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Abstract
On newspaper websites, journalists can observe the preferences of the audience in
unprecedented detail and for low costs, based on the audience clicks (i.e. page views)
for specific news articles. This article addresses whether journalists use this information
to cater to audience preferences in their news selection choices. We analyzed the
print and online editions of five national newspapers from the Netherlands with a
mixed-method approach. Using a cross-lagged analysis covering 6 months, we found
that storylines of the most-viewed articles were more likely to receive attention in
subsequent reporting, which indicates that audience clicks affect news selection.
However, based on interviews with editors we found that they consider the use of
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this information for news selection to conflict with professional norms. We elaborate
on the implications of this discrepancy in the norms and behaviors of journalists, and
project directions for future studies.
Keywords
Gatekeeping, journalism, online audience metrics, professional norms

Introduction
Journalists fulfill an important role in society as gatekeepers: they filter and transform the set of daily world events into a limited number of news articles (Shoemaker,
1991: 1). This filtering process has a strong influence on the social realities of citizens (Shoemaker and Vos, 2009). Accordingly, the criteria used in this filtering process, and whether these criteria are beneficial or detrimental to society, are issues
that have concerned scholars for many decades (Cook, 2005; Schudson, 2003).
A particularly relevant point of discussion is to what extent the preferences of the
audience should be taken into the equation. A central element in this debate is a continuum of two opposing views on the role of journalism in society. Put briefly, should journalists determine what news is based on their professional judgment – a trustee model
– or should they let the audience decide what it wants – a market model (Schudson,
2003)? Recently, this discussion has been revived due to the increasing popularity of the
Internet as a news medium. Online, journalists can track how many times a web page is
viewed (from here on referred to as audience clicks), which discloses real-time information about the interests of the audience in specific news articles. In this article, we study
whether and how newspapers in the Netherlands monitor audience clicks on their websites, and whether this affects their news selection choices.
Several studies have found effects of online audience metrics such as audience clicks
on journalistic decision-making (Anderson, 2011; Lee et al., 2014; Vu, 2014), but there
is still much left to explore and the situation is currently still developing. Lee et al. (2014)
specifically called for more quantitative studies, arguing that ‘The challenge for researchers […] is to move beyond self-reports of journalistic perception and behavior, and
instead use quantitative methods that reveal a more precise, longitudinal rendering of the
relationship between audience behaviors and editorial decisions’ (p. 17).
We contribute to the literature in three ways. First, we build on the quantitative
approach used by Lee et al. (2014), using the most-viewed articles lists on newspaper
websites, to analyze the influence of audience clicks for five newspaper organizations.
Where Lee et al. analyzed the effect of audience clicks on news placement, we focus on
news selection: does news with many clicks receive more future coverage? There are
studies that suggest that this is the case (Anderson, 2011; Vu, 2014), but this has not yet
been confirmed based on this type of quantitative approach. Also, most literature focuses
on the context of the United States. We focus on the context of the Netherlands, which
has a different media system (Hallin and Mancini, 2004).
Second, we conducted interviews with editors of the newspapers in our study to inquire
how they monitor and use audience clicks. This enables us to compare our quantitative

Downloaded from jou.sagepub.com at Vrije Universiteit 34820 on October 16, 2015

3

Welbers et al.

findings to self-reports of journalists. Lee et al. (2014) noticed a discrepancy between how
journalists say that they use audience clicks and how they are actually influenced by them.
This discrepancy can be attributed to the struggle journalists engage in to balance the use
of online audience metrics with their professional norms (Anderson, 2011). Based on our
mixed-method approach, we analyze this discrepancy and discuss this struggle.
Finally, we analyze the influence of audience clicks on both the online and print editions of newspapers. Audience clicks enable online editors to cater to the preferences of
their audience, but for print editors this information also provides more insight into audience preferences than previously possible. Being part of the same organization, this
information could easily be exchanged. However, managing this exchange would be an
explicit acknowledgment of the importance of audience preferences in news selection.
Also, print journalists might have a more traditional ‘vision of the audience’ compared to
online journalists (Anderson, 2011) and therefore pose more normative resistance.
Analyzing the influence of audience clicks on print news can therefore be considered a
more rigorous test of the lure of online audience metrics.

