audience analytics as shown in the third and fourth project. While
the set of metrics in use has become more diverse, encompassing organizational goals such as
subscription generation (conversions) and user retention, these metrics rarely reflect the broader
normative aspirations of journalism or of the organization itself.

This tension becomes particularly salient in the context of PSM, which faces the risk of fall-
ing into a “neoliberal trap”: adopting performance measures rooted in commercial logic and
competing on the same grounds as private media. Yet, such metrics may not be compatible with
the unique remit of public service providers. The ongoing legitimacy debate surrounding PSM
across many countries raises an urgent question: by which indicators should the success of public
broadcasters be measured?

Using a conceptual framework that combines legitimacy types with public value and audi-
ence analytics literature, this project explores the development and implementation of the ZDF-
Kompass (ZDF Compass), a tailored measurement system designed to meet the organizational
and legal requirements of the German PSM ZDF. This project employs a case study approach,
drawing on six interviews with managerial positions responsible for the development of the in-
strument and one external expert involved in the development process. Additionally, published
material and internal documents provided during the interviews were included in the analysis.
PSM was chosen as case for three reasons: First, it operates under a legal commitment to jour-

nalistic values such as independence and diversity; second, there are societal and stakeholder

179



11 Towards a Proprietary Approach - Establishing Analytics Systems in Public Service Media

group expectations regarding the quality of PSM; and third, a proprietary metric system is cur-
rently being developed at ZDF, offering a unique opportunity to address the research question.
However, it is important to emphasize that such an instrument is not exclusive to PSM. Any me-
dia organization aiming to measure value-based or goal-specific performance could adopt a sim-
ilar approach. In this context, the case serves as an example of organizations that seek to integrate

journalistic as well as organizational values into their measurement systems.

11.1 Problem Statement and Research Questions

Audience data’s ubiquity has elevated it to a dominant standard in evaluating the work of journal-
ists. Even within the domain of non-commercial entities, such as PSM, there is a notable trend to
maximize reach and audience appeal. This increasing integration of audience metrics into news-
room routines is shaping not only the selection, production, and distribution of journalistic con-
tent, but also programming in entertainment (Costera Meijer, 2020; Ekstrom et al., 2022; Lamot
et al., 2021). Commercial indicators such as audience metrics often define the degree to which
goals are met and have become central to PSM’s legitimacy narratives (Puppis & Ali, 2023).
However, this reliance on quantified performance evaluation risks prioritizing short-term optimi-
zation over the public service remit, potentially compromising the integrity of journalistic stand-
ards (Fiirst, 2020; Tandoc & Thomas, 2015). Consequently, easily quantifiable aspects, often com-
mercially driven, may take precedence as objectives, overshadowing other objectives that are more
nuanced or challenging to measure, if not altogether impossible to quantify (Collins, 2007).
This phenomenon is frequently described as “hitting the target but missing the point” within the
discourse of public value (Horner et al., 2006; Karmasin, 2011). In the long run, such tendencies
may weaken the very foundations of PSM legitimacy and trigger renewed debates about its societal
value and purpose.

Like all organizations, public service broadcasters depend on legitimacy in the eyes of their
stakeholders to ensure long-term viability (Fehlmann, 2023; Walgenbach & Meyer, 2008). The
ongoing political disputes over increasing the license fee have intensified this pressure. Addition-
ally, the debate surrounding the notion of broadcast-like services reveals growing pressure from
commercial competitors to narrow the public broadcaster’s range of services (Baetz, 2025; Entwurf

fiir einen ,,Staatsvertrag zur Reform des offentlich-rechtlichen Rundfunks (Reformstaatsvertrag)",
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2024). Compounding this is the public’s low willingness to pay: in some segments of the popula-
tion, willingness to (financially) contribute to public broadcasting is effectively zero (Sehl, 2023).
Scholarly discussions on public value emphasize that measurement is both central to and
potentially hazardous for the concept: while it is an essential part of defining and demonstrating
value, insufficient or misguided measurement can undermine the realization of public value
altogether (Horner et al., 2006; Neumiiller, 2011). Accordingly, scholars have increasingly called
on media organizations to translate their (journalistic) goals into measurable indicators that
meaningfully reflect their organizational values, rather than relying solely on commercial metrics
(Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016). This kind of operationalization could
help PSM avoid what has been called the neoliberal trap, the uncritical adoption of market-based
performance criteria (Puppis & Ali, 2023). While existing research, as well as the previous pro-
jects in this work, have offered valuable insights into the use and effects of audience analytics on
media production, far less is known about how organizations translate normative goals into con-
crete indicators and how these are implemented in ongoing editorial work. Research on public
value has largely focused on ex-ante evaluations, assessing the potential value of content prior to
its release, but has less often addressed the ongoing evaluation of existing formats in day-to-day
operations (Latzl, 2011; Rodriguez-Castro & Campos Freire, 2023). Given that the demand for
value-based measurement is widely acknowledged, yet the concrete implementation remains un-

clear, this project poses the following major research question:

RQ5:  How do Public Service Media translate their organizational objectives into measurable indica-

tors?

What also remains unclear is how these value-oriented indicators can be reconciled with estab-
lished metrics of performance evaluation. These traditional indicators are often commercially
driven but have a longer history in media evaluation, among them pre-digital metrics like ratings
and TV market share (Limmle, 2008). However, this also includes audience analytics tools that
have become embedded in editorial routines and formats, which similarly focus on quantifying

audience size (Zamith, 2018). From this, the following research question emerges:

RQ5.1:  How do newly developed indicators relate to established audience metrics?

181



11 Towards a Proprietary Approach - Establishing Analytics Systems in Public Service Media

Lastly, the potential impact on media production processes requires evaluation. While the previ-
ous projects have shown that audience analytics are firmly embedded in editorial workflows, they
are often overridden by organizational and situational constraints. The implementation of new
measurement systems therefore presents a distinct challenge. Moreover, in the context of PSM
an additional component becomes salient: The focus is no longer limited to journalistic formats
but extends to a broad range of genres including entertainment, sports, and magazine programs.
Hence, the third research question addresses how newly developed measurement systems are im-

plemented within editorial units and how they potentially affect media production routines.

RQ5.2:  How are proprietary metrics implemented at the editorial level?

11.2 Literature Review and Conceptual Framework

To conceptually approach the research questions and underlying problem, this section begins by
drawing on legitimacy theory as a foundational framework. Differentiating between various
types of legitimacy allows for identifying which can be addressed through proprietary measure-
ment systems, and thus for evaluating their value to PSM. This foundational perspective is then
complemented by the concept of public value, which captures — and in some cases renders meas-
urable - key values associated with PSM. It also provides a normative foundation for assessing
success beyond purely economic metrics. Emphasizing societal benefit aligns with this project’s
broader aim: to explore ways in which commercial quantification can be supplemented, or even
replaced, by performance indicators grounded in professional and organizational values. Finally,
a brief overview of the literature on audience analytics in relation to public value and legitimacy

will be provided.

11.2.1 Under Pressure of Justification: Legitimacy in the Context of PSM

Since legitimacy can be defined as “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an
entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, val-
ues, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995, p. 574), it serves as a fitting conceptual foundation
for examining the role of PSM in society. Analyzing processes of legitimization provides a prom-
ising approach to understanding how PSM attempt to operationalize elements of their public

service remit, particularly in light of shifting societal expectations, evolving media usage patterns,
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and increasing political contestation of their mandate (Puppis & Ali, 2023; Rodriguez-Castro &
Campos Freire, 2023). These institutional transformations can weaken established legitimacy nar-
ratives through competing public judgments (Bitektine & Haack, 2015).

This project draws on the legitimacy types discussed in the literature review (based on
Suchman, 1995), and expands them by introducing an additional regulative dimension. This con-
ceptual continuation enables a differentiated analysis of PSM’s legitimation strategies, as each type
reflects distinct goals and logics relevant for understanding the role of performance measurement
in this context. Pragmatic legitimacy refers to an organization’s ability to generate desirable out-
comes for its immediate environment. In the context of PSM, this includes satisfying both direct
users and the actors involved in regulation and oversight. Moral legitimacy, by contrast, centers
on the normative evaluation of an organization and its actions based on shared values and a com-
mitment to societal welfare (Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017). For PSM, this is
commonly linked to adherence to the public service remit and core journalistic values such as
independence and diversity. Cognitive legitimacy is rooted in the perception of an organization
as natural and necessary - its existence is taken for granted and rarely questioned, even by non-
users (Scherer, 2011). Finally, regulative legitimacy refers to compliance with formal legal frame-
works, such as the Interstate Media Treaty (Medienstaatsvertrag) in Germany (Scott, 1995; Such-
man, 1995; Suddaby et al., 2017). For PSM, this often entails a balancing act: while maximizing
reach is required to ensure accessibility in line with the public mandate, an exclusive focus on
audience numbers may conflict with the mission to provide socially valuable content (Anders-
son Schwarz, 2016).

This typology is based on the assumption that legitimacy can be understood as property, a
view that sees legitimacy as an intangible resource that can be acquired or lost (Gardberg &
Fombrun, 2006; Suddaby et al., 2017). However, legitimacy can also be conceptualized as a pro-
cess, shifting the focus away from environmental congruence toward the dynamic actions and
communicative practices through which legitimacy is continuously constructed (Suddaby et al.,
2017; Tamm Hallstrom & Bostrom, 2010). Finally, legitimacy can be seen as perception, that is,
as individual judgments that ultimately aggregate into collective assessments of an organization.
Since this project adopts an intra-organizational perspective, the typology within the property

view serves as analytical foundation, while acknowledging that this understanding may not fully
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align with dominant approaches within PSM. In the context of the applied typology, a worthwhile
question becomes whether the different types of legitimacy can be more effectively addressed,
or made more visible, through the operationalization of public service goals. The issue of meas-

urability and legitimacy is also closely intertwined with the concept of public value.

11.2.2 Public Value as an Instrument for Demonstrating Legitimacy

Demonstrating the creation of public value can be an approach to achieving legitimacy for public
organizations. The concept focuses on organizational actions that contribute to public welfare
(Gonser & Gundlach, 2022; Moore, 1995). It opposes alignment of public organizations with mar-
ket economy principles like in the New Public Management approach, which and emphasizes eas-
ily measurable KPIs such as average costs. Central to the concept of public value is the idea of
opportunity costs, raising the question: What is society willing to sacrifice for a public service?
Therefore, public managers must demonstrate not only the ability to create valuable outcomes but
also that these outcomes justify the costs incurred by society (Moore, 1995; Neumiiller, 2011).
In the context of PSM the concept of public value was initially introduced by the BBC, cen-
tering around the dimensions of authorization, creation, and measurement. Public value subse-
quently evolved into a key regulatory criterion for the BBC. However, for PSM in general, relying
solely on authorization from users or governments may not be desirable. First, because PSM must
maintain its independence and institutional autonomy. Second, the public may not always be
able to accurately assess its own needs and interests (Collins, 2007). To address this accounta-
bility gap, mechanisms such as audience research, advisory boards, and user complaints are in-
corporated. Regarding the dimension of creation, the BBC defined four output-oriented indica-
tors, Reach, Quality, Impact, and Value for Money, designed to engage audiences both as con-
sumers and as citizens. Measurement aims to operationalize these indicators in order to assess
whether public value is being created efficiently and effectively. However, inadequate measure-
ment may ultimately undermine both the concept and credibility of public value. Furthermore,
the prioritization of easily quantifiable aspects risks sidelining socially relevant dimensions that
are less amenable to measurement (Collins, 2007). Additionally, not all elements of the public

service remit can be (precisely) measured (Raats, 2023). The key challenge as proposed in this
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project, therefore, lies in establishing a counterweight to commercial metrics and developing ap-
proaches that make public service objectives more measurable.

To operationalize public value for the BBC, Mazzucato et al. (2020) distinguish between
three dimensions: individual value, societal value, and value for the media industry. Individual
value includes elements such as trust, personal relevance, and consumer benefit, reflecting the
direct relationship between the broadcaster and its audience. Societal value, by contrast, encom-
passes factors like diversity, editorial independence, and the fostering of social cohesion, and is
explicitly understood to be more than a mere byproduct of individual value. The value for the
media industry is reflected in the promotion of talent and innovation, as well as the establishment
of industry standards. Measurement is not static but occurs across multiple levels. Taking climate
change reporting as an example, the first level of analysis would examine how frequently the con-
tent is accessed. At a mid-term level, shifts in attitudes toward climate change would be consid-
ered, and in the long term, whether the content contributes to behavioral change. Murschetz et al.
(2024) also criticize an overly narrow focus on usage metrics and propose an operationalization
of public value based on five dimensions derived from Meynhardt (2019): fulfillment of the
public mandate, ethical conduct, contribution to quality of life, promotion of social cohesion,
and efficient use of resources. This framework essentially reflects the individual and societal value
dimensions from the BBC conceptualization, but places greater emphasis on the individual. As a
result, public value becomes more tangible and measurable. However, certain dimensions, such
as efficient resource use or societal values like social cohesion, may be difficult for individuals to
assess directly.

In the UK, public value is understood as an asset the market cannot adequately provide,
while in Germany, it is more commonly regarded as a contribution to the quality of public dis-
course (Karmasin, 2011). In German PSM, a broadcasting commission conducts a “Three-Step
Test” to evaluate new services. Although public value is not explicitly mentioned, the test assesses
cultural, social, and democratic needs, along with the potential impact on media markets and
opinion formation. Financial considerations are also taken into account before deciding on the
implementation of a new service (Latzl, 2011). In this way, the Three-Step Test largely aligns with
the operationalizations proposed by Murschetz (2024) and Mazzucato et al. (2020). A central issue

with current and practically applied public value evaluations is that, while they do operationalize
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socially relevant indicators, they are primarily conducted for new services and rarely for exist-
ing formats. This creates an evaluative gap, which is often filled in day-to-day operations by com-
mercially driven audience metrics, metrics that do not account for normative values (Lamot et al.,

2021).

11.2.3 Audience Analytics in the Public Value Debate

Despite a widespread perception among journalists of their audience as citizens, the use of audi-
ence metrics tends to foster more consumer-oriented audience conceptions (Belair-Gagnon et al.,
2020). Excessive and uncritical reliance on these metrics risks neglecting societal needs by priori-
tizing popular topics and producing less diverse content in pursuit of user numbers (Ferrucci,
2020; Tandoc & Thomas, 2015). Although the second project demonstrated that even within a
consumer-oriented framework there is evidence of reflective engagement, it remains unclear
whether such reflection necessarily extends to journalistic or PSM values. Media professionals
are often aware of these criticisms and respond by developing justificatory strategies, such as
equating audience metrics with traditional news values or reframing them as democratic feedback,
thus masking their commercial underpinnings. Conversely, existing metrics are sometimes ad-
justed to reflect organizational goals, thereby reversing the usual logic of metric application
(Christin & Petre, 2020). To emancipate PSM from commercial performance indicators, scholars
increasingly advocate for the development of media- and public-value-specific metrics (Cherubini
& Nielsen, 2016; Puppis & Ali, 2023).

However, existing analytics systems cannot simply be ignored. Since audience analytics
have become an industry standard (Ekstrom et al., 2022), they must be considered in any mean-
ingful discussion about measuring mission-oriented goals. In this context, PSM adopt a hybrid
approach: while they employ formal procedures to assess new services against public service cri-
teria, they simultaneously rely on industry-standard metrics — often commercial in nature - to
evaluate existing formats and content. Thus, establishing proprietary measurement systems does
not imply starting from scratch, but rather necessitates the strategic integration, adaptation, or
potential discontinuation of existing analytics practices. Developing such systems holds the po-
tential to expand legitimacy efforts beyond ex ante evaluations avoiding the “neoliberal trap”

(Puppis & Ali, 2023). Furthermore, proprietary systems may support media professionals in more
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clearly articulating professional boundaries and maintaining editorial autonomy (Gieryn,

1983).

