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Weaponized Health Communication: Twitter Bots
and Russian Trolls Amplify the Vaccine Debate

David A. Broniatowski, PhD, Amelia M. Jamison, MAA, MPH, SiHua Qi, SM, Lulwah AlKulaib, SM, Tao Chen, PhD, Adrian Benton, MS,
Sandra C. Quinn, PhD, and Mark Dredze, PhD

Objectives. To understand how Twitter bots and trolls (“bots”) promote online health

content.

Methods. We compared bots’ to average users’ rates of vaccine-relevant messages,

which we collected online from July 2014 through September 2017. We estimated the

likelihood that users were bots, comparing proportions of polarized and antivaccine

tweets across user types. We conducted a content analysis of a Twitter hashtag asso-

ciated with Russian troll activity.

Results. Compared with average users, Russian trolls (c2(1) = 102.0; P < .001), so-
phisticated bots (c2(1) = 28.6; P< .001), and “content polluters” (c2(1) = 7.0; P< .001)
tweeted about vaccination at higher rates. Whereas content polluters posted more

antivaccine content (c2(1) = 11.18; P< .001), Russian trolls amplified both sides. Un-

identifiable accounts were more polarized (c2(1) = 12.1; P < .001) and antivaccine

(c2(1) = 35.9; P < .001). Analysis of the Russian troll hashtag showed that its messages

were more political and divisive.

Conclusions.Whereas bots that spreadmalware and unsolicited content disseminated

antivaccine messages, Russian trolls promoted discord. Accounts masquerading as le-

gitimate users create false equivalency, eroding public consensus on vaccination.

Public Health Implications. Directly confronting vaccine skeptics enables bots to

legitimize the vaccine debate. More research is needed to determine how best to

combat bot-driven content. (Am J Public Health. 2018;108:1378–1384. doi:10.2105/

AJPH.2018.304567)

See also Sutton, p. 1281; and Galea and Vaughan, p. 1288.

Health-related misconceptions, mis-
information, and disinformation spread

over social media, posing a threat to public
health.1Despite significant potential to enable
dissemination of factual information,2 social
media are frequently abused to spread harmful
health content,3 including unverified and
erroneous information about vaccines.1,4 This
potentially reduces vaccine uptake rates and
increases the risks of global pandemics, es-
pecially among themost vulnerable.5 Some of
this information is motivated: skeptics use
online platforms to advocate vaccine refusal.6

Antivaccine advocates have a significant
presence in social media,6 with as many as
50% of tweets about vaccination containing
antivaccine beliefs.7

Proliferation of this content has conse-
quences: exposure to negative information

about vaccines is associated with increased
vaccine hesitancy and delay.8–10 Vaccine-
hesitant parents are more likely to turn to the
Internet for information and less likely to trust
health care providers and public health experts
on the subject.9,11 Exposure to the vaccine
debate may suggest that there is no scientific
consensus, shaking confidence in vaccina-
tion.12,13 Additionally, recent resurgences of

measles, mumps, and pertussis and increased
mortality from vaccine-preventable diseases
such as influenza and viral pneumonia14

underscore the importance of combating
online misinformation about vaccines.

Much health misinformation may be
promulgated by “bots”15—accounts that
automate content promotion—and “trolls”16—
individuals who misrepresent their identi-
ties with the intention of promoting discord.
One commonly used online disinformation
strategy, amplification,17 seeks to create im-
pressions of false equivalence or consensus
through the use of bots and trolls. We seek to
understand what role, if any, they play in the
promotion of content related to vaccination.

Efforts to document how unauthorized
users—including bots and trolls—have influ-
enced online discourse about vaccines have
been limited. DARPA’s (the US Defense
AdvancedResearch Projects Agency) 2015Bot
Challenge charged researchers with identifying
“influence bots” on Twitter in a stream of
vaccine-related tweets. The teams effectively
identified bot networks designed to spread
vaccinemisinformation,18 but the public health
community largelyoverlooked the implications
of thesefindings.Rather, public health research
has focused on combating online antivaccine
content, with less focus on the actors who
produce and promote this content.1,19 Thus,
the role of bots’ and trolls’ online activity
pertaining to vaccination remains unclear.

We report the results of a retrospective
observational study assessing the impact of
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bots and trolls on online vaccine discourse
on Twitter. Using a set of 1 793 690 tweets
collected from July 14, 2014, through Sep-
tember 26, 2017, we quantified the impact of
known and suspected Twitter bots and trolls
on amplifying polarizing and antivaccine
messages. This analysis is supplemented
by a qualitative study of #VaccinateUS—
a Twitter hashtag designed to promote dis-
cord using vaccination as a political wedge
issue. #VaccinateUS tweets were uniquely
identified with Russian troll accounts linked
to the Internet Research Agency—a com-
pany backed by the Russian government
specializing in online influence operations.20

Thus, health communications have become
“weaponized”: public health issues, such as
vaccination, are included in attempts to
spread misinformation and disinformation
by foreign powers. In addition, Twitter
bots distributing malware and commercial
content (i.e., spam) masquerade as human
users to distribute antivaccine messages. A
full 93% of tweets about vaccines are gen-
erated by accounts whose provenance can
be verified as neither bots nor human users
yet who exhibit malicious behaviors. These
unidentified accounts preferentially tweet
antivaccine misinformation. We discuss
implications for online public health
communications.

METHODS
In our first analysis, we examined whether

Twitter bots and trolls tweet about vaccines
more frequently than do average Twitter
users. In a second analysis, we examined the
relative rates with which each type of account
tweeted provaccine, antivaccine, and neutral
messages. Finally, in a third analysis, we
identified a hashtag uniquely used by Russian
trolls and used qualitativemethods to describe
its content.

Data Collection
We drew all tweets in our first analysis

from 1 of 2 data sets derived from the Twitter
streaming application programming interface
(API): (1) a random sample of 1% of all tweets
(“the 1% sample”), and (2) a sample of tweets
containing vaccine-related keywords (“the
vaccine stream”; Table A, available as

a supplement to the online version of this
article at http://www.ajph.org). For each data
set, we extracted tweets from accounts known
to be bots or trolls and identified in 7 publicly
available lists of Twitter user IDs.20–26 We
compared these with a roughly equal number
of randomly selected tweets that were posted
in the same time frame. We calculated the
relative frequency with which each type of
account tweeted about vaccines by counting
the total number of tweets containing at least
1 word beginning with “vax” or “vacc.”

In our second analysis, we collected a
random subset of tweets from all users in the
vaccine stream containing the strings “vax” or
“vacc” and tagged them as relevant to vac-
cines by a machine-learning classifier de-
veloped for that purpose by Dredze et al.27

We used the Botometer28 API—a widely
used29 bot-detection tool—to estimate each
tweet’s “bot score,” reflecting the likelihood
that its author is a bot. Botometer returns
a likelihood score between 0% and 100% for
each query and cannot make an accurate
assessment for all accounts. Thus, we seg-
mented accounts into 3 categories: those
with scores less than 20% (very likely to be
humans), greater than 80% (very likely to
be bots), and between 20% and 80% (of
uncertain provenance). Finally, we applied
the same criteria to a subset of tweets from the
vaccine stream for each of the 7 types of
known bot and troll accounts identified in the
first analysis. All data collection procedures are
described in detail in Appendix A, available as
a supplement to the online version of this
article at http://www.ajph.org.

Analysis
Are bots and trolls more likely to tweet about

vaccines? We tested the hypothesis that bot
and troll accounts generated proportionally
more tweets about vaccines. We derived
estimates of vaccine tweet frequencies for
each account type from the vaccine stream,
and we derived base rate estimates for average
Twitter users from the 1% sample (Table B,
available as a supplement to the online version
of this article at http://www.ajph.org).

Are bots and trolls more likely to tweet po-
larizing and antivaccine content? We next
tested the hypothesis that bots and trolls
produced higher proportions of polarizing ma-
terial. Three of the authors (A.M. J., S.Q., and

L.A.) coded relevant tweets as “provaccine,”
“antivaccine,” or “neutral” using a codebook
developed by 1 of the authors (A.M. J.). When
coders disagreed, we employed a second round
of annotation. We resolved any remaining
disagreements by a fourth annotator (D. A.
B.). We compared all users’ proportions of
polarized (nonneutral) tweets to users with
bot scores below 20% (likely humans). We
also tested the hypothesis that nonneutral
content posted by bots and trolls was more
likely to be antivaccine by comparing the
relative proportions of polarized tweets that
were antivaccine across all user types. We
assessed all hypothesis tests for statistical sig-
nificance using the distribution-free c2

goodness of fit test.
Thematic analysis of tweets by Russian trolls.

During annotation, an unfamiliar hashtag,
#VaccinateUS, appeared 25 times in tweets
posted by known Russian troll accounts
identified by NBC News and documenting
Russian interference in the US political sys-
tem.20 Searching Twitter on February 20,
2018,we found only 5messages including this
hashtag, suggesting that #VaccinateUS had
been primarily used by suspended accounts
and that most instances had been purged.
Turning to data stored in the vaccine stream,
we identified 253 messages with #Vacci-
nateUS. We conducted an exploratory the-
matic analysis of thesemessages to identify and
describe major themes. Our goal was to ex-
plore unifying patterns in the #VaccinateUS
data30 and to illustrate some of the behaviors
that knownRussian trolls exhibit on Twitter.
Consistent with this aim, we annotated
messages as pro- or antivaccine. Next, 1 au-
thor (A.M. J.) categorized messages into pro-
and antivaccine themes using a combination
of inductive and deductive codes.31 We de-
termined these categories loosely from
existing research,12 and we incorporated
emergent themes in the data into them. We
compared these tweets with the randomly
selected vaccine-relevant tweets we used in
the second analysis, which we considered
representative of the general vaccine
discourse.

RESULTS
Raw counts of tweets by source are shown

in Table C (available as a supplement to the
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online version of this article at http://www.
ajph.org). Figure 1 shows that accounts
identified by NBC News as Russian trolls20

or by Varol et al. as sophisticated bots25 or
content polluters21 (i.e., accounts that dis-
seminate malware and unsolicited content)
are significantly more likely to tweet about
vaccination than are average Twitter users.
Additionally, accounts the US Congress
identifies as Russian trolls26 were signifi-
cantly more likely to tweet about vaccine-
preventable illnesses (e.g., Zika) but not
necessarily about vaccines. Finally, traditional
spambots23,24 (designed to be recognizable as
bots) and content polluters were significantly
less likely to tweet about vaccine-preventable
illnesses than was the average Twitter user.

Antivaccine Content
We collected 899 tweets from the vaccine

stream, representing the activity of known
bots and trolls. Annotators achievedmoderate

agreement on the first round of annotation of
these tweets (Fleiss k=0.48). In addition, we
collected 9895 tweets from the vaccine
stream, representing the activity of assorted
Twitter users, also with moderate initial
agreement between annotators (Fleiss
k=0.49). In all cases, annotators reached
consensus after 2 more rounds. We seg-
mented these tweets into 3 subsets: 450 (5%)
tweets possessing Botometer scores of 20% or
lower, 290 (3%) tweets possessing scores of
80% or higher, and 7518 (76%) tweets pos-
sessing intermediate scores. A total of 1587
(16%) tweets were associated with users
whose scores could not be determined (e.g.,
because their accounts had been deleted).

One strategy used by bots and trolls is to
generate several tweets about the same topics,
with the intention of flooding the discourse.17

Thus, to better understand the behavior of
each type of account, we examined the total
proportion of tweets that were generated by

unique users—a possible indicator of bot- or
troll-like behavior—to assess whether ac-
counts with higher bot scores exhibited such
behavior. Figure 2 shows that accounts with
intermediate bot scores posted more tweets
per account overall. Similarly, intermediate-
scored accounts posted significantly more
polarized and neutral tweets per account;
however, their rates of provaccine tweets did
not differ significantly from nonbots’ after
controlling for multiple comparisons. By
contrast, accounts with high bot scores posted
more neutral, but not polarized, tweets per
account.

Table 1 shows the proportions of polarized
and antivaccinemessages by user type.Results
show that accounts with intermediate bot
scores post content that is significantly more
polarized than are nonbots’ posts. These ac-
counts, and those whose bot scores could not
be determined, posted antivaccine content at
a significantly higher rate than did nonbots.
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FIGURE 1—Bots’ Likelihood of Tweeting About Vaccines Compared With Average Twitter Users: July 14, 2014–September 26, 2017
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By contrast, known bots and trolls posted
messages that were no more polarized than
the messages of average nonbot users. Con-
tent polluters—malicious accounts identified
as promoting commercial content and mal-
ware—posted significantly more antivaccine
content. Troll accounts and sophisticated bots
posted roughly equal amounts of pro- and
antivaccine content.

Qualitative Analysis of
#VaccinateUS

Of the 253 messages containing #Vacci-
nateUS, 43% were provaccine, 38% were
antivaccine, and the remaining 19% were
neutral. Whereas most nonneutral vaccine-
relevant hashtags were clearly identifiable as
either provaccine (#vaccineswork, #vax-
withme) or antivaccine (#Vaxxed, #b1less,
#CDCWhistleblower), with limited appro-
priation by the opposing side, #VaccinateUS
is unique in that it appears with very polarized
messages on both sides, without other non-
neutral hashtags.

Messages containing #VaccinateUS con-
tain a combination of grammatical errors,
unnatural word choices, and irregular
phrasing. However, the #VaccinateUS

messages contain fewer spelling and punc-
tuation errors than do comparable
tweets from the general vaccine stream. The
#VaccinateUS messages are also distinctive in
that they contain no links to outside content,
rare @mentions of other users, and no images
(but occasionally use some emojis).

Thematically, the messages with #Vacci-
nateUSmirror the general vaccine discourse on
Twitter (the box on page 1383). Although the
authors of these tweets have a fairly compre-
hensive understanding of the content of both
pro- and antivaccine arguments, small differ-
ences set the messages apart. The authors of
#VacccinateUS messages tend to tie both pro-
and antivaccine messages explicitly to US
politics and frequently use emotional appeals to
“freedom,” “democracy,” and “constitutional
rights.” By contrast, other tweets from the
vaccine stream focusmoreon “parental choice”
and specific vaccine-related legislation.

Like other antivaccine tweets, antivaccine
messages with #VaccinateUS often reference
conspiracy theories. However, whereas
conspiracy theories tend to target a variety of
culprits (e.g., specific government agencies,
individual philanthropists, or secret organi-
zations), the #VaccinateUS messages are

almost singularly focused on the US govern-
ment (e.g., “At first our government creates
diseases then it creates #vaccines.what’s next?!
#VaccinateUS”). In general, users of #Vac-
cinateUS talk in generalities and fail to provide
the level of detail commensurate with what is
found in other vaccine-relevant tweets. For
example, the author might summarize an ar-
gument (e.g., “#VaccinateUS#vaccines cause
serious and sometimes fatal side effects”),
whereas tweets from the vaccine streamwould
typically use as many specifics as possible to
sound convincing.

#VaccinateUS messages included several
distinctive arguments thatwe did not observe in
the general vaccine discourse. These included
arguments related to racial/ethnic divisions,
appeals to God, and arguments on the basis of
animal welfare. These are divisive topics in US
culture, which we did not see frequently dis-
cussed in other tweets related to vaccines. For
instance, “Apparently only the elite get ‘clean’
#vaccines. And what do we, normal ppl, get?!
#VaccinateUS” appears to target socioeco-
nomic tensions that exist in the United States.
By contrast, standard antivaccine messages tend
to characterize vaccines as risky for all people
regardless of socioeconomic status.
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FIGURE 2—Number of Tweets per Unique Account, Separated by Sentiment and Bot Score Category: July 14, 2014–September 26, 2017
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#VaccinateUS messages also include sev-
eral messages that seem designed to provoke
a response and prolong an argument, in-
cluding open-ended items and comments on
the debate itself (e.g., “I believe in #vaccines,
why don’t you? #VaccinateUS”). Comments
were also used to bait other users into
responding, specifically by posting content
that advocates of vaccination would take
for granted, such as “#VaccinateUS Major
medical organizations state that #vaccines are
safe” and “#vaccine injuries are rare, despite
parental worrying #VaccinateUS.”

DISCUSSION
Results suggest that Twitter bots and

trolls have a significant impact on online

communications about vaccination. The
nature of this impact differs by account type.

