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1. Introduction 

Throughout most of the 20th century, audiences wielded a fairly limited influence on 
journalistic work (Singer & Reese, 1996). The public played a subordinate role in newsrooms' 
daily routines (Loosen & Schmidt, 2012), since journalists tended to not consider their opinion 

Resumen: La aparición de las redes sociales alteró la relación entre el periodismo y el público en los medios 
digitales y le dio un papel más activo y colaborativo. Por ello, el objetivo general de esta investigación es 
caracterizar el diálogo entre los periodistas digitales y su público a través de las redes sociales y describir 
cómo perciben las consecuencias de esta relación. Para ello, se ha realizado una encuesta a 73 periodistas 
digitales. Los resultados muestran una actitud ambivalente por parte de los profesionales respecto al uso 
de las redes sociales como herramienta de diálogo con sus audiencias. Por un lado, consideran que su uso 
es una necesidad prioritaria para mantener una relación fluida con los lectores, aunque se inclinan 
mayoritariamente por un uso unidireccional y limitado de las mismas y creen que los responsables de los 
medios han percibido principalmente la participación como un canal para fidelizar y aumentar las 
audiencias. 

 

Abstract: The emergence of social media altered the relation between journalism and the public in digital 
media and bequeathed the relationship a more active and collaborative role. As such, the general objective 
of this research is to characterise the dialogue between digital journalists and their audiences through social 
media and to describe how they perceive the consequences of this relationship. To this end, a survey was 
conducted with 73 digital journalists. The results display an ambivalent attitude on the part of the 
professionals regarding the use of social media as a tool for dialogue with their audiences. On one hand, 
they believe that using them is a priority need to maintain a fluid relationship with readers, although they 
mainly lean toward a majority one-way and limited use of them and believe that media managers have 
mainly perceived participation as a channel to garner audience loyalty and increase audiences. 
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when deciding what became news out of fear that this would affect journalistic quality (Gans, 
1979). Journalists especially trusted in their own criteria, their boss' criteria, and their professional 
colleagues' criteria when selecting the stories to tell (Reinemann, 2008; Deuze, 2008), and listened 
to their audiences' opinions to a much lesser extent (Boczkowski, 2010). 

The emergence of the Internet and social media altered the relation between journalism and 
the public in digital media and bequeathed the relationship a more active and collaborative role 
(Tandoc, 2014). The classic distinction between broadcasters and recipients gave way to what 
Loosen and Schmidt (2012) called "empowered networks," meaning audiences that produce and 
share information in an active and collaborative way with the aid of digital media. 

Indeed, technology has facilitated new ways of interacting with content and with the public, 
and one of the most-used instruments to this end are social media (Mourao & Chen, 2020; 
Hedman, 2020). The uses of social media in journalism are many. Journalists use them to conduct 
routine tasks such as collect information, contact sources, and find ideas for new stories (Bruno, 
2011; Paulussen & Harder, 2014; Weaver & Willnat, 2016; Rauchfleisch et al., 2017; Von-Nordheim 
et al., 2018), but also to connect to audiences and their professional colleagues (Powers & Vera-
Zambrano, 2018) and quickly obtain information (Moon & Hadley, 2014). Social media are also 
useful to show public opinion (McGregor, 2019; Dubois et al., 2020), especially after mediatic 
events. Journalist use of social media is widespread, and they value them because they increase 
their professional resources (Hernández-Fuentes & Monnier, 2020; Jaraba et al., 2020). 

Amongst the different platforms in existence, Twitter has been the focus of a large part of 
the research, given its close relationship to journalism (Lasorsa et al., 2012; Vis, 2013; Parmelee, 
2013; Swasy, 2016; Molyneux et al., 2018), although the journalistic use of others has also been 
studied, such as Instagram (Larsson, 2018; Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2019; Hermida & Mellado, 
2020) and YouTube (Paulussen & Harder, 2014; Al Nashmi et al., 2017; Djerf-Pierre et al., 2019; 
Lopezosa, Orduña & Pérez, 2020). The most popular social media platform, Facebook, has also 
drawn interest in academic research, both how journalists use it as a professional medium 
(Jordaan, 2013) and how it alters the way that users consume news (Somaiya, 2014; Brake, 2017; 
Carlson, 2018).  

For journalists, the use of social media has been integrated into their professional practise 
(Beckers & Harder, 2016; Bossio, 2017), despite the persistent concern over the impact that the 
haste and logic in real time of social media platforms might have on the quality of journalistic 
coverage (Bruns & Nuernbergk, 2019).  