11.3 Methodological Approach

To investigate how PSM navigate the translation of their organizational goals into measurable
metrics and its implications for media production, this study employs a case study approach fo-
cused on the development and implementation of the ZDF-Compass Although calls for proprie-
tary measurement systems have been made for some time, such instruments have rarely found
their way into media organizations and newsrooms. Instead, existing metrics tend to be selectively
adopted or recombined. In this context, an in-depth investigation of a single case appears partic-
ularly promising, as it enables a closer examination of both the underlying motivations and
design of such an instrument, as well as its potential influence on production processes (von
Rimscha & Sommer, 2016; Yin, 2018).

The ZDF-Compass was selected for its revelatory potential in exploring how PSM-specific
values can be operationalized through measurement and to address the existing research gap re-
garding journalistic value-based approaches to audience analytics (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020;
Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Yin, 2009). ZDF (Zweites Deutsches Fernsehen/Second German Tele-
vision) is one of the three German PSM entities with an operating budget of about 2.4 bn Euros in
2022. It is mainly funded by a monthly household fee. As a result of legislation, it publishes a bi-
annual statement on its program policy which is presented to a broadcasting board of 60 members.
Within this framework the ZDF-Compass, an instrument to capture PSM goals, primarily con-
tent quality, has been designed (ZDF, 2022) .

The interview guideline was structured into three main blocks. Drawing on legitimacy types
derived from the literature, the first section addressed the intended goals of the ZDF-Compass.
This was followed by questions based on the public value framework, focusing on the dimensions
of the instrument and how they are operationalized. If not already mentioned by participants, the
relationship between the instrument and the public service mandate was also explicitly addressed.
Finally, in light of previously used audience metrics, the (potential) application of the instrument

was discussed. Interviewees were encouraged to deviate from the structure where appropriate in
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order to elaborate on aspects not fully captured by the guideline (see Appendix 5-01). To contex-
tualize the development of the instrument, both internal and public documents were also ana-
lyzed, including presentations prepared for the broadcasting board, press releases, ZDF’s official
commitment to public service principles, and the most recent version of the German Interstate
Media Treaty (4th version, January 2024). Table 14 presents an overview of the documents related

to the ZDF-Compass that were included in the analysis (see Appendix 5-03).

Table 14: Documents Used for the Analysis

Code Document type Availability
Doc 1 Presentation for broadcasting board internal
Doc 2 Performance indicators ZDF-Compass internal
Doc 3 Self-commitment statement of the broadcasting public
board

Doc 4 Press release ZDF-Compass public
Doc 5 Press release ZDF panel “mitreden” public
Doc 6 Explanation ZDF-Compass public
Doc7 Presentation strategy of ZDF-Compass internal
Doc 8 Interstate Media Treaty (4™ version, January 2024) public
Doc 9 Press release: self-commitment statement public

This project seeks to gain insights into the processes behind the development of criteria for the
ZDF-Compass. Access to this knowledge was limited to select managerial positions directly in-
volved in its conception and implementation. To broaden the scope of perspectives, the interview
sample also included one external expert engaged in the development process and one representa-
tive from ZDF’s spin-off channel FUNK for younger audiences, resulting in a total of seven inter-
views — four conducted in person and three virtually. The interviews were carried out between
February and April 2024, lasting between 53 and 101 minutes. To encourage open and candid
responses, all interviews were pseudonymized, identifying participants only by their roles within
the organization. Table 15 provides an overview of the interviewees’ roles and their areas of activity

within the organization (see Appendix 5-02).
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Table 15: Interview Participants

Code Affiliation Gender Tasks

Int1  Senior vice president program- male Program planning, distribution, budget
ming control, media research

Int2  Deputy Head of Central Tasks  male Project manager ZDF-Compass, project

manager self-commitment statement

Int3  Consultant ZDF Broadcasting ~ male Management of research projects for
and Administration Board boards, mediation between external ex-
perts and boards

Int4  Head of Central Tasks-Pro- male HR management, IT management, portfo-
gram planning lio management

Int5  Team lead audience measure-  male Media research, survey and data manage-
ment and data science ment, system architecture

Int6  Deputy program management male Portfolio management, budget manage-
- young audiences ment

Int7  External expert media quality =~ female Adpvisory function for the broadcasting

board
Note: Int 6 was not involved in the ZDF-Compass and included as a reference case due to their

role in programming for young audiences.

The analysis combines descriptive elements (first-order information), such as interview state-
ments offering insights into the structure and intentions behind the ZDF-Compass, with over-
arching themes concerning legitimation strategies and public value references extracted from the
material (second-order themes) (Ddring, 2023; Gioia, 2004; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). The cod-
ing process followed an iterative approach, ensuring that emerging patterns were applied consist-
ently across all interviews and complementary documents (Gehman et al., 2018). The analysis be-
gan with basic categories drawn from the literature review (see Appendix 5-05), particularly the
various types of legitimacy and perceived strategies for achieving it (Hangartner & Fehlmann,
2019; Suddaby et al., 2017). In addition, the material was examined for references to public value
and its measurability (Collins, 2007; Raats, 2023). Finally, reflections on audience analytics and
their use within ZDF were analyzed based on established categories from prior research (Lamot &

Paulussen, 2020).
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The coding procedure involved three steps. First, each interview was roughly character-
ized to gain an initial overview of the material. Second, multiple rounds of coding were conducted
in MaxQDA, using both deductive categories derived from the literature review and inductive
categories found in the interviews and documents. Each category was assigned a distinct coding
rule. This process yielded 1.646 coded segments, with many segments receiving multiple codes.
Third, category-specific summaries across all interviews and documents were created to trace the
development process of the instrument. To explore relationships between categories, the
MaxQDA Code Relations Browser was used to identify intersections, which were subsequently
assessed for plausibility (Kuckartz & Rédiker, 2024). These connections were then used to un-
cover overarching strategic approaches to legitimacy and the ways in which public value aspects
were integrated (see Appendix 5-05).

The analysis was conducted during an ongoing phase of developing the ZDF-Compass. This
enabled real-time insights into the processes, avoiding ex-post rationalization that often em-
phasizes success while neglecting failures. The internal reasoning and communication with stake-
holders were prominent patterns. However, the potential impact on production within and out-
side the organization can only be estimated based on interviews and documents, as the final

outcome of a ready-to-use instrument is not yet available.

11.4 Results

To provide proper context for answering the proposed research questions and capturing the or-
ganizational rationale behind the ZDF-Compass, the instrument and its individual layers are first
introduced. This is followed by a closer examination of the development process to explore how
the criteria were selected and operationalized, thereby addressing RQ 5 and the underlying ques-
tion of how values are translated into metrics. Subsequently, an evaluation of the fit between ex-
isting performance evaluation mechanisms and the new instrument is presented (RQ 5.1). Finally,
insights from the pilot testing phase within format editorial units are used to assess the implemen-
tation of the ZDF-Compass and its potential implications for media professionals and the organi-

zation more broadly (RQ 5.2).
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11.4.1 ZDF-Compass: Background and Structure

The foundation for the development of the ZDF-Compass lies in the provisions of the 4th Amend-
ment to the German Interstate Media Treaty (4. Mediendnderungsstaatsvertrag). This legal frame-
work requires public broadcasters to submit a report every two years on “the quantity and quality
of their existing services”. To that end, broadcasters must define guidelines that include “the es-
tablishment of content-related and formal quality standards as well as standardized processes for
their evaluation” (§31 (2), (4), (6), in effect since January 1, 2024, Doc 8). For reasons of transpar-
ency, these guidelines must be made publicly available and reviewed on a regular basis. A second
foundational element is the self-commitment statement (Selbstverpflichtungserklirung, Doc 3)
published by ZDF in June 2023, which was submitted to the broadcaster’s supervisory board, the
Television Council (Fernsehrat). This document outlines how ZDF intends to achieve its strategic
objectives and fulfill its public service remit. Under the guiding theme “Ein ZDF fiir alle” (“One
ZDF for AIl’), five central goals are defined: providing high-quality content, fostering under-
standing of the world, representing diverse lived realities, creating space for discourse, and
delivering value for the industry and society. These goals closely reflect the previously discussed
dimensions of public value outlined by Murschetz et al. (2024) and Mazzucato et al. (2020) while
further detailing the societal component.

The ZDF-Compass is conceived of as the organization’s central management tool to pursue
its strategic goals (ZDF, 2023a). Its overarching aim is to evaluate the public’s acceptance of the

broadcaster’s content portfolio. The instrument is structured into four concentric circles (see Fig-

ure 6):

1.  The innermost circle captures the usage of content as conditio sine qua non. This reflects
the perspective of Murschetz et al. (2024), who argue that public value can only emerge if
content is known and actually used. Central metrics include viewing volume as the central
metric, reach, social media data, and market share.

2. The second circle is designed to assess content quality. The indicators include diversity, so-

cietal relevance, credibility, accessibility, industry impact, program evaluation, and attribu-
tion of competence — thus covering primarily societal and sector-specific dimensions. It is
intended to safeguard journalistic independence and diligence standards (Doc 6). However,

in its measurement it largely relies on user evaluations

191



11 Towards a Proprietary Approach - Establishing Analytics Systems in Public Service Media

3. Thethird circle contains indicators aimed at measuring the impact of ZDF content on users
as outlined in the public remit (Interstate Media Treaty, § 26, Doc 8). It is assumed that the
preceding circles — usage and perception of quality — lead to this impact. Specifically, it eval-
uates whether content informs, entertains, educates, gives advice for daily life, or promotes
culture.

4.  The outermost circle evaluates acceptance of the broadcasting fee — and with it the exist-
ence of ZDF -, taking into account both perceived individual value and broader societal
value. The monthly broadcasting fee is 18,63 Euro per household and the share of ZDF is
4,69 Euro.

To operationalize these indicators, the self-commitment statement identifies various data

sources, including usage metrics, quantitative and qualitative surveys, data from external provid-

ers, as well as the creation of an internal survey panel (ZDF mitreden) for audience feedback

(Doc 3).
Figure 6: ZDF-Compass and its Layers
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Source:  ZDF (2023b). See also Appendix 5-06.
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11.4.2 Setting the Course: Mission and Momentum Behind the ZDF-Compass

The legal requirements can be identified as the primary motivation for developing the ZDF-Com-
pass. Its main addressee is the Television Council (Fernsehrat), which monitors the objectives out-
lined in the self-commitment statement. However, technical motivations also emerged, for in-
stance, the desire to consolidate measurement methods, surveys, and data sources into a single
instrument in order to address data management challenges. Previously dispersed usage data

across various organizational units are now being transferred into a standardized format.

We don’t want to reinvent the world with the metrics, because all the metrics are there. We just
need to bring them together, coordinate them and make them available to the editorial teams in a

standardized format. (Int 5, team lead audience measurement)

From a management perspective, the ZDF-Compass functions as a regulatory framework in-
tended to streamline evaluation processes, facilitate the setting of performance targets with ed-
itorial units, and provide strategic orientation. Moreover, the instrument is designed to prevent
formats from “cherry-picking” metrics, that is, selectively choosing evaluation indicators that

show their content and format in the most favorable light.

The danger is that if you only look, but don’t look in a directed way, then you can of course cherry
pick the number that has just developed positively. But if that doesn’t correspond to the goal, then
(..). So, that’s why we need agreements and clarification of objectives and then also an evaluation.

(Int 1, Senior vice president programming)

The desire for a more coherent and strategically guided portfolio management approach also
emerged as a dominant motivation. The ZDF-Compass is viewed as a tool to move away from the
traditional focus on linear market share, which may still be relevant for certain formats but fails to
capture the performance of most non-linear content. In this way, the ZDF-Compass not only ad-
dresses moral and regulative legitimacy in relation to the Television Council but also fosters in-
ternal legitimacy within the organization by initiating discussions about the values ZDF aims to
represent as a whole. On the one hand, this enables a values-based discourse that supports a de-
parture from commercially driven metrics. On the other hand, it also positions the ZDF-Compass

as a potentially powerful control mechanism. Additionally, it is intended to clarify the role of
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individual formats within the ZDF portfolio and establish a shared commitment to mission-
driven goals. A similar pattern of evaluation can be observed in the youth-focused platform
FUNK, where formats are regularly reviewed to determine their contribution to the overall offer-

ing.

11.4.3 Aligning the ZDF-Compass Needle: User-Focused Operationalization

Processes to develop the instrument involved establishing a task force charged with translating the
requirements outlined in the self-commitment statement into elements of the ZDF-Compass. This
included conducting an inventory of existing data sources and adopting prevalent market stand-
ards for many ZDF-Compass elements, particularly in the area of usage metrics (inner circle). For
the quality dimension, insights from other European PSMs such as the BBC, the Dutch NPO, and
the Swiss SRG were consulted. Additionally, perspectives from various editorial units and other
in-house stakeholders were integrated into the criteria establishment process. Academic expertise
was also brought in, with three external scholars commissioned to advise the broadcasting board
on fictional programming, survey methodology, and media quality measurement. Despite the in-
clusion of a wide range of perspectives, final authority over the ZDF-Compass criteria remained
with ZDF’s management, highlighting that, for all its value-based ambitions, the ZDF-Compass

also functions as a strategic portfolio management tool.