Russian Trolls
Russian trolls and sophisticated Twitter

bots post content about vaccination at sig-
nificantly higher rates than does the average
user. Content from these sources gives equal
attention to pro- and antivaccination argu-
ments. This is consistent with a strategy of
promoting discord across a range of contro-
versial topics—a known tactic employed by
Russian troll accounts.20,26 Such strategies
may undermine the public health: normal-
izing these debates may lead the public to
question long-standing scientific consensus
regarding vaccine efficacy.13 Indeed, several
antivaccine arguments claim to represent both
sides of the debate—like the tactics used by
the trolls identified in this study—while si-
multaneously communicating a clear gist
(i.e., a bottom-line meaning). We recently
found that this strategy was effective for
propagating news articles through social
media in the context of the 2015 Disneyland
measles outbreak.32

Commercial and Malware
Distributors

Unlike troll accounts, content polluters
(i.e., disseminators of malware, unsolicited
commercial content, and other disruptive
material that typically violates Twitter’s terms
of service)21 post antivaccine messages 75%
more often than does the average nonbot
Twitter user. This suggests that vaccine op-
ponents may disseminate messages using bot
networks that are primarily designed for
marketing. By contrast, spambots,3,4 which
can be easily recognized as nonhuman, are less
likely to promote an antivaccine agenda than
are nonbots. Notably, content polluters and
traditional spambots are both less likely to
discuss vaccine-preventable illnesses than is
the average Twitter user, suggesting that
when they do tweet vaccine-relevant mes-
sages, their specific focus is on vaccines per se,
rather than the viruses that require them.
Thus, it is unclear to what extent their pro-
motion of vaccine-related content is driven
by true antivaccine sentiment or is used as
a tactic designed to drive up click-through
rates by propagating motivational content
(“clickbait”).

Unidentified Accounts
Several accounts could not be positively

identified as either bots or humans because
of intermediate or unavailable Botometer
scores. These accounts, together constituting
93% of our random sample from the vaccine
stream, tweeted content that was both more
polarized and more opposed to vaccination
than is that of the average nonbot account.
Although the provenance of their tweets is
unclear, we speculate that these accounts may
possess a higher proportion of trolls or cyborgs—
accounts nominally controlled by human
users that are, on occasion, taken over by bots
or otherwise exhibit bot-like or malicious
behavior.15 Cyborg accounts are more likely
to fall into thismiddle range because they only
display bot-like behaviors sometimes. This
middle range is also likely to contain tweets
from more sophisticated bots that are
designed to more closely mimic human
behaviors.

Finally, trolls—exhibiting malicious be-
haviors yet operated by humans—are also
likely to fall within this middle range. This
suggests that proportionally more antivaccine
tweets may be generated by accounts using
a somewhat sophisticated semiautomated
approach to avoid detection. This creates the
false impression of grassroots debate regarding
vaccine efficacy—a technique known as
“astroturfing”17 (as in the#VaccineUS tweets
shown in the box on page 1383). There are
certainly standard human accounts that also
fall within this middle range. Although
technological limitations preclude us from
drawing definitive conclusions about these
account types, the fact that middle-range
tweets tend to post proportionately more
antivaccine messages suggests strongly that
these antivaccine messages may be dissemi-
nated at higher rates by a combination of
malicious actors (bots, trolls, cyborgs, and
human users) who are difficult to distinguish
from one another.

This interpretation is supported by the fact
that users within this intermediate range
tended to produce more tweets, and espe-
cially antivaccine tweets, per account, sug-
gesting that antivaccine activists may
preferentially use these channels. In addition,
users whose accounts had been deleted posted
more polarized messages per user and were
also significantly more likely to post

TABLE 1—Proportions of Polarized and
Antivaccine Tweets by User Type: July 14,
2014–September 26, 2017

User Type
Polarized,

%
Antivaccine,

%

Assorted users, bot score, %

< 20 31 35

20–80 39*** 60***

> 80 26 49*,a

Unknown 37*,a 62***

Known bots and trolls

NBC Russian trolls20 20*,a 47

Content polluters21 38 60***

Fake followers22 0 NA

Traditional spambots23,24 3*** 0

Social spambots23,24 18** 56*,a

Sophisticated bots25 28 44

Congressional list Russian

trolls26
39 48

Note. NA=not applicable because of insufficient
data; NBC=National Broadcasting Network. A
statistically significant result indicates that
a certain type of account posts polarized or
antivaccine tweets at a rate that differs signifi-
cantly from that of accounts with bot scores
< 20% (likely humans). Polarized proportion is
the ratio of all nonneutral tweets to all tweets.
Antivaccine proportion is the ratio of antivaccine
tweets to polarized tweets. Raw counts are
shown in Table E (available as a supplement to
the online version of this article at http://www.
ajph.org).
aNo longer significant after controlling for
multiple comparisons using the Holm–Bonfer-
roni procedure.

*P < .05; **P < .01; ***P < .001.
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antivaccine messages. Although reasons for
account deletion vary, recent movement by
Twitter to remove bots,33,34 trolls,20 cyborgs,
and other violators of Twitter’s terms of
service suggests that these violators may be
overrepresented among the deleted accounts
in our sample. We cannot claim that all, or
even most, accounts with unknown bot

scores are malicious actors; however, we
expect that a higher proportion of malicious
actors are present in this subset of the data. By
contrast, randomly sampled accounts that
were easily identifiable as bots generatedmore
neutral, but not polarized tweets per account.
Presumably, accounts that are obviously au-
tomated are more frequently used to

disseminate content such as news andmay not
be considered credible sources of grassroots
antivaccine information.

Public Health Implications
Survey data show a general consensus

regarding the efficacy of vaccines in the
general population.35 Consistent with these
results, accounts unlikely to be bots are sig-
nificantly less likely to promote polarized and
antivaccine content. Nevertheless, bots and
trolls are actively involved in the online public
health discourse, skewing discussions about
vaccination. This is vital knowledge for risk
communicators, especially considering that
neither members of the public nor algorith-
mic approaches may be able to easily identify
bots, trolls, or cyborgs.

Malicious online behavior varies by ac-
count type. Russian trolls and sophisticated
bots promote both pro- and antivaccination
narratives. This behavior is consistent with
a strategy of promoting political discord. Bots
and trolls frequently retweet or modify
content from human users. Thus, well-
intentioned posts containing provaccine
content may have the unintended effect of
“feeding the trolls,” giving the false impres-
sion of legitimacy to both sides, especially if
this content directly engages with the anti-
vaccination discourse. Presuming bot and
troll accounts seek to generate roughly equal
numbers of tweets for both sides, limiting
access to provaccine content could potentially
also reduce the incentive to post antivaccine
content.

By contrast, accounts that are known to
distribute malware and commercial content
are more likely to promote antivaccination
messages, suggesting that antivaccine advo-
catesmay use preexisting infrastructures of bot
networks to promote their agenda. These
accounts may also use the compelling nature
of antivaccine content as clickbait to drive up
advertising revenue and expose users to
malware. When faced with such content,
public health communications officials may
consider emphasizing that the credibility of
the source is dubious and that users exposed to
such contentmay bemore likely to encounter
malware. Antivaccine content may increase
the risks of infection by both computer and
biological viruses.

EXAMPLESOFTWEETSWITH#VACCINATEUSANDCORRESPONDING
THEMES: JULY 14, 2014–SEPTEMBER 26, 2017

Antivaccine theme Example tweet

Freedom of choice/antimandatory vaccines VaccinateUSmandatory #vaccines infringe on constitutionally

protected religious freedoms

Can’t trust government on vaccines Did you know there was a secret government database of

#vaccine-damaged children? #VaccinateUS

Pharmaceutical companies want vaccine

profits

Pharmacy companies want to develop #vaccines to cash, not to

prevent deaths #VaccinateUS

Vaccines cause bad side effects #VaccinateUS #vaccines can cause serious and sometimes

fatal side effects

Natural immunity is better #VaccinateUS natural infection almost always causes better

immunity than #vaccines

General vaccine conspiracy theories Dont get #vaccines. Iluminati are behind it. #VaccinateUS

Vaccines cause autism Did you know #vaccines caused autism? #VaccinateUS

Vaccine ingredients are dangerous #VaccinateUS #vaccines contain mercury! Deadly poison!

Diseases aren’t so dangerous #VaccinateUS most diseases that #vaccines target are

relatively harmless in many cases, thus making #vaccines

unnecessary

Provaccine theme Example tweet

Vaccines work #VaccinateUS #vaccines save 2.5 million children from

preventable diseases every year

Vaccines should be mandatory Your kids are not your property! You have to #vaccinate them

to protect them and all the others! #VaccinateUS

People who don’t vaccinate are stupid #VaccinateUS You can’t fix stupidity. Let them die from

measles, and I’m for #vaccination!

Vaccination protects herd immunity #VaccinateUS #vaccines protect community immunity

People who don’t vaccinate put me/my

kids at risk

#VaccinateUS My freedom ends where another person’s

begins. Then children should be #vaccinated if disease is

dangerous for OTHER children

Vaccines don’t cause autism #vaccines cause autism—Bye, you are not my friend anymore.

And try to think with your brain next #VaccinateUS

You deserve bad things if you don’t

vaccinate

#vaccines are a parent’s choice. Choice of a color of a little

coffin #VaccinateUS

Alternative medicine doesn’t work Do you still treat your kids with leaves? No? And why don’t you

#vaccinate them? Its medicine! #VaccinateUS

People died without vaccines Most parents in Victorian times lost children regularly to

preventable illnesses. #vaccines can solve this problem

#VaccinateUS
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The highest proportion of antivaccine
content is generated by accounts with un-
known or intermediate bot scores. Although
we speculate that this set of accounts contains
more sophisticated bots, trolls, and cyborgs,
their provenance is ultimately unknown.
Therefore, beyond attempting to prevent
bots from spreading messages over social
media, public health practitioners should
focus on combating the messages them-
selves while not feeding the trolls. This is
a ripe area for future research, which might
include emphasizing that a significant pro-
portion of antivaccination messages are
organized “astroturf” (i.e., not grassroots)
and other bottom-line messages that put
antivaccine messages in their proper
contexts.

CONTRIBUTORS
D.A. Broniatowski designed the study, conducted the
statistical analyses, and wrote the first draft of the article.
A.M. Jamison conducted the qualitative analysis. A.M.
Jamison, S. Qi, and L. Alkulaib conducted the sentiment
coding. A.M. Jamison, S. Qi, L. Alkulaib, T. Chen,
A. Benton, S. C. Quinn, and M. Dredze critically revised
the article. S. Qi, L. Alkulaib, T. Chen, and A. Benton
collected and analyzed Twitter data. S. C. Quinn and
M. Dredze assisted with study design.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This research was supported by the National Institute of
General Medical Sciences, National Institutes of Health
(NIH; award 5R01GM114771).

Note. The content is solely the responsibility of the
authors and does not necessarily represent the official
views of NIH.

HUMAN PARTICIPANT PROTECTION
The data used in this article are from publicly available
online sources, the uses of which the Johns Hopkins
Homewood institutional review board deems exempt
from institutional review board approval (approval no.
2011123).

REFERENCES
1. Kata A. Anti-vaccine activists, Web 2.0, and the
postmodern paradigm—an overview of tactics and tropes
used online by the anti-vaccination movement. Vaccine.
2012;30(25):3778–3789.

2. Breland JY, Quintiliani LM, Schneider KL, May CN,
Pagoto S. Social media as a tool to increase the impact of
public health research. Am J Public Health. 2017;107(12):
1890–1891.

3. Luxton DD, June JD, Fairall JM. Social media and
suicide: a public health perspective. Am J Public Health.
2012;102(suppl 2):S195–S200.

4. Witteman HO, Zikmund-Fisher BJ. The defining
characteristics of Web 2.0 and their potential influence in
the online vaccination debate. Vaccine. 2012;30(25):
3734–3740.

5. Quinn SC. Probing beyond individual factors to un-
derstand influenza and pneumococcal vaccine uptake.Am
J Public Health. 2018;108(4):427–429.

6. Betsch C, Brewer NT, Brocard P, et al. Opportunities
and challenges of Web 2.0 for vaccination decisions.
Vaccine. 2012;30(25):3727–3733.

7. Tomeny TS, Vargo CJ, El-Toukhy S. Geographic and
demographic correlates of autism-related anti-vaccine
beliefs on Twitter, 2009–15. Soc Sci Med. 2017;191:
168–175.

8. Smith MJ, Marshall GS. Navigating parental vaccine
hesitancy. Pediatr Ann. 2010;39(8):476–482.

9. Dubé E, Vivion M, MacDonald NE. Vaccine hesi-
tancy, vaccine refusal and the anti-vaccine movement:
influence, impact and implications. Expert Rev Vaccines.
2015;14(1):99–117.

10. Jolley D, Douglas KM. The effects of anti-vaccine
conspiracy theories on vaccination intentions. PLoS One.
2014;9(2):e89177.

11. Jones AM, Omer SB, Bednarczyk RA, Halsey NA,
Moulton LH, Salmon DA. Parents’ source of vaccine
information and impact on vaccine attitudes, beliefs, and
nonmedical exemptions. Adv Prev Med. 2012;2012:
932741.

12. Kata A. A postmodern Pandora’s box: anti-
vaccinationmisinformationon the internet.Vaccine. 2010;
28(7):1709–1716.

13. Dixon G, Clarke C. The effect of falsely balanced
reporting of the autism-vaccine controversy on vaccine
safety perceptions and behavioral intentions. Health Educ
Res. 2013;28(2):352–359.

14. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Mor-
tality. 2017. Available at: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/
health_policy/mortality.htm. Accessed April 27, 2018.

15. Chu Z, Gianvecchio S, Wang H, Jajodia S. Detecting
automation of Twitter accounts: are you a human, bot, or
cyborg? IEEE Trans Depend Secure Comput. 2012;9(6):
811–824.

16. Collins English Dictionary. Troll definition and
meaning. Available at: https://www.collinsdictionary.
com/dictionary/english/troll. Accessed April 27, 2018.

17. Ferrara E, Varol O, Davis C, Menczer F, Flammini A.
The rise of social bots. Commun ACM. 2016;59(7):
96–104.

18. SubrahmanianVS,AzariaA,Durst S, et al. TheDARPA
Twitter bot challenge. Computer. 2016;49(6):38–46.

19.Ward JK, Peretti-Watel P, Verger P. Vaccine criticism
on the Internet: propositions for future research. Hum
Vaccin Immunother. 2016;12(7):1924–1929.

20. Popken B. Twitter deletedRussian troll tweets. Sowe
published more than 200,000 of them. Available at:
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/social-media/now-
available-more-200-000-deleted-russian-troll-tweets-
n844731. Accessed March 11, 2018.

21. Lee K, Eoff BD, Caverlee J. Seven months with the
devils: a long-term study of content polluters on Twitter.
Available at: https://www.aaai.org/ocs/index.php/
ICWSM/ICWSM11/paper/view/2780. Accessed
March 11, 2018.

22. Cresci S, Di Pietro R, Petrocchi M, Spognardi A,
Tesconi M. Fame for sale: efficient detection of fake
Twitter followers. Decis Support Syst. 2015;80:56–71.

23. Cresci S, Pietro RD, Petrocchi M, Spognardi A,
Tesconi M. Social fingerprinting: detection of spambot
groups through DNA-inspired behavioral modeling.
IEEE Trans Dependable and Secure Comput. 2018;15(4):
561–576.

24. Cresci S, Di Pietro R, Petrocchi M, Spognardi A. The
paradigm-shift of social spambots: evidence, theories, and

tools for the arms race. In: Barrett R; International World
Wide Web Conferences Steering Committee, eds. Pro-
ceedings of the 26th International Conference on World Wide
Web Companion.Republic and Canton of Geneva: ACM
Press; 2017:963–972.

25. Varol O, Ferrara E, Davis CA, Menczer F, Flammini
A.Online human–bot interactions: detection, estimation,
and characterization. Available at: https://aaai.org/ocs/
index.php/ICWSM/ICWSM17/paper/view/15587.
Accessed March 11, 2018.

26. Frommer D. Twitter’s list of 2,752 Russian trolls.
2017. Available at: https://www.recode.net/2017/11/2/
16598312/russia-twitter-trump-twitter-deactivated-
handle-list. Accessed March 11, 2018.

27. Dredze M, Broniatowski DA, Smith MC, Hilyard
KM. Understanding vaccine refusal: why we need social
media now. Am J Prev Med. 2016;50(4):550–552.