Role of audience preferences in gatekeeping
The gatekeeping metaphor was first used in the context of news selection by White
(1950), who observed how a single newspaper editor decided which stories were published. The question addressed by White (1950) was, ‘how does the gatekeeper make this
selection, what are the factors involved in this process?’ Subsequent studies further
explored these factors, looking not only at individual preferences of journalists but also
taking technological, cultural, organizational, and institutional factors into account
(Shoemaker and Vos, 2009).
Monitoring online audience metrics can affect the gatekeeping process because it
enables journalists to more accurately take the preferences of the audience into account.
However, the role of audience preferences in gatekeeping is debatable because journalists also have a responsibility to select the information that is important for the audience
to know. Thus, journalists have to balance news that they think is important to the audience with news that the audience prefers to consume (Gans, 1979).
How journalists think this should be balanced relates to their normative conception of
the role of journalism in society. Schudson (2003) discusses two relevant conflicting
normative frameworks: the Trustee Model and the Market Model. In the Trustee Model,
journalists prioritize their professional judgment to decide what news is important for
citizens to know. In contrast, in the Market Model, journalists prioritize catering to the
preferences of the audience (i.e. the demands of the market).
The Trustee Model dovetails with the ideals of representative democracy, which dictates that the public should be given the means to educate themselves in order to acquire
an ‘enlightened understanding’ of political and societal matters (Dahl, 1998). The main
critique on the model is that by disregarding the preferences of their audiences journalists
have become too disconnected from public life and too caught up in elitist values (Deuze,
2008). Notwithstanding this critique of the model, it appears that, as Paulussen et al.
(2007) observe, ‘it still dominates professional and scholarly literature on journalism,
and defines the conventional framework of journalism education’ (p. 134).
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Despite this dominance, since the 1980s scholars have observed ‘a move away from
reliance on craft norms defining what is newsworthy and how to report, toward a journalism based on serving the marketplace’ (McManus, 1995: 301s). The rise of this Market
Model is intertwined with the increased competition in the news market (Hamilton,
2004). Normatively, the Market Model addresses the critique on the Trustee Model by
giving the audience what it wants, instead of what elitist journalists think they ought to
want (Fancher, 1987). In return, the main critique on the Market Model is that it might
give the audience what it wants, but this is not necessarily what it needs (Anderson and
Ward, 2007).
There are differences in the extent to which newspaper organizations have shifted
toward a Market Model, in particular across the divide of ‘popular’ and elite, or ‘quality’,
newspapers (Bakker and Scholten, 2013). Popular newspapers focus more on soft news
(e.g. entertainment, lifestyle), whereas quality newspapers focus more on hard news
(public affairs, particularly involving the government; Ryfe, 2012). Soft news is generally more popular than hard news (Singer, 2011). The focus of popular newspapers on
soft news is more compatible with the Market Model.

The lure of online audience metrics
With real-time information on the page views of specific news stories, journalists can
observe the preferences of the audience in unprecedented detail. However, since the
use of audience preferences conflicts with the norms of the Trustee Model, the question is whether journalists will also actually use this information. In the past, there
were also various ways to measure audience preferences, and since the 1980s it has
been common for newspapers to enlist consultants to conduct market research
(Hamilton, 2004; Ryfe, 2012), but the influence of audience preferences nevertheless
remained limited due to this normative resistance (Deuze, 2008; Singer, 2011). As
Anderson (2011) concluded, ‘Journalism’s professional self-conception and its somewhat paternalistic vision of its audience have historically served to blunt the impact
of whatever limited audience measurement technologies might influence news production’ (p. 554).
There are two main factors that, when combined, might override the normative resistance against market research: the advantages of the new technology and the increasing
economic pressures of the news market. Gans (1979) predicted that ‘At present, executive and professional intuition remains dominant; but should commercial considerations
become more urgent, the [market] researchers may find themselves with sufficient funds
to demonstrate whether they can enhance the corporate balance sheet’ (p. 234). As it
turns out, not only did commercial considerations become more urgent (Hamilton, 2004;
McManus, 1995; Ryfe, 2012), but research has also become much more effective and
less expensive. In the past, relatively expensive research could only report on ‘recurring
patterns’ in news consumption behavior, which was less useful to journalists who must
decide on ‘individual stories’ (Gans, 1979: 232). At present, interests in individual stories
can be monitored directly, in real-time, and for moderate costs. Through the combination
of these economical and technological factors, the integration of audience interests in the
gatekeeping process has become much more alluring.
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Several studies have indeed found that online audience metrics, and specifically audience clicks, affect journalistic decision-making. Based on an ethnographic newsroom
study, Anderson (2011) concluded that the use of audience metrics affects the process of
‘deciding what’s news’ (p. 563). Lee et al. (2014) found, by means of a cross-lagged
analysis, that audience clicks affected the placement of articles on the web page. Vu
(2014) conducted a survey among American newspapers and news sites and found that
‘to some extent, editors are willing to adjust their editorial decision-making based on
web metrics’ (p. 11). Based on these results, we expect audience clicks to affect the news
selection choices of journalists in the Netherlands:
H1. Audience clicks influence the news selection process in the Netherlands.
We specify the hypothesis to the context of the Netherlands because the influence of
audience clicks is likely to differ depending on a country’s media environment, in particular regarding competition and professionalism (see, for example, Usher, 2013). Most
previous research on audience clicks focuses on the United States (e.g. Anderson, 2011;
Lee et al., 2014; Vu, 2014) where competition and professionalism are high (Hallin and
Mancini, 2004). Compared to the United States, the media system of the Netherlands is
also highly professionalized, but is less market dominated (Brants and Van Praag, 2006;
Hallin and Mancini, 2004). Importantly, however, market pressure is likely to have
increased since newspaper organizations suffered greatly from the financial crisis and
recession in the past decade (Bakker and Scholten, 2013). Overall, we thus suspect a
high level of competition to attract audiences, for which monitoring audience clicks can
be an effective – and therefore luring – practice. But also, we expect strong normative
resistance due to a high level of professionalism (Anderson, 2011).