In the end that is a strategic management process, because that is a determination, a decision that

you can’t necessarily just deduce, but is also a definition. (Int 2, Deputy Head of Central Tasks)

For the inner circle focusing on usage, most data were readily available and already commonly
used in internal evaluation processes, including views, market share, viewing time, and conver-
sions into the media library (Mediathek). Interviews revealed clear prioritization patterns: watch
time and reach across all distribution channels were deliberately selected as the central usage met-
rics, while other indicators, such as follower counts, although still tracked, were assigned a sec-
ondary role. This was also justified by the intention to reduce complexity and avoid overloading

the instrument, which was perceived as a potential barrier to its effective implementation.
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For the operationalization of quality (second circle), the organization relies on existing
measurements and surveys, particularly those addressing credibility and diversity of content. Pro-
gram evaluations, trust, and perceived competence in the quality dimension are primarily based
on user surveys. In contrast, the category of industry impact is captured through indicators such
as support for emerging talent, sustainable production measures (e.g., green shooting), and exter-
nal certification by the Journalism Trust Initiative (Doc 3). An especially interesting aspect is the
treatment of societal relevance, which is situated in the quality dimension (second circle) and
operationalized through resonance analyses, awards, and collaborations with civil society. In con-
trast, within the acceptance dimension (fourth circle), this relevance is measured from the per-
spective of individual users. Both the impact and acceptance dimensions (third and fourth cir-
cle) are primarily operationalized through the users’ point of view. As a result, it becomes less
important whether content is considered educational from a journalistic or scientific standpoint;
what matters instead is whether users agree with statements like “ZDF helps me better under-
stand the world”. Regarding diversity, the ZDF-Compass adopts a hybrid approach that includes
both on-screen and off-screen diversity. Various measurement systems, some based on artificial
intelligence, are used to capture gender ratios in productions or to generate lists of female experts
for interviews. However, experts noted that the broader context in which gender and diversity are
portrayed on screen remains insufficiently addressed. For example, it is not only about ensuring
that female roles receive screen time, but also about how they are represented in terms of social
positioning

In contrast to its domestic competitor ARD, which relies more heavily on content analyses
and the operationalization of journalistic standards, ZDF managers opted for a clearly user-fo-
cused approach in their measurement system, emphasizing individual public value. While this
user orientation is most evident in the usage and impact circle, it also extends to the quality and
acceptance circles. This prioritization of user perspectives is viewed critically by some experts in
terms of validity, as certain aspects of quality and their societal impact may not always be accu-
rately assessed from an individual standpoint. However, interview participants argue that focus-
ing on the user perspective is essential for fostering acceptance and for avoiding excessive align-

ment with competitors.
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That’s what makes it globally attractive, because then you don’t squint: What is ARD doing? That’s
totally not the issue then. It’s really not about what’s on the market, it’s about what the user wants,

so it has a brutal user perspective, the compass. (Int 3, Consultant ZDF boards)

11.4.4 Tensions Between Commercial and Value-Based Indicators

While the ZDF-Compass unites a variety of measurement criteria, not all are necessarily comple-
mentary. In practice, this requires prioritization, both across and within the instrument’s dimen-
sions. For now, this prioritization is explicitly applied only within the usage dimension (inner cir-
cle): watch time and reach are designated as central usage metrics across the board, while other
indicators, such as social media metrics, are still recorded but considered less relevant. Although
the ZDF-Compass incorporates a broad range of value-based indicators and thus creates a coun-
terweight to market-driven evaluation, it remains unclear how these criteria are weighted in re-
lation to commercially influenced usage metrics. As a result, the relationship between traditional
and newly introduced metrics remains largely unresolved, particularly at the organizational level
(RQ 5.1). Therefore, this project further explores their integration at the editorial format level.
To conclude, the development process of the ZDF-Compass is shaped by multiple types of
legitimacy. It begins with regulative legitimacy (fulfilling legal requirements) and moral legiti-
macy, reflected in the commitment to providing high-quality content. A second major driver is
the pursuit of pragmatic legitimacy, most clearly demonstrated by the dominant user focus. The
interviews reveal that this perspective is deeply embedded in the setup of measurement criteria,
particularly in the operationalization of the impact dimension in the third circle. While the or-
ganizational perspective naturally adopts a process-oriented view of gaining legitimacy, it becomes
evident that members of the organization increasingly embrace a perception-based understanding
of legitimacy. In doing so, they move away from long-standing internal benchmarks for quality,

placing greater trust in user evaluations instead.

I think that was the biggest culture shock of all, because in the past the understanding of a public
service provider — I don’t want to hold everyone responsible, but it’s still partly the case now - was
more along the lines of: “Well, if we do this, then it’s already quality [...]” (Int 3, Consultant ZDF
boards)
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Regarding public value, authorization elements frequently involve the public or the broadcasting
board, with the value component perceived as a hygiene factor inherent to the organization’s
DNA. However, measurement plays a dominant role, fostering internal legitimacy by operation-
alizing constructs that were previously open to interpretation by journalists and other media pro-
fessionals. Thus, the instrument strengthens individual public value frames, with societal value
still a part but largely contingent on users’ perceptions of the organization’s importance for society

and social cohesion (Doc 2).

11.4.5 Breaking Down the ZDF-Compass to Formats

The ZDF-Compass serves as a macro-level evaluation tool for assessing the organization’s overall
performance. It mainly provides insights into how users perceive selected indicators and how
these perceptions may evolve over time. As such, the instrument holds relevance not only for the
ZDF broadcasting board and internal media managers, but also as a potential tool for responding
to criticism from political actors or commercial competitors. However, its scope is confined to an
organization-wide perspective. While individual formats can contribute significantly to the over-
all evaluation, the ZDF-Compass itself is too broad in scope to be used for assessing individual
formats in detail.

To address this, the ZDF-Compass is extended to the level of individual programs or format
clusters, referred to as the Format-Compass. Since this extension is still in the planning phase and
has only been tested in a limited number of editorial units, RQ 5.2 (How are proprietary metrics
implemented at the editorial level?) cannot yet be conclusively answered. However, the strategic
rationale behind the Format-Compass and the anticipated challenges in its implementation al-
ready offer valuable insights into the potential impact of a proprietary metric system at the edito-
rial level.

The goal of the pilot phase was to select initial formats for trial evaluations, aiming to assign
individual performance objectives, such as whether a format is intended to inform or to enter-
tain, and to assess their fulfillment. Unlike previous evaluation tools that were imposed top-down,
these objectives are negotiated between management and editorial teams and are intended to serve

as a shared point of reference and orientation.
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The aim of this is not that we want to restrict the editorial team, but on the contrary: we want to
give the editorial teams secure guard rails where they can say: this is my domain, where I can

develop freely and courageously and try things. (Int 4, Head of Central Tasks)

From a portfolio management perspective, the aim is to create clarity about a format’s purpose,
strategic orientation, and contribution to brand perception: In a first step, formats are clustered
and assigned goals on the usage and impact dimensions (first and third circle). Formats are ex-
pected to define in advance whether their primary mission is to inform, educate, entertain, con-
vey culture, or offer practical advice (third circle). They are also required to formulate a mission
statement that outlines their objectives and target audience(s), and to select usage metrics accord-
ingly. For instance, the infotainment format Terra X might align with information, entertainment,
and education within the impact dimension (third circle). In such cases, a ranking of priorities is
to be established. Additionally, a specific usage goal is set, for example, increasing views on the
format’s dedicated Instagram channel. While watch time and reach have been defined as core
metrics for the overarching ZDF-Compass, individual formats have the flexibility to emphasize
alternative usage indicators. This reflects a consistent effort to avoid arbitrariness in goal-setting

and to prevent instrumentalization of select metrics.

In the editorial department, we hope that we can, on the one hand, support the goal-setting process,
the KPI definition, the “What is my format, what is part of it, what is not? What measures am I
planning for next year?” That this process is streamlined and becomes more transparent. It is clear
who has which roles, what has changed when and where and how? And that it works in a tool and
not somehow “Okay, here’s my word file, read over it and then send it to my colleagues.” (Int 5,

team lead audience measurement)

11.4.6 Quality vs. Simplicity?

In the pilot phase of the Format-Compass, the quality dimension is deliberately excluded, both
to reduce complexity and due to a lack of available data. This creates an evaluation gap, particu-
larly for politically oriented formats such as frontal21, which prioritize societal value and rely on
indicators that are more difficult to quantify and collected less frequently. This omission limits

the scope of the Format-Compass from a public value perspective and underscores the continued
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dominance of readily available usage data, even though the quality dimension is intended to be
included in future iterations.

Fundamentally, the instrument holds the potential to break away from commercial metrics
and to establish an evaluation system that safeguards organizational and editorial standards. How-
ever, the relative ease of accessing usage metrics compared to quality and impact indicators,
which typically require more time and resources to obtain, poses the risk that usage data will be
disproportionately weighted. Consequently, the Format-Compass may ultimately fall short of its
potential, and media professionals could be tempted to continue relying primarily on quantitative
usage metrics simply because they are more accessible. Regarding RQ 5.1 the findings therefore
indicate a strong retention of existing metric systems, particularly those focused on easily meas-
urable usage figures. Moreover, this focus on usage metrics is expected to carry on in day-to-day

production practices.

But, of course, they will and you can’t lie to yourself about that, the conversations will be: “Our
show didn’t perform today. Didn’t get good numbers. We have to change something.” [...] This is

a common practice that we already have here. That will happen. (Int 4, Head of Central Tasks)

From a public value perspective, the Format-Compass seeks to foster discussions about the values
and standards individual formats aim to uphold, particularly in defining which aspects of the
public remit they intend to address. At the same time, the instrument places strong emphasis on
the measurement aspect of the public value concept. It encourages editorial units to develop a
deeper understanding of the metrics they want to use to evaluate their formats.

However, this approach also introduces tensions: journalistic expectations may collide
with the requirement to set concrete goals and submit to performance evaluation. Moreover,
journalists might find the user-centric approach to quality assessment problematic, fearing it
could undermine journalistic authority and autonomy. Yet, this potential conflict is consciously
accepted by those responsible for the instrument, as defining goals is considered a central priority

of the initiative.

The journalistic sector in particular will certainly struggle with this format compass and the defi-
nition of objectives. Yes, but that’s also the right thing to do. And that’s exactly what we need. We

need this friction at this point. (Int 4, Head of Central Tasks)
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11.4.7 Potential Consequences for Formats and Production

In answering RQ 5.2 and summarizing the preceding findings, the implementation of the Format-
Compass not only challenges long-standing traditions of performance evaluation within the or-
ganization but also carries the potential to reshape content production and influence those in-
volved in content creation. Its strong user focus in operationalization combined with a clear em-
phasis on goal-setting enables ongoing performance evaluation. This reflects an internalization
of pragmatic legitimacy, where audience acceptance becomes the paramount objective. While
many formats already employed various forms of audience analytics prior to the ZDF-Compass’
development, the standardized nature of the new measurement system enables systematic com-
parisons across formats within the same genre. This reduces arbitrary evaluations and brings
structure to performance assessment. At the same time, however, it creates incentives to tailor
content more closely to audience preferences, which may risk deprioritizing broader societal ob-
jectives and shifting editorial focus away from the public service remit.

For media professionals, especially journalists, this implies a deeper integration of user de-
mands into their workflows. At the format level, KPI-based evaluations may reveal underperfor-
mance and result in the discontinuation of formats, a practice observed at the spin-off channel
for young audiences FUNK, where formats are reviewed with a strong focus on user data and

removed if they fail to meet target group demands.

There are also areas that will be losing out. That’s quite clear. Then you have to consider whether

you still need this program or this product. (Int 3, Consultant ZDF boards)

At the same time, those involved in the project emphasize a willingness to revise goals and indica-
tors if needed. In this respect, and in line with RQ 5.2, the Format-Compass holds potential not
only for evaluating existing formats but also for influencing their strategic orientation and ap-
proach to audience engagement. However, its internal legitimacy depends heavily on how the tool
is received and applied by editorial teams, particularly whether it is perceived as congruent with

previous evaluation practices.
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11.5 Discussion and Conclusion

After scrutinizing patterns of audience analytics use, reflections about it, emerging roles, and the
impact of metrics beyond the initial selection of content, this project aimed to move the debate
forward. It offers a perspective, and potential pathway, for media organizations to make their own
goals and (journalistic) values measurable through the development of proprietary analytics sys-
tems. To this end, the implementation process of a measurement framework tailored to the or-
ganizational and legal requirements of the German PSM organization ZDF was examined. This is
a particularly relevant issue in the German context, where failing to meet value-based criteria, such
as diversity, accessibility, or representation, may not only undermine public trust but can also lead
to funding reductions, as recently emphasized by the Council for the Future Development of
Public Service Broadcasting (Zukunftsrat, 2024). In the broader legitimacy discourse, aligning
with purely market-driven metrics poses a significant risk for PSM: it forces them into a com-

petitive space where, structurally, they are unlikely to prevail (Raats, 2023).

11.5.1 Summary of Findings

The results offer a wealth of insights into the initiation, design, and implementation of a proprie-

tary performance measurement system. These can be distilled into four key findings:

I. External Regulatory Pressure Enabled the ZDF-Compass

The development of the ZDF-Compass was primarily triggered by anticipated changes in the In-
terstate Media Treaty, which required PSM to establish indicators for regular program evalua-
tion and audience dialogue. This finding reflects a clear pattern of regulative legitimacy and re-
veals that the initial motivation was not grounded in normative considerations or in the desire to

counterbalance commercial metrics, but rather stemmed from external legal pressure.

II. The Instrument Is Broad but Primarily User-Focused

During the design phase, a pronounced user focus emerged: usage metrics were placed at the
core of the ZDF-Compass, and the quality, impact, and acceptance dimensions were to a high de-
gree operationalized from a user perspective. As a result, user perceptions of remit fulfilment

became central to evaluation practices. This reflects a move toward pragmatic legitimacy, in
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which audience satisfaction and target group resonance become primary goals. Despite this em-
phasis on users, the dissemination of high-quality content remains a major mission and moral
responsibility, indicating a blend of regulative, moral, and pragmatic legitimacy. Notably, prag-
matic legitimacy is rendered quantifiable through measurement, creating a stronger emphasis on
audience approval that may, at times, conflict with internal standards or journalistic values. This
reflects an important aspect in gaining legitimacy: While legitimacy is built through internal pro-
cesses, the strong user orientation also incorporates and anticipates legitimacy as perception (Feh-
Imann, 2023; Suddaby et al., 2017). It further reveals a shift in internal priorities and a gradual

relinquishing of exclusive authority over content evaluation.

II1. The ZDF-Compass Aims to Quantify Format Management

Beyond its initial purpose of fulfilling legal obligations and satisfying the broadcasting board, the
ZDF-Compass has taken on a strong strategic function in portfolio management. The Format-
Compass requires editorial units to commit to specific goals derived from the overarching indica-
tors. This aims to avoid arbitrary evaluations and post-hoc justifications. The structured goal-set-
ting and performance reviews place the audience at the center of content creation, thereby in-
creasing the potential influence of the instrument on journalists and other media professionals. If

benchmarks are not met, the format’s continuation may be called into question.

IV.New Metrics are Resource-Intensive and Favor a Retention of Simple Usage Indicators
Although the ZDF-Compass integrates PSM values and stresses their measurement, a clear imbal-
ance emerges between easily obtainable usage data and more complex, value-driven indica-
tors. The latter, particularly those found in the quality and impact circles, require significant re-
sources, including regular user surveys. Furthermore, at the organizational level, no prioritization
between ZDF-Compass dimensions is defined, increasing the risk that traditional performance in-
dicators (e.g., viewing figures or market share) will be used habitually. This risk is reinforced by
the fact that the quality dimension has been excluded from the initial phase of the Format-Com-
pass, leaving usage and impact, both strongly user-driven, as the central evaluation criteria. As a
result, the scope of the ZDF-Compass is potentially limited, particularly in fulfilling the broader

goals of public value.
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11.5.2 Conclusion: Is the ZDF-Compass a Viable Alternative?

While the instrument holds the potential to counteract the so-called “neoliberal trap”, its strong
user orientation also makes editorial units susceptible to fluctuating audience sentiments. It
constitutes a promising step toward emancipating performance measurement from the exclusive
use of commercial metrics. Moreover, it reflects elements of citizen orientation and introduces
innovative approaches to quantifying normative journalistic goals. From an organizational per-
spective, the focus on user centricity may appear both logical and strategic. However, it should be
applied with caution, as it risks overlooking other perspectives within the organization, particu-
larly the needs of journalists. The construction of the instrument suggests a blending of citizen
and consumer orientations: Values such as diversity and societal impact are indeed considered,
but primarily from the audience’s perspective.

In light of the findings from the second project, it can be assumed that these metrics are
more likely to be used by media professionals who align with a consumer orientation, while those
with a citizen-oriented perspective may continue to operate independently of these tools — de-
pending on how strictly the ZDF-Compass is applied as a portfolio management instrument. How-
ever, the Format-Compass, at least at a conceptual level, enables flexibility and differentiated
goal-setting, allowing entertainment formats, whose primary aim is not necessarily the fulfilment
of a citizen-oriented mission, to be evaluated in alignment with consumer needs. If applied rigor-
ously, the role of analytics experts within editorial units may gain increased relevance relating to
the third project.