28. Davis CA, Varol O, Ferrara E, Flammini A, Menczer
F. BotOrNot: A System to evaluate social bots. Available
at: http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?doid=2872518.
2889302. Accessed July 25, 2018.

29.Wojcik S,Messing S, SmithA,Rainie L,Hitlin P. Bots
in the Twittersphere. 2018. Available at: http://www.
pewinternet.org/2018/04/09/bots-in-the-
twittersphere. Accessed April 26, 2018.

30. Sandelowski M, Barroso J. Classifying the findings in
qualitative studies.Qual Health Res. 2003;13(7):905–923.

31. Fereday J, Muir-Cochrane E. Demonstrating rigor
using thematic analysis: a hybrid approach of inductive
and deductive coding and theme development. Int J Qual
Methods. 2006;5(1):80–92.

32. Broniatowski DA, Hilyard KM, Dredze M. Effective
vaccine communication during the Disneyland measles
outbreak. Vaccine. 2016;34(28):3225–3228.

33. Flynn K. Twitter influencers suspect a bot “purge.”
Available at: https://mashable.com/2018/01/29/
twitter-bots-purge-influencers-accounts. Accessed April
27, 2018.

34.Madrak S.Wingers melt down as twitter finally purges
Russian bots. Available at: https://crooksandliars.com/
2018/02/wingers-have-sad-twitter-purges-russian-0.
Accessed April 27, 2018.

35. Funk C, Kennedy B, Hefferon M. Vast majority of
Americans say benefits of childhood vaccines outweigh
risks. 2017. Available at: http://www.pewinternet.org/
2017/02/02/vast-majority-of-americans-say-benefits-
of-childhood-vaccines-outweigh-risks. Accessed Febru-
ary 14, 2017.

AJPH OPEN-THEMED RESEARCH

1384 Research Peer Reviewed Broniatowski et al. AJPH October 2018, Vol 108, No. 10

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/health_policy/mortality.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/health_policy/mortality.htm
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/troll
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/troll
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/social-media/now-available-more-200-000-deleted-russian-troll-tweets-n844731
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/social-media/now-available-more-200-000-deleted-russian-troll-tweets-n844731
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/social-media/now-available-more-200-000-deleted-russian-troll-tweets-n844731
https://www.aaai.org/ocs/index.php/ICWSM/ICWSM11/paper/view/2780
https://www.aaai.org/ocs/index.php/ICWSM/ICWSM11/paper/view/2780
https://aaai.org/ocs/index.php/ICWSM/ICWSM17/paper/view/15587
https://aaai.org/ocs/index.php/ICWSM/ICWSM17/paper/view/15587
https://www.recode.net/2017/11/2/16598312/russia-twitter-trump-twitter-deactivated-handle-list
https://www.recode.net/2017/11/2/16598312/russia-twitter-trump-twitter-deactivated-handle-list
https://www.recode.net/2017/11/2/16598312/russia-twitter-trump-twitter-deactivated-handle-list
http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?doid=2872518.2889302
http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?doid=2872518.2889302
http://www.pewinternet.org/2018/04/09/bots-in-the-twittersphere
http://www.pewinternet.org/2018/04/09/bots-in-the-twittersphere
http://www.pewinternet.org/2018/04/09/bots-in-the-twittersphere
https://mashable.com/2018/01/29/twitter-bots-purge-influencers-accounts
https://mashable.com/2018/01/29/twitter-bots-purge-influencers-accounts
https://crooksandliars.com/2018/02/wingers-have-sad-twitter-purges-russian-0
https://crooksandliars.com/2018/02/wingers-have-sad-twitter-purges-russian-0
http://www.pewinternet.org/2017/02/02/vast-majority-of-americans-say-benefits-of-childhood-vaccines-outweigh-risks
http://www.pewinternet.org/2017/02/02/vast-majority-of-americans-say-benefits-of-childhood-vaccines-outweigh-risks
http://www.pewinternet.org/2017/02/02/vast-majority-of-americans-say-benefits-of-childhood-vaccines-outweigh-risks


We’re all connected: The power of the social media
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1. Marketing myths revealed

Consumers are no longer merely passive recipients
in the marketing exchange process. Today, they are
taking an increasingly active role in co-creating
everything from product design to promotional mes-
sages (Berthon, Pitt, McCarthy, & Kates, 2007). The

rise in interactive digital media has catapulted
company and consumer contact from the traditional
Web 1.0 model to the highly interactive Web 2.0
world, where consumers are dictating the nature,
extent, and context of marketing exchanges. As
Garretson (2008, p. 12) so aptly observed, ‘‘Con-
sumers increasingly use digital media not just to
research products and services, but to engage the
companies they buy from, as well as other consum-
ers who may have valuable insights.’’

Dramatic developments in interactive digital me-
dia are revolutionizing marketing, and social media
has fundamentally alteredmarketing’s ecosystem of

Business Horizons (2011) 54, 265—273

www.elsevier.com/locate/bushor

KEYWORDS
Social media;
Traditional media;
Online ecosystems;
Marketing
communications;
Marketing metrics;
Consumer engagement
and interaction

Abstract Consumers are adopting increasingly active roles in co-creating marketing
content with companies and their respective brands. In turn, companies and organiza-
tionsare looking toonline socialmarketingprogramsandcampaigns inaneffort to reach
consumers where they ‘live’ online. However, the challenge facing many companies is
that although they recognize the need to be active in social media, they do not truly
understand how to do it effectively, what performance indicators they should be
measuring, and how they should measure them. Further, as companies develop social
media strategies, platforms such as YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter are too often
treated as stand-alone elements rather than part of an integrated system. This article
offers a systematicway of understanding and conceptualizing online socialmedia, as an
ecosystem of related elements involving both digital and traditional media. We
highlight a best-practice case study of an organization’s successful efforts to leverage
socialmedia in reaching an important audience of young consumers. Then,we conclude
with several insights and lessons related to the strategic integration of socialmedia into
a firm’s marketing communications strategy.
# 2011 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. All rights reserved.

* Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: r.hanna@neu.edu (R. Hanna),

a.rohm@neu.edu (A. Rohm), victoria.crittenden@bc.edu
(V.L. Crittenden).

0007-6813/$ — see front matter # 2011 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1016/j.bushor.2011.01.007

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2011.01.007
mailto:r.hanna@neu.edu
mailto:a.rohm@neu.edu
mailto:victoria.crittenden@bc.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2011.01.007


influence (Walmsley, 2010). For example, consider
the following generally-accepted product and pro-
motion beliefs that are now almost mythical in
nature:

� Traditional product/service belief–—>21st centu-
ry myth: Brand managers own and orchestrate
their brands

� Traditional product/service belief–—>21st centu-
ry myth: Phones are for making phone calls

� Traditional product/service belief–—>21st centu-
ry myth: The Web is for finding information

� Traditional promotion belief–—>21st century
myth: Companies use marketing communications
to control their message

� Traditional promotion belief–—>21st century
myth: Consumers purchase products promoted
by marketers

� Traditional promotion belief–—>21st century
myth: Providing a forum for customers to talk is
dangerous and risky

How these myths have altered marketing coincides
directly with a paradigmatic shift in the commer-
cialization of the Internet. In the early days of the
commercial Web, a firm’s focus on technology over-
shadowed marketing strategy as the central ele-
ment of business models–—models which turned
out to be less than profitable (Anderson & Wolff,
2010). The result of this technology-oriented busi-
ness model was evidenced in the demise of numer-
ous dot-com companies, leading up to the dot-com
bust of 2000—2001.

In the new social media-driven business model
defined by customer connectivity and interactivity,
content goes hand in hand with technology, produc-
ing far-reaching effects for the way marketers influ-
ence current and potential customers. As noted by
Reid Hoffman, co-founder and chairman of LinkedIn,
the ability to leverage relationships embodied in
social networks will become one of the most trans-
formative uses of the Internet (Ricadela, 2007). Con-
tent in the form of social networks and blogs that
enable individuals to create, share, and recommend
information is extending the spheres of marketing
influence, and a wide variety of social media plat-
forms are providing the tools necessary for these
influential andmeaningful firm-customer exchanges.

With ‘influence’ as the operative word in social
media marketing, our intent here is to consider the
platforms which prove useful in the 21st century

connected consumer marketplace. In Section 2,
we describe the social media platforms that can
be used in the influencing process. These myriad
tools have allowed consumers to connect, share,
and collaborate. As such, following discussion of the
available platforms for influence, Section 3 de-
scribes the way the spheres of influence have un-
folded over time. In Section 4, we describe a social
media ecosystem in general, followed by a detailed
illustration of how the social media ecosystem was
utilized to catapult the 52nd Grammy Awards to its
highest ratings in years (Section 5). Finally, lessons
learned from the implementation of the Grammy
Awards social media marketing campaign and im-
plications for practice are offered (Section 6).

2. Platforms for influence

According to Hansen, Shneiderman, and Smith
(2011), social media technologies have engendered
radically new ways of interacting. To this end, Harris
(2009) notes that there are literally hundreds of
different social media platforms (e.g., social net-
working, text messaging, shared photos, podcasts,
streaming videos, wikis, blogs, discussion groups),
and Anderson and Wolff (2010) highlight the impor-
tance of mobile devices for accessing these plat-
forms. Interestingly–—and, possibly, confusingly–—it
is not easy to discern among types of social media
platforms. Alexa, a Web information company
that provides website traffic rankings, offers broad
categories for characterizing social networks,
social networking, and social media. Of these, com-
panies such as Facebook, YouTube, Blogger, Twitter,
MySpace, and Flickr appear across all categories.
According to Alexa (2010), the top 10 global web-
sites by late 2010 were: (1) Google; (2) Facebook; (3)
YouTube; (4) Yahoo; (5)Windows Live; (6) Baidu.com;
(7) Wikipedia; (8) Blogger.com; (9) Twitter; and (10)
QQ.com. Another Web analytics company, Compete,
reports that the top 10 websites in 2010 accounted
for about 75% of total page views in the United
States, up from31% in 2001and40% in2006 (Anderson
& Wolff, 2010).

Because of the myriad social media and networks
available, it is not surprising that marketers are
actively experimenting on several of the major plat-
forms. Companies such as Zappos,Whole Foods, Dell,
andGapactively connectwith consumers on a variety
of social networking sites. Blogs are proving to be a
useful method of generating sales leads; mobile de-
vices (e.g., smartphones) are facilitating rich two-
way interactions with customers with a contextual,
location-based richness unheard of just a few years
ago; and businesses are creating their own YouTube
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videos to drive sales (Crittenden, Peterson, &
Albaum, 2010). It is clear that interactive digital
media platforms are changing the marketing land-
scape, and the nature and sources of information and
connectivity are vast, in effect creating a 24/7 col-
laborative world. These platforms have empowered
consumers to connect, share, and collaborate, cre-
ating spheres of influence that have fundamentally
altered the way marketers engage in influencing
activities (Singh, 2005; Walmsley, 2010).

3. Spheres of influence

Recently, theEconomist’s IntelligenceUnit examined
howtechnologywouldempower individual customers
in thenext5 years (Garretson, 2008).Referring to this
empowerment as ‘bottom-up marketing,’ Karpinski
(2005) describes consumers of media and marketing
messages as intelligent, organizing, and more trust-
ing of their own opinions and the opinions of their
peers. This bottom-up marketing occurs because
‘‘billions of people create trillions of connections
through social media each day’’ (Hansen et al.,
2011, p. 3). These connections build relationships
that result in a vast social network, tapping into a
consumermarketplacewheremarketerswouldnever
be allowed to tread. Related to marketing perfor-
mance, Metcalfe’s Law suggests that the value of a
social network increases in proportion to the square
of its connections.

One of the earliest insights into this new 21st

century consumer marketplace, which later became
known as a social media ecosystem, was the
Cluetrain Manifesto in which the authors asserted
that markets are not about messages, but about
conversations (Levine, Locke, Searle, &Weinberger,
2001, p. 87):

Conversations are the ‘‘products’’ the newmar-
kets are ‘‘marketing’’ to one another constantly
online. . . .By comparison, corporate messag-
ing is pathetic. It’s not funny. It’s not interest-
ing. It doesn’t know who we are, or care. It only
wants us to buy. If we wanted more of that,
we’d turn on the tube. But we don’t and we
won’t. We’re too busy. We’re too wrapped up in
some fascinating conversation. Engagement in
these open free-wheeling marketplace ex-
changes isn’t optional. It’s a prerequisite to
having a future. Silence is fatal.

In other words, marketing can no longer solely be
about capturing attention via reach; instead, mar-
keters must focus on both capturing and continuing
attention via engagement. This calls for a blend of
both traditional and social media.

3.1. From bystander to hunter to
participant

Traditionalmedia is all about reach. For example, the
2010 Super Bowl reached an average of 106.5 million
viewers (Steinberg, 2010). In other words, program-
ming such as the Super Bowl casts a broad net upon
viewers for the companies advertising therein. The
sameholds for banner ads onwebsites. According to a
2009 comScore study, only 16% of viewers ever click
on an ad, with 8% of viewers accounting for 85% of all
clicks (Anderson & Wolff, 2010). Thus, while reach
can be achieved in large numbers, it often does not
translate into a truemarketing exchange. Consumers
become innocent, and often unwilling, bystanders in
the actions of marketers.

Digital technology enabled marketers to bring
these passive bystanders on-board as active hunt-
ers, with Internet-based campaigns. This was evi-
dent when automotive brand BMW incorporated the
Internet into its advertising campaign in early 2000.
The campaign consisted of several films, collectively
titled The Hire (Moon & Herman, 2002), distributed
solely on the Internet. In a unique use of television
advertising, BMW directed viewers to the BMW Films
website, where they could watch any of several
films in their entirety. The site registered almost
2 million ‘hunters’ in a matter of weeks. Viral
activity also played a central role in the campaign’s
success, with friends emailing and instant messaging
other friends about the films; this led to over 9
million film views in just a short time. BMW had
achieved a level of intimacy with its audience of
hunters, and these hunters wanted more.

Fast-forward 10 years and we see that consum-
ers live in a cluttered media environment, where
attention and interactivity cannot be assumed
(Russell, 2009). Consumers are no longer content
with advertising as a bystander sport (i.e., where
traditional media is controlled by the advertiser in
a firm-consumer monologue of sorts) or as a hunt-
ing sport (created by the advertiser with the con-
sumer controlling the interactivity). Consumers
now expect to be active participants in the media
process. This requires new approaches to media
strategy, involving media that do not simply re-
place traditional media, but rather expand media
choices so as to capture reach, intimacy, and
engagement.

4. The social media marketing
ecosystem

As a sphere of influence, the social media ecosystem
centers on the consumer experience. As stated by
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Mike DiLorenzo, director of social media marketing
and strategy for the NHL, ‘‘Social networks aren’t
about Web sites. They’re about experiences’’
(Wyshynski, 2009). These experiences arise when
marketers are able to incorporate reach, intimacy,
and engagement into the company’s overall inte-
grated marketing communications strategy through
the interconnectedness of online social media
combined with traditional media.

Unfortunately, too many companies make the
mistake of treating these media as disparate plat-
forms or silos that operate independently of each
other. Instead, companies should view their ap-
proach to social media as an integrated strategy
that brings consumer experiences to the forefront,
all whilst recognizing that Internet-based media
does not replace traditional media. Internet-based
media expands marketing’s ability to move consum-
ers from awareness to engagement, consideration,
loyalty, and advocacy. While the use of traditional
media constitutes a trade-off between reach and
consumer engagement, social media enables both
reach and engagement through judicious use of all
formats and platforms. Marketers need both people
and community platforms in order to create expe-

riences that achieve the overarching goal of atten-
tion and influence.

The dynamics of marketing interchange and inter-
actions between companies and consumers are far
different today than they were 20, or even 10, years
ago. Today, consumers actively influence brand mes-
sages and meaning, consumer opinions help dictate
product and service assortment, mobile devices rep-
resent communication lifelines, and online ‘chatter’
serves as a crystal ball that helps companies deter-
mine future product or service initiatives.