Journalism as an institution
The rise of online audience metrics puts journalists in a tough position. On the one hand,
they are pushed to develop routines to use these metrics, mainly due to the increasing
influence of market logic (Gans, 1979; Hamilton, 2004; Vu, 2014). On the other hand,
they are pulled back by traditional norms of professional journalism (Anderson, 2011).
Consequently, journalists are struggling to balance the use of online audience metrics
with traditional norms (Anderson, 2011; Lee et al., 2014; Usher, 2013).
In order to understand this struggle, it is important to study it not only at the level of
individual journalists and newsrooms but also at the level of journalism as an institution.
Journalists across news organizations are highly similar and interdependent as members
of the same profession (Cook, 2005). Accordingly, the norms for whether and how online
audience metrics should be used by professional journalists cannot be resolved by individual news organizations.
A defining quality of institutions is that they have social patterns that are taken for
granted (i.e. ‘valued in and of themselves’) as the ways in which certain actors should
behave (Cook, 2005: 67). The norms of professional journalism are such social patterns,
and they are valuable to journalism because they define what it means to be a professional journalist. Journalism is not a typical profession, such as medicine or law; there
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are no formal rules and qualifications that one has to follow and acquire in order to be a
journalist. For journalists, this is troublesome because it leaves them uncertain about the
quality of their work (what is news?), and it threatens their professional self-conception
(what is a journalist?). The reason that journalism can nevertheless be considered to be a
profession is that over time journalists have developed certain norms for what news is
and how news should be made. These norms have become taken for granted across news
organizations as the ways in which news should be made, and thereby infused with
power similar to formal rules and qualifications (Cook, 2005; Gans, 1979).
A consequence of these shared norms is that journalism is slow to adapt to changes.
Institutions have a ‘stickiness’ quality: they ‘evolve in a path-dependent pattern. Because
initial patterns have positive-feedback characteristics, actors have an incentive to adapt
to prevailing conditions rather than seek to change the institutional order’ (Ryfe, 2006:
137). This stickiness of institutions can serve as a theoretical explanation for why traditional journalistic norms have blunted the influence of audience research in the past
(Anderson, 2011) and more generally the resistance against the Market Model. This
invites us to think about this resistance as not only based on individual beliefs, but as an
institutional force with supra-individual purpose and consequences.
Social patterns of actors within institutions tend to evolve in tandem and to converge,
and the norms of professional journalism have indeed evolved as such (Cook, 2005;
Schudson, 2003). At present, we still know little about the similarities and differences
between news organizations in how they think about the use of online audience metrics,
how they use them, and how this affects the news production process. We therefore
address the following question:
RQ1. How do different news organizations monitor and use audience clicks, and does
this relate to the influence of audience clicks on their news selection choices?

Method
We conducted a content analysis and interviews, which we will discuss in order.

Content analysis: Data
We analyzed the print and online editions of five national newspapers from the
Netherlands from 12 January 2013 to 30 July 2013. A representative sample of the market research agency Gfk in July 2012 (n = 1805) shows that over the course of 1 week,
46.4 percent attended to the print edition of at least one of these five newspapers and
31.9 percent attended to at least one of the online editions.
Two newspapers in our sample, De Telegraaf and Algemeen Dagblad, are ‘popular’
newspapers, and the other three, de Volkskrant, Trouw, and NRC Handelsblad, are elite
or ‘quality’ newspapers (Bakker and Scholten, 2013). All data were collected using web
scraping algorithms.1
The viewing behavior of the audience was measured using the top 5 most-viewed
articles, which is available on the website of each newspaper in our sample. A computer
script was used to gather the top 5 articles twice per day.2 Due to occasional failure of the
script, the top 5 articles for some days were not collected correctly. Since failure of the
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Table 1. Average daily number of articles in our data per medium.
Newspaper