To answer the central question of whether the ZDF-Compass provides a viable solution or
pathway beyond performance evaluations solely based on commercial metrics, the findings sug-
gest that the deliberate engagement with organizational values and the attempt to make these
values measurable represents an innovative and promising approach. In this regard, the quality
and impact dimensions stand out, as they challenge traditional methods of program evaluation
by placing a multitude of normative KPIs at the center of assessment processes. However, the
continued dominance of quantitative usage metrics remains evident. Their displacement appears
unlikely (and perhaps undesirable) since they provide many media professionals with important

orientation markers. Instead, the key lies in diversifying measurement practices and, crucially,
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encouraging editorial units to engage with their own values, the measurability of those values, and
the inherent limitations of quantification.

This aligns with insights from the first and second projects, which underscored the im-
portance of reflection. While the Format-Compass incorporates this notion through tight goal-
setting procedures, ongoing reflection must be ensured. It should be anchored in both the remit
and the organizational values of ZDF as a public service institution. This also includes the willing-
ness (and authority), when necessary, to deprioritize audience preferences and instead produce
content that may not align with immediate tastes but holds significance from a societal perspec-
tive, especially content that challenges users or confronts them with uncomfortable truths. This
imperative extends beyond journalistic formats- the primary focus of this work - to also include

entertainment formats as well if they are to meaningfully embody a public service ethos.

11.5.3 Theoretical Implications

Opverall, the combination of legitimacy types and the public value approach proved valuable for
capturing the organizational perspective behind the development of the measurement instrument.
The typology proposed by Suchman (1995) was particularly useful, as it allowed for a clear differ-
entiation between various legitimacy goals. However, one noteworthy observation is the signif-
icant role of internal legitimacy in the development of the ZDF-Compass, a dimension previously
overlooked and not included in the original typology, which primarily focuses on legitimacy in
relation to external stakeholders. This indicates that the theoretical framework used for this pro-
ject should have more explicitly incorporated intra-organizational perspectives in order to ac-
count for the full spectrum of motives in measurement system development.

With regard to the public value approach, it is necessary to critically assess the role of
measurement, a core element of the concept. In the case of the ZDF-Compass, public value fulfill-
ment is primarily assessed through the perspective of users. This raises the question of whether
audiences are equipped to evaluate societal impact at all, or whether such an approach ultimately
leads to distorted measurements and, consequently, an obsolete understanding of public value.
This issue can be illustrated by the example of diversity: It is doubtful whether the majority popu-
lation is adequately positioned to assess whether a program truly represents diverse perspectives

and minority voices. As a result, media organizations may be led to believe they are sufficiently
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addressing diversity, while in practice, they may merely be reflecting a variety of mainstream view-

points

11.5.4 Implications for Media Management

While media management was not the primary focus of the previous projects — where it appeared
only indirectly through the emphasis on journalists — this project centers exclusively on the per-
spective of media management, particularly within the PSM context. It becomes evident that me-
dia management in PSM operates within a field of tension: regulatory requirements must be
met, and external stakeholders, represented in the broadcasting board, must be informed and
satisfied. This is reflected in the centrality of the self-commitment statement, which served as the
foundation for the ZDF-Compass. At the same time, it is necessary to ensure that programs and
formats capture audience interest and can compete with commercial providers. Thus, it can be
assumed that management is to some degree intrinsically but for the most part extrinsically moti-
vated to incorporate organizational values into the evaluation of media products.

Regarding the ZDF-Compass, a strong need for standardization becomes apparent. Inter-
views reveal that in earlier performance evaluations, formats frequently framed key figures in their
favor, resulting in a certain loss of control for management due to the absence of standardized
goal-setting. This is reflected in the fact that, within the format compass, target agreements are
reached in collaboration with editorial units, yet the final decision rests with management. More-
over, the ZDF-Compass, especially the format compass, is seen as a unique opportunity to initiate
unification processes that would significantly strengthen the position of media management vis-
a-vis editorial units: on the one hand through comparability, and on the other through target
agreements by which formats must be evaluated. The user focus can also serve as a strong argu-
ment to persuade formats, as it is difficult to argue against audience-centricity. However, it re-
mains unclear whether the implementation will proceed as intended, as previous research on au-
dience analytics has shown that although management initiatives can positively influence the use
of such tools, there is a threshold beyond which resistance emerges (Lamot et al., 2021; Tandoc,

2014b; Usher, 2013).
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Thus, for management, there is an opportunity to conduct more targeted evaluations and,
as practiced by the youth channel FUNK, to discontinue or modify formats when necessary. Nev-
ertheless, it must be expected that especially in the journalistic field, resistance could arise, partic-
ularly concerning the strong user focus. Close coordination with editorial units, clear explanation
and reflection on the respective indicators of the ZDF-Compass, as well as securing a commitment
to the agreed-upon goals will therefore be crucial. The cautious and cooperative approach taken
during the pilot phase indicates that entrenched structures in performance evaluation must be
overcome, and that editorial units, in many cases, occupy powerful positions within the organ-
ization. In this context, it may be particularly important to observe and address different usage
types within editorial units, as outlined in the first project, and to respond to or counter their
specific needs. For instance, “Integrators” could be willing to carry the format compass into the
editorial units and provide the necessary translation between the tool and journalistic practice.
More resistant types, such as the “Skeptics”, could be approached by explicitly emphasizing the
value-based categories of the compass and illustrating how these categories are integrated into
editorial routines. Another challenge concerns resources: Individual target setting and, prospec-

tively, the evaluation of results could cause significant strain, particularly during the initial phase.

11.5.5 Implications for the Overarching Theme

In light of the overarching research question of this work, the case analysis yields several broader
implications. First, the effort to make mission-related values measurable can be seen as a depar-
ture from commercial evaluation practices. This is particularly evident in the quality dimension
of the ZDF-Compass, which includes components such as diversity, trust, and relevance to society.
These are values that, at least with regard to the journalistic profession (which constitutes only a
small part of PSM), reflect key normative principles. However, quantified usage metrics remain
central to the instrument. Their framing as a conditio sine qua non reveals an association with
rationality and objectivity, reinforcing their perceived decision-making relevance (Espeland &
Stevens, 2008). In the uncertain environment in which PSM operate, this is understandable, yet it
also opens the door for such numbers to be used for justification purposes (Dreyfus & Dreyfus,

2005), which may not always align with the public service remit.
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Additionally, from a public service perspective, it must be questioned whether all relevant
aspects can be adequately captured through measurement. While the instrument implicitly as-
sumes this to be the case, it may ultimately risk what Petre (2018) refers to as mechanical objec-
tivity, where quantification itself is mistaken for precision or neutrality. Furthermore, the user-
centric orientation already discussed reveals a fundamental tension: It potentially leads to a sepa-
ration between the act of producing content and the authority to evaluate it, effectively shifting
judgment from media professionals to users. This challenges traditional understandings of pro-
fessional autonomy and editorial responsibility.

Another form of authority becomes particularly evident in the ZDF-Compass’ function as a
portfolio management tool, highlighting that, despite its value-based design, the measurements
can also serve as a managerial control mechanism, thereby harnessing the potential of quantifi-
cation for discipline and surveillance (Braverman, 1974). The ZDF-Compass primarily functions
as a legitimacy instrument directed at the broadcasting board and the general public, and may also
serve as a defense against political criticism or to differentiate from commercial competitors. Yet,
it simultaneously risks constraining editorial boundaries and reducing journalistic autonomy.
However, this effect is context-dependent: It largely hinges on which metric systems were previ-
ously in place. In some instances, the ZDF-Compass might even relieve editorial units of the bur-
den of being evaluated solely by commercial standards, potentially restoring a more mission-ori-

ented framework for performance assessment.

11.6 Limitations

Several limitations arise both from the research design and the current stage of the ZDF-Compass’
implementation: First, the reliance on a single-case study design enabled deep insights into the
motivations behind and the managerial processes shaping the development of a proprietary meas-
urement system. However, it limits the generalizability of the findings beyond the specific con-
text of a PSM organization, particularly with regard to privately operated media companies (von
Rimscha & Sommer, 2016). This raises the question of how far the findings can be transferred to
other media organizations or systems: While the concrete components of the ZDF-Compass may
not be directly applicable across different organizational contexts, the underlying process, namely,

the strategic reflection on how to translate organizational values into measurable indicators,
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may well offer guidance beyond this particular case. Moreover, the decision to incorporate user-
focused metrics to reach specific audience segments is likely relevant for many media organiza-
tions. The same holds true for the individual goal-setting process at the format level. Nevertheless,
it must be acknowledged that such systems are resource-intensive, and individualized measure-
ment may be costlier than off-the-shelf industry solutions. For commercial outlets dependent on
advertising revenue, proprietary value-based indicators may only serve as a complement to com-
mercial metrics, which remain essential for demonstrating the marketability of their advertising
inventory. Finally, while German PSM benefits from comparatively stable financial conditions,
political contestation and legitimacy pressures, particularly from right-wing parties and com-
mercial actors, are shared challenges for public media systems more broadly.

Second, the ZDF-Compass was still in the pilot phase at the time of the interviews. As a
result, it is currently only possible to make preliminary observations about its potential impact on
media production practices. Without full implementation, it remains unclear whether the instru-
ment will ultimately shape content decisions and organizational alignment as intended, or
whether its primary function will remain symbolic, signaling accountability to the broadcasting
board and political stakeholders. Third, the interview sample primarily reflects the management
and expert perspective. Although this allowed for insights into the strategic and organizational
framing of the ZDF-Compass, it provides limited insight into how media professionals experience
the tool in their everyday routines. This restricts the evaluation of how well the instrument aligns
with editorial workflows and newsroom values. A more comprehensive understanding would re-
quire further empirical work focused on the users of the instrument at the content production
level.

Finally, although a variety of formats were included in the analysis, the evaluation of the
ZDF-Compass focused primarily on its alignment with journalistic values. This was consistent
with the broader theme of this work, which centers on the tension between audience analytics and
normative commitments in journalism. Yet, it falls short to capture the wide-ranging remit be-
yond journalism, encompassing entertainment, cultural, and sports programming. These genres
often operate according to different professional logics and value systems. Consequently, perspec-
tives of other creative professionals working in these areas should be included in the evaluation of

the instrument.
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11.7 Moving On with Proprietary Measurement Systems

Despite the limitations discussed and its potential use as a control mechanism, the ZDF-Compass
represents a promising tool for performance evaluation rooted in public service obligations. It
marks an important step toward reducing dependence on audience metrics that are often shaped
by commercial imperatives. Its strong user focus reflects a strategic decision, one that must be
continually scrutinized both in the operationalization of individual indicators and in its applica-
tion at the format level, especially if the ZDF-Compass is to strengthen the legitimacy of PSM in
current debates

A next step should involve incorporating perspectives from journalists and other media
professionals inside and outside the organization who are confronted with the ZDF-Compass in-
dicators to understand how the instrument functions in practice and whether it aligns with pro-
fessional norms and workflows. Moving forward, incorporating other organizational settings
and other PSM could facilitate comparisons of different approaches on how to retain or recapture
editorial and organizational autonomy in evaluating performance and content - also beyond the
journalistic domain. Finally, a fundamental question remains: To what extent can instruments
like the ZDF-Compass not only make internal values more measurable but also translate these
values into actual content? Only if such tools ultimately manifest in the content itself and generate
tangible public value both individually and collectively can they fulfill their intended purpose.

To explore these and other questions related to the projects presented in this work, the fol-
lowing section provides a brief overview of the individual project results and evaluates them in
light of their respective limitations. In a next step, the findings are synthesized to derive implica-
tions from the body of results for the theoretical frameworks employed, the journalistic profession,
and the role of journalism as an institution within society — followed by its counterpart, the media
organizations that often finance it — and for media management more broadly. Based on this syn-
thesis, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the opportunities and future prospects for both
journalism and media organizations regarding the core themes of this work, as well as directions

for further research.
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12 Integrative Summary and Discussion

Taken on their own, audience analytics as a means of performance measurement in journalistic
work represent a highly relevant object of study due to their potential impact on workflows, role
orientations, organizational goal-setting, and ultimately the produced content (Belair-Gagnon
et al., 2020; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017; Lamot & van Aelst, 2020; Tandoc, 2014b; Tenor, 2024).
Beyond this, the broader perspective of commodification emerges, revealing how various areas
of society are increasingly shaped by measurement and quantification, thus inviting a more over-
arching examination (Espeland & Stevens, 2008; Petre, 2018). The diverse theoretical and empir-
ical perspectives demonstrate that the phenomenon demands, first, a differentiated approach:
There is no “one-size-fits-all” model. And second, that it permeates multiple areas: it affects news
production and media organizations directly but also connects to broader developments such as
the precarious funding situation of journalism, the rise of platform-based distribution models,
shifting usage behaviors, and a media environment in which journalism has long since lost its
monopoly on information selection and dissemination (Haim, 2019; Steensen & Westlund, 2021;
von Rimscha & Riemann, 2024; Vos, 2015). To better grasp the resulting research questions, to
capture the complexity of the phenomenon, and to provide orientation, four thematic areas were
delineated: The first area focused on the use of audience analytics among journalists; the second
addressed the impact on the journalistic profession and its boundaries; the third dealt with the
effects of audience analytics on production processes and content; and the fourth area covered the
organizational perspective, including the development of potential solutions for handling audi-
ence analytics.

This chapter aims to synthesize and examine the findings from and across the individual
projects, considering them in relation to the theoretical frameworks and existing empirical re-
search. To do so, first, the results of the projects will be summarized concisely with reference to
the respective research questions. Subsequently, these findings will be critically evaluated and con-
textualized within the discourse on audience analytics. Before the last chapter derives implications
for the journalism profession, media organizations, and society, the limitations of the individual

projects, as well as broader limitations of the overall approach, will be discussed.
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12.1 Answering the Research Questions

To establish a foundation for the discussion of findings and to subsequently derive implica-
tions, the results of the individual projects are summarized and the corresponding research

questions are briefly reviewed.

12.1.1 First Project: A Conceptual Typology of Audience Analytics Use

The first research question addresses the first thematic area, focusing on the use of audience ana-
lytics and the factors influencing their application. Using the Theory of Planned Behavior as a
theoretical framework, this project aims to systematize various influences on audience analytics
usage and their significance (Ajzen, 1991). This approach seeks to contribute to a more nuanced
understanding of the often broadly and inconsistently used term “audience analytics use” by
allowing for a more complex picture of different usage patterns rather than assuming uniform
usage across contexts (Bunce, 2017; Dufty et al., 2018; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018). Beyond investi-
gating how usage differs between and within editorial units, this project enables the identification
of potential lines of conflict, provides a more precise classification of previous findings, and con-
siders individual isolated influences within a broader framework, thereby allowing to assess the
potential impact of audience analytics by taking the dynamic between different types of use into
consideration. Accordingly, RQ I examines the fundamental question: What technological, or-
ganizational, and individual factors influence the use of audience analytics? RQ 1.1 addresses
the variation of these influences and how different configurations shape the extent and manner of
audience analytics usage. Building on this, a conceptual typology of different user types was to be
developed. RQ 1.2 draws on this typology to explore internal newsroom dynamics arising between
different usage types. To answer these questions and establish a foundation for the conceptual
typology, a comprehensive systematic literature review was conducted, incorporating both com-
munication studies and business and management databases (Kraus et al., 2020).