Figure 1 provides an overview of the social media
ecosystem. As noted by Schultz (2007)–—the creator
of this ecosystem visual–—learning to weave through
the ecosystem is a new, but necessary, skill in to-
day’s changing world. Corcoran (2009) divides the
ecosystem into three media types: owned media
(controlled by the marketer; e.g., company web-
site), paid media (bought by the marketer; e.g.,
sponsorships, advertising), and earned media (not
controlled or bought by the marketer; e.g., word-
of-mouth, viral). Li and Bernoff (2008) segment
active participants in the ecosystem based on five
different types of social behaviors: Creators (e.g.,
publish, maintain, upload); Critics (e.g., comment,
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rate); Collectors (e.g., save, share); Joiners (e.g.,
connect, unite); and Spectators (e.g., read). While
the platforms provide transmission of messages, the
spheres of influence now become the consumers
who engage in conversations about products and
services via the various platforms. Marketers must
therefore learn to navigate and integrate these
multiple platforms, while understanding differen-
ces among consumers in the various social behavior
segments. Not all participants in the social media
ecosystem engage in the same manner, nor are
actions on the same platforms equivocal.

Expected increases in social media expenditures
by the end of 2010 imply that marketers, indeed,
recognize the need to be involved in social media.
According to the 2010 Social Media Marketing Bench-
mark Report from MarketingSherpa, companies in
the United States plan dramatic increases in their
social media budgets: from a 43% increase in the
education/healthcare industries, to a 79% increase
in the retail/e-commerce industry (Sullivan, 2009).
Yet, many of these companies do not truly under-
stand how to manage social media effectively; as
noted by Sean Corcoran of Forrester Research, ‘‘the
reality is, the space is still very much a Wild West’’
(Vranica, 2010).

While most marketing plans include the now-
mandatory elements of YouTube, Facebook, and
Twitter, few of today’s marketers operate within a
systematic approach to understanding and manag-
ing their company’s social media strategy. As such,
they risk chasing the latest application and treating
elements as standalone platforms, rather than un-
derstanding the fundamentals. The concept of a
social media ecosystem enables marketers to think
first in terms of overall strategy, not tactics. Working
within the ecosystem enables marketing managers
to ask critical questions:

� Who is/are the target(s)?

� On which traditional and social media platforms
do the targets live?

� What marketing content (story) does the compa-
ny want to tell?

� How can marketers propagate or feed this con-
tent throughout the ecosystem?

5. The 2010 Grammy Awards: Engaging
fans

An illustrative composite of how the social media
ecosystem was utilized successfully by the music/

recording industry is provided here as a case in point
to portray how attention to reach, intimacy, and
engagement can generate long-term rewards. This
case study (Wesley & Rohm, 2010) provides vivid
detail regarding how a social media campaign was
formulated and implemented with little to no bud-
get, in a very short time frame.

The Recording Academy is the premier organiza-
tion for honoring achievements in the recording
arts, and the Grammy is the most prestigious award
in music. Unfortunately, even this illustrious acade-
my was not immune to changing demographics and
evolving technology. The annual Grammy Awards
show was confronted with two major challenges.
First, it faced a declining share of television view-
ers, as it competed with myriad cable and network
channels and other forms of electronic entertain-
ment. Second, its viewership was skewed toward an
older female demographic. As such, advertising
rates were declining because of the perception that
the show offered less value in reaching the coveted
18-49 year old demographic. The social media strat-
egy formulated and implemented by the Recording
Academy for the 52nd Grammy Awards, aired in
January 2010, provides an example of how a tightly
integrated social media campaign catapulted the
show to its highest ratings in years.

5.1. The Grammy Awards turned 50

Unfortunately, when the Grammy Awards turned 50
years old, so did its television viewership. Some
detractors even jokingly referred to the show as
‘The Grannies.’ While the 2009 broadcast experi-
enced an increase in viewership over that of 2008,
only 14% of the viewing audience registered in the
targeted 18-49 age demographic. With advertising
rates based on the number of younger viewers, the
show was offering less and less value for advertisers.
This raised the question: How could the show engage
the difficult-to-reach 18-49 demographic segment?

5.2. The virtual online ecosystem

For the 2010 Grammy Awards show, advertising
agency TBWA\Chiat\Day developed an integrated
marketing communications campaign entitled
‘We’re All Fans.’ In designing We’re All Fans, the
agency combined traditional and online social me-
dia in an integrated fashion. Traditional media drove
reach, while social media created intimacy and
engagement. Social media was the centerpiece of
the campaign. Print and television media were used
primarily to support the social media focus. By
making social media the centerpiece of the Grammy
Awards, the Recording Academy and its agency
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inverted the conventional advertising model.
Figure 2 provides a visual of the We’re All Fans
social media ecosystem.

5.3. The devil’s in the details

The We’re All Fans social media campaign required
the bringing together of historically disparate parts,
as well as the creation of new activities for which
outside vendors were required. As an innovator in
the field of social media for live television program-
ming, the back end had to work perfectly, the front
end had to work perfectly, the engagement with
consumers had to provide strategic insight into their
minds, and the bells and whistles had to be pulled
off without incident.

5.4. The back end: Development

The core software for the We’re All Fans social
media website was a program developed internally
at TBWA\Chiat\Day. The program used keywords
selected by fans to scrape (i.e., harvest and recom-
bine in a different format) content from other
sites–—for example, YouTube videos, Flickr pictures,
and Twitter comments–—that fans could mouse over,

or click on, to access content in real time. The
content could then be organized to create a digital
mosaic of the fan’s favorite artist. Since new content
would fill in each time the screen was refreshed,
therewas always an incentive for fans to return to the
site. At the same time, the Recording Academy did
not own the data, so not storing this data meant that
there would not be any copyright or privacy issues
associated with pulling content from other sites.

5.5. The front end: Artist support

While development of the website was taking place,
agency staff worked on garnering the support of
artists who would be featured on the website.
The interesting twist to this aspect of the construc-
tion of the ecosystem was that many artists saw
digital technology as the enemy, and blamed digital
media for the demise of music sales. Thankfully, not
all artists proved to be skeptics, with Lady Gaga,
Nine Inch Nails, and Coldplay recognizing the power
of the social media ecosystem. After contacting
around 100 prime artists who were going to be
featured on the Grammys, the agency ended up
with 20 artists who agreed to a feature placement
on the site.
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One of the first artists to sign on was Lady Gaga.
This early support allowed the agency to feature her
in a beta test that was shown to the press, and she
was also featured in the first television spot an-
nouncing the We’re All Fans website. A Grammy
Award promotional YouTube video of Lady Gaga
resulted in the artist posting links to the video site
on Twitter, Facebook, and MySpace. The YouTube
video attracted over 2 million views in the weeks
leading up to the Grammys. Thus, the reach of the
30-second spot was amplified dramatically. After
the We’re All Fans website was launched, 36% of
total web traffic on the site came from Lady Gaga-
affiliated referrals.

5.6. Monitoring and analyzing online
discussions

The popularity of participating artists was assessed
via an online billboard chart/television rating for-
mat that used keywords from social media websites.
Dubbed the Fanbuzz Visualizer, the barometer of
fandom served to foster competition between art-
ists and their fans. Considerable social media data
had to be analyzed, to maintain current content and
measure sentiment about musicians. This process
was fairly straightforward. Online discussions, in-
volving as many as 2 million music fans, were moni-
tored and analyzed by an outside vendor. Collected
data were then fed into the front end graphical
display, designed to create an online display of
popularity of participating artists.

Lady Gaga was the most popular artist on the
Visualizer. Moreover, artists featured on the Visual-
izer won relatively few awards, thus confirming that
the format had truly created an opportunity for fans
to interact without biasing official voting processes
of the awards system itself.

5.7. A social media conference

A webcast event, known as the Social Media Rock
Star Summit, was held the day of the Grammy
Awards. The intent was to have the most influential
bloggers give their opinions on the We’re All Fans
social media campaign. The summit brought togeth-
er leaders from social media companies such as
Mashable, Digg, Tumblr, and Facebook. The summit
achieved its goal of reaching techies who were
interested in the mechanics of the campaign, as
well as other influence leaders.

5.8. Results

Engaging and leveraging the social media ecosystem
helped the Grammy Awards achieve its best ratings

in years. It was the top rated program for the week,
with nearly 26 million viewers. Importantly, viewer-
ship in the all-important 18—34 year old segment
increased 32%, to 9.1 million viewers. It was esti-
mated that a 10% increase in ratings would translate
into approximately 15% higher advertising rates for
the 2011 Grammys.

Additionally, the We’re All Fans campaign was
truly about the fans, as the integration of social
media put them at the center of the campaign. The
We’re All Fans website attractedmore than 2million
visitors during and immediately after the Grammy
Awards. Interestingly, online traffic did not peak
during the Grammy Awards. Rather, the website
traffic spiked on the day after the awards. This
surge in post-show traffic is consistent with a phe-
nomenon referred to as the ‘water-cooler effect.’
Coined to refer to conversations that take place
around the water cooler after an event (e.g., news,
sports, television program), water cooler discus-
sions had now moved online.

6. Lessons learned and implications
for practice

Technology has transformed the traditional model of
marketing communications. The rise in interactive
digital media has catapulted company and consumer
contact from a Web 1.0 passive model, to a Web 2.0
interactive model where consumers are simulta-
neously the initiators and recipients of information
exchanges. The combination of both traditional and
social mediums allows companies to develop inte-
grated communication strategies to reach consum-
ers on a myriad of platforms, enabling a wide sphere
of influence.

As illustrated by the Grammy Awards social media
marketing campaign, social media is about creating,
influencing,andsharing;and, importantly, itcanhave
a powerful impact on performance. The Grammy
Awards campaign offers several insights related
to its strategic integration of social media into a
marketing communications strategy. We explore
these next.

6.1. Lesson #1: Visualize the ecosystem

A critical step in the development of a social media
strategy involves the concept of the social media
ecosystem. The ecosystem needs to be visualized in
terms of the three types of media: owned, paid,
and earned. This allows marketers to develop a
clear idea as to what extent each media platform
(e.g., website, Facebook, Twitter, television) in-
teracts with the others. At the same time, knowing
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that the sphere of influence will be equally domi-
nated by five types of social influences–—Creators,
Critics, Collectors, Joiners, and Spectators–—helps
companies determine the type of messages that
need to be central within the ecosystem. We pro-
pose that any company engaging in social media
marketing, both large and small, should first con-
ceptualize and develop its own version of the social
media ecosystem.

6.2. Lesson #2: Identify and track key
performance indicators

Companies and managers have long attempted to
identify and track key performance indicators in
order to measure success. This is no less a priority
with a social media strategy. Interestingly, tradi-
tional metrics for reach and awareness are still
viewed by marketers as critical to measuring suc-
cess. However, given the power of digital platforms
to measure conversion from clicks to click-
throughs to actual purchases, we propose that
these traditional metrics–—as well as metrics
unique to social media, such as Facebook
‘Likes’–—only tell part of the story. Marketers with
a social media presence should focus on conversion
tracking of downstreammetrics such as sales to the
extent that it is possible, in addition to those
metrics that indicate brand lift and brand engage-
ment. The move by Facebook and partners such as
Disney to enable social commerce, which some
label ‘f-commerce,’ works by enabling Disney to
sell advance tickets for its new movies direct from
within Facebook (Marsden, 2010). This reflects the
power of social media to combine both brand
affinity (e.g., liking) and sales conversion within
the same platform. The bottom line: define the key
outcomes associated with your specific ecosystem
and quantify the related metrics (e.g., brand men-
tions, brand lift, sales) wherever possible.

6.3. Lesson #3: Begin with your story

As with any communications strategy, a company
needs to be clear about the story it wants to share
with the marketplace. This story might be about a
new product, a new service, a new relationship, or
an overall theme. The Grammy Awards theme was
We’re All Fans. Based on that thematic expecta-
tion, the social media strategy moved forward
with the idea that everyone in the marketplace
was a fan. Consumers as fans were the influencers
in the sphere, using the platforms that furthered
the engagement process for them. As such, a
consistent and integrated story permeated the
ecosystem.

6.4. Lesson #4: Social media does not
require elaborate budgets

Unlike traditional media that are often cost-
prohibitive to many companies, a social media
strategy does not require astronomical budgeting.
Consumers–—in particular, younger consumers–—do
not utilize the same media types as in the past.
For example, social networking site Facebook now
has over 550million users, implying that almost 1/11
of the people around the world have a Facebook
account. Companies can develop communication
strategies that both reach and engage people in
myriad ways, on platforms that do not require
expensive media spends and creative development.
A critical aspect of the Grammy Awards social
media strategy was that there was little to no
budget, and the related social media ecosystem
was developed in about a month’s time. This ties
closely to the need to define the media in terms of
what is already owned, what is available for free on
the open market, and what has to be paid for. If
budgets are slim, the strategy will have to take
advantage of what is owned and what is available
for free. Social media is about users and being
connected to other users; it is not about significant
investments in expensive production and media.

6.5. Lesson #5: Be unique

Social media platforms provide extensive oppor-
tunities to customizeuserengagement. Forexample,
theGrammyAwards employed theFanbuzzVisualizer
as a unique feature of the We’re All Fans campaign.
The platform did not require participants in the
sphere of influence to learn anything new; rather,
the application used keyword indicators and
scraping, both of which were readily available tech-
niques based on existing technology. At the same
time, some element of uniqueness and authenticity
will give consumers a reason for engaging electroni-
cally andbeagreatweaponagainstboredom: theone
sin for which there is no forgiveness online (Kaplan &
Haenlein, 2010).

7. Conclusion

Social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter,
Digg, SCVNGR, YouTube, and numerous others have
begun to revolutionize the state of marketing,
advertising, and promotions. These social media
have transformed the Internet from a platform for
information, to a platform for influence. Because
of the dramatic and global growth of social media
such as Facebook (550 million users) and Twitter
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(100+ million users), companies of all sizes from
different industries now view social media market-
ing as a mandatory element of their marketing
strategy. However, it is no longer enough to merely
incorporate social media as standalone elements of
a marketing plan. Companies need to consider both
social and traditional media as part of an ecosystem
whereby all elements work together toward a com-
mon objective: whether to launch and promote a
new product or service; to communicate a new
company initiative; or to simply further engage
customers in a rich, meaningful, and interactive
dialogue.
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Foreword 
Dr David A. L. Levy 
Director, Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (RISJ)

This is our sixth annual report that explores the changing 
environment around news across countries. The report is based 
on a survey of more than 70,000 people in 36 markets, along with 
additional qualitative research, which together make it the most 
comprehensive ongoing comparative study of news consumption 
in the world. A key focus remains in Europe where we have added 
Slovakia, Croatia, and Romania for the first time – but we have 
also added four markets in Asia (Taiwan, Hong Kong, Malaysia, 
and Singapore) along with three additional Latin American 
countries (Argentina, Chile, and Mexico). 

This year’s report comes against the backdrop of continuing 
concerns about how to fund journalism and the relations between 
news organisations and platforms, but also an intensification in 
news about the news, driven by attacks on the US media and 
widespread concern about ‘fake news’. We look at issues of truth 
and falsehood and trust in this year’s report, where we continue  
to see big differences between countries and regions. 

We have data on many of these problems, but in particular we 
have focused on two areas: (1) the extent to which people are 
prepared to pay for news or the different ways journalism might 
be funded in the future, and (2) understanding more about some 
of the drivers of low, and in some cases declining, trust in the 
media. For the first time we’ve attempted to measure and 
visualise relative levels of media polarisation across countries and 
identify a link between media polarisation and trust. Another focus 
has been on the media’s relationship with platforms – in particular 
how news is discovered and consumed within distributed 
environments such as social media, search, and online aggregators. 
We have undertaken a tracking study in the UK to understand how 
content flows between these platforms and news brands – and to 
try to quantify the level of brand attribution that results. 

On the business issues, we have conducted a series of focus 
groups this year in four countries (United States, the United 
Kingdom, Finland, and Spain) where we talked to both those 
who pay for news and those who do not, as well as exploring 
consumer attitudes to emerging funding models such as 
micropayment, donations, native advertising, sponsored 
content, and e-commerce. We reference this additional research 
throughout the report, but in order to do it justice we’ll be 
publishing much fuller accounts in the coming months.  
 
 
 
 

For an industry perspective we’re delighted to include a viewpoint 
on journalism’s current dilemmas from Melissa Bell, co-founder 
of Vox Media. Vox has been at the sharp end of explaining the 
dramatic political events around the rise of Donald Trump.  
It is also actively exploring new business models.

