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Abstract

A survey of computer industry journalista (= 101) explored usage and perceptions of public
relations web sites as a newsgathering tool within the theoretical framework of journalistic conventions
and routines, information subsidies and market-driven journalism. Regression analysis was used f
identify the best predictors of web use for four key seminal questions. Depending on the specific
guestions, critical predictors of web use were the information value of the content, source credibility anc
reputation, perceptions about cost- and time-savings, and self-reported total hours of use. Implicatior
for the future of sponsored web sites are discussed.
© 2003 Elsevier Science Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Public relations practitioners have widely adopted web technology to communicate with
key constituents, including journalist®ublic relations professionals can use the web to reach
audiences anywhere in the world, 24 h a day, 7 days a Wé¢khe same time, reporters and
editors are less limited when accessing sources by restrictions imposed by geographic spa
and time delays in the delivery of information. News production cycles also have been reduce!
from hours to minute$.

The relationship between public relations practitioners and journalists undergoes continuou
change, but the adoption of the web technology has accelerated the change bAscesssult,
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practitioners would benefit from a better understanding of how journalists use and perceive the
role of the web in their work. This investigation was designed to gain insights on what factors
influence journalists’ use of the web as a newsgathering tool.

1.1. Previous research on web use by journalists

Growing numbers of journalists use the World Wide Web as a reporting tool. Journalists cite
as among the most appealing reasons the scope and depth of information, as well as the speec
at which information can be retrieved. One researcher argues that the web has vastly improved
the efficiency and effectiveness of reporting. Journalists can quickly find newsmakers, conduct
background research about businesses and individuals, identify new story ideas, and locate
public and private information stored in digital form.

Middleberg and Ross have conducted the most extensive research on journalists and the
web. In their annual media study, based on 400 responses from a sample of 4,000 editors and
reporters (but representing only a 10% response rate), 91% of editors at daily newspapers and
magazines said they or their staff use online services for article research. When reporting on
a breaking story after hours, journalists first attempt to contact the source, but then turn to
company web sites for informatiéhA similar study found that journalists in the high-tech
arena use the web more than 5h a week to conduct research.

Evidence suggests journalists have become suspect of “cyberspace content” because of a lack
of editorial review and rigor. As the web has become a boundless receptacle for information,
journalists face a tradeoff between information quantity and qualitgleed, the credibility of
information on the Internet has emerged as a significant issue. When journalists were asked to
rank the various types of online sources from “not credible” to “highly credible,” only trade
association sites were rated “credible” more frequently than they were rated “not credible.”
Interestingly, the types of sites included those sponsored by nonprofit/public interest groups
and activists in addition to for-profit corporatiohJhis is problematic because credibility is
one of the most important attributes of sources in public relatitns.

In large measure, the web is still an under-utilized channel to deliver information. Poten-
tially, the web allows public relations firms and their clients to shift from merely delivering
“content” to journalists to using technology to lure journalists. However, this greater oppor-
tunity will put pressure on the resources of PR firms and departments if they are to take
maximum advantage of this new tddlAs one prominent editor says, “The web ought to be
the first place reporters look for information. PR people need to work with clients on making
web sites more useful . There’s plenty that can be don&Tronically, one critic suggests PR
professionals must do a better job to work with clients to develop web sites. Among common
criticisms lodged against PR web sites is the omission of product details and basic press contact
information!®

1.2. Theoretical foundations

Three separate threads of theory about the relationship between journalists and sources
provided the foundation for this study.
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1.2.1. Web sites as routine newsgathering sources

Research on the sociology of news work focuses on newsgathering as a process in whic
newsworkers deal with the uncertainties of their work through routinization, or the developmen
and reliance upon regular sources of dependable information. Christopher says, “News is
social construction rooted in journalistic routines and practiéés.”

Gans found news organizations to be unique among corporate entities because the inform
tion from which they produce their product is obtained without charge. This attracts reporters tc
sources that need publicity but not money. Since reporters typically have only a short period o
time to gather information, they must “attempt to obtain the most suitable news from the fewes
number of sources quickly and easily, and with the least strain on the organization’s bttdget.”
Gans observed, “journalists actively pursue only a small number of regular sources who hav
been available and suitable in the past, and are passive toward [seeking] other possible ne
sources.®

Developing relationships with news sources is essential to the news media and is an inte
active, two-way proces¥.Journalists must find dependable, trustworthy sources from among
all possible suppliers of news. Meanwhile sources, including public relations practitioners,
try to cultivate relationships that will improve their chances of placing client material, thus
enhancing their access to audiences.