Regarding RQ 1, this project identifies two overarching classes of influence. First, individual
influences, with a particular emphasis on role orientation, specifically, whether a journalist’s ori-
entation is shaped by viewing the audience primarily as citizens or as consumers (Hanitzsch, 2011;

Hanitzsch, Vos, et al., 2019). A consumer orientation is associated with stronger use of audience
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analytics. Similarly, both perceived behavioral control and attitudes toward audience analytics ex-
hibit a positive influence on usage (Tandoc & Ferrucci, 2017; Zamith et al., 2020). Second, organ-
izational influences emerge, most notably the broader market orientation of a media organiza-
tion, which strengthens the use of audience analytics (Ferrucci, 2020). Managerial guidance, en-
compassing organizational expectations, also reinforces usage, although only up to a certain point;
beyond this threshold, resistance and reactance among journalists begin to surface (Tandoc, 2019;
Usher, 2013). In addition, technological influences are identified as determinants of usage. How-
ever, access to audience analytics tools and the nature of the tools themselves are largely organi-
zationally determined. In terms of application and handling, they are well captured through the
concept of perceived behavioral control.

Thus, within the theoretical framework, attitude and perceived behavioral control emerge
as significant predictors of the intention to use audience analytics. Subjective norms are reflected
both through role orientations and through organizational norms and behavioral expectations
(Cialdini, 2003; Rossmann, 2021). Moreover, this project identifies reflection on the use of audi-
ence analytics as an additional, indirect influence shaping usage pattern. However, among jour-
nalists, this reflection is often characterized by a rather casual or uncritical attitude. Finally, to
derive the typology of user types, the factors of attitude, role orientation, organizational expec-
tations, and perceived behavioral control were particularly considered.

Based on the variation of influences (RQ 1.1), this project derives six distinct user types. The
Analytics Expert demonstrates both a very cheerful outlook toward audience analytics and a high
level of perceived behavioral control. This type is often characterized by a non-journalistic back-
ground and shows a strong tendency toward consumer orientation. Moreover, Analytics Experts
can occupy relatively powerful positions within organizations facing high economic pressure. The
Integrator represents a type with substantial journalistic experience, combined with high per-
ceived behavioral control and a positive yet reflective attitude toward audience analytics. This type
aims to reconcile citizen orientation with the use of analytics, making them particularly valuable
for successful implementation strategies. The Enthusiast, by contrast, displays an overly positive
attitude and high perceived behavioral control, but tends to have relatively low competence and
minimal reflection. In this case, simple metrics are often overinterpreted as expressions of audi-

ence will, leading to an uncritical alignment of all actions with these metrics. As a result, conflicts
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frequently arise, particularly with types who maintain a strong citizen orientation. The Follower
is comparatively passive, aligning primarily with managerial guidance but displaying a mixed at-
titude and considerable uncertainty regarding analytics usage. This type particularly benefits from
the presence of Integrators, who can help reduce anxieties and foster more confident usage. The
Opportunist also exhibits a mixed attitude and low enthusiasm toward analytics but uses audi-
ence data strategically to justify decisions aligned with a citizen-oriented approach. Finally, the
Skeptic maintains a consistently negative attitude and is generally resistant to the use of audience
analytics, as they are perceived to fall short of the high standards associated with a citizen orienta-
tion. In strongly market-oriented environments, this resistance can escalate into conflicts and, in
extreme cases, lead to journalists exiting the profession altogether.

Whether and to what extent audience analytics are utilized does not depend solely on the
individual type, but also on intra-editorial dynamics, the composition of different types within
editorial units, and the hierarchical positions they occupy (RQ 1.2). For example, an Enthusiast
in a leadership position could (at least in the short term) drive the optimization of audience ana-
lytics in a competitive environment; however, it remains questionable whether such efforts would
be supported by the broader editorial team. Similarly, in the case of Skeptics, it is crucial to assess

whether multiple skeptics are present within a newsroom or whether they represent isolated cases.

12.1.2 Second Project: Individual Metrics and their Relationship with Role

Orientations and Reflection

To deepen the first thematic area of usage, the second project took a differentiated look at the
concept of audience analytics. The starting point was the recognition that audience analytics en-
compass various metrics that serve distinct objectives (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Zamith, 2016,
2018). Metrics primarily focused on audience size, such as clicks, are likely used differently than
metrics oriented toward the quality of usage, such as time spent. The role orientations identified
as central in the first project (Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017), which also reflect market orientation,
served as the foundation for RQ 2: How does the use of individual metrics relate to journalists’ role
orientations? Furthermore, the project sought to investigate the relevance of reflection on the use

of audience analytics and the voluntariness of their use, as well as their relationship to role orien-
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tations (RQ 2.1). This approach also aimed to differentiate between organizational and profes-
sional norms and to expand the concept of injunctive norms within the Theory of Planned Behav-
ior.

It was hypothesized that the use of metrics strongly oriented toward audience size, such as
pageviews and traffic, would be positively associated with consumer orientation (H1.1 and H1.2),
whereas metrics more closely tied to usage quality, such as shares and time spent, would be posi-
tively associated with citizen orientation (HI.3 and H1.4). Regarding voluntariness, a negative re-
lationship with citizen orientation (H2.1) and a positive relationship with consumer orientation
(H2.2) were expected. Conversely, for reflection, a positive association with citizen orientation
(H3.1) and a negative association with consumer orientation (H3.2) were hypothesized (Belair-
Gagnon et al., 2020; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017). A survey of journalists, which for the first time
included a scale for measuring reflection on the use of audience analytics, yielded 288 valid cases
and formed the basis for hypothesis testing. Spearman correlation analysis was applied for HI.1
to H1.4, and Pearson correlation analysis was used for H2.1 to H3.2.

The results confirmed HI1.I and H1.2, although the effect sizes were rather small. In con-
trast, no statistically significant relationship could be identified for H1.3 and H1.4. This indicates
that while metrics strongly oriented toward quantitative measures are indeed associated with con-
sumer orientation, metrics focused more on the quality of use are not necessarily linked to citizen
orientation. It appears likely that citizen orientation is generally less associated with metric use.
However, it was also found that metrics such as traffic and pageviews were consistently used more
frequently than shares and time spent. Regarding voluntariness, a positive association with con-
sumer orientation (H2.2) was confirmed, whereas no significant relationship was found with cit-
izen orientation (H2.1). This suggests that citizen orientation is largely independent of whether
the use of audience analytics is perceived as voluntary.

The findings on reflection are particularly interesting: As expected, a positive relationship
with citizen orientation (H3.1) emerged, although with a small effect size. However, the hypothe-
sized negative relationship with consumer orientation (H3.2) could not be confirmed; instead, a
positive relationship was found, which was even stronger than the association with citizen ori-

entation. This indicates that consumer orientation is, somewhat unexpectedly, more strongly
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linked to reflection on the use of metrics. One possible explanation is that higher overall use leads
to greater engagement with audience analytics and thus a stronger reflection process.

Overall, a medium level of reflection can be attested, supporting the relevance of this con-
struct raised in the first project. Nevertheless, it can be assumed that journalists are not continu-
ously engaged in reflection about metrics use. With regard to the overarching theme of commod-
ification, the findings show that consumer orientation is indeed more strongly associated with
the use of metrics focused on audience size. However, it does not follow that the use of these
metrics occurs unreflectively. Furthermore, assumptions that citizen orientation necessarily im-
plies a general refusal to use audience analytics must be reconsidered — a nuance also reflected in
the “Integrator” type. Ultimately, despite the usefulness and novelty of the reflection scale devel-
oped in this project, it needs to be reconsidered or expanded, particularly regarding the object
and target of reflection. It remains unclear whether journalists primarily reflect on professional

values or simply on achieving performance goals (e.g., reaching as many users as possible).

12.1.3 Third Project: The Role of Analytics Experts in Editorial Offices

Within the second thematic area, the influence of audience analytics on the journalistic profes-
sion and its boundaries is addressed, shifting the focus away from the individual toward a pro-
fession-centered perspective. To capture the ongoing transformation of the industry and to ex-
pand the literature on the impact of technology by introducing a social component, this project
investigates the role of audience analytics experts, who in many media organizations are either
integrated into or connected to editorial departments (Belair-Gagnon & Holton, 2018; Petre, 2018;
Slacek Brlek et al., 2017). The question guiding this project was: RQ 3: How does the emergence of
analytics expert roles impact patterns of boundary work within journalism? Before answering this
central question, it was necessary to first examine how the relationship between analytics experts
and journalists influences role orientations and journalistic practices (RQ 3.1). The aim was to
develop a relational typology of audience analytics experts in connection with their journalistic
counterparts. This approach helps to counter one-sided views of the new role within editorial de-
partments and to broaden the understanding of how audience analytics are mediated and inte-

grated into newsroom practices.
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To theoretically frame the research questions and to enhance the explanatory power regard-
ing expected actions at the boundaries of the profession, this project drew on the well-established
continuum of role orientations (citizen vs. consumer) as well as the concept of boundary work,
which conceptualizes various strategies to expand and defend a profession (Gieryn, 1983; Ha-
nitzsch & Vos, 2017b; Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017). Within this framework, three central forms of
boundary work are distinguished: the expansion of boundaries, the rejection of certain actors or
practices (expulsion), and the defense of professional autonomy. In this project, the concept is
extended to also encompass the role of analytics experts. To this end, the notion of expansion is
further differentiated into boundary spanning (adding new tasks to journalism), boundary blur-
ring (diluting professional tasks), and boundary breaching (breaking professional norms). This
conceptualization enables a relational understanding of both groups, journalists and analytics ex-
perts, and how they perceive and position themselves in relation to one another (Carlson & Lewis,
2015; Langley et al., 2019).

In total, to address the research questions, 26 interviews were conducted with journalists
and analytics experts from 13 media organizations, carried out in two phases. In the first phase,
one representative from each group was interviewed per organization. The interviews were ana-
lyzed using qualitative content analysis, initially coded according to categories focusing on role
orientation, types of boundary work, and the integration of audience analytics.

The findings confirm a tangible, albeit selective, influence of the new role of analytics
experts within newsrooms. Their advice on the selection and editing of content was often ac-
cepted, although in some cases it was simply disregarded due to time constraints. The influence
on news production was notably stronger in organizations under greater financial pressure. Anal-
ogous to the typology developed in the first project, a variety of strategies for integrating analytics
experts emerged. Often, a consumer orientation was adopted selectively depending on the topic.
Among analytics experts, there was a clear tendency toward a consumer orientation, as expected.
However, they also demonstrated distinct role understandings: the belief in the objectivity of
audience analytics, a focus on financial goals, an emphasis on providing guidance and service
to journalists, and a simultaneous acknowledgment and challenge of journalistic norms. In-
terestingly, some elements, such as the belief in the objectivity of audience analytics, were also

found among certain journalists.
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From these behavioral patterns, three types of analytics experts — defined in relation to jour-
nalists — were identified. The Friendly Intruder is integrated into the newsroom and advocates
for a greater role of audience analytics. However, they typically lack formal authority and therefore
seek collaboration with journalists, offering advice rather than issuing directives on content se-
lection and preparation. Journalists in this relationship engage in boundary spanning, expanding
the boundaries of their profession by adopting some of the analytics expert’s advice, while simul-
taneously asserting their autonomy. They are aware of their organization’s financial pressures but
do not allow this awareness to dominate their journalistic decision-making. This role can also be
found within PSM, where particular sensitivity is required, as journalists tend to show greater re-
sistance. Thus, the Friendly Intruder faces greater challenges in persuasion within PSM environ-
ments.

The Demanding Reformer, by contrast, adopts a more dominant stance, convinced that a
stronger orientation toward audience analytics is crucial for the survival of media organizations.
Journalists working with Demanding Reformers often adopt many elements of the analytics ex-
pert orientation. Performance measured through audience analytics is frequently equated with
“good content”. Although boundary work still occurs, with journalists maintaining a commitment
to socially relevant topics, this commitment is increasingly questioned, both by Demanding Re-
formers and by the journalists themselves. Boundary blurring becomes evident as journalists take
on hybrid roles and assume partial responsibility for audience analytics within their work.

In contrast, the Distant Service Provider is hardly integrated into newsroom structures,
often not even physically present. Interaction is limited to providing reports, and to expand their
influence, they appeal to journalistic pride, for instance, by highlighting the success of specific
stories in analytics reports. Among journalists interacting with distant service providers, a strong
citizen orientation is prevalent, and the Distant Service Provider adapts accordingly. However,
this does not mean that journalists show no interest in audience analytics performance, leading to
subtle expansions of professional boundaries. This relational pattern is primarily found in
larger, national media organizations with strong brands and relatively stable financial structures.

Overall, the findings show that while audience analytics have become firmly established in
newsrooms, this does not necessarily extend unrestrictedly to their human representatives, the

analytics experts. However, analytics experts are often well-integrated and bring their own role
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orientations, which journalists, in some cases, adopt. Notably, the distinction between journalists
and analytics experts no longer fully applies, as many hybrid roles have emerged, further blurring

the boundaries between editorial and analytics responsibilities.

12.1.4 Fourth Project: The Role of Audience Analytics in Post-Publication-
Gatekeeping

In the third thematic area, the focus again lies on newsroom dynamics, but primarily on
news content and how audience analytics influence it. This project pursued two main objectives:
First, it sought to quantify the influence of audience analytics on editorial work, an area often
explored through observational and interview studies, by using an experimental approach to make
the extent of the impact visible (Christin, 2018; Lamot & van Aelst, 2020; Nelson & Tandoc, 2018;
Tandoc, 2014a). Second, it aimed to broaden the content-related perspective by examining not
just selection decisions but the entire lifecycle of a news item. The argument is that not only selec-
tion but also the duration and placement of a news item are crucial for whether it has a chance to
enter public discourse (Bright & Nicholls, 2014; Vos & Heinderyckx, 2015). The central research
question was therefore: RQ 4: To what extent do audience analytics influence post-publication gate-
keeping processes? To avoid an overly isolated view of audience analytics, the project also consid-
ered the role of the news topic itself in decisions to remove a news item (RQ 4.1). Additionally, to
better understand the motivations behind such decisions, it investigated which motives drive de-
selection and which patterns can be identified in this practice (RQ 4.2) (Tandoc, 2014a).

As a theoretical foundation, this project built on an extension of the often-considered out-
dated gatekeeping concept: post-publication gatekeeping. This perspective focuses on activities
after the initial selection process, recognizing that, unlike in the traditional model, news items can
be altered even after publication. It encompasses four dimensions: Audiences, Platforms, Prac-
tices, and Regulations, making it particularly suitable for capturing the role of audience analytics.
Regarding the topics, conceptualizations were employed that distinguish degrees of public af-
fairs relevance, closely related to the soft news/hard news distinction (Hermida, 2020; Reinemann

et al,, 2012; Salonen et al., 2023).
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Based on existing research on news selection, it was hypothesized that articles with high
audience analytics performance are less likely to be de-selected (HI). Independently of perfor-
mance, it was assumed that the topic itself would influence the de-selection decision (H2). To
further differentiate this effect, it was hypothesized that service-related topics are more likely to be
de-selected than articles in the fields of culture and politics (H2a). Conversely, it was assumed that
political topics are less likely to be de-selected than culture and service topics (H2b). Drawing on
previous findings (Nelson & Tandoc, 2018; Tandoc, 2014a) as well as the preceding projects of
this work, which demonstrated selective audience analytics use and the retention of public affairs
topics, an interaction effect between audience analytics performance and topic was additionally
hypothesized (H3).