In terms of partnerships we continue to deepen our relationships 
across the world with a multiplicity of distinguished academic 
institutions. These have helped in a variety of different ways,  
from preparing country profiles to in-depth analysis of the results. 
Many of our partners are also organising events or country reports 
looking in more detail at national themes – adding wider value  
to this international project. In the final quarter of 2017 we will  
be producing an Asia Pacific Regional Report with our partners  
at the Chinese University of Hong Kong. 

We continue to make efforts to open up the data as much  
as possible via our website (www.digitalnewsreport.org).  
This contains slidepacks and charts, along with a licence that 
encourages reuse, subject to attribution to the Reuters Institute. 
All of the website charts have a feature which allows them to  
be used by – or be embedded in – any other website or blog.  
The website also includes an interactive charting feature, which 
allows anyone to explore and visualise the data by themselves  
by country and over time. Raw data tables are also available  
on request along with documentation for reuse.

We hope that all of this will continue to build into an invaluable 
resource for academics, media owners, journalists, and those 
developing policy. A description of the methodology is available 
on the website along with the complete questionnaire.

Making all this possible, we are hugely grateful to our sponsors: 
Google, the BBC, Ofcom, the Broadcasting Authority of Ireland 
(BAI), the Media Industry Research Foundation of Finland, the 
Fritt Ord Foundation in Norway, the Korea Press Foundation, 
Edelman UK, as well as our academic sponsors at the Hans 
Bredow Institute, the University of Navarra, the University of 
Canberra, the Centre d’études sur les médias, Université Laval, 
Canada and Roskilde University in Denmark.

We are also grateful to YouGov, our polling company, who did 
everything possible to accommodate our increasingly complex 
requirements and helped our research team analyse and 
contextualise the data. 
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Methodology

This study has been commissioned by the Reuters Institute  
for the Study of Journalism to understand how news is being 
consumed in a range of countries. Research was conducted  
by YouGov using an online questionnaire at the end of  
January/beginning of February 2017.

•	 The data were weighted to targets based on census/industry 
accepted data, such as age, gender, region, newspaper 
readership, and social grade, to represent the total population 
of each country. The sample is reflective of the population that 
has access to the internet.

•	 As this survey deals with news consumption, we filtered out 
anyone who said that they had not consumed any news in the 
past month, in order to ensure that irrelevant responses didn’t 
adversely affect data quality. This category was lower than  
1% in Finland, averaged around 3% but was as high as 9%  
in Australia.

•	 A comprehensive online questionnaire1  was designed to 
capture all aspects of news consumption. 

•	 A number of face-to-face focus groups were held in the US, UK, 
Finland, and Spain to explore issues relating to paying for news 
and digital advertising. These were conducted by Kantar Media.

Our survey was conducted using established online panels run by 
our polling company YouGov and their partners. Because this is 
an online survey the results will under-represent the 
consumption habits of people who are not online (typically older, 
less affluent, and with limited formal education). Where relevant, 
we have tried to make this clear within the text. The main purpose 
is to track the activities and changes over time within the digital 
space – as well as gaining understanding about how offline media 
and online media are used together. A fuller description of the 
methodology and a discussion of non-probability sampling 
techniques can be found on our website. 

Along with country-based figures, throughout the report we also 
use aggregate figures based on responses from all respondents 
across all the countries covered. These figures are meant only to 
indicate overall tendencies and should be treated with caution.

1	 The full questionnaire can be accessed at www.digitalnewsreport.org

Country Country   
code

Final  
sample size

Total  
population

Internet  
penetration

USA USA 2,269 324m 90%

UK UK 2,112 65m 92%

Germany GER 2,062 81m 89%

France FRA 2,000 65m 86%

Italy ITA 2,011 62m 63%*

Spain SPA 2,006 46m 77%

Portugal POR 2,007 10m 68%

Ireland IRE 2,002 4.9m 94%

Norway NOR 2,056 5.1m 96%

Sweden SWE 2,021 9.7m 95%

Finland FIN 2,007 5.5m 92%

Denmark DEN 2,011 5.7m 96%

Belgium BEL 2,009 11m 88%

Netherlands NLD 2,006 17m 96%

Switzerland SUI 2,005 8.2m 87%

Austria AUT 2,000 8.6m 83%

Hungary HUN 2,004 9.8m 81%

Slovakia SVK 2,002 5.4m 83%

Czech Republic CZE 2,003 11m 88%

Poland POL 2,013 38m 68%

Romania ROU 2,029 20m 56%

Croatia CRO 2,005 4.2m 74%

Greece GRE 2,002 11m 65%

Turkey TUR 2,005 78m 60%

Japan JPN 2,000 126m 94%

South Korea KOR 2,002 51m 89%

Taiwan TWN 1,017 23m 88%

Hong Kong HK 2,015 7.4m 82%

Malaysia MYS 2,108 31m 70%

Singapore SGP 2,000 5.7m 81%

Australia AUS 2,004 23m 92%

Canada CAN 2,000 35m 93%

Brazil BRA 2,003 206m 68%

Argentina ARG 2,001 44m 79%

Chile CHL 2,005 18m 80%

Mexico MEX 2,003 123m 56%

REUTERS INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF JOURNALISM

Slide 1

Please note that in Brazil, Mexico and Turkey our samples are representative of urban rather than 
national populations, which must be taken into consideration when interpreting results. Source: 
Internet World Stats http://www.internetworldstats.com internet population estimate 2017. 
*Italy data from Internet World Stats 2016.
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Section 1
Executive Summary 
and Key Findings
Nic Newman 
Research Associate, Reuters Institute
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•	 The internet and social media may have exacerbated low 
trust and ‘fake news’, but we find that in many countries the 
underlying drivers of mistrust are as much to do with 
deep-rooted political polarisation and perceived mainstream 
media bias.

•	 Echo chambers and filter bubbles are undoubtedly real for 
some, but we also find that – on average – users of social 
media, aggregators, and search engines experience more 
diversity than non-users.

•	 Though the economic outlook for most media companies 
remains extremely difficult, not all the indicators are getting 
worse. The growth of ad-blocking has stopped while online 
subscriptions and donations are picking up in some 
countries. Our focus groups provide some encouragement 
that more might be prepared to pay in the future if content  
is sufficiently valuable, convenient, and relevant. 

With data covering more than 30 countries and five continents, 
this research is a reminder that the digital revolution is full of 
contradictions and exceptions. Countries started in different 
places, and are not moving at the same pace. These differences are 
captured in individual country pages that can be found towards the 
end of this report. They contain critical industry context written 
by experts as well as key charts and data points. The overall story 
around the key trends is captured in this executive summary with 
additional analysis on some subject areas in a separate section.  

SOME OF THE KEY FINDINGS FROM OUR  
2017 RESEARCH:
•	 Growth in social media for news is flattening out in some 

markets, as messaging apps that are (a) more private and (b) 
tend not to filter content algorithmically are becoming more 
popular. The use of WhatsApp for news is starting to rival 
Facebook in a number of markets including Malaysia (51%), 
Brazil (46%), and Spain (32%).

•	 Only a quarter (24%) of our respondents think social media do 
a good job in separating fact from fiction, compared to 40% for 
the news media. Our qualitative data suggest that users feel 
the combination of a lack of rules and viral algorithms are 
encouraging low quality and ‘fake news’ to spread quickly. 

•	 There are wide variations in trust across our 36 countries.  
The proportion that says they trust the news is highest in 
Finland (62%), but lowest in Greece and South Korea (23%).

•	 In most countries, we find a strong connection between distrust 
in the media and perceived political bias. This is particularly 
true in countries with high levels of political polarisation like 
the United States, Italy, and Hungary. 

•	 Almost a third of our sample (29%) say they often or sometimes 
avoid the news. For many, this is because it can have a negative 
effect on mood. For others, it is because they can’t rely on news 
to be true.

This year’s report comes amid intense soul-searching in the news industry about fake news, 
failing business models, and the power of platforms. And yet our research casts new and 
surprising light on some of the prevailing narratives around these issues. 

•	 Mobile marches on, outstripping computer access for news in 
an increasing number of countries. Mobile news notifications 
have grown significantly in the last year, especially in the US  
(+8 percentage points), South Korea (+7), and Australia (+4), 
becoming an important new route to content and giving  
a new lease of life to news apps.

•	 In a related development there has been a significant growth  
in mobile news aggregators, notably Apple News, but also 
Snapchat Discover for younger audiences. Both have doubled 
usage with their target groups in the last year.

•	 Smartphones are now as important for news inside the home 
as outside. More smartphone users now access news in bed 
(46%) than use the device when commuting to work. 

•	 Voice-activated digital assistants like the Amazon Echo are 
emerging as a new platform for news, already outstripping 
smart watches in the US and UK.

•	 In terms of online news subscriptions, we have seen a very 
substantial ‘Trump bump’ in the US (from 9 to 16%) along with a 
tripling of news donations. Most of those new payments have 
come from the young – a powerful corrective to the idea that 
young people are not prepared to pay for online media, let  
alone news.

•	 Across all countries, only around one in ten (13%) pay for online 
news but some regions (Nordics) are doing much better than 
others (Southern Europe and much of Asia).

•	 Ad-blocking growth has stalled on desktop (21%) and remains 
low on smartphones (7%). Over half say they have temporarily 
disabled their ad-blocker for news in countries like Poland 
(57%), Denmark (57%), and the United States (52%).

•	 We have new evidence that news brands may be struggling to 
cut through on distributed platforms. In an experiment tracking 
more than 2,000 respondents in the UK, we found that while 
most could remember the path through which they found a 
news story (Facebook, Google, etc.), less than half could recall 
the name of the news brand itself when coming from search 
(37%) and social (47%). 

•	 Austrians and Swiss are most wedded to printed newspapers, 
Germans and Italians love TV bulletins, while Latin Americans 
get more news via social media and chat apps than other parts 
of the world. 
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OUR CHANGING MEDIA MIX 

We now have six years’ data looking at the sources people use 
for news.3  In most countries we see a consistent pattern, with 
television news and online news the most frequently accessed, 
while readership of printed newspapers has declined significantly. 

The biggest change has been the growth of news accessed via 
social media sites like Facebook and Twitter. In the United States, 
social media became a key player in the story of the election not 
least because of its well-documented role in spreading made-up 
news stories, such as that Pope Francis endorsed Donald Trump or 
that Hillary Clinton sold weapons to ISIS. Over half (51%) of our US 
sample now get news via social media – up five percentage points 
on last year and twice as many as accessed in 2013.

It would be misleading to overplay the role of social media in 
Donald Trump’s victory. In general, a far bigger proportion of 
Americans still get their news from television and online sources, 
which also benefited from strong interest in the election race. Even 
those relying more on social media would have found much of the 
news in their feed came from traditional media outlets. 

The reality is that, for most of us, social media are not something 
different but increasingly just part of the everyday media mix. 
Two-thirds of social media news users in the United States also 
watch television news (67%) and two-thirds also visit mainstream 
websites or apps (66%) – a bit more than the the general 
population. Just 2% ONLY use social media for news in an average 
week. This evidence acts as counter to the often-cited theories 
that we live in our echo chambers much of the time. Most people 
combine a number of different sources and platforms for news.

For further analysis see section 3.4: Social Media and Incidental 
Exposure, p.43.

We should also remember that there are significant generational 
splits in the sources used for news. Across all countries, younger 
groups are much more likely to use social media and digital media 
as their main source of news, while older groups cling to the habits 
they grew up with (TV, radio, and print). A third of 18–24s (33%) 
now say social media are their main source of news – that’s more 
than online news sites (31%) and more than TV news and printed 
newspapers put together (29%).
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Q4. You say you’ve used these sources of news in the last week, which would you say is your MAIN source of news? Base: Aged 18-24/25-34/35-44/45-54/55+ that used a source of news in the last week:  
All markets = 7754/12,332/12,976/12,630/24,620.

REUTERS INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF JOURNALISM
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Q3. Which, if any, of the following have you used in the last week as a source of news?  
Please select all that apply. Base: Total sample 2012-2017: USA=845/2028/2197/2295/2197/2269. 
Note: 2014 data has been estimated because of an issue with randomisation of news sources in the 
questionnaire.

SOURCES OF NEWS 2012-17 
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3	  We have six years’ data for the US, UK, France, Germany, and Denmark. In other cases we have been polling for a shorter period of time.
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SOCIAL MEDIA GROWTH SLOWS DOWN, 
MESSAGING UP

It is striking that, outside the United States and United Kingdom, 
growth in the use of social media for news seems to be flattening 
out. In most countries growth has stopped and we have seen 
significant declines in Portugal (-4), Italy (-5), Australia (-6),  
and Brazil (-6). 

This may just be a sign of market saturation, or it may relate 
to changes in Facebook algorithms in 2016, which prioritised 
friends and family communication over professional news 
content. Another explanation for any wider slowdown could  
be that people are spending less time with social networks  
and more time with messaging applications. 
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SOCIAL MEDIA AS A SOURCE OF NEWS: 2013-2017 – SELECTED COUNTRIES

Q3. Which, if any, of the following have you used in the last week as a source of news? Please select all that apply. Base: Total sample 2013-2017 in each country.  
Note: 2014 data has been estimated because of an issue with randomisation of news sources in the questionnaire.

Selected 
countries
Brazil 66% (-6)

Portugal  62% (-4)

Spain 58% (-2)

Sweden  51% (-5)

Australia 46% (-6)

Austria  45% (-3)

France  38% (-2)

Germany  29% (-2)
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THE RISE OF MESSAGING APPLICATIONS  
FOR NEWS

Overall around a quarter (23%) of our respondents now find, share, 
or discuss news using one or more messaging applications. We’ve 
been tracking the growth of WhatsApp for some time but its use 
for news has jumped significantly in the last year to 15%, with 
considerable country-based variation. Over half of our sample 
in Malaysia (51%) says they have used the app for sharing or 
discussing news in a given week, but just 3% in the United States. 
Viber is a popular choice in parts of Southern and Eastern Europe, 
while a range of chat applications are used for news across Asia, 
including WeChat in Hong Kong (14%) and Malaysia (13%), Line 
in Taiwan (45%) and Japan (13%), while home-grown Kakao Talk 
(39%) is the top messaging app in South Korea.

The bulk of messaging use for news is currently happening in Asia 
and Latin America, but more closed and private messaging also 
allows users to share without fear of embarrassment – sharing 
significantly more photos than on more open networks like 
Facebook. Price is also a factor, with free WhatsApp use often 
bundled in with phone contracts. Many of these apps also offer 
encryption, which is particularly relevant for communication in 
markets where it can be dangerous to share politically sensitive 
information. This is true in Hong Kong where WhatsApp,  
We Chat, and Facebook Messenger are popular and in Turkey 
where a quarter of our sample (25%) share news via WhatsApp.

80% USE A FACEBOOK PRODUCT 
WEEKLY FOR ANY PURPOSE

Q12b. Which, if any, of the following have you used for news in the last week?  
Please select all that apply. Base: Total sample in each market. 

TOP MESSAGING APPS FOR NEWS  – SELECTED MARKETS

WhatsApp
Malaysia 51%
Brazil  46% (+7)
Chile  39%
Singapore  38%
Hong Kong  36%
Spain  32% (+8)

FB Messenger
Greece  17%
Portugal  16%
Mexico  16%
Romania  15%
Norway  10%
Poland  10%

Viber
Croatia 14%
Greece 10% (+2)

Line
Taiwan 45%
Japan 13%

We Chat
Hong Kong 14%
Malaysia 13%

Kakao Talk
South Korea 39%

REUTERS INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF JOURNALISM
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Historically news brands have struggled to distribute news 
through these private spaces, because content is delivered directly 
between peers. Few chat apps offered company profile pages or 
push-advertising as a way of marking them out from increasingly 
commercial social networks. But in recent years that has begun 
to change as they have started to become platforms in their own 
right. Over 30,000 bots (services that are programmed to have 
conversations around news, sport, or weather) have been created 
on the Facebook Messenger platform since launch in April 2016. 

FACEBOOK DOMINATES BOTH SOCIAL 
NETWORKS AND MESSAGING

The growth of messaging comes as an extra layer on top of social 
networking rather than as a replacement. The vast majority (78%) 
of those using a messaging application for news ALSO use at least 
one social network for news. More generally about a third of our 
sample (32%) use two or more social networks or messaging apps 
in a given week. 