Social media are an excellent opportunity for media professionals to self-promote since it 
makes it possible for them to grow their popularity and "personal brand" independently from the 
news organisation (Molyneux & Holton, 2015; Roberts & Emmons, 2016; Jukes, 2019); in fact, 
many media professionals are present on social media, and are even famous for using them 
(Ausserhofer & Maireder, 2013). 

Social media not only provide great opportunities for journalism, acting as platforms for 
following, obtaining, and sharing news, and even to debate current news contents (Doval, 2014). 
They also create multiple changes, since younger audiences now use more online and social 
media as their main sources of information (Newman et al., 2017).  

In this regard, it would appear logical to think that journalists go where their potential 
audiences are, in an attempt to connect to them (Nölleke et al., 2017) and to maintain direct contact 
in shared spaces (Singer, 2013). Thus, digital social media not only strengthen participation in the 
news process; they also provide new relationships that change author structures. For example, 
the relationship between the news producer and the consumer changes, questioning the 
journalist's institutional power as a professional who decides what is news-worthy or credible 
(Hermida, 2012). Social media systems like Twitter and Facebook have even been described as 
ambient journalism, where news becomes fragmented and omnipresent, constructed both by 
journalists and by audiences (Burns, 2010; Hermida, 2010). 
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The audience has been invited to collaborate with the media by preparing and contributing 

their own content (Guallar, 2007), although this new relationship between the media and 
audiences is not always viewed in a good light by journalists, even though it was driven by 
journalistic companies (Domingo et al., 2008; Singer, 2010). Some professionals are aware of the 
huge possibilities offered by social media, although some are also critical of any initiative that 
modifies their role as gatekeeper and that alters pre-existing routines and values (Wardle & 
Williams, 2010; Netzer et al., 2014). 

Social media have often been viewed as a way to contest the hegemony of the media, insofar 
as they divert participation from platforms controlled by the media to environments outside them 
(Masip et al., 2015). However, at the same time, they arise as an interesting tool for the media, 
given that they provide for sharing content and fomenting interaction (Peña-Fernández et al., 
2016). 

In the past twenty years, the media system has grown much more complex. This is mainly a 
result of technological, organisational, professional, economic, social, and cultural factors, which 
has led to a reformulation of the role of informers themselves (Chadwick, 2013). Throughout this 
reconfiguration process, many other factors pushed a revision of traditional work models, 
including a crisis in the business model and a critical economic situation that caused a gradual 
decrease in income and reduced staff. With smaller and smaller audiences, uniformity of content 
and credibility were jeopardised (Suau, 2015).  

Within this context, the relationship between journalism and its audience underwent a great 
transformation, which is no trivial matter insofar as the audience is mandatory for the existence 
of journalism. With the drain of readers and lost income, the media took different measures, most 
of them aimed at retaining audiences through entertainment, but few of them were designed to 
draw the audience by regaining their trust (Masip, 2016). 

Some studies consider the relationship between journalists and the audience as positive and 
desirable (Klinger & Svensson, 2015). In the same fashion, it has been understood that the public 
wants to participate, wants to produce content, and wants to share it with journalists (Jenkins & 
Carpentier, 2013). However, different pieces of research have proven that greater opportunities 
for interaction do not necessarily translate to a greater commitment and identification of the 
audience with the media (Peters & Witschge, 2015). In the same fashion, other studies have shown 
that audiences are less active than imagined (Guallar et al., 2016), especially when participation 
requires a greater degree of commitment. 

In this circumstance, it is relevant to know what the audience expects from its interaction 
with journalists, and vice-versa. Social media are becoming spaces where citizens with different 
worldviews can interact, and where information flows without the constraints of traditional 
media. In the new public digital sphere, platforms not only become a space for debate, but also 
facilitate reconfiguration of the media agenda (Goode, 2009). The audience takes on full 
prominence in the news process. Not as producer, but as gatekeeper, insofar as the users are the 
ones who determine interest in a news piece and the suitability of raising its visibility with a tweet 
or a like (Masip, 2016). 

We must still elucidate whether journalists and users will be able to build a community 
(Picone et al., 2016), and if the former will be able to become catalysts for this public sphere of 
exchange and debate. Additionally, it is interesting to go further in depth as to what professionals 
expect from their interaction with the audience through social media. Based on this knowledge, 
it will be possible to establish a new relationship between the both of them, a relationship closer 
to what Lewis et al. (2013) call reciprocal journalism, meaning how journalists and audiences can 
develop reciprocal relationships that are beneficial to all. 