This project employed a mixed-methods design to address both the desired quantification
of audience analytics’ influence and the need to contextualize the results, thereby mitigating the
artificiality of the experimental setup (Doring, 2023). The dependent variable in the experiment
was the de-selection decision, for which a new scale had to be developed. The experiment was
designed as a scenario-based study: Participants were shown news articles and asked whether they
would recommend de-selecting them. This approach allowed the inclusion of journalists who may
not hold formal decision-making authority but still engage in evaluative routines. Audience ana-
lytics performance was manipulated across three levels, below average, average, and above av-
erage, as well as a control condition where no performance data were shown. The topic was ma-
nipulated at three levels, politics, culture, and service, resulting in 12 experimental groups. The
experiment yielded 412 valid cases. Rather than focusing solely on de-selection, the qualitative
interviews broadly explored how news is selected and the role of audience analytics in this process.
In total, 15 interviews with journalists from 13 media organizations were analyzed.

For the analysis of the experiment, an ANOVA was conducted and complemented by a
post-hoc test to further classify group differences. HI could be confirmed, although with a small
effect size. H2, concerning the role of the topic, was also confirmed, with a medium effect size,
thus larger than the effect of audience analytics performance. The post-hoc test revealed that
service topics were significantly more likely to be de-selected compared to the other two topics,

thereby confirming H2a. However, the expected difference between politics and the other two
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topics, culture and service, did not materialize (H2b). Moreover, the interaction effect often pos-
ited in the literature and indicated in previous projects- that audience analytics performance might
be weighed differently depending on the topic — was not statistically significant in the experiment
(H3). Therefore, no further statistical analyses regarding this interaction were conducted.

The interviews revealed that de-selection is a natural and routine process in journalistic
practice. This can sometimes override the influence of audience analytics, for instance, when the
homepage must be kept up to date. As in previous studies and other than in the experiment, a
preference for political news was observed regardless of performance (interaction effect).
However, this preference could be further differentiated: in local newsrooms, the opposite pat-
tern emerged. There, national topics not core to the outlet’s brand were more likely to be de-
selected in cases of underperformance than locally relevant stories tied to brand identity. Addi-
tionally, across organizations, there was greater reluctance to de-select in-house productions or
content that required considerable resources. The interviews also revealed distinct considera-
tions between selection and de-selection, underlining the importance of examining post-publi-
cation processes. It became evident that content is often selected based on citizen-oriented values
but subsequently subjected to strict performance monitoring, leading to de-selection if engage-
ment is low. Furthermore, de-selection does not necessarily signal the end of a news item’s lifecy-
cle. Strategic de-selection is often used to temporarily remove articles with the intention of repub-
lishing them at a more favorable time.

Overall, and particularly when compared to the influence of topic relevance, audience ana-
lytics emerged as a consistent but moderate influence, supporting the findings of the second and
third project. This project contributes to the existing body of research by identifying situational
factors that may moderate or even neutralize the influence of audience analytics, potentially
explaining the absence of the anticipated interaction effect (Lamot & van Aelst, 2020; Nelson &

Tandoc, 2018).

12.1.5 Fifth Project: Implementing Proprietary Audience Analytics in Public

Service Media

The fourth thematic area of this work addresses potential solutions for media organizations and

journalism in light of the overarching issue of commodification and existing research that largely
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observes the use of commercially oriented audience analytics systems. This project evaluates
whether and how media organizations can translate their own values into measurable indica-
tors. While there are certainly media companies where no major goal conflicts arise — because
commercial orientation is, to some extent, part of the strategy — the fifth project focuses on PSM,
given that ongoing legitimacy challenges require an evaluation framework that does not rely
solely on commercial metrics (Fehlmann, 2023; Puppis & Ali, 2023; Raats, 2023). To lay the
groundwork for understanding the approach to such a framework, the overarching research ques-
tion of the project is: RQ 5: How do public service media translate their organizational objectives
into measurable indicators? Given the assumption that evaluation systems such as audience ana-
lytics are already in place, particular attention is paid to how these are related to or integrated with
the newly developed metrics (RQ 5.1). A system of proprietary indicators, however, can only have
a meaningful impact on content and media professionals if it is implemented at the editorial level,
which is why the processes and strategies used within editorial units are also explored (RQ 5.2).
To account for the specific situation PSM, which is increasingly confronted with political
attacks and declining public willingness to pay for its services, this project draws on the theoretical
framework of legitimacy. Four types of legitimacy are used to categorize and better understand
which organizational goals are addressed by the measurement instrument and how these relate to
society and key stakeholders: pragmatic, moral, cognitive, and regulative legitimacy (Suchman,
1995; Suddaby et al., 2017). These types are not necessarily complementary; rather, they can stand
in tension with one another, for instance, pragmatic legitimacy through large audience numbers
may conflict with moral legitimacy rooted in serving minorities. It is therefore useful to consider
how these types relate to one another and how legitimacy is pursued through them. In addition,
the public value concept is applied to capture the unique role of PSM in managing public institu-
tions (Mazzucato et al., 2020; Meynhardt, 2019; Moore, 1995; Murschetz et al., 2024; Neumiiller,
2011). Among the commonly used dimensions — authorization, creation, and measurement -
the latter is most relevant for the overarching theme of this work. Misguided measurement prac-
tices can undermine public value, making this dimension highly pertinent to the problem at
hand. This project extends existing conceptualizations by shifting the focus beyond ex ante tests
of public value, typically conducted prior to the launch of new services, and towards ongoing eval-

uation during regular operations (Collins, 2007). In practice, public value rarely plays a role in
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these evaluations; instead, performance is frequently assessed using audience analytics. This may
place PSM in a competitive situation it can hardly win, given its societal remit and the presence of
commercial competitors. This dynamic risks triggering the so-called neoliberal trap (Puppis & Ali,
2023).

Since the development of value-based or profession-specific metrics has long been called
for, yet many media organizations still rely only on tailored approaches derived from existing au-
dience analytics systems, no substantial prior experience existed concerning the creation of such
systems from scratch. For this reason, a case study approach was selected for its revelatory po-
tential (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016; Costera Meijer, 2020; von Rimscha & Sommer, 2016; Yin,
2009).This project seized the opportunity to study the German public service broadcaster ZDF,
which at the time was in the process of developing and implementing a proprietary performance
evaluation system, the ZDF-Compass, allowing for insights to be gained in situ. To capture first-
hand insights into the development process and to reflect the organizational perspective, seven in-
depth interviews were conducted. Participants included managers directly involved in the creation
of the instrument, one external expert who contributed to its development, and a representative
from the youth-oriented spin-off channel FUNK, to enable a comparative view of existing evalu-
ation practices within PSM. The interviews focused on the components of the instrument, their
operationalization, and the steps taken during implementation. A qualitative content analysis was
applied, using categories based on legitimacy types, dimensions of public value, and emerging im-
plementation patterns.

The ZDF-Compass comprises four concentric circles designed to capture usage, quality,
impact, and acceptance of both programming and the broadcasting fee. While many estab-
lished and readily available data sources are used, particularly for usage, the impact dimension,
which assesses whether programs fulfill specific PSM functions (to inform, educate, advise, en-
tertain, and convey culture), introduces new forms of measurement. The findings reveal that the
development of the instrument was not purely driven by intrinsic motivation, but rather initiated
in anticipation of legal requirements. Consequently, the compass primarily seeks to foster regula-
tive and pragmatic legitimacy. Notably, the quality dimension, which includes indicators such as
diversity, relevance to society, trust, and accessibility, offers an innovative approach to opera-

tionalizing PSM values. However, the implementation of these metrics is characterized by a strong
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user focus: Values are operationalized from the audience’s perspective, revealing a shift in the
exclusive authority over content evaluation. Beyond fulfilling regulatory demands, the ZDF-Com-
pass is intended to be adapted at the level of individual formats, serving primarily as an internal
management tool. Here, editorial teams are expected to commit to predefined goals to prevent
arbitrary or selective evaluation practices. Regarding implementation, while the ZDF-Compass is
an ambitious initiative, there is a risk that readily available and cost-effective metrics, i.e., exist-
ing audience analytics, may be prioritized over more resource-intensive value-based indicators,
which are collected less frequently.

From a public value perspective, it remains questionable whether a predominantly user-
oriented operationalization and evaluation of value-based categories truly supports the creation
of societal value, or whether it introduces a bias that undermines the intended goals. Nevertheless,
the ZDF-Compass represents an important step toward autonomous and value-based perfor-
mance evaluation. Its successful implementation depends on ensuring that both the goal-setting
processes and the underlying data, including their quality and operationalization, are continu-
ously reflected upon. Without such reflection, there is a risk that the instrument could promote

blind optimization rather than fostering meaningful PSM outcomes.

12.2 Evaluation and Contextualization of the Results

The aim of this work was to address blind spots in audience analytics research and, in doing so,
offer a differentiated perspective on the phenomenon itself, the journalistic profession, and its
societal role. As the individual projects already provided detailed discussions, contextualization
and interconnections between findings, this section will not reiterate those in detail but instead
highlight several overarching themes and cross-cutting insights that emerged across and beyond
the individual projects. It is important to note that this work did not start from scratch. Rather, it
builds on a rich body of theoretical and empirical research developed over the past decade. Audi-
ence analytics, therefore, is not a novel field of inquiry, but one that has been explored with varying
intensity for years (Belair-Gagnon et al., 2020; Fiirst, 2020; Steensen & Westlund, 2021; Tandoc &
Ferrucci, 2017; Tenor, 2024). However, this work contributes to the existing body of research by

refining and differentiating earlier findings, expanding them through new methodological
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approaches, and critically re-evaluating established assumptions, each of which has been
demonstrated within the thematic focus of the respective projects.

Despite the relative maturity of the field, the findings underscore the continued relevance
of audience analytics in light of ongoing challenges for journalism and media organizations. The
question of how quantified performance evaluation influences both the profession and its outputs
remains highly pertinent. It also demands an increasingly media-economic perspective, one that
adequately accounts for the financial contexts in which such systems are implemented while sim-
ultaneously accounting for the societal dimension of journalism. Across all projects, the recurring
prominence of market orientation (Ferrucci, 2020) highlights the necessity of approaching au-
dience analytics not only through the lens of journalism studies but also with reference to broader
questions of media management and institutional change.

The title of this work, Between Commodification and Autonomy, was deliberately chosen to
be somewhat provocative. The individual projects have demonstrated where this continuum can
be specified more precisely, across which levels it unfolds, and where it may need to be funda-
mentally reconsidered. Across the projects, six overarching findings emerge, building upon an-

other.

1. Ubiquity but Limited Impact

Audience analytics are integrated into the everyday workflows of journalists in most media organ-
izations, however to varying degrees. While this is not a novel finding in itself, it underscores that
the often-assumed omnipresence and determinism of audience analytics is not universally re-
flected in practice. Their use is diverse, ranging from basic performance evaluation to a support-
ive function, and in some cases even establishing standards that shape news selection and presen-
tation (Lamot & Paulussen, 2020). However, the notion of journalism being entirely overridden
by audience analytics, and with it, a resulting decline in quality, cannot be substantiated based on
the findings (Fiirst, 2020). Hence, it is essential to examine not only whether analytics are used,
but also when and how they are applied acknowledging situational factors. This shifts the ana-
lytical focus away from pinpointing a fixed position on the continuum between commodification
and autonomy - as the title of this work might suggest — toward understanding the conditions

under which journalists assert their professional autonomy. The projects revealed that such
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conditions may include topic-specific pressures, but also more pragmatic constraints such as time
limitations or the need to frequently update content. The limited effect also materialized in the
experiment where topic effects carried more weight than performance metrics.

The projects also highlight the importance of differentiating by purpose: Audience analytics
may be used strategically, but they also carry symbolic value, potentially enhancing the value of
one’s work. In terms of symbolic value, the findings showed that injunctive norms shaping the
use of analytics are not unidirectional; rather, they may reflect both organizational constraints and
normative considerations, elements that may conflict with one another, but do not necessarily

have to.

2. Market Orientation as Constant Companion

Despite differentiated patterns of use and a recurring emphasis on balancing audience analytics
with journalistic, value-based criteria, a pervasive market orientation emerges, one that is often
not consciously recognized or critically reflected upon by practitioners themselves, but rather
taken as a given. Central to this orientation is a strong focus on the user and their perceived
needs, which is not inherently problematic but can become so when socially important or chal-
lenging topics are no longer addressed, or only marginally so. This suggests a growing pressure to
justify resource allocation in terms of audience appeal and a shifting of interpretive authority
over content quality and success from producers to users (Nelson & Tandoc, 2018). Notably, even
in environments where the use of audience analytics remains optional or limited, an acute aware-
ness of the financial pressures facing media organizations, and of one’s own contribution to ad-
dressing them, can be observed.

This market orientation is both implicit and, at times, explicitly acknowledged, and be-
comes evident in reconfigurations of journalistic role orientations (Hanusch & Tandoc, 2017).
In some cases, elements from non-journalistic domains- here conceptualized as an analytics ex-
pert orientation — are increasingly integrated into journalists’ professional self-conceptions. These
include, for instance, a belief in the objectivity of metrics. Still, as noted in the first finding, a degree
of coexistence remains possible: While consumer-oriented roles are more closely associated with
the use of audience analytics, more traditional, citizen-oriented roles show far less alignment with

such metrics. Both orientations appear to coexist within the same organizational environments.
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Importantly, it remains unclear whether this form of market orientation truly constitutes a
novel phenomenon. Journalistic engagement with notions of audience and responsiveness to au-
dience needs has long been part of the profession’s self-understanding, without which journalism
would risk becoming socially detached and unable to fulfill its democratic mission. Moreover,
strong market orientation has historically existed without digital analytics, such as through print
circulation figures or broadcast ratings. What is new, however, is the broader application of per-
formance measurement across editorial domains, and the increasingly blurred boundary be-
tween editorial judgment and distribution logic. While market orientation may not yet domi-
nate editorial processes in all cases, its underlying logic is often subtly embedded in production
routines. Findings suggest that it is precisely this normalized, unquestioned presence that has se-

cured audience analytics a prominent role in contemporary journalism.

3. Soft Boundaries and Hybrid Roles

This blurring of boundaries is not limited to the organizational level but also occurs at the indi-
vidual level, where a hybridization of journalistic and audience analytics-related roles is taking
place (Belair-Gagnon & Holton, 2018; Petre, 2021). This may explain why audience analytics are
not necessarily perceived as foreign to journalistic work. However, hybridization also works in the
opposite direction, namely, when analytics experts take on editorial tasks or are granted decision-
making authority. In both cases, the commonly assumed distinction between these two roles —
often central to research practice — must be critically reconsidered, even if this creates methodo-
logical complications by making direct comparisons more difficult. This may indicate that com-
parison is not always the most appropriate analytical strategy in such contexts.

With regard to the boundaries of the journalistic profession, a softening of what were al-
ready porous demarcations can be observed (Carlson & Lewis, 2015; Schudson, 1978; Vos &
Heinderyckx, 2015). Again, organizational context plays a decisive role: While traditional media
organizations tend to retain classic role conceptions, such value fidelity may be considered a lux-
ury in smaller, financially unstable outlets. As such, although professional boundaries continue to
be discursively negotiated, it is evident that economic considerations and audience responsiveness

are increasingly shaping these negotiations.
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4. Extension of the Managerial Sphere of Influence and Audit Culture

This dynamic also results in managerial interventions into journalistic authority, particularly
when it comes to the evaluation of content. At the same time, hybrid roles can lead to the delega-
tion of managerial tasks to journalists. This is not an entirely new phenomenon: after all, editorial
oversight has always existed through positions such as editors-in-chief. However, audience ana-
lytics provide a new means of exerting control within the newsroom, establishing a form of gov-
ernance that was previously rooted in journalistic norms. This may occur through target-setting
or regular evaluations. While the underlying rationale for these practices may include value-based
or editorial-strategic considerations beyond purely economic imperatives, they nonetheless re-
semble the characteristics of an audit culture. Depending on their orientation, such systems can
function as incentive structures that reward risk-averse, more-of-the-same behavior, potentially
leading, at least indirectly, to a decline in content quality. It is important to note, however, that
while managerial influence is present, it encounters relatively stable newsroom cultures (Lamot et
al., 2021). As a result, even though formal expectations are set, they are not always followed me-

ticulously in everyday practice, indicating some sort of resilience.