Algemeen Dagblad
De Telegraaf
de Volkskrant
NRC Handelsblad
Trouw

Type

Popular
Popular
Quality
Quality
Quality

Average articles per day
Days

Print

Online

Top 5

76
124
117
128
122

139.4
167.8
118.1
116.6
92.7

238.3
215.3
188.1
31.4
136.5

4.4
5.2
5.8
5.5
5.1

script is unlikely to be related to the event addressed in an article, this introduces noise
in the data, but is unlikely to bias the results. Days on which there are less than three top
5 articles are not included as cases in the analysis. Also, data for Algemeen Dagblad was
not collected for the first 3 months (implications of this missing data are addressed in the
‘Results’ section). Table 1 summarizes the data for each newspaper.

Content analysis: Operationalization
News articles were coded into categories so that it can be analyzed whether audience
clicks for a specific news article cause more attention for news of the same category. We
used storylines as categories, defined as all news articles addressing the same or related
events. The relation between events has to be concrete (e.g. specific people, locations,
developments) and not only abstract (e.g. type of event). For instance, we use the Trayvon
Martin murder case and the war in Syria, and not murder cases or war in general. This
more specific level of coding is appropriate given the level of specificity at which audience clicks inform journalists about audience preferences.
To measure the attention for a storyline, a search query was created based on its most
distinguishing words and word combinations. This search query was then used to code
which articles address the storyline. If a storyline has a clear starting or ending date, we
only analyzed it within this period.
The storylines and search queries were manually selected and formulated, but to
explore what storylines were prominent and what words to use to formulate the search
queries, we first performed an exploratory text analysis using Latent Dirichlet allocation
(LDA). LDA automatically classifies articles based on word clusters that represent topics
(Blei et al., 2003). We performed LDA to extract 50 topics from the top 5 articles. We
only used a selection of the words in these documents as variables: only nouns, names,
and verbs that occur in at least three articles and that occurred in less than 50 percent of
the articles. Based on the 50 topics, we manually selected 21 storylines and used the
word clusters as inspiration for search queries.3

Content analysis: Model specification
To analyze the influence of audience clicks on news selection, we conducted cross-lagged
regression analyses. This is a common method to analyze causal relations of time-series
(i.e. measurements over time). The philosophy of this method is to investigate a causal
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relation by measuring two key elements of predictive causality: the cause needs to occur
before the effect and the cause needs to predict the effect controlled for other potential
causes (Granger, 1988). Using a regression model, we estimate to what extent lagged
(i.e. previous) measurements of audience clicks for a certain storyline predict newspaper
coverage of this storyline.
We control for auto-regression (i.e. the lagged dependent variable) because a measurement in a time-series often depends on previous measurements (Hollanders and
Vliegenthart, 2008). For news coverage specifically, it is widely observed that recent
attention for an event increases the likelihood that related events are covered (Galtung
and Ruge, 1965). In addition, we control for cross-lagged effects between print and
online news. Print and online editions of newspapers are likely to influence each others’
content (Boczkowski and De Santos, 2007) and can both influence audience clicks. By
controlling for cross-lagged effects between print and online news, we account for spurious effects.
We used separate models for print and online newspapers and audience clicks. The
dependent variable in each model is the number of articles about the storyline per day.
Since this is a count variable, we used generalized linear models with a Poisson link
function (see, for example, Vliegenthart and Walgrave, 2008). We pooled different storylines together. To account for differences in the average number of articles per storyline, we used multilevel models in which observations (days) are nested in storylines.
The independent variables are the lagged scores for the print edition, online edition, and
audience clicks. To analyze different effects between newspapers, we included dummy
variables for each newspaper and interaction effects for each dummy variable with all
three independent variables.
There are some complications to determine how to calculate the lagged scores. First,
the print news is published at a fixed time in morning,4 whereas the online news and
audience clicks occur throughout the day. Also, because we use days as discrete time
units, and thereby ignore the temporal order of online news and audience clicks, their
auto-regression and cross-lagged effects can only be calculated across days. We therefore only measure whether online news and audience clicks are influenced by the online
news and audience clicks of the previous day and by the print news of that morning. We
do think that most effects occur after one or several days because future coverage of a
specific storyline also depends on whether new information is available. Still, effects can
occur within the same day, so it should be taken into account that we might underestimate the influence of audience clicks.
Second, there is virtually no theoretical understanding for the time span within which
audience clicks and news selection affect each other. It makes sense that influence lasts
longer than 1 day but decays over time.5 We therefore used a moving window approach
with exponential decay: the lag is calculated as the sum of the past 7 days, but days further
back in time are weighted down, with a decay constant of 0.5 (half-life = 1.39 days).6