Within this context, the general objective of this research is to characterise the relation 
between digital journalists and their audiences through social media and to describe how they 
perceive the consequences of this relationship.  Based on this general objective, this research sets 
forth the following research questions:  
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• RQ1: What are the tools that digital journalists use to dialogue with their audiences? 
• RQ2: What are the reasons for digital journalists to conduct this dialogue? 
• RQ3: What are the benefits and risks perceived by professionals in establishing this 

relationship? 
 
 

2. Methodology 

This study includes the results from a survey conducted with 73 digital journalists who work 
in the Basque Country, both in digital editions of conventional media and in native digital media 
or managing social media. To this end, they were sent a closed questionnaire on work in the 
digital media that considered the most recent studies on the profession (Palacio-Llanos, 2018; 
Weaver et al., 2019).  

The initial sample was drawn up based on the Basque Government's Open Communication 
Guide (https://gida.irekia.euskadi.eus). This guide includes a complete listing of Basque news 
media and their managers. The sample was completed with the collaboration of the Basque 
Journalists' Association (Pérez Dasilva et al., 2021), and sought balance between men and women. 
The number of digital journalists, including digital edition, native media, and social media 
workers, accounted for 14% of all journalists in any type of media. 

Surveys were conducted between 12 April and 24 May 2020. It should be noted that 
conducting these surveys was conditioned by the health crisis and confinement of the population 
declared by the Basque Government on 14 March to fight the pandemic. This was the reason why 
the methodology finally used was an online survey with telephone support. 

 

3. Results 

3.1. Tools for dialogue with audiences 

If we analyse the tools most used by digital journalists in their daily work, the first two 
(telephone and email) probably do not differ much from those most used in many other 
professions (Figure 1). On the other hand, a particular trait that does stand out is the intensive 
use of social media and messenger services (Twitter, WhatsApp, YouTube, and Facebook) with 
almost identical intensity. 

 

Figure 1. Digital work tools (total use/dialogue with audiences). 

 
Source: Compiled by authors. 
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These four platforms and tools now definitely form a part of the essential repertoire of 

resources to practise the journalist profession online. These data are corroborated by the very 
opinion of journalists themselves, given that 83.5% of the surveyed professionals (n=61) believe 
that knowing how to work with social media is an essential skill for journalists today, and all of 
them stated that they had at least one active profile on social media. Regarding their use, 23.6% 
(n=13) state that they use social media only for professional reasons, as opposed to 72.7% (n=40) 
who blend personal with professional use. 

If, on the other hand, we observe which of those tools they use for dialogue with audiences, 
the two main social media networks stand out above the rest, with Twitter in the lead (75%, n=42), 
followed very closely by Facebook (71.4%, n=40). The strong relationship between the percentage 
of general use and specific use for dialogue with audiences indicates that its heavy use amongst 
digital journalists indeed bears the purpose of getting close to readers, in addition to others. 

If we delve a bit further into this aspect, the responses of digital journalists regarding reasons 
to use social media cast a bit more light (Figure 2). Indeed, a bit more than two out of every three 
professionals (n=58) state that the relationship with audiences is one of the reasons that they use 
social media.  

 

Figure 2. What do you use social media for in your day-to-day work? 

 
Source: Compiled by authors. 

 
However, their use as a breaking news source (83.9%, n=56) and to follow news published 

by other media outlets (66.1%, n=58) bears equal or greater relevance for professionals. As such, 
social media are relevant tools for relationships with audiences, but their main use is for following 
breaking news. 

At a third level, and with slightly less relevance, journalists state that they use social media 
as a source for ideas and to discover trends to create their news pieces. In this case, the 
professionals' opinion is a bit ambivalent, given that almost half of them (46.6%, n=34) believe 
that this practise jeopardises the quality of contents published by the media. 

3.2. Reasons for dialogue with audiences 

If we leave other kinds of functions behind and specifically focus on using social media to 
connect to audiences, the surveyed journalists state that the news media for which they work 
actively encourage their professionals to participate in this activity. 58.9% (n=43) of those 
surveyed confirm that their company encourages them to actively interact with their audience, 
and 43.8% confirm that the media outlet they work for has a protocol or specific guidelines (n=24) 
to do so. As such, dialogue with audiences is increasingly an institutionalised task, and not 
merely a personal option for journalists. 