5. Legitimacy Through the Eyes of the User
The management function of also highlights audience analytics’ dual role as instruments of le-
gitimacy, both internally and externally. Externally, they serve to demonstrate performance capa-
bility. Internally, as outlined above, they are employed to ensure control and commitment to pre-
defined goals Here, pragmatic legitimacy, understood as the satisfaction of immediate stakehold-
ers, particularly the audience, emerges as a shared point of reference across different groups (Feh-
Imann, 2023; Suchman, 1995). It is recognized not only by strategic and editorial actors but also
externally as a credible signal of value. This form of legitimacy gains traction in part because in-
ternal organizational values are often difficult to translate into measurable indicators — and,
when they do exist, are rarely coherent or uniformly embraced, even within individual news-
rooms.

The rise of new professional roles tasked with internalizing and institutionalizing such le-

gitimacy approaches further reinforces this development. It is therefore unsurprising that organ-
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izations fall back on simplified evaluation logics, many of which resonate with external expecta-
tions, such as those found in advertising. User orientation thus appears to be a common denomi-
nator, one that may serve as a practical proxy for value, particularly given that media content must
ultimately be used in the first place to have any (societal) impact later on. At the same time, how-
ever, it risks becoming a rhetorical trump card: a justification that can suppress creativity or,
through excessive optimization, erode the very societal value that journalism seeks to generate

(Puppis & Ali, 2023).

6. Reflection: Potential but no Panacea
This potential erosion is undesirable both from a societal and a professional perspective. Two
pathways for addressing the overly narrow, analytics- and user-centered focus could be identified:
first, the development of proprietary measurement systems that reflect the values of the organ-
ization and the profession; and second, a more reflective approach to using existing audience
analytics - a far less resource-intensive alternative. However, the idea that market orientation
necessarily precludes reflexivity appears unwarranted. Instead, even market-driven goal attain-
ment can be subject to critical reflection, particularly concerning the eligibility to address these
goals. This underscores both the persistence of market orientation and the necessity of explicitly
considering societal values. Such reflection should not be left to chance but should become a more
deliberate part of journalistic training. Doing so could mitigate the one-dimensional tendency
to equate high-performing content with high-quality journalism. Over time, reflexive engage-
ment, much like market orientation, could evolve into a parallel, implicit standard that enables
informed data use without compromising journalistic integrity

Proprietary measurement systems go one step further: They offer a promising means of
placing journalistic values at the center of performance evaluation (Cherubini & Nielsen, 2016).
However, it must be acknowledged that measuring value-based dimensions often proves com-
plicated, costly, or in some cases conceptually or practically unfeasible. Nevertheless, such systems
can serve as tools to assert journalistic values with confidence and to reclaim legitimacy through

the very means of performance measurement.
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Conclusion: Between Accountability and Autonomy

Across the projects, it became evident that the quantification of journalistic performance enables
the identification of decision-relevant action patterns that reflect a broader reconfiguration of
professional roles and authority according to market logic. Key aspects of the journalistic value
creation process, particularly the evaluation of one’s own work, but also parts of the content pro-
duction itself, appear to be increasingly decoupled from the profession. Importantly, commodifi-
cation itself is not inherently problematic; in many sectors, it facilitates efficient communication
between supply and demand. In the automotive market, for example, commodification may lead
to more precise alignment with customer needs, greater competition, increased innovation, and
relatively fair product distribution, unmediated by political affiliation or social connections.

However, such dynamics cannot be straightforwardly transferred to the media sector, par-
ticularly not to journalism. While market orientation may work well for entertainment content, it
is far less compatible with the democratic function of journalism. Audience analytics contribute
to this ambiguity by simulating market transparency: they appear to convey what users want, yet
the metrics themselves are not necessarily accurate proxies for audience needs. As both the
findings of this project and existing research have shown, these measurements often provide only
a partial or distorted picture of user interest, not to mention public interest. Hence, journalism is
not solely about catering to what audiences want, but also about addressing needs that extend
beyond the individual consumer and the measurable aggregate of such individuals. This
broader understanding of journalistic value continues to resonate among many journalists and
suggests a relatively high degree of professional retention. However, as demonstrated in financially
precarious media organizations, increasing market orientation tends to cast doubt on this under-
standing over time.

The key question is how long both aspirations can either be held in balance or be situation-
ally combined in a way that aligns with professional norms. In the long run, this challenge cannot
be solved by the profession alone, nor by the media organizations that house and, to a significant
extent, continue to finance journalism. Rather, it requires a societal solution, one that explicitly
recognizes journalism as a vital institution and holds it accountable based on its contributions to
the public and democracy (Kiefer, 2011). Crucially, such accountability must not be equated

with quantification alone.
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12.3 Limitations Across and Beyond the Projects

The limitations of the individual projects — arising from their respective research designs, guiding
questions, and particularly their methodological approaches — have been discussed in detail im-
mediately following the presentation of each project’s results, especially with regard to their con-
tribution. Therefore, this section does not aim to repeat those project-specific limitations. These
often revolve around the fact that human participants (in both qualitative and quantitative set-
tings) may, either consciously or unconsciously, provide responses that do not fully reflect actual
behavior, or, conversely, that the research design may be too far removed from the respondents’
realities. Instead, this section focuses on identifying limitations that are cross-cutting, thematic,
or related to the phenomenon under investigation.

First, it must be noted that while the individual projects cover a broad range of relevant
subfields, from usage patterns to newsroom dynamics, production processes, and the organiza-
tional perspective, they do not collectively lead to a unified model. This is primarily due to the
diversity of the perspectives involved. Although various influencing factors related to the use of
audience analytics were conceptually integrated into a model in the first project, this model was
not empirically tested in its entirety, leaving the relative weight of individual factors undeter-
mined. While the influence of audience analytics could be quantified in the experimental study
and in relation to role orientations in the survey, a comprehensive analysis that captures the full
range of relevant factors is still lacking. Such an analysis would have enabled, first, a prioritization
of influences and, second, a more precise estimation of the role audience analytics currently play
in these contexts. This limitation stems from the fact that the projects address pressing questions
within the research field and build upon one another, yet they offer rather segmented insights
into various facets of the phenomenon. These facets are interrelated but operate at different an-
alytical levels: most projects are situated at the micro or meso level, while the final project, alt-
hough focused on the meso level, explicitly aims to derive implications for the macro level. As
such, while the findings are to some extent integrable, they are at times too distantly positioned
across analytical levels to be captured within a single theoretical framework or overarching model,
particularly without running the risk of reducing complexity too much and, with it, limiting po-
tential results. This is especially relevant given the central aim of this work: to differentiate and

refine existing findings rather than simplify them.
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In addition, limitations arise from the choice of topic itself, both within the individual pro-
jects and across the overall study. The very act of selecting this subject for investigation may, on
the one hand, lead participants to assume that audience analytics are particularly relevant, and on
the other hand, reinforce this perception, potentially biased, on the part of the researcher. It is
conceivable that, in everyday newsroom practice, audience analytics play only a peripheral role,
are not considered especially meaningful, and have limited impact — an impact that is only at-
tributed to them through the research process and the interactions with interviewees. As a result,
a subtle or background influence may be elevated to an explicit one merely by the fact of it being
studied, thereby complicating efforts to examine its “true nature” and potentially leading to an
overestimation of its significance. However, this risk was at least partially mitigated through meth-
odological design, for example, by not explicitly introducing the topic of audience analytics in
qualitative interviews, but instead framing them more broadly around news production.

Thematically, the focus on audience analytics naturally entails a certain limitation. It is
likely, however, that various technological developments influence the process of news produc-
tion, journalists’ role orientations, and ultimately the nature of content and its distribution. This
study largely excluded algorithms and the use of artificial intelligence — aside from references to
Grimme and Zabel (2024) and Helberger (2019). Yet, depending on the organizational context, it
may well be the case that journalists are no longer the ones deciding how content is produced.
Instead, audience analytics may be interpreted algorithmically, raising the need to investigate how
journalists respond to or work around such technological affordances. However, considering that
algorithms, such as those used in news recommenders, often operate in the background and that
journalists tend to have limited direct interaction with them, it appears plausible (and this was also
confirmed empirically) that there is still a meaningful encounter with audience analytics them-
selves, which continue to influence everyday newsroom decisions.

Another limitation lies in the Western and particularly German context of this work. Alt-
hough the projects make an effort to acknowledge alternative perspectives and occasionally point
out that different media and political systems may create distinct pressures, potentially intensify-
ing or mitigating the influence of audience analytics. However, these considerations remain at the

level of conceptual framing rather than empirical investigation. As such, the findings must be
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interpreted primarily within this specific national and systemic context. While this work at-
tempts to counterbalance this limitation by relying on broadly observable factors such as market
orientation or individual attitudes, the extent to which the results can be transferred to other cul-
tural, political, or economic contexts remains limited and at best approximate.

Furthermore, long-term effects are difficult to observe given the current research and pro-
ject design and can, at best, be inferred from the assessments of interview participants. This ap-
plies, first, to audience analytics themselves: While previous research can be consulted, the diver-
sity of methodological approaches, the variety of metrics researched, and the heterogeneity of re-
search questions make it challenging to identify consistent long-term effects, let alone to substan-
tiate them. This limitation also holds for the broader theme of commodification, where one might
be tempted to assume a narrative of decline, such as “things were better before”. However, this
impression is deliberately avoided. This work does not assume that audience analytics alone have
caused a shift toward market orientation. Rather, it shows where such tendencies are evident and,
at most, where they may have been intensified. Moreover, such meta-trends are methodologically
difficult to capture, as respondents often do not consciously reflect on them, particularly be-
cause we are all situated within the ongoing process of change. With regard to commodification,
the full extent of its influence will likely only become evident in retrospect.

One of the most important limitations of this study lies in its focus on media professionals,
their production processes, and the organizations affected by audience analytics. What ultimately
constitutes societal impact — the content itself, how it is processed by users, and what attitudes
or behaviors may result from it - is only addressed indirectly. As such, the study can only draw
conclusions about the conditions under which journalism may contribute to democratic values
(which, in itself, is a significant contribution). However, it cannot assess whether these conditions
actually translate into high-quality reporting (a question that would require content analysis)
nor how such content is received and processed by users, or whether it garners enough attention
to exert any impact at all. Answering those questions would necessitate user observation or sur-
veys. In this sense, while the study offers valuable insights into the processes of content creation
and the underlying assumptions about audience needs and external constraints, it can only esti-

mate journalism’s potential rather than its actual societal effect.
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Finally, the focus on journalism must be addressed. For the context of this study, this focus
appears both appropriate and necessary, as audience analytics directly affect the journalistic pro-
fession and its production processes, potentially limiting journalism’s role in democracy and its
contribution to society. However, media usage and media organizations extend far beyond
journalism, and non-journalistic media consumption can likewise have a significant societal im-
pact. Therefore, this broader perspective should be taken into account when considering the over-

all implications of the findings.

12.4 Implications

Numerous implications have emerged across the individual projects, not only regarding the spe-
cific research questions and actors involved, but also concerning the theoretical frameworks, the
institution of journalism, media organizations and management, and broader phenomena such
as quantification and commodification. While many of these reflections have already been ad-
dressed within the respective project contexts, this section aims to aggregate and further contex-
tualize them with regard to the overarching research agenda. The implications for journalism
and media organizations derived from the projects are not to be understood as prescriptive im-

peratives, but rather as a basis for further discussion.

12.4.1 Theoretical Implications

Overall, it became evident that the different facets explored across the projects required diverse
theoretical approaches, particularly because they address distinct analytical levels. Thus, a one-
size-fits-all framework would not have been appropriate. For each project, alternative theoretical
approaches were considered and an informed decision was made in favor of the most fitting one.
However, this does not preclude the existence of other valid theoretical perspectives that could
have been applied to the identified problems. Given that all projects emphasized the perspective
of media organizations, or at least incorporated it as a significant influence, organizational the-
ory, and in particular the concept of loose and tight coupling, could have provided an additional

lens (Pancs, 2017; Roberts, 2004). This concept, which focuses on the interdependence of different

233



12 Integrative Summary and Discussion

organizational units, would have been particularly suitable for conceptualizing the divergent in-
terests and dependencies analyzed in the third and fifth projects. At the same time, its application
may have risked narrowing the analytical perspective to exclusively organizational concerns.

A number of theoretical insights can be derived from the frameworks ultimately applied in
this research. Within the Theory of Planned Behavior, the category of injunctive norms (i.e.,
perceptions about what a group approves or disapproves of) revealed a key fault line in journalism:
such norms may include not only professional journalistic values but also organizational expecta-
tions. Since these two sets of expectations may contradict each other, their influence on behavioral
intention cannot always be clearly determined. This insight has methodological implications: dif-
ferent types of value expectations must be operationalized separately, rather than assuming a co-
herent and uniform value system across all actors. For the concept of journalistic role orienta-
tions, a mainstay of this work, it could be demonstrated that while market orientation remains a
fundamental force in journalism, the consumer orientation, at least in its current operationaliza-
tion, appears to be losing explanatory power. Moreover, the frequently assumed binary opposi-
tion between consumer and citizen orientations seems to hold less relevance in practice, where
roles often shift based on context. While a general retention of citizen-oriented values can be ob-
served, role conceptions are also being expanded, at times incorporating elements from outside
the journalistic domain. This indicates that the dichotomy between consumer and citizen orien-
tations must be critically reassessed, and that these newly emerging elements should be reflected
in how role orientations are conceptualized and measured.

With respect to the boundary work framework, the concept proved highly suitable for an-
alyzing the journalistic profession, particularly in positioning audience analytics as a boundary
object. The various forms of boundary work helped illustrate how newcomers, such as analytics
experts, can test and expand professional boundaries in order to find a place within journalism.
At the same time, the framework showed limitations when it came to capturing hybrid roles,
which move fluidly between established professional boundaries. In practice, this implies that ac-
tors may need to be studied in terms of their activities and positions, rather than strictly by their
original professional identities. The gatekeeping concept also demonstrated renewed relevance.

It could be expanded both to include stronger audience-oriented components and to capture pro-
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cesses beyond the initial selection of content. Furthermore, a value-based perspective was success-
fully integrated into gatekeeping, complementing the traditional professional lens and enhancing
the framework’s applicability in complex media environments.

Finally, adding a regulative notion to the typology of legitimacy proved particularly valu-
able, especially for PSM. Moreover, the findings pointed to a distinct internal legitimacy compo-
nent, which should be systematically considered when analyzing organizations. In relation to the
public value framework, this work placed particular emphasis on the component of measure-
ment, raising the question if assessments of public value from a user perspective conforms with
goals and values of the concept. A central consequence is that when evaluating public value com-
ponents, researchers and practitioners must not only consider what is measured and how, but also

whose data is being used and who is authorized to assess it

12.4.2 Implications for Journalism as a Profession

This research also yields important implications for journalism as a profession. On the one hand,
a strong retention of traditional professional values was observed, values that position the audi-
ence as citizens and emphasize the importance of holding powerful actors in politics and business
accountable. On the other hand, a more subtle market orientation has emerged, which in many
cases, especially within financially strained organizations, is either accepted as a given or remains
largely unchallenged. Across different organizational contexts, a growing integration of (per-
ceived) audience needs into professional role conceptions became evident. Journalists often dis-
played a willingness to expand the already porous boundaries of their profession to accommodate
these elements. Contrary to expectations, this integration was in many cases smooth and largely
free of open conflict. Incorporating user needs is not inherently problematic; journalism cannot
operate in isolation from the society and individuals it serves. Indeed, responding to public inter-
ests and providing a platform for democratic discourse are fundamental pillars of journalism’s
societal function.