These trends towards multiple networks are unlikely to worry 
Facebook. The company owns WhatsApp and Messenger, the two 
most popular messaging apps, along with Instagram, which has 
been incorporating many of Snapchat’s most popular features. 
Eight in ten (80%) touch a Facebook product weekly for any 
purpose, while over half of our sample (54%) uses one for news. 
Alongside Google, the company has acquired and is maintaining 
enormous power over the discovery and distribution of content.

80% USE A FACEBOOK PRODUCT 
WEEKLY FOR ANY PURPOSE

Q12b. Which, if any, of the following have you used for news in the last week?  
Please select all that apply. Base: Total sample in each market. 
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Hong Kong  36%
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Mexico  16%
Romania  15%
Norway  10%
Poland  10%
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OTHER FORMS OF NEWS AGGREGATION  
PICK UP MOMENTUM

While exposure to news on social media is often incidental, the past 
few years have seen the growth of aggregation services that are 
more of a destination for news. 

On a mobile phone in particular, where it can be difficult to move 
quickly between multiple apps and websites, the convenience 
of a one-stop-shop can be compelling. Sometimes these news 
aggregations are stand-alone products (Flipboard, SmartNews),  
at other times they are part of a wider service (Apple News, Google 
News, Snapchat Discover, Kakao Channel, and Line News). This 
second group – that are both destinations in their own right and 
allow content to hook into established eco-systems – are currently 
showing the strongest growth in our data.

Apple News has been one of the biggest gainers over the past year 
following the release of the Spotlight news feed and the ability 
to subscribe to rich-media mobile alerts for favourite publishers. 
These two features together seem to have supercharged usage, 
with a number of publishers telling us that up to a third of their 
mobile traffic now comes from the app or the related Spotlight 
news widget. The Apple News app is only available in the US, UK, 
and Australia, where our survey data suggest it is used by around  
a quarter of iPhone users,4 but the Spotlight feature is available  
in many more countries.

Google News has also improved mobile integration with the main 
Google search index through a series of branded carousels – part of 
its wider Accelerated Mobile Pages (AMP) initiative. The resulting 
pages are hosted by Google partly to ensure fast downloads but – 
as with Apple News – the branding is managed by the publishers 
themselves. Some participating news brands report a significant 
proportion of mobile traffic now coming from AMP pages.

Google News is widely used across markets, while other 
aggregators are strong in particular regions. Reddit has always 
struggled to expand beyond the United States (7%) and is 
little used in Europe. SmartNews and a range of other mobile 
aggregators are widely used in parts of Asia, reaching 11% of 
Japanese respondents.

Q10c_2016. When using the internet for news, have you used any of the following sites or 
mobile apps that aggregate different news links in the last week? Please select all that apply. 
Base: Total sample: North America = 4269, EU = 40,312, Asia = 11,142, Latin America = 8012.  
Note: Figures are average of markets with region, weighted equally. 

WEEKLY USAGE OF SELECTED NEWS AGGREGATORS – 
SELECTED REGIONS

Service North 
America

EU Asia Latin  
America

13% 10% 21% 21%

3% 2% 6% 4%

5% 2% 5% 3%

7% 3% 4% 3%

REUTERS INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF JOURNALISM
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Another story of growth comes from Snapchat’s Discover portal, 
which offers publishers like Le Monde, CNN and the Wall Street 
Journal the opportunity to reach a younger audience. Snapchat 
Discover has been available in the US, UK, and Australia, with 
the first non-English speaking versions rolling out in France in 
September 2016, and Norway and Germany in early 2017. Our data 
show increased traffic over the past year amongst the much-prized 
18–24s target audience. This has been driven by more prominent 
placement in the app and allowing users to subscribe directly to 
Discover content from individual publishers.

4	 This equates to between 8 and 12% of smartphone users in those countries. 

APPLE NEWS GROWTH

Personalised 
Alerts

Spotlight Apple  
News Story

9% reach with 18-24s 
Launched Sep 2016

10% reach with 18-24s 
<1% with over 35s

14% reach with 18-24s 
Launched Feb 2016

23% reach with 18-24s 
12% in 2016

SNAPCHAT DISCOVER GROWTH

Weekly Reach

25% of iPhone users – 13% in 2016 (+12)

25% of iPhone users – 8% in 2016 (+17)

18% of iPhone users – 12% in 2016 (+6)
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Q10. Thinking about how you got news online (via computer, mobile or any device) in the last 
week, which were the ways in which you came across news stories? Please select all that apply.
Base: Total sample in each market. Note. Showing selected markets with high percentage weekly 
usage of each pathway to news.

Direct Social

Finland 67% Chile 64%

Norway 67% Argentina 58%

Sweden 59% Hungary 58%

UK 54% Romania 55%

Search Aggregators

Poland 62% Japan 40%

Turkey 62% South Korea 37%

South Korea 60% Taiwan 31%

Czech Republic 59% Hong Kong 25%

Email Mobile Alerts

Belgium 34% Taiwan 32%

Portugal 30% Hong Kong 27%

United States 23% Turkey 24%

France 22% Sweden 22%

TOP MARKETS FOR EACH GATEWAY – SELECTED MARKETS

REUTERS INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF JOURNALISM

Slide 26

For more on news brands and access see country pages in Section 4.

HOW THE MIX OF GATEWAYS TO NEWS  
IS SHIFTING … 

Despite the rise of aggregators, social media and search remain 
the most important gateways to online content, alongside traffic 
coming to their own websites and apps. 

Looking at preferred ways of getting to content across our entire 
70,000 sample we see that destination websites and apps (direct 
access) remain slightly ahead of search and social. But if we add 
together preferences for all other routes, two-thirds of web users 
(65%) now prefer to use a side-door of some kind, rising to three-
quarters (73%) for under-35s. 

At the same time, we also find that behind these averages there are 
very different market-based preferences for how people discover 
and access news. 

•	 People in Scandinavia and the UK are more likely to go directly 
to a website or app. Here strong commercial and public service 
brands have built and marketed powerful news destinations. 

•	 By contrast social media are a hugely popular starting point  
in Latin America as well as some Central and Eastern  
European countries. 

•	 Many Asian markets have a unique model where individual 
media brands are often subsumed within giant portals. Yahoo 
plays this role in Japan as do Naver and Daum in South Korea, 
where aggregators pay content providers an undisclosed 
amount (believed to be around $30m a year) for content 
published through their platforms.
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65% side door access 
(73% for U35s)

Q10a_new2017_rc. Which of these was the **MAIN** way in which you came across news  
in the last week? Base: All who used a news gateway in the last week: All markets = 66,230 

REUTERS INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF JOURNALISM

Slide 25

•	 Email has made a comeback in many markets on the back of 
more personalised technology and mobile delivery. In Belgium 
more people (34%) access news via email than through social 
media. In the United States, where a quarter use email for news 
(23%), the charge has been led by new pure players like Quartz as 
well as the Washington Post, which offers around 70 newsletters 
as part of a strategy to drive both habit and subscription.

•	 Mobile alerts and notifications are most popular in Taiwan 
(32%) and Hong Kong (27%), as well as Sweden (22%). They 
have also grown strongly over the last year in the United States 
(20%) where publishers have been investing heavily in driving 
more content to the lockscreen. 
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MORE PEOPLE ARE DISCOVERING NEWS 
THROUGH ALGORITHMS THAN EDITORS 

We can also add up preferences for content that is selected by an 
algorithm (search, social, and many aggregators) and compare with 
that selected by an editor (direct, email, and mobile notifications). 
More than half of us (54%) prefer paths that use algorithms to 
select stories rather than editors or journalists (44%). This effect 
is even more apparent for those who mainly use smartphones 
(58%) and for younger users (64%). As we discovered in last year’s 
focus groups, younger people tend to be more comfortable with 
algorithmic story selection, perhaps not surprisingly given their 
heavy use of social media.

THE IMPLICATIONS OF MORE ALGORITHMIC 
SELECTION OF STORIES

A key question for policy makers is how this shift to discovering 
content though social media, search, and personalised aggregators 
is affecting the range and type of news we consume. Does it 
broaden or narrow our choices? Is it driving more extreme and 
polarised views? This year we have new evidence that, far from 
restricting content, algorithms are exposing most users to a greater 
range of online sources. Users of search, social media, and online 
aggregation services are significantly more likely to see sources 
they would not normally use (see chart below).

This evidence is backed up by verbal comments from survey 
respondents across multiple countries, many of whom welcomed 
the wider diversity of sources available through digital media, 
especially through social networks. 

44% 54%

34% 64%

2%

OtherEditorial Algorithmic

2%

All

Under 35s

PREFERENCE FOR EDITORIAL OR ALGORITHMIC NEWS  
SELECTION? – ALL MARKETS

Q10a_new2017_rc. Which of these was the MAIN way in which you came across news in the 
last week? Base: Total sample/Under 35s: All markets = 66,230/19,138. 
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PROPORTION THAT AGREE THEY ARE EXPOSED TO SOURCES  
THEY WOULD NOT NORMALLY USE – ALL MARKETS

0

10

20

30

40

50

20

27 27

40
36 35

Disagree

Agree

Aggregators Social mediaSearch engines 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

20
27 27

40
36 35

Disagree
Agree

Aggregators Social mediaSearch engines 

Q12Fi/ii/iii_2017_1. Thinking about when you have used social media/search engines/news 
aggregators…Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statement. – I often see 
news from outlets that I would not normally use. Base: All who used search engines/ social media/
aggregators for news in the last week: All markets = 16,925/48,551/28,441.
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“There are different viewpoints and some things  
that the main media suppress in terms of  
political correctness.”
Male (62), UK 

Social media, search, and aggregators are all different in the range 
of views they offer and the way they are accessed. However, other 
respondents felt that exposure to more sources may not be driving 
the ‘right’ kind of plurality – especially if information comes from  
less reputable providers or ones that carry more extreme  
or partisan views.

“Contradictory articles and trolling and conspiracy 
theory websites are everywhere and sow trouble.”
Female, France

“Too many people giving their version of things  
just leads to confusion for me.”
Female (53), UK 

The extent to which users can control and personalise these three 
environments varies considerably. Aggregators largely offer news 
from a selection of reputable news organisations while social 
media and search start with a universal canvas and filter down 
from there. This is where algorithms come in, though our research 
shows human overrides are a significant part of the picture. In 
social media almost half of our respondents (45%) have actively 
managed the content of their feeds by adding or removing users, 
with around a third (30%) fine-tuning content in other ways, such 
as hiding content from particular users. This activity allows users to 
protect themselves from views they don’t like, but it also opens up 
the possibility that they just end up seeing more of what they like. 

For more on social media, incidental exposure, and echo chambers 
see section 3.4, p. 43.

ATTRIBUTION IN DISTRIBUTED ENVIRONMENTS

A second implication of the shift to distributed consumption 
through search, social, and aggregators relates to the level of 
attribution and recognition for news brands. In last year’s report 
our survey suggested that it is often the platform rather than the 
publisher that gets the credit for the news, while focus group 
respondents talked about how Twitter and Facebook had broken 
some of the most important stories. 

This year, as part of our Digital News Report, we conducted a study 
where we passively tracked usage by a representative sample of 
UK users and then 3,000 surveys were completed to see what they 
could remember about the story and the brand. Overall, we found 
that roughly two-thirds remembered the path through which they 
found the news story (Facebook, Google, etc.), but less than half 
could recall the name of the news brand itself when coming from 
search (37%) and social (47%). Respondents were more likely to 
remember the brand if they had a previous connection with it or 
used it as a main source. 

For more see the upcoming report Attribution in a Distributed 
Environment to be published by the RISJ in July 2017. 
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WE FOLLOW POLITICIANS WE AGREE WITH ON 
SOCIAL MEDIA AND AVOID THOSE WE DON’T 

This year we’ve looked in more detail at how many people follow 
politicians on social media, and the extent to which people only 
follow those with similar views to themselves. Donald Trump is just 
one of a number of prominent politicians looking to use Twitter and 
other networks to talk directly to supporters, as well as to control 
the media agenda.

In a sample of six countries (US, UK, Ireland, Germany, Spain, 
and Australia), we found that over a third of social media users 
(37%) followed at least one politician or political party. Across 
countries, people who do follow politicians are most likely to 
follow a politician or party of the left (20%), followed by the centre 
(16%), while those on the right tend to get less attention (12%). 
This difference can partly be explained by age, given that younger 
groups who use social media heavily tend to be left aligned. High 
levels of political following in the United States (54%) reflect over 
a decade of using digital and social media in political campaigning, 
but it is still striking that they are twice the levels seen in Germany 
(25%). We tend to follow politicians we agree with; respondents on 
the left are five times more likely to follow left-leaning politicians 
on social media than politicians from the right. The same is true in 
reverse in equal proportion. 

This suggests that following politicians on social media may be 
contributing to greater polarisation. On the other hand, we should 
remember that in a pre-digital age political activists would have 
spent a considerable amount of time with people who held similar 
views as well. What is different is the scale of this activity. Over 
half of social media users (54%) in the United States following 
politicians equates to around a third of the entire US online 
population.

For more details see Following Politicians on Social Media  
on our website digitalnewsreport.org

DEVICES FOR NEWS: MOBILE CONTINUES  
ITS ONWARD MARCH

If social media are reaching saturation, the same is also true for 
smartphones – at least in developed markets. In most countries, 
weekly reach for news is at a similar level to last year or falling, 
although we have seen increases in the US (55%) and UK (49%). 

But this doesn’t mean that the smartphone is becoming less 
important. Every year our dependence on these devices continues 
to grow. Taking the United States as an example we can see how, 
over time, far more people are using the smartphone as their MAIN 
device for news, while far fewer are relying on a desktop computer 
or laptop.

FOLLOWING POLITICIANS ON SOCIAL MEDIA –  
SELECTED COUNTRIES

Q12Gi_2017. When using social media for news (e.g. Facebook, Twitter or YouTube) have you 
followed or subscribed to a channel/page of a politician or political party? Please select all that 
apply. Base: Used social media for news in the last week: Selected countries = 7171. Note. Figures are 
based on average of data from US, UK, Australia, Ireland, and Spain.

% following politicians  
by country

United States 54%
United Kingdom 42%
Australia 36%
Ireland 32%
Spain 31%
Germany 25%

Follow a  
left-wing  
politician

Follow 
both

Follow a  
right-wing  
politician

4%20% 12%
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SMARTPHONE NEWS USE 2013-2017 – SELECTED COUNTRIES

Q8B. Which, if any, of the following devices have you used to access news in the last week? 
Please select all that apply. Base: Total 2013-2017 sample in each country.

Q8b6_5. You’ve said you use the following devices to access news in the last week, which is your 
MAIN way of accessing online news? Base: All who used a device for news in the last week: USA = 1926. 

CHANGING DEVICE USE FOR NEWS 2014-2017 – USA
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SMARTPHONE NEWS USE 2013-2017 – SELECTED COUNTRIES

Q8B. Which, if any, of the following devices have you used to access news in the last week? 
Please select all that apply. Base: Total 2013-2017 sample in each country.

Q8b6_5. You’ve said you use the following devices to access news in the last week, which is your 
MAIN way of accessing online news? Base: All who used a device for news in the last week: USA = 1926. 

CHANGING DEVICE USE FOR NEWS 2014-2017 – USA
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AVERAGE NUMBER OF DEVICES USED FOR ACCESSING NEWS – 
SELECTED COUNTRIES

Q8B. Which, if any, of the following devices have you used to access news in the last week? 
Please select all that apply. Base: Total 2014-2017 sample in each country. Note: Average includes 
smartphone, tablet, and computer only. 
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POPULAR LOCATIONS FOR USING THE SMARTPHONE FOR NEWS 
– ALL MARKETS

46%
use their 

smartphones  
for news in bed

32%
access news via 

smartphone in the 
bathroom/toilet

42%
access news via 
smartphones on 
public transport

OPT_Q9a_2017_1. You say you have used the following to access news in the last week, in what 
location have you used these devices TO ACCESS NEWS? Please select all that apply – 
Smartphone Base: All who used smartphone for news in the last week: All markets = 40,464.
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2017 marks the tipping point in the United States, United Kingdom, 
and Norway where smartphones have reached a par with computers 
in terms of news access, but other countries are at very different 
stages of development. In general, Asian and Nordic countries have 
moved furthest along the mobile-first path, with Central, Southern, 
and Eastern European countries still primarily using laptop  
or desktop computers to access news.