On the other hand, professionals generally have a critical view of this task, given that only a 
bit more than one out of every three journalists (Figure 3) believe that their media outlet's main 
reason is to truly dialogue with audiences (36.2%, n=21). In fact, most of those surveyed state that 

7,1%

26,8%

32,1%

51,8%

51,8%

66,1%

66,1%

83,9%

Other

To interview sources

To verify information

To discover trends

To find new topics

To monitor the work of other media outlets

Connecting to the audience

Discovering breaking news



European Public & Social Innovation Review (2021), 6, 1                                                                                                21  

                            
these policies actually seek corporate objectives, such as gaining audience loyalty or creating a 
community around the media outlet, in addition to bolstering its image and increasing the 
number of visitors. As such, the objectives perceived by the professionals have more to do with 
corporate strengthening of the outlet than an actual desire for dialogue.  
 

Figure 3. What do you think your media outlet's main reason is for interacting with the 
audience? 

Source: Compiled by authors. 
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Firstly, the most customary activity on social media in their relationship with readers is to 
trawl for new topics to address, which is mentioned by two out of every three journalists (Figure 
4). After this, frequencies are significantly reduced, and all uses mentioned display limited two-
way communication, such as correcting errors or broadening content included in the news pieces. 
To the contrary, the two options with the greatest amount of dialogue, meaning answering reader 
questions or asking for their opinion, are used by a bit fewer than one out of every three digital 
journalists (31.5%, n=23). 

 

Figure 4. In your direct relationship with audiences, what do you use social media for? 

 
Source: Compiled by authors. 
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3.3. Perceived benefits and risks 

As a whole, two out of every three digital journalists perceive that work with social media 
has increased how fast they must complete their work, which jeopardises the precision of their 
task (Figure 5). One out of every two professionals also believes that social media pose a threat 
to the quality of information, and a bit more than one out of every three even believe that social 
media place traditional journalism values in peril. 

Some of the newest and most specific risks include 61.8% (n=34) believing that social media 
make them more exposed, which can lead to situations of readers pressuring or harassing them. 

Regarding how to manage the relationship with readers, traditional professional values are 
once again dominant. In this vein, practically all of the surveyed parties (91.8%, n=67) believe that 
quality content helps to garner audience loyalty, as opposed to 35.6% (n=26) who believe that 
readers are lost because they are not addressing topics of their interest. 

A large majority is also of the opinion that relationships with audiences are a need for media 
and, in turn, one of the greatest challenges they face today. 

 

Figure 5. What are the threats posed by social media to the journalist profession? 

 
Source: Compiled by authors. 
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Figure 6. Rate how much you agree with the following statements regarding the relationship of 

media outlets with their audiences. 

 
Source: Compiled by authors. 
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Lastly, only one out of every three individuals surveyed (32.9%, n=24) believes that 

audiences should more actively participate in creating news contents. 
 

4. Discussion and conclusion  

The study of digital journalist opinions on their relationship with audiences through social 
media provides an ambivalent view. On one hand, online media professionals in the Basque 
Country almost unanimously identify maintaining a fluid relationship with readers and 
regaining their trust as a priority need. In addition, social media platforms, particularly Twitter 
and Facebook, are the main tools for holding this dialogue. However, even though journalists 
acknowledge that their companies encourage them to actively interact with their readers, and 
even offer them guidelines to do so, they state that the reasons behind these policies are mainly 
commercial and corporate.  

In this regard, the responses obtained highlight the idea that media employees believe that 
their managers view participation as a channel to generate website traffic, to make users invest 
more time on the media, and to obtain greater loyalty to the publication (Vujnovic, et al., 2010; 
Singer, et al., 2011; Manosevitch & Tenenboim, 2017). 

The doubts in the corporate sphere also spread to professional practise. The study shows 
that digital journalists especially opt for mainly one-way, limited uses of existing communication 
channels. While problematic management of audience-generated content led to limitation on the 
spaces for participation in news media outlets, the force of social media naturally moved debate 
regarding media content and dialogue with audiences to these platforms (Masip et al., 2019). 
Social media are a suitable avenue to receive ideas and opinions and to find topics, but not to 
establish dialogue with readers (Suárez-Villegas, 2017). Journalists are willing to correct formal 
errors or data, but do not want interference in their editorial decisions (Pérez-Díaz et al., 2020). 

Therefore, audience participation has not led to a change in journalists' view of their 
professional role. As Deuze and Witschge (2018) point out that it’s a challenge to consider 
journalism as a networked practice while recognizing the permanence of meaning-giving 
structures, such as the newsroom. In this regard, basque digital journalists consider that the 
essence of journalistic work has not changed, and reassert the profession's traditional values 
(Örnebring, 2013; Andersson & Wiik, 2013). Only a small portion of the professionals surveyed 
believe that audiences should have a more active role in news creation, so we may consider that 
they perceive participation in the media as mainly complementary in nature (Neuberger & 
Nuernbergk, 2010; Vos & Ferrucci, 2018).  
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