However, an overreliance on audience analytics and an overestimation of their ability to
accurately reflect users’ real needs and interests risk promoting a narrow conception of success,
one that equates high-performing content with high-quality journalism. This suggests a subtle

shift in values, even though it could be shown that citizen-oriented ideals and a pragmatic use of
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analytics do not necessarily contradict each other. Still, if journalism increasingly aligns itself with
assumed user preferences, there is a danger that it may dilute its distinctiveness as a profession. In
doing so, journalism could lose the unique role it plays in democratic societies and become indis-
tinguishable from other market-oriented content providers, such as digital platforms. Unlike au-
tomobile manufacturers or fashion brands, journalism is also tasked with producing products that
are at times inconvenient or uncomfortable for audiences: content that exposes societal flaws
and fosters accountability. While such work is not impossible under a user-centric logic, it is
significantly more difficult to justify within that framework

The profession must therefore, if it is to avoid drifting into the trap of pandering to audi-
ences, develop a clearly defined value system or deepen the anchoring of existing normative
frameworks. This is essential in order to distinguish itself more clearly from other professions —
particularly those that claim authority over content evaluation - and to reclaim editorial sover-
eignty over its own value creation. A central part of this value compass must involve assigning
audience analytics a deliberate but limited role, recognizing that these tools are unlikely to dis-
appear from newsrooms anytime soon (nor would their complete removal necessarily be desira-
ble). This also requires greater professional confidence (not arrogance) in the inherent value of
journalistic work, and a rejection of the assumption that a piece’s worth is determined solely by
the number of clicks it receives. Furthermore, this research demonstrated how journalistic values
can be translated into measurable indicators within a proprietary evaluation system. Journalism
as a profession should be actively involved in shaping such developments. Only through proactive
engagement can journalism overcome the recurring narrative of victimhood that often accom-

panies the introduction of new technologies in editorial environments.

12.4.3 Implications for Journalism as an Institution

The implications for journalism as a profession also extend to its role as an institution within
society. On the one hand, journalism is repeatedly subject to political pressure, and its institution-
alized forms are increasingly being questioned, particularly with regard to the societal contribu-
tions it is expected to make. However, journalism as an institution is far from monolithic. Internal

disagreements persist, especially concerning the existence and scope PSM. While this study can-
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not answer the question of whether market-based models could provide these services more ef-
fectively, the low willingness to pay for journalism raises serious doubts. In the face of ongoing
attacks on journalism’s legitimacy and growing scrutiny of its institutional role, a purely market-
oriented approach to performance evaluation, especially through commercially framed audience
analytics, appears unsustainable for several reasons. First, it positions journalism in direct com-
petition with platforms and other reach-driven content providers, a competition it is unlikely to
win due to its typically national, regional, or local focus, and its lack of comparable technological
infrastructure. Second, adopting commercially framed metrics opens the door to critics of publicly
funded journalism, who may then question its legitimacy and demand cuts or structural
change. Third, it risks dividing actors within the institution itself, instead of fostering solidarity
in the face of powerful external players.

Similar to the profession itself, journalism as an institution could take a more proactive role
in shaping its legitimacy by employing proprietary, value-based measurement systems instead of
outsourcing evaluative authority. Such an approach would allow for a transparent articulation of
journalistic values and demonstrate how these are implemented and measured within program-
ming. This could, in turn, strengthen audience trust, a benefit that applies not only to PSM, but
particularly to commercial providers as well. Nonetheless, if the precariousness of journalism’s
institutional position continues to grow (and here, audience analytics are at most a symptom, not
a root cause), there must be broader societal reflection on whether journalism should be institu-
tionally reinforced. While this work cannot resolve such questions, it highlights the need for these
issues to be publicly and politically negotiated. A more stable institutional anchoring would also
help to clarify journalism’s societal functions and distinguish them more clearly from those of

non-journalistic actors.

12.4.4 Implications for Media Organizations

For media organizations, market-oriented behavior does not inherently conflict with their mis-
sion, particularly as such behavior often ensures the long-term financial viability of their media
products. However, the conceptual division between journalism as the creator of content and thus
its quality, and media organizations as providers of infrastructure for marketing and distribution,

does not empirically manifest as a strict boundary. Even journalists with a strong normative
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orientation frequently display an awareness of financial constraints and take on tasks that were
traditionally outside their domain. Informed by audience analytics, these activities are now more
commonly integrated into editorial decision-making.

Conversely, from a management perspective, there is also growing intervention in edito-
rial practices through performance evaluation based on audience analytics. While such practices
may be relatively unproblematic in the context of entertainment content, they can lead to an ex-
cessive alignment with market principles in the case of journalistic content. If media organizations
wish to maintain their distinct societal role and avoid being treated like standard commercial en-
terprises, they must take deliberate steps. First, they must clearly define and limit the role of
audience analytics within the organization. Second, they must establish a clear boundary be-
tween themselves and platform players, for whom content quality is irrelevant and only reach
matters. Third, they must resist the commodification of core journalistic competencies, such as
the commercial production of content through practices like native advertising, which threatens
to further blur the boundaries of the profession at the organizational level.

Trust, both internally and with audiences, could be fostered through the creation of propri-
etary value systems and their operationalization, even though this requires considerable initial ef-
fort. However, such an approach would also allow for the establishment of competing value sys-
tems within the media market, which could in turn enrich the marketplace of ideas or at least
enhance transparency for both media professionals and users. This may help to counteract long-
term media fatigue and, additionally, better highlight the added value of journalism compared to

other content providers such as platform-based services.

12.4.5 Implications for Media Management

The challenges outlined and the resulting implications for media organizations must ultimately
be addressed and implemented by media management. Media managers are required to navigate
adelicate balancing act, particularly given the often-precarious nature of media financing. A cen-
tral task is to critically reflect on whether short-term optimization of purely market-driven KPIs
is truly beneficial for the long-term sustainability of the organization. Media management in the
context of journalism should therefore also be understood, at least in part, as a form of public

management, since it involves overseeing not only economic performance but also a societal
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contribution. The role of media management lies not only in understanding the uniqueness of
media products, the peculiarities of the market, and production logics, but also in ensuring that
these factors are considered in relation to the broader democratic purpose when managing jour-
nalistic units. This dual responsibility underscores the need for specialized training and educa-
tion for media managers, and suggests that managing media cannot be treated as just another
functional area of general management.

Media management can thus take an active role in advancing proprietary solutions for
performance evaluation. This offers, first, the opportunity to engage more deeply with editorial
teams in setting and negotiating goals, thereby increasing both managerial integration and inter-
nal consistency across the organization. Furthermore, evaluation cycles can serve as a value-ori-
ented form of quality control and provide the management with the flexibility to respond with
product adaptations or new formats. At the same time, media management must also recognize
its boundaries: rather than limiting editorial freedom and creativity through overly rigid KPI
benchmarks, it should focus on fostering reflection within the editorial process. Additionally,
both commercial audience analytics and proprietary measurement systems, as well as their poten-
tial interactions, represent a source of conflict that must be closely monitored and strategically

resolved in alignment with the broader interests of the organization.

12.5 Research Outlook

Within the reflection on the individual projects, numerous avenues for future research have al-
ready emerged, each building on the findings of the respective studies to further develop the field
of audience analytics and derive practical implications. In this context, many ideas are desirable,
but difficult to implement. This section therefore outlines the three most pressing cross-project

suggestions for future research on audience analytics that could build upon this work.

1. Testing Influences on Audience Analytics Use Jointly

A first key avenue for future research lies in empirically testing the comprehensive model of the
influences on the use of audience analytics by means of a survey. Such an investigation would
allow for determining both the hierarchy and relative strength of various influencing factors.

For instance, it would be possible to assess the weight of injunctive norms and clarify whether
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organizational guidelines or professional values exert a stronger impact. One particularly signifi-
cant contribution could be the examination of the role of reflection in moderating the relation-
ship between different influencing factors and actual usage.

An empirical specification of these influences would also enable a validation of the user
typology developed in the first project. This would facilitate to identify whether the proposed
types hold up empirically, whether the typology was overly simplified or too complex, and whether
additional or alternative types emerge. In a subsequent step, editorial departments could be char-
acterized based on the composition of these types, allowing for management-level implications
to be derived. These could relate, for example, to potential conflict constellations or the necessity
of installing structured mechanisms for reflection, whereas in some cases, such mechanisms might
evolve organically. Importantly, whether and how different typological constellations produce
conflict would need to be observed and assessed through newsroom ethnographies. After all, con-
flicts may also serve functional purposes and not require intervention.

Following the approach of nuancing audience analytics, a comprehensive model should not
only aggregate influences on the general use of audience analytics, but also increase the complexity
of the dependent variable itself. It would thus be valuable to differentiate between the influences
on the use of specific metrics. This could help to further assess, for example, whether organiza-

tional pressure correlates with a preference for metrics that emphasize audience size.

2. Reassessing Market Alignment in Role Orientations

A second promising direction for future research involves the empirical validation of the proposed
typology of analytics experts. However, such validation would require a prior re-evaluation of
the role orientation concept, particularly the continuum between citizen orientation and con-
sumer orientation, which is used to capture degrees of market alignment. Given the increasingly
limited empirical applicability of the consumer orientation construct, it would be necessary to
reassess this orientation. This reassessment should also incorporate additional elements or dimen-
sions, such as the degree of reflection on audience analytics. Moreover, it would be useful to
expand the notion of user orientation beyond the binary opposition between citizens and con-
sumers. While the established scale for measuring reflection on audience analytics could be ap-

plied, it must be extended to specify the object of reflection in order to draw conclusions about
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the quality of reflective practices. Revisiting role orientations could also help empirically anchor
hybrid roles more effectively and link them to other hybrid positions, such as those found in pub-
lic relations. More broadly, this approach could make underlying commodification patterns

more visible and problematize them more thoroughly.

3. Linking Metrics, Content Quality, and Societal Impact

A challenge already discussed in the limitations section, and perhaps the most pressing yet diffi-
cult avenue for future research, is establishing a connection between the use of audience analytics
(or specific metrics), the resulting content quality, and their eventual impact on audiences and,
by extension, society. The potential for such a research program is significant. It could reveal to
what extent particular metrics correlate with changes in content quality or are associated with
specific quality levels. Moreover, it might allow for a comparative analysis of how metrics influ-
ence the character of journalistic products. Finally, it would enable to evaluate the value of pro-
prietary measurement systems beyond their organizational utility, by examining how the metric
sets used for performance evaluation relate to the actual content produced. This could ultimately
answer the question of whether such systems are truly worthwhile.

Despite its promise, this endeavor would be methodologically challenging. Quality is noto-
riously difficult to measure. Yet, as the ZDF-Compass has demonstrated, it is not impossible. The
main obstacle lies in the lack of a universal definition of quality, nor is such universality necessarily
desirable. Nonetheless, existing frameworks for operationalizing and measuring journalistic qual-
ity (Stark et al., 2021) could provide useful foundations. More difficult, however, is tracing the role
of audience analytics in shaping quality over time. Historical editorial practices, the varying inten-
sity of analytics use, and the lack of traceability between individual articles and the analytics used
in their production make this a complex task. Still, moving research in the direction of actual con-
tent and audience processing seems worthwhile — both to strengthen journalism’s legitimacy

narrative and to identify potential vulnerabilities in the field.
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12.6 Concluding Remarks

This work set out to examine the causes, effects, and limitations of quantification in journalism,
and analyze the potential influence that performance measurement can exert on content produc-
tion, media professionals, and society as a whole. This phenomenon was embedded within the
broader context of commodification, which tends to subordinate journalistic standards to eco-
nomic principles and, in doing so, potentially undermines them. In order to capture the phenom-
enon in its full breadth, to involve multiple analytical levels, and to approach its societal implica-
tions, the study adopted a multi-layered design. It began at the individual level, moved on to
explore intra-editorial dynamics, continued with a focus on content production processes, and
concluded by taking an organizational perspective in relation to society.

Thus, four thematic areas were conceptualized: (1) the use of audience analytics and its
driving factors; (2) the effects of audience analytics on the journalistic profession and its bounda-
ries; (3) their impact on news production processes and content; and (4) the development of pro-
prietary performance measurement solutions grounded in professional values. To adequately ad-
dress and contextualize these thematic areas, audience analytics were defined and situated within
the landscape of digital journalism, and its economic, technological, and user-related environ-
ment. This contextualization revealed that market orientation is frequently encountered in jour-
nalism, often as a response to these evolving conditions. To address the four thematic areas, five
individual projects were conducted. While each project was grounded in a distinct theoretical
framework, they also shared recurring elements, such as journalistic role orientations and the as-
sociated value systems. Depending on the specific research questions, the projects employed liter-
ature-based, qualitative, and quantitative methodologies, with one project explicitly designed as a
mixed-methods study.

The findings suggest that audience analytics do exert influence on both the profession and
the production process, yet this influence remains limited. Alarmist claims of a blanket decline
in content quality appear misplaced in light of the observed retention of core journalistic values.
However, such concerns are not entirely unfounded: In certain organizational contexts, a stronger
influence of analytics and a less reflective attitude may lead to a conflation of performance with
quality. Interestingly, the study did not confirm the assumption that market-oriented role orien-

tations are associated with less reflective use of audience analytics. Instead, a coexistence between
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market orientation and citizen-oriented understandings of journalism emerged. From a pro-
fessional standpoint, the boundaries of journalism appear rather soft and permeable, which is to
varying degrees taken advantage of by new actors seeking to assert interpretive authority over
journalistic products. In terms of production, findings underscore both the limited overall influ-
ence of analytics, especially in comparison with topics as more traditional relevance indicator, and
the centrality of situational and pragmatic considerations. Notably, while selection decisions
tend to be value-driven, post publication decisions are more susceptible to performance met-
rics. This work also explored proprietary measurement systems based on organizational values
and public value as a potential solution for decoupling performance evaluation from commer-
cial metrics. While the development of such systems is indeed feasible, the implementation, par-
ticularly the strong emphasis on user-focused indicators, may inadvertently undermine the goal
of achieving greater independence from market-driven standards.

Opverall, the findings demonstrate that tendencies toward commodification are indeed ob-
servable, but they are not absolute. These tendencies can be moderated, often even overridden, by
existing value orientations or situational factors, though they are often internalized unconsciously.
For the journalistic profession, this underscores the need for a more robust discourse on values,
particularly concerning how such values can be made at least partially measurable or rendered
transparent. From a management perspective, this opens up the possibility of shifting from a reli-
ance solely on market-driven KPIs toward quality evaluations based on organization-specific
metrics, and of maintaining ongoing dialogue with editorial teams. If journalism as an institution
aims to defend and maintain its role in society, it must actively engage with and counter com-
modification dynamics. Failing to do so risks placing journalism in a losing competition with
other actors whose goals are purely commercial, thereby subjecting it to inappropriate perfor-
mance standards and potentially weakening its legitimacy. In the long term, and particularly from
a public value perspective, society must confront a pressing question: How much is it willing to

sacrifice, especially financially, to ensure the continued existence of journalism that is not only

commercially driven, but also independent and rooted in democratic values?
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