Interviews
We interviewed an editor of the online edition of each newspaper. We focus on the online
editions because we assume that online editors are most knowledgeable about whether
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and how online traffic is monitored. For the three quality newspapers, we also interviewed an editor of the print editions. Since we could not interview print editors of the
popular newspapers, we only use these interviews for additional interpretation.
All interviews were conducted by the same interviewer in the period between 16
September 2013 and 3 October 2013. The setting was face-to-face, except for De
Telegraaf and Algemeen Dagblad, which only agreed to interviews by telephone. The
style was conversational (i.e. adapting to the story of the interviewee), but two questions
were central for each news organization: Whether they monitor audience clicks and
whether this information is used to focus news selection on popular news.

Results
First, we present the findings from our cross-lagged analysis. Second, we present the
statements of editors regarding the monitoring and use of audience clicks.

Influence of audience clicks on news selection
Table 2 presents the results of the cross-lagged analysis.7 We first look at model 1, which
shows the effects on news selection in print news. The effect of lagged print news (i.e.
auto-regression) and the effect of lagged online news serve as control variables. What we
are interested in is whether editors are more likely to publish articles about storylines that
were recently in the top 5 most-viewed articles, which is measured with the effect of
audience clicks. This effect is positive and significant for Algemeen Dagblad (b = 0.845,
p < 0.001), De Telegraaf (b = 0.166, p < 0.05), de Volkskrant (b = 0.308, p < 0.001), and
NRC Handelsblad (b = 0.444, p < 0.001). Only the print edition of Trouw was not influenced by audience clicks (b = 0.162, p = ns).
Second, we look at model 2 for the website. Here, the effect of audience clicks is
again positive and significant for Algemeen Dagblad (b = 0.505, p < 0.001), De Telegraaf
(b = 0.133, p < 0.05), and de Volkskrant (b = 0.123, p < 0.01). Audience clicks had no
effect on the website of NRC Handelsblad (b = 0.121, p = ns) and again had no effect on
Trouw (b = −0.041, p = ns). Note that since this cross-lagged model does not take influence within the same day into account, we might underestimate the effects.
We analyzed the effect of audience clicks on print editions of newspapers because we
think this is a more rigorous test compared to online editions: giving print editors access
to audience clicks requires clear top-down management and might receive more normative resistance. It is surprising, therefore, that there was a significant effect of audience
clicks on the print news of NRC Handelsblad but not on the online news. What might
explain this is that for print editors, information about audience clicks has an additional
advantage. For online newspapers, audience clicks only inform editors about audience
interests in news they already covered. For print newspapers, audience clicks can in addition be used to determine which of the articles covered online during the day should be
covered in tomorrow’s newspaper.
Audience clicks for storylines were influenced by either or both print and online
news, which indicates that it is important to control for cross-lagged effects between
print and online news in models 1 and 2 to account for spurious effects. Also, for all
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Table 2. Cross-lagged regressions among the print edition, website, and audience clicks for
each medium.
Variables

Constants
Algemeen Dagblad
De Telegraaf
de Volkskrant
NRC Handelsblad
Trouw
Effects
Algemeen Dagblad
  Print
  Online
  Audience clicks
De Telegraaf
  Print
  Online
  Audience clicks
de Volkskrant
  Print
  Online
  Audience clicks
NRC Handelsblad
  Print
  Online
  Audience clicks
Trouw
  Print
  Online
  Audience clicks
BIC
Log likelihood
LLbase-model Δχ2a

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Print news

Online
news

Audience
clicks

−0.787***
−0.811***
−0.763***
−0.953***
−0.999***

0.279**
−0.383***
−0.268**
−1.51***
−0.457***

−3.343***
−2.899***
−2.711***
−2.795***
−3.09***

0.019
0.042***
0.845***

0.037***
0.044***
0.505***

0.03
0.035*
1.51***

0.099***
0.068***
0.166*

0.049***
0.124***
0.133*

0.053*
0.067**
0.814***

0.09***
0.041***
0.308***

0.157***
0.043***
0.123**

0.188***
0.018
0.357**

0.179***
0.014
0.444***

0.072***
0.29***
0.121

0.088*
0.157
0.603**

0.085***
0.087***
0.162
18,755
−9283
501.98***

0.163***
0.076***
−0.041
24,588
−12,199
571.78***

0.265***
0.019
0.109
4765
−2288
136.44***

BIC: Bayesian information criterion.
aModel improvement compared to base with only intercepts and auto-regression.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

newspapers except Trouw, there were auto-regression effects. This indicates that audiences are more likely to click on a storylines if it recently received many clicks, which
might be explained by the increased prominence of the storyline (Lee et al., 2014).
Note that since the first 3 months of Algemeen Dagblad are missing, it has to be taken
into account that the results are not directly comparable to the other newspapers. Also,
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Table 3. Statements by website editors regarding the monitoring and use of audience clicks.
Are audience clicks
monitored?