While some are still making the transition from computer to 
smartphone, younger populations in our survey are essentially 
starting with a mobile screen. This is particularly the case in  
Latin America where a quarter of our respondents in Mexico 
(24%), and Chile (25%) ONLY use a smartphone for news in  
a given week. The same is true in Singapore (26%), Malaysia 
(27%), and Hong Kong (31%). 

Another measure of the smartphone’s hold over our lives is that, 
in the UK and several other countries, the average number of 
devices used to access news weekly is falling. This makes little 
sense until we consider the changing way in which we are using 
our smartphones in the home. Over half (56%) use the device in 
personal spaces, up substantially from the figure two years ago. 
Almost half of smartphone users (46%) access news in bed and 
32% read or watch news stories when they are in the bathroom  
or toilet. It is simply more convenient to pick up the device that  
is always with you, rather than seek out a computer or tablet  
in another room.

WHICH MARKETS ARE MOST AND LEAST MOBILE? 
 – SELECTED COUNTRIES

Q8b6_5. You’ve said you use the following devices to access news in the last week, which is your 
MAIN way of accessing online news? Base: Around 2000 in each market. Note: Figures showing the 
percentage point difference between those using smartphone and computer as main news source.

Mobile first

Hong Kong (+36)

Singapore (+33)

Chile (+26)

Sweden (+22)

Switzerland (+7)

Tipping point

USA 

UK 

Norway 

Netherlands 

Turkey 

Mobile last

Czech Republic (-52)

Poland (-40)

Greece (-37)

Hungary (-33)

Canada (-24)
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NEWS APPS MAKE A COMEBACK

As the smartphone extends its grip in the home, and becomes the 
central organising device of the digital age, it is worth reflecting on 
the implications for publishers.

As we have shown in previous years, smartphone users are much 
more likely to access via a side-door, increasing the importance of 
platforms such as social media. But our research this year suggests 
use of news apps may be making a comeback. After a period of 
little or no growth, we have seen a jump in the use of news apps 
in almost all countries (see charts on next page). This is much 
more likely to be about more regular usage by existing app users, 
rather than by some surge in new installs. Two key factors are 
likely to be at play: (a) more publishers have enabled deep linking 
to apps from search, social, and email; (b) the substantial increase 
in mobile notifications noted earlier, as publishers pursue loyalty 
strategies and take advantage of new platform capabilities. It is 
no coincidence that the biggest increase in app use has come in 
counties that have seen the biggest increase in mobile notifications 
(US, Australia, South Korea).
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PROPORTION USING NEWS APPS WEEKLY - 2016-2017 –  
SELECTED COUNTRIES

Q10. Thinking about how you got news online (via computer, mobile or any device) in the last 
week, which were the ways in which you came across news stories? Please select all that apply.
Q11. Thinking of the way you looked at news online (via any device) in the last week, which of the 
following ways of consuming news did you use? Please select all that apply. Base: Total 2016-2017 
sample in each country.

Mobile news alerts

Sweden 22% (+6)

USA 20% (+8)

South Korea 19% (+7)

Australia 12% (+4)
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ALEXA, WHAT’S THE NEWS? 

For the first time this year we asked about the use of new voice-
controlled digital assistants such as the Amazon Echo and Google 
Home. Until now, these have only been generally available in the 
United States as well as Germany and the United Kingdom (since 
2016). A range of publishers such as CNN, the BBC, and Spiegel have 
created audio applications – such as news and weather summaries 
– specifically for these devices. Audio fact-checking services are also 
being developed. In the United States 4% of our sample use a voice-
activated speaker – half of them for news. As these devices become 
more widely available, they could disrupt both the smartphone and 
the radio itself. They also help establish Amazon’s role as the fourth 
major platform player in the news market.

VIDEO NOT EVERYTHING IT WAS CRACKED  
UP TO BE?

After the product disruptions around auto-play video (2015) and 
live-social video (2016), consumption appears to have settled 
down into a more regular pattern. This year, instead of focusing 
on a headline figure, we have attempted to understand news 
consumption in three different environments: (a) feed-based 
social networks like Facebook and Twitter, (b) search-based 
platforms like YouTube, and (c) news websites and apps. We also 
categorised content as short-form (less than five minutes), long-
form (more than five minutes), and live. The limitations of survey 
methodologies mean that these numbers will not be ‘precisely’ 
right, but they give us a broad overview of the type of content being 
consumed, as well as the location of that consumption, across all 
70,000 respondents.

There are three key takeaways from these data. (1) Most video being 
consumed is short. (2) On every platform, around half of users don’t 
consume any online news video in a given week. (3) Only a minority 
of video is being consumed on news websites and this is particularly 
true for younger groups and in countries where social media are a 
bigger part of the media mix. As a format, video is already far more 
distributed than text.

EMERGING DEVICES FOR NEWS  – USA, UK, GERMANY

Voice-activated connected speaker Smartwatch

Ever use for any purpose
Used to access news in the last week

Ever use for any purpose
Used to access news in the last week

Q8a/b. Which, if any, of the following devices do you ever use (for any purpose)/for news in the last week? Please select all that apply. Base: Total sample: USA = 2269, UK = 2112, Germany = 2062.
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VIDEO CONSUMPTION BY PLATFORM AND BY TYPE –  
ALL MARKETS
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Q11a_2017. Which type of news related video (eg news, politics, sport, tech, entertainment, 
lifestyle) if any, have you watched online in the last week? Please select all that apply. Via 
social media/Via video platform/On a news website. Base. Total sample: All markets = 71,805.
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Taken together, a number of these factors are making video harder 
to monetise. The biggest player, Facebook, currently does not offer 
any significant monetisation for anything under 90 seconds while 
on news websites current implementations of pre-roll ads are 
widely disliked by users, restricting consumption.

“If I have thirty seconds to get actual news I don’t  
want to spend that thirty seconds going through  
an advertising video.”
Focus group (20–34), USA

Both in focus groups and in our wider survey we asked respondents 
about this contentious issue. The largest group felt five seconds or 
less would be an acceptable exchange for valuable news content, 
with over two-thirds (69%) voting for ten seconds or less. 

Despite greater exposure to online video news, we find that 
overall preferences have changed very little since we started 
tracking this issue four years ago. Across all markets over 
two-thirds (71%) say they mostly consume news in text, with 14% 
using text and video equally. This number has grown slightly in 
the United States but remains at under 10% in the UK and Nordic 
countries where more users get their online news direct from the 
provider. Importantly, there are no significant age differences; 
young people also overwhelmingly prefer text. Having said that, 
in focus groups and open responses, we do find that video is 
increasingly valued as part of a content mix, adding drama and 
context to important stories, to breaking news events such as the 
recent terror attacks in Paris, Nice, Manchester, and Brussels –  
as well as adding to the trustworthiness of content.

For the moment, publishers are stuck in a bind. They feel that 
they need to invest more in video because consumers increasingly 
expect to view as well as read news, but there is very little 
commercial reward for the most popular formats.

PREFERENCE FOR TEXT OR VIDEO FOR NEWS –  
SELECTED MARKETS
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OPTQ11D. In thinking about your online news habits, which of the following statements 
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FAKE NEWS, TRUST, AND POLITICAL POLARISATION

The widespread public debate over fake news and media bias has 
prompted us to look in detail at the issue of trust in the news media 
and in social media. Part of that has been to investigate a link with 
political polarisation and perceived media bias in a number of 
countries. We have explored these issues though our core survey, 
through analysing open-ended answers on trust from 10 countries 
and from our focus group activity in a smaller group of countries 
including the United States.5 

Definitions of ‘fake news’ are fraught with difficulty and 
respondents frequently mix up three categories: (1) news that is 
‘invented’ to make money or discredit others; (2) news that has a 
basis in fact, but is ‘spun’ to suit a particular agenda; and (3) news 
that people don’t feel comfortable about or don’t agree with.

In our analysis very few people can accurately recall having 
seen items in category 1, except in the United States. Indeed, 
respondents in Germany and France routinely use the English 
phrase ‘fake news’, suggesting that this is something that has 
been largely imported rather than a home-grown phenomenon. 
On the other hand, the issue of political bias and the limits of free 
expression are increasingly the subject of heated debate in many 
countries – even if social media may not be entirely to blame.

Our research suggests that the vast majority of news people 
consume still comes from mainstream media and that most of the 
reasons for distrust also relate to mainstream media.

Across all of our countries we see a similar pattern to last year, with 
trust highest in affluent Northern European and Scandinavian 
countries as well as Portugal and Brazil. Once again Central, 
Southern, and Eastern European countries tend to be at the other 
end of the scale, along with some Asian countries where media are 
considered to be too close to government. In Greece and South 
Korea less than a quarter of respondents (23%) agreed that you 
could trust the news most of the time.

In the United States the headline rate (38%) is up, although there is 
a 15-point gap between this and trust in the sources you use (53%). 
Only Hungary, another deeply polarised country, has a bigger gap 
between general trust (31%) and the sources you use (54%). 

5	 UK, US, Canada, Australia, France, Germany, Denmark, Greece, Spain, and Ireland. Focus groups held in UK, US, Finland, and Spain.

	 20Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism /	   Digital News Report 2017



0%

25%

50%

75%

62 60 58
53 51 51 50 50 49 49 49 48 47 46 46 45 43 43 42 42 42 42 40 39 39 39 39 38

32 31 31 30 29 27
23 23

KOR GRE SVK MYSFRATWNHUN CZEUSACROROUITAARGTURSGPAUSHKSWEJPNUKAUT IRESUICHL BELMEXNOR CAN DENGERSPANLDPOLPORBRA FIN

OVERALL TRUST IN NEWS MEDIA – ALL MARKETS

Q6_2016_1/6. Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements. - I think you can trust most news most of the time/I think I can trust most of the news I consume most of the 
time Base: Total sample in each market.
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To understand more about polarisation, we have mapped 
respondents’ political beliefs on a left–right spectrum and 
combined this with the sources of online news they use. The 
mid-point represents the mid-point of political opinion of our 
respondents; in the country in question the size of each bubble 
represents volume of consumption for each brand.6

The resulting map for the United States (see below) shows a deeply 
polarised media landscape, which reflects an equally polarised 
society. The websites of TV networks like ABC, NBC, and CBC are 
used far more by people who self-identify as left-wing, along with 
the New York Times and Washington Post. By contrast the Fox News 
and Breitbart websites are mostly used by people with right-wing 
views. Arguably the gap on the right of this map has provided space 
for a range of hyper-partisan right-wing sites to emerge over the last 
few years. The map shows just online sites, but we should remember 
that polarisation also exists in the print and TV markets. Two-thirds 
of right-wingers watch the Fox News TV channel but only 11% of 
those who identify on the left. The hyper-partisan websites are even 
more split, with 19% of those on the right using Breitbart.com but 
only 2% on the left.

We can compare the US media and audience landscape with two 
very different European countries. The UK online map uses the 
same scale but shows less polarisation amongst the top online 
sources. A third of those who self-identify on the right read the 
Mail Online, 14% in the centre, and 8% on the left. There are a few 
hyper-partisan sites (Breitbart and the Canary) but they attract 
much smaller audiences than in the United States. The BBC, which 
sits in the centre of our chart, is used relatively equally by those 
on the left, centre, and the right and provides a common set of 
facts with a combined online/offline weekly reach of 77%. Having 
said that, the polarising Brexit debate has increased distrust in 
the mainstream media generally from those on both ends of the 
debate, with the BBC particularly under fire. 

“I used to trust and value the BBC news but now  
it’s just a mouthpiece for the liberal leftists.” 
Male (52), UK

“Even the BBC tends to support [a]  
far right winged party nowadays.”  
Female (54), UK 

AUDIENCE MAP FOR THE TOP ONLINE NEWS BRANDS (INCLUDING NEW POLARISED NEWS BRANDS) – USA
Q1F. Some people talk 
about ‘left’, ‘right’ and 
‘centre’ to describe parties 
and politicians. With this in 
mind, where would you 
place yourself on the 
following scale? Q5b. Which 
of the following brands have 
you used to access news 
ONLINE in the last week? 
Please select all that apply. 
Base: Total sample: USA = 
2269. Note: Respondents who 
answered don’t know  
to Q1F were excluded. 
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AUDIENCE MAP FOR THE TOP ONLINE NEWS BRANDS (INCLUDING NEW POLARISED NEWS BRANDS) – UK
Q1F. Some people talk 
about ‘left’, ‘right’ and 
‘centre’ to describe parties 
and politicians. With this in 
mind, where would you 
place yourself on the 
following scale? Q5b. Which 
of the following brands have 
you used to access news 
ONLINE in the last week? 
Please select all that apply. 
Base: Total sample: UK = 2112. 
Note: Respondents who 
answered don’t know to Q1F 
were excluded.
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6	 Polarisation score for each brand is the difference between the mean ideology (measured on a seven-point scale using Q1F) of the audience for each brand and the mean ideology 
of the population as a whole, expressed in multiples of the standard deviation the mean ideology of the population as a whole.
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“I don’t always trust the media, especially in matters 
relating to the refugee crisis”
Female (56), Germany

“There is a lot that is hushed up in the media. There is a 
big difference between German and Arab media even 
when they report the same story.” 
Female (30), Germany

For further details see Polarisation maps in section 4, pp. 54-129.

AUDIENCE MAP FOR THE TOP ONLINE NEWS BRANDS – GERMANY
Q1F. Some people talk 
about ‘left’, ‘right’ and 
‘centre’ to describe parties 
and politicians. With this in 
mind, where would you 
place yourself on the 
following scale? Q5b. Which 
of the following brands have 
you used to access news 
ONLINE in the last week? 
Please select all that apply. 
Base: Total sample: Germany 
= 2062. Note: Respondents 
who answered don’t know to 
Q1F were excluded.
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SEPARATING FACT FROM 
FICTION

In our survey we find a big difference 
between the news media and social media 
in their ability to separate fact from fiction. 
In countries like the US (38%/20%), Canada 
(51%/24%), and the UK (41%/18%), people 
are twice as likely to have faith in the news 
media. Only in Greece do more people trust 
social media (19%/28%) but this has more 
to do with the low opinion of the news 
media in general than the quality  
of information in their news feeds.

In analysing open-ended responses to 
these questions in ten countries we find  
a compelling link between distrust in the 
media and concerns about political bias, 
with over half the comments relating to 
this issue. In the United States, the vast 
majority of mistrust is generated from the 
right (Trump supporters and Republicans), 
because of the media’s perceived ‘liberal 
agenda’. In the UK, mistrust is more likely 
to come from the left, due to a sense  
that the right-wing press is pushing a 
pro-Brexit and pro-government agenda.

PROPORTION THAT AGREE THE NEWS MEDIA/SOCIAL MEDIA DOES A GOOD JOB  
IN HELPING SEPARATE FACT FROM FICTION – SELECTED COUNTRIES 

Q6_2017_1/2. Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements - The news media/social media does a good job in 
helping me distinguish fact from fiction. Base: Total sample in each country 

0%

25%

50%

75%

24
28

36

20
15 18

27
20

24
28

51
47 46 44 42 41 40 38

33

19

Social Media

News Media

GREFRAUSAAUSUKDENGERSPAIRECAN

News Media
Social Media

REUTERS INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF JOURNALISM

Slide 51

TRUST IN THE NEWS BY POLITICAL ALLEGIANCE –  
UK AND US

Q1F. Some people talk about ‘left’, ‘right’, and ‘centre’ to describe 
parties and politicians. With this in mind, where would you place 
yourself on the following scale? Q6_2016_1. Please indicate your 
level of agreement with the following statements: - I think you 
can trust most news most of the time. Showing Agree/Tend to 
Agree. Base: Left/Right: UK = 494/274, USA = 530/533.

0%

25%

50%

75%

50

20

37

51

Right

Le�

USAUK

Left
Right

REUTERS INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF JOURNALISM

Slide 52

7	 Polarisation score for each brand is the difference between the mean ideology (measured on a seven-point scale using Q1F) of the audience for each brand and the mean ideology 
of the population as a whole, divided by the standard deviation of the mean ideology of the population.

Finally, we find a very different picture in Germany where all the 
media brands are clustered around the centre.7 The mainstream 
media in Germany is sometimes described as corporatist; not 
sufficiently challenging of the political and economic elites. During 
the immigration crisis of 2015 and 2016, right-wing groups revived 
a phrase from the Nazi era, Lügenpresse (lying press), to complain 
about suppression of debate and perceived left-wing bias. On the 
other hand this corporatist mix suits most Germans. Given the 
weight of history, most are wary of allowing extreme views to 
flourish in digital and social media.
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In terms of distrust in social media, many of the same themes 
emerge. There is a sense in some countries that feeds are being 
overwhelmed or polluted by different political agendas.

