
Project Workshop on the State of the News Media in Selected Australian Regions: 

Background Paper 

How does one analyse and assess the ‘news media landscape’ of a selected Australian region or city? If 

one’s interest lies primarily in coverage of local news (news people get about their own communities), 

the research report How News Happens: A Study of the News Ecosystem of One American City 

provides a possible model. The study, undertaken by the Pew Center’s Project for Excellence in 

Journalism, can be found at http://www.journalism.org/analysis_report/how_news_happens 

 

The study analysed the news ‘ecosystem’ of Baltimore as it operated with respect to local news in the 

week July 19-25, 2009. It was prompted by concerns that traditional news media, particularly 

newspapers, were either dying or functioning with significantly reduced editorial resources because 

the economic model that had been subsidizing professional journalism was collapsing. Certainly, the 

number of new media outlets was growing but it was not clear that these were providing the kind of 

‘enterprise’ news coverage (original journalism) that characterises quality newspapers. 

 

The study involved the following steps: 

1. Identifying all of the media outlets in Baltimore that were active in producing or disseminating 

local public affairs news. 53 such outlets were identified, including 6 newspapers, 4 

newspaper websites, 4 TV stations, 7 radio talk shows, and 10 new media blogs. 

 

2. Capturing and saving all local news content disseminated by these outlets for three selected 

days within the designated week. 715 relevant items from 41 different outlets were identified 

and subjected to content analysis in terms of geographic focus, format (includes whether the 

news story is the product of original reporting or drawn from another news source), topic etc. 

 

3. Analysing in more detail six main ‘story threads’ as they developed across various media 

outlets in the course of the week. The purpose was to ‘see how the ecosystem moved, how 

information travelled from one sector to another, who initiated the news and who was the 

first to transmit and frame the narratives that the rest of the media followed’ (p. 7). For 

example, the release of the governor’s plan to cut the state budget (one of the story threads) 

generated 69 stories across the various media in the sample period. 

 

4. Providing some historical perspective by showing, through the use of Factiva searches, that 

newspapers were producing less local news in 2009 than in previous years. 

 

Some findings of the study were that: 

1. ‘While the news landscape has rapidly expanded, most of what the public learns is still 

overwhelmingly driven by traditional media – particularly newspapers’ (p. 1). Of the total 

stories in the sample, 80% ‘simply repeated or repackaged previously published information’ 

(p. 1). 95% of stories which did contain new information came from traditional media (though 

such material often appeared first on websites owned by traditional media outlets). 

 



2. Twitter and local media websites played only a limited role (in, for example breaking news or 

providing new material). They worked ‘mainly as an alert system and a way to disseminate 

stories from other places’ (p. 2). 

 

3. Newspapers were producing less local news than in previous years. ‘As the press scales back 

on original reporting and dissemination, reproducing other people’s work becomes a bigger 

part of the news media system’ (p. 4). In the ‘budget cutbacks’ story, ‘71% of all the stories 

were triggered by the governor’s statements’ while ‘just 7% were the result of press 

enterprise’ (p. 7). 

 

Comment: The study tracks the way stories travel from one media sector to another. This allows the 

researchers to assess the relative contribution of different news media outlets to original reporting 

and to identify news aggregators. While there is some historical perspective, this is essentially a 

‘snapshot’ study of one region. There is little to compare it with. Perhaps there are other similar 

studies available? 

 

The study tells us nothing about audiences and their changing news consumption patterns. Nor does it 

say anything about community perceptions of the changing news landscape. 
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