Do audience clicks affect news
selection?

De Telegraaf

‘Throughout the entire day’

Algemeen
Dagblad

‘Always. We are constantly
aware of what visitors click
on’
‘That is an integral part of
the news coordination of
a site’
‘All editors have access to
the data of visitor-numbers’

‘At most it affects where on the page
the article is placed’
‘If important news does not score we
do bring it, but on the [less prominent]
side’
The first consideration is what people
have to know, after that you can ‘keep
track of what is clicked’ and ‘turn knobs’
For news placement we do look at the
number of page views, ‘but it does not
play a role in news selection’
‘What counts for us are clicks on
articles that fit Trouw’

de Volkskrant
NRC Handelsblad
Trouw

‘I certainly do, and by now I
know what is clicked on’

this might affect how the model converges. We therefore also performed the analysis
without Algemeen Dagblad to confirm that this does not relevantly affect the findings for
the other newspapers.8
Overall, these results support our hypothesis that audience clicks affect news selection. A minority of the news organizations resisted the use of audience clicks. In the next
section, we discuss the interviews and elaborate on this resistance.

Statements from editors
In Table 3, we summarize the main statements of the editors of the websites about the
monitoring and use of audience clicks. Two common observations are especially evident.
The first is that each news organization actively monitors audience clicks. The second
common observation is that all news organizations deny or strongly nuance the influence
of audience clicks on news selection. The main use of audience clicks is argued to be for
news placement or for testing and revising headlines. This contradicts some of our quantitative findings, and assuming our analysis to be correct implies that journalists are
either unaware of the influence of audience clicks on news selection or unwilling to
admit it. Lee et al. (2014) similarly found that editor denials of the influence of audience
clicks on news placement did not match their findings. This contradiction between what
journalists say and what they do is relevant to our understanding of the struggle journalists are engaged in to balance the use of audience clicks with traditional norms. For a
more detailed insight into this struggle, we elaborate on some of the differences between
news organizations.
We first discuss the differences in how news organizations manage the monitoring
of audience clicks. The most coordinated pursuit of audience clicks was observed at
De Telegraaf, where journalists had access to screens in the newsroom that keep track
of audience clicks. The editors of the print edition and website also share the same
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newsroom, so the visibility of audience clicks is managed top-down throughout the
organization.
In the other news organizations, the print and online newsrooms do not share the same
space, so sharing insights from audience clicks requires more active involvement of the
editors. Also, there was much less top-down communication of this information. For
Trouw, this consisted of ‘mailing a weekly report. […] Purely figures, no advice’. The
editor of the website of de Volkskrant also mentioned the use of email to communicate
audience metrics. The editor of the NRC Handelsblad website also emails a weekly
report, but emphasizes the choices of individual editors: ‘All editors have access to the
data of visitor-numbers, and some editors think it’s a nice little tool, but they all make
their own choices’.
It is plausible that such differences in communication between print and online newsrooms and management of audience clicks information affect the ways in which this
information is shared and used. Having audience metrics open on display, as is the case
for De Telegraaf, stimulates an environment in which monitoring and sharing audience
clicks are accepted as a normal routine. Effectively, it removes the decision of whether
audience clicks should be monitored and shared from the hands of individual journalists,
thereby challenging the stickiness of professional norms through top-down management.
If, instead, audience clicks are only made available through an occasional email or noncommittal access to a tool, journalists considering to use audience clicks might be less
quick to compromise their professional norms individually.
Second, we look at differences in how organizations talk about the role of audience
clicks in the news selection process. As popular newspapers, De Telegraaf and Algemeen
Dagblad are more aimed at entertaining audiences. It makes sense that the professional
judgment of the journalists on the importance of an article is less important for this role.
Our interviewee from Algemeen Dagblad was rather candid about this priority: ‘We
would rather have an article that scores, but is not that important, than an article that is
important but does not score’.
In contrast, the quality newspapers explicitly distance themselves from this role conception. When we asked the editor of de Volkskrant whether it is important for them to
cover the daily talk-of-the-town, he answered, ‘No. Then we would become the AD
[Algemeen Dagblad]. […] They write what the reader wants […] We determine what we
consider to be interesting’. Similarly, the editor of the NRC Handelsblad website emphasized that importance outweighs entertainment value: ‘News is either important or not
important […]. We have strict selection criteria. That is mainly about entertainment
news. We ignore that for a large part’. The statements of the quality newspapers more
clearly echo the ideals of the Trustee Model.
Still, we did find effects of audience clicks on the news selection choices of de
Volkskrant and, to some extent, NRC Handelsblad. There are some editor statements that
support this. The editor from de Volkskrant noted that while the primary criterion for
news selection is their professional judgment, it is also relevant whether the story is ‘on
top of mind’ of the audience: ‘If [an article] suddenly goes through the roof, then you will
try to find reactions to it. It is of interest to so many people, so it is your task to inform
them about it’. That there was no effect of audience clicks on the website of NRC
Handelsblad might be because they do not share this view, but here it is also important
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to consider the differences in format. As seen in Table 1, NRC Handelsblad produces
relatively few articles. Where most newspaper websites take advantage of the online
format to publish a wider range of stories, NRC Handelsblad makes a more specific
selection in which the primary criterion of professional judgment might have more
weight.
The only newspaper in our analysis that had no influence from audience clicks for
both print and online news was Trouw. It is noteworthy that both editors from Trouw also
displayed clear normative concerns about the influence of audience clicks. The print
editor expressed this most vividly:
120 people died for Trouw in the [Second World] War and we are not going to write just
anything. We do not make the newspaper that sells best, but the one we think we should make.
We have a foundation that safeguards our identity. We are very aware of that identity.