“It’s a petri dish for ideological fake news.”
Male (32), USA

“There is no telling who is sharing what, and most  
titles are clickbait-y, so people share them without 
actually reading what the information is within  
the article.” 
Female (21), USA

Platforms like Facebook are increasingly trying to find answers 
to these problems by working with fact-checkers to show when 
stories are disputed before they are shared. They are also looking 
to find ways of exposing users to content beyond their political 
bubbles through news related content experiments.8

Once again, however, it is dangerous to overstate these issues, 
which are seen as much less of a problem in many European 
countries and for younger respondents. For many of those who 
have configured their own feeds, social media can provide a 
convenient stream of reliable news, often exposing audiences to 
new perspectives.

“You find information there that you can’t find on the 
major news channels. Certain sites (e.g. Demeure du 
Chaos) publish quite well-argued articles that are 
outside the box.”
Male (59), France

“For the most part, I think it’s easy to spot fake news. I’m 
not influenced by social media. I know how to weigh up 
the different sides of an argument.”
Female (59), France.

THE VALUE OF DIFFERENT BRANDS

Another important finding this year is that certain brands 
play a disproportionate role in creating trust and distributing 
common facts, particularly on serious issues like politics and 
international news.

For the first time we publish data about people’s perception of 
four key attributes of online news consumption: (1) accuracy and 
reliability, (2) helping with understanding complex issues, (3) 
communicating strong viewpoints and opinions, and (4) providing 
amusing and entertaining content. 

Looking at the BBC in the UK, we can see that two-thirds of its 
users (70%) think it is ‘best for’ accurate and reliable news but only 
28% think it’s good at amusing or entertaining. Less than a quarter 
of Guardian readers (21%) think it is best for reliable news (because 
the BBC plays that role for many), but almost half (45%) value it for 
opinion and viewpoints. 

Meanwhile BuzzFeed News, despite heavy investment in high-
quality investigations this year, is still struggling to cast off its legacy 
as purveyor of listicles and quizzes and is instead valued most for 
entertaining and amusing content by its own user base.

In Italy, we find a slightly different picture with no single brand 
considered best for accurate and reliable news. This function is  
more widely shared between the online edition of a number of 
major newspapers (La Repubblica, Corriere della Sera), TV channels 
online such as TG24com and the news agency ANSA, which has 
developed a consumer reputation for fast reliable news (46% of 
its users consider it is best for this). As in the UK, it tends to be 
organisations with a newspaper background like Il Fatto Quotidiano 
that score best for strong opinions (46% of its users rate it best 
here). Fanpage.it, which has focused distribution via social channels 
is considered best for amusing and entertaining content.

ATTRIBUTES FOR SELECTED NEWS BRANDS – UK ATTRIBUTES FOR SELECTED NEWS BRANDS – UK
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Q5c_2017_rc_1-4. You say you use the following brands for **online** news. In your experience, 
which of these is best for – Providing accurate and reliable news/Helping me understand 
complex issues/Providing strong viewpoints or opinions/Amusing or entertaining me. Base:  
All that used BBC News online/Guardian online/BuzzFeed News in the last week: UK = 1076/378/174.

Q5c_2017_rc_1-4. You say you use the following brands for ONLINE news. In your experience, 
which of these is best for – Providing accurate and reliable news/Helping me understand 
complex issues/Providing strong viewpoints or opinions/Amusing or entertaining me. Base:  
All that used BBC News online/Guardian online/BuzzFeed News in the last week: UK = 1076/378/174.

Accurate/Reliable 70%

Accurate/Reliable 21%

Accurate/Reliable 2%

Strong viewpoints 40%

Strong viewpoints 45%

Strong viewpoints 8%

Understand issues 63%

Understand issues 30%

Understand issues 7%
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Amusing/entertaining 55% 
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8	 https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2017/04/news-feed-fyi-new-test-with-related-articles

AUDIENCE MAP FOR THE TOP ONLINE NEWS BRANDS – GERMANY
Q1F. Some people talk 
about ‘left’, ‘right’ and 
‘centre’ to describe parties 
and politicians. With this in 
mind, where would you 
place yourself on the 
following scale? Q5b. Which 
of the following brands have 
you used to access news 
ONLINE in the last week? 
Please select all that apply. 
Base: Total sample: Germany 
= 2062. Note: Respondents 
who answered don’t know to 
Q1F were excluded.
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ATTRIBUTES FOR SELECTED NEWS BRANDS – ITALY
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Q5c_2017_rc_1-4. You say you use the following brands for **online** news. In your experience, 
which of these is best for – Providing accurate and reliable news/Helping me understand 
complex issues/Providing strong viewpoints or opinions/Amusing or entertaining me. Base:  
Base: All that used ANSA/Il Fatto Quotidiano/Fanpage in the last week: Italy = 422/308/163.

Q5c_2017_rc_1-4. You say you use the following brands for ONLINE news. In your experience, 
which of these is best for – Providing accurate and reliable news/Helping me understand 
complex issues/Providing strong viewpoints or opinions/Amusing or entertaining me. Base:  
Base: All that used ANSA/Il Fatto Quotidiano/Fanpage in the last week: Italy = 422/308/163.

ATTRIBUTES FOR SELECTED NEWS BRANDS – ITALY
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For further details on brand attributes see relevant country pages.

The dynamics of online news, where consumers can pick and mix 
between brands, means there is now less need for any one brand 
to deliver the entire package. In many countries, there are a small 
number of brands that people turn to for general news and this 
is requiring other organisations to be more distinctive and more 
specific in terms of their focus. 

These dynamics are still emerging but they mark a major change 
from the shape of the media landscape in the offline space.

For an industry perspective on these trends, see Melissa Bell’s essay 
‘Viewpoint: We Broke the News” p. 30.

THE BUSINESS OF JOURNALISM

This year our survey included an extended set of questions about 
attitudes to paying for news. These data are supported by diaries 
and focus groups in four countries: the US, UK, Finland, and Spain. 
In general, we find a continued reluctance to pay for online news 
in any form – overall more than eight in ten (84%) have not paid in 
the last year. Having said that, we have seen a significant increase 
in the United States in the wake of the Trump victory where 
overall payment (including one-off payments and donations) has 
risen to 16%, with ongoing digital subscriptions running at half 
that (8%). These findings are consistent with figures released 
by news organisations, which show a significant Trump bump. 
The New York Times added around 500,000 digital subscribers 
in the six months since the election and the Wall Street Journal 
has added around 200,000 members. Our data show much of 
this growth has come from those on the left and the young – 
effectively showing support for the media’s efforts to hold the 
president and his policies to account. 

Over a quarter of respondents in the United States (29%) said a key 
reason for paying was because they ‘want to help fund journalism’. 
That figure is twice as high as the all-country average (13%) and 
helps explain why we’ve seen such a change in the last year.

Donations are up too – tripling in the United States and Australia in 
the last year, albeit from a very low base. The Guardian has reported 
selling 230,000 memberships at between £6 and £60 a month by 
March 2017, along with 160,000 one-off donations from around  
the world.9 

ONLINE NEWS PAYMENT REMAINS FLAT BUT THERE HAS 
BEEN AN UPSURGE IN THE USA – SELECTED COUNTRIES

Q7a. Have you paid for ONLINE news content, or accessed a paid for ONLINE news service in 
the last year? (This could be a digital subscription, combined digital/print subscription or one off 
payment for an article or app or e-edition). Base: Total 2014-2017 sample in each country.
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9	 http://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2017/04/27/guardian-claims-progress-heavy-losses-holds-talks-manchester 
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In terms of the wider international picture, the biggest success story 
is in the Nordic region (see map), where rates of ongoing digital 
subscription are as high as 15% in Norway and 12% in Sweden, 10%  
in Denmark and 7% in Finland. Much of this relates to the strong 
reading tradition alongside a culture of print subscription, which  
has been transferred to digital through bundling and free trials. 
We’ve also seen a wide range of innovation in paywall techniques  
in this region including metered, freemium, and in some cases (e.g. 
Aftenposten) both at the same time. This region is also at the cutting 
edge of technology, using big data models to predict churn and 
experimenting with dynamic differential pricing for new customers. 

Despite this the main reasons cited for why non-payers remain 
reluctant to part with their cash are the widespread availability 
of free content (54%), and the fact that a ‘favourite brand’ doesn’t 
currently charge (29%). A much smaller proportion says news is 
not worth paying for. In focus groups too, we detected a sense that 
many more could be persuaded.

“While it’s free, I’ll happily not pay for it. If there  
was a concerted effort, I think I’d pay – happily.”  
Male (40+), UK

On the other hand there was no consensus on the best way 
of charging. Subscriptions worked for some, but not for all, 
particularly those who’d got used to moving freely from one  
site to another.

“I like to get news from all different sources, so if  
I’m going to pay for one, that’s frustrating to me.” 
Female (24–35), USA 

While subscription is picking up in the US, in Southern and Central 
European countries like Greece, Italy, and Spain most online content 
remains free as there isn’t the subscription culture to build on. 
Significantly, there is also less disposable income and less willingness 
to pay for online media in general. Users in Greece are ten times 
less likely to pay for a music subscription like Spotify than those in 
Sweden (3% compared with 32%). Users in Hungary are seven times 
less likely to pay for an online TV subscription like Netflix or Amazon 
Prime than those in Norway (5% compared with 35%).

Meanwhile in many Asian countries there has been less of an 
immediate business incentive to pursue digital subscription 
aggressively. In Japan, print remains extraordinarily lucrative, while 
in South Korea newspaper groups depend heavily on government 
advertising as well as payment for content they supply to portals 
Naver and Daum. In markets like Hong Kong, banner advertising 
still commands comparatively high premiums and supports the 
employment of large numbers of journalists at publications like 
Apple Daily.

Simply put, there is no one size fits all model that is likely to work 
everywhere. It is much harder to make a news subscription work 
in some countries than others. Other business models, such as 
advertising, donations, and syndicated content, will remain a 
critical part of the mix for many years to come.

Read more analysis on the reasons for paying and not paying  
for news, section 3.1, p. 34. 

1% 2% 3% 4% 5% 6% 7% 8% 9% 10% 11% 12% 13% 14% 15%

PROPORTION THAT HAVE AN ONGOING ONLINE NEWS SUBSCRIPTION – SELECTED COUNTRIES

Country Ongoing Subscription %
Norway 15
Sweden 12
Denmark 10
USA 8
Australia 8
Finland 7
Romania 5
Italy 5
Poland 4
Netherlands 4
Belgium 4
Switzerland 4
Hungary 4
Ireland 4
Portugal 4
Spain 4
Canada 4
Austria 4
Slovakia 3
France 3
Croatia 3
Germany 3
UK 3
Czech Republic 2
Greece 2

Q7ai. You said you have accessed paid for ONLINE news content in the last year… Which, if any, of the following ways have  
you used to pay for ONLINE news content in the last year? Please select all that apply. Base: Total sample in each country.
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AD-BLOCKING ON HOLD 

One threat to the news industry seems a little less pressing.  
Our data show that there has been no significant increase in  
ad-blocking over the last year.

Around a quarter (24%) continue to use software that magically 
removes all advertisements. The figure is highest in Greece (36%) 
and Poland (32%) and lowest in Japan (13%) and South Korea 
(12%). Crucially, despite industry fears, it has not spread to the 
smartphone where only less than one in ten (7%) have worked  
out how to install blockers or browsers that block by default.

The threat has not gone away. In focus groups, those who were not 
aware of them expressed strong interest in using them, but for the 
moment usage is largely confined to the desktop. Younger groups 
are also almost twice as likely to use them.

Another hopeful sign has been the increasing proportion of 
respondents (43%) who have agreed to temporarily turn off 
their ad-blocker for particular news sites. Publishers have been 
experimenting with different approaches, ranging from messages 
that ‘ask nicely’, to offering ad-free subscription alternatives, and 
blocking content completely. The tough love approach seems to 
have worked best with over half of those who had whitelisted a site 
(58%) saying they did it because it was the only way they could see 
the content. A quarter (26%) responded to messages explaining 
that sites need advertising to survive.
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PROPORTION THAT ARE CURRENTLY USING AN AD-BLOCKER – ALL MARKETS

QAD4. On which, if any, of the following personal devices do you CURRENTLY use software that allows you to block adverts on the internet? Base: Total sample in each market.
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Opt_QAD5i. Base: All who have ever disabled their ad-blocker: All markets = 11,513. 
Note: This question was not asked in Ireland and Australia.

“It depends on the source I’m looking into. If it’s a 
reliable source I usually remove it and take the 
advertising, and then I put it back on, it’s like a  
wall that doesn’t let that mass advertising in.” 
Focus group (35–54), Spain

“On some websites I don’t use it if I think the website 
deserves the ad income … I don’t use them on special 
interest pages where I know they need the money.” 
Focus group (35–54), Finland
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CONCLUSION

Journalism is being hit by forces that have been building for some 
time but the past year has seen this story break out from its media 
bubble to attract the attention of policy makers, politicians, and 
even the wider public. The news itself has become the news.

The abundance of content on the internet combined with new 
forms of distribution have contributed to a crisis of confidence 
in journalism where it is hard to distinguish verified facts 
from untruths, ‘alternative facts’, or information that is laced 
with extreme agendas. At the same time, the production of 
undifferentiated news, often with clickbait-y headlines, is now 
being exposed by social distribution where consumers are less 
aware of the original sources and don’t go out of their way  
to choose a specific news brand. 

As a result we are reaching a crisis point where the pressure is 
building on both media companies and platforms to come up 
with solutions. That’s why we are seeing more news organisations 
refocusing on quality, unique journalism that people would 
be prepared to pay for,10 as well as ways to demonstrate the 
transparency, fairness, and accountability of their journalism 
(fact-checking, reader editors, etc.). And there is also a new focus 
on audience engagement, on driving ‘quality reach’ rather than 
just big numbers, and on building habit though email and mobile 
notifications. But these are not universal trends. In Asia, Latin 
America, and Southern Europe the focus on advertising income 
continues, while the willingness (or ability) of readers to pay  
directly is more limited.

From the platform perspective, there is an increased recognition 
that algorithms are rarely neutral, nor can they deal with the 
nuances and complexities of our modern world. As regulators and 
legislators circle in the wings, Google and Facebook are responding 
in various ways including – in the news area – through partnerships 
with independent fact-checkers and the testing of new algorithms 
that attempt to break people out of their bubbles.11 They know too 
that their long-term business depends on building far higher levels 
of trust than our survey demonstrates people currently have in 
social media in particular.

And then, even if those issues are resolved, the business questions 
remain. How can news organisations create enough value to 
persuade people to pay? Through cooperation and partnership can 
they create enough scale to compete with Google and Facebook in 
the advertising market, or at least within specific niches? What mix 
of models can bring in enough money to sustain quality journalism? 
Can the market provide all the solutions or might public subsidy be 
required, and if so with what implications for independence in an 
increasingly polarised political environment? 

This year’s survey does at least include some more optimistic 
signs; the emergence of donations and other evidence of public 
support for journalism should encourage non-profits. The uptick 
in subscriptions in the United States is helpful, but is unlikely to 
be enough on its own. Ad-blockers may be in abeyance but the 
problem of getting display advertising to work on a mobile screen 
is yet to be solved. In parts of the world, membership models are 
emerging as just one of a number of potential new revenue sources 
while our country pages across 36 countries showcase more 
innovation around business models, distribution, and formats than 
we’ve seen for some time. 

The crisis over fake news could be the best thing that has happened 
to journalism – or the worst. It is certainly focusing minds and 
wallets. Next year’s chapter in this on-going story will be fascinating 
to watch.

10	Mark Thompson, CEO, New York Times: ‘We want every story we report, every column of opinion we publish, to be worth paying for.’ https://www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2016/dec/16/fake-news-journalism-digital 

11	 BuzzFeed, Facebook’s Charm Offensive: https://www.buzzfeed.com/craigsilverman/facebook-charm-offensive
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Section 2
Viewpoint: 
We broke the news media,  
how can we fix them?
Melissa Bell 
Publisher and co-founder, Vox Media
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