We have observed that there are several differences between news organizations in the
way they monitor audience clicks and how they think audience clicks should be used for
news selection. In particular, we see a divide between popular and quality newspapers.
These differences correspond to some extent to the findings of our quantitative analysis.
There was an effect of audience clicks for the print and online editions of both popular
newspapers, although the effect was relatively weak for De Telegraaf. For the quality
newspapers, an effect was not always found. In particular, no effects were found for
Trouw, which was also most vocal about the importance of professional norms. Overall,
this reflects that the availability and top-down management of tools for the monitoring of
audience clicks promote an influence of audience clicks, and a strong traditional role
conception suppresses this influence.

Conclusion
We addressed the question of whether journalists use audience clicks (i.e. page views for
news articles) to cater news selection to the preferences of the audience. Based on a
quantitative analysis of the five largest national newspapers of the Netherlands, we conclude that for most newspapers in our study, audience clicks indeed affect news selection
choices (H1). Storylines of online news articles that were in the top 5 of most-viewed
articles were more likely to receive more attention in subsequent reporting, both in the
print version (four out of five newspapers) and website (three out of five newspapers) of
the newspaper. This result provides new quantitative support for the hypothesis that the
rise of online audience metrics increases the influence of audience preferences on the
work of journalists (Anderson, 2011; Lee et al., 2014; Singer, 2011; Vu, 2014).
From interviews with editors, we concluded that all newspapers in our study use tools
to monitor audience clicks. This means that the main criterion for a causal relation is
fulfilled: journalists are aware of audience clicks. However, the influence of audience
clicks on news selection was denied or strongly nuanced. Based on our quantitative findings, we conclude that there is a discrepancy between what journalists say about the
influence of audience clicks on news selection and the actual influence – they are either
unaware of this influence or unwilling to admit it.
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This discrepancy can be explained as a manifestation of the struggle journalists are
engaged in to balance audience preferences with their professional judgment
(Anderson, 2011; Lee et al., 2014; Usher, 2013). Journalists are reluctant to compromise their traditional role as gatekeepers (Deuze, 2008; Singer, 2011). Based on this
traditional role conception, the use of audience clicks to cater to the preferences of the
audience appears to be considered a taboo. However, due to decreasing sales and
advertising incomes, and increasing competition, news organizations have shifted
more toward a Market Model (Hamilton, 2004; Ryfe, 2012). This encourages journalists to cater to the preferences of the audience, and the rise of online audience metrics
has made it much cheaper and easier to monitor these. Consequently, what journalists
are economically encouraged to do, and what they are normatively inclined to do, are
in conflict with each other.
It is not unlikely that the use of audience clicks will become more accepted as a sound
journalistic practice. An interesting direction for future research would be to study
whether and when this will happen, and whether breaking this normative barrier will also
inflate the influence of audience clicks on the news selection process. Based on the theory that news media act as an institution (Cook, 2005), we can hypothesize that such a
normative transformation requires a collective shift – coordinated or co-evolving across
news organizations. Although limited in scope, our results show that a collective shift is
not yet taking place in the Netherlands; journalism as an institution is still struggling to
define clear professional norms for the use of audience clicks and at present sticks – at
least in words – to traditional norms.
The stakes of this struggle are high, both for society and for the future of news organizations. Holding tightly to the Trustee Model might keep journalists in charge of news
selection and thereby protect journalism from market logic, but at the risk of further
disconnecting with their audiences and ultimately not being able to cover costs.
Alternatively, they can shift more toward a Market Model and dedicate themselves to
satisfying the demands of the audience. For society, the danger of this practice is that it
could be at the expense of important news that is less popular. For the news organization,
there is also a risk. In the long term, sacrificing their professional judgment can rob journalists of their added value, especially now that interesting information is available for
free on the Internet. Our interview with the editor of the website of Trouw revealed that
some journalists are aware of this threat. According to him, there might only be a future
for quality newspapers whose professional judgment adds something to what people are
already talking about.
Additionally, the role of online audience metrics in news selection warrants more
research, covering more news organizations, contexts, and extending into the future. The
mixed-method approach used in this study is suitable for this purpose, but certain limitations need to be taken into account, and we learned of several potential improvements. A
cross-lagged regression analysis is sensitive to spurious effects. In particular, it is difficult to control for the extent to which the news selection criteria of journalists are already
in sync with the preferences of the audience. Additionally, there is no single best method
for determining what model to use, and different models offer different perspectives on
the data. A particularly influential decision in time-series analysis is the specification of
lag, so our results need to be interpreted in the context of our choices.
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A notable limitation of our model is the use of days as time units. Our results show that
the influence of audience clicks on news selection can last longer than a day, possibly even
a week, which makes sense because journalists do not always directly have new articles
available when they monitor that a storyline receives much attention from the audience.
However, there can also be influences of audience clicks on journalistic practice within the
day. Lee et al. (2014) found this short-term influence for news placement, and it could also
be true for news selection. More research is needed on these short-term effects.
In addition, the model could be improved by taking the prominence (e.g. placement,
visual cues) of online news articles into account. Prominent storylines are more likely to
be viewed by the audience and also more likely to be followed up on given that it has
already been judged to be worthy of prominent placement. Consequently, a portion of the
relation between audience clicks on news selection could be explained by prominence. If
aspects of prominence are measured, they can be taken into the equation to study its
effects on audience clicks and follow-up coverage, and control for these effects.
Where the quantitative approach provides insight into the effects of audience clicks
on journalistic practice, interviews with editors provide insight into journalistic norms
and routines. Since the results of interviews are based on self-reports, they are not necessarily true or accurate. However, in combination with the quantitative approach, this
allows us to study the discrepancy between what journalists say they do and what they
actually do. Surveys are a viable alternative to interviews to get a more quantitative
measurement of self-reports (e.g. Vu, 2014). This also makes it easier to include more
news organizations and more editors from each organization and to get repeated measurements over time. Ultimately, longitudinal data on the ways in which different news
organizations monitor and use online audience metrics are obtainable, highly relevant,
and provide a rare occasion to study how journalism is evolving as an institution.
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Notes
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

Digital copies of the print editions are available online for subscribers.
There can be more than five top 5 articles per day if there are changes in the top 5 within 1 day
and less than five if articles stay in the top 5 longer than 1 day.
The Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topics mainly capture broad storylines that cover
many news articles. To include several more specific storylines in our analysis, we also distinguished between storylines within topics based on unique key elements, such as specific
people or events. For example, one topic represented news about the royal family. A large
part of this news was about the ascension of King Willem-Alexander, but there was also a
considerable amount of news about musicians competing to write a song for the new King.
These are distinct storylines that can be of interest to journalists and audience members for
different reasons.
Except for NRC Handelsblad, which publishes in the afternoon.
To test this, we compared models with lagged scores between 1 and 7 days (for only 1 day, for
only 2 days, etc.). The model fit indeed decreases steadily as the lag increases – based on the
Bayesian information criterion (BIC).
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6.

7.

8.
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A common rate of decay in agenda-setting research is 0.693, which equals a half-life of 1 day
(Jasperson et al., 1998). However, based on model comparisons we found that stronger effects
of audience clicks are found with a less steep decay rate of 0.5. Substantially, this indicates
that influence of audience clicks on news selection lasts longer than the consensus half-life
used in agenda-setting research.
Dummy variables are used to include different media in the same model, and interaction
effects with these variables are used to get effects per medium. The intercept and main effects
were not included in the model so that no reference category was required.
The direction and significance of effects remained the same for model 1 (print) and model 2
(online), and effect sizes change only slightly. For model 3 (audience clicks), the significance
of two effects changed due to minor changes in p-values. Since these differences have no
implications for our conclusions, we report the model including Algemeen Dagblad.
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