Web sites probably have done more to routinize the process of newsgathering than an
other technology since the invention of the telephone. Reporters can access text and graphi
from sources around the world on a 24-h-a-day, 7-days-a-week basis. Journalists don’t nee
to leave their offices to check for updated information on web sites. In tandem with e-mail
and newsgroups, web sites enable journalists to follow new developments instantaneousl
provided that information is posted by news sources promptly. As a result, more and more
news decisions are being made heuristically, based on mere accessibility and availability o
the web. Importantly, journalists who rely upon the web must possess high levels of compute
literacy and strong analytical skill$.

1.2.2. Web sites as information subsidies

Researchers suggest that public relations practitioners contribute to the routinization of new
work by providing information subsidies, wherein sources package news for journalists anc
thus underwrite the cost of researching, collecting and writing newsworthy mafdfishman
contends that government agencies, corporate bureaucracies, and community organizatio
thus sustain the costs of news production. This “invisible subsidy” is the foundation for today’s
news organizatior’

Gandy characterized the exchange of information as a subsidy when “the source of the
information causes it to be made available at something less than the cost a user would face
the absence of the subsidy.” Gandy argues that in order to reduce the cost of their work an
to increase efficiency, journalists, government agencies and others routinely go to sources th
provide subsidie$! This can often include greater dependence upon or substitution of sources
of information that require less effort to locéte.

In the subsidization process, newsworkers (and their employers) benefit from cost- ant
time-savings that permit the production of an economic and marketable product. The benef
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forthe news source, of course, is to gain visibility and credence for a particular idea. Information
subsidization is a part of the process of agenda-building by advocates. To the degree that such
efforts influence public awareness of particular topics, and to the possible exclusion of others,
media agenda-setting occirs.

As much as one-half of the content in the American news system is generated in some
way with the assistance of public relations soureBhe advent of web sites as newsgath-
ering sources will undoubtedly accelerate this trend, leading to further institutionalization
of newsgathering routines and to the subsidization of the newsgathering process. Desktop
computers have become electronic publicity vending machines that enable editors and
reporters to download text and graphics, edit material with a minimum of effort, and then
electronically transfer files to their own content production system with minimum effort.
Organizations with the resources and resolve to provide news organizations with timely infor-
mation in a usable format thus can enjoy advantages that other organizations or causes cannot
exploit.

1.2.3. Market-driven journalism

The implications of routinization and information subsidies are readily apparent in light of
the increasing economic pressures on media industries. These pressures have caused owner
and journalists to focus on more cost-efficient methods of newsgathering.

McManus claims that two sets of values coexist in modern news organizations, rooted in
journalism and business. Journalistic values are predicated on the notions of the public’s need
to know and place a premium on the allocation of unlimited resources of time and money
for news discovery, selection, and reporting. Business values, by contrast, view news as a
commodity to be produced with optimal efficiency.

McManus argues that the logic that drives news production routines is inevitably economic.
He suggests that news organizations compete and engage in exchanges in four markets. These
involve investors, advertisers, consumers, and sodrcEsus, the goals of news organizations
are “to offer the least expensive mix of content that protects the interests of sponsors and
investors while garnering the largest audience advertisers will pay to ré&ch.”

Critics charge that owners and managers have allowed business concerns to control editorial
content by weakening journalistic values and reducing standards. Although economic and
other concerns of owners have always been present, pressures on newsworkers in the past were
often subtl€®’ However, Underwood suggests that media executives today often institute tough
newsroom management systems “in order to bring along newsworkers reluctant to buy into the
philosophy of market-oriented journalisrff”

The advent of the World Wide Web offers obvious opportunities to help news organizations
lower their costs of operations, despite the fact that the web is also the source of competition,
by providing audiences with direct access to a larger array of news information. Flat-fee sub-
scriptions for access to the Internet have virtually eliminated the incremental costs associated
with researching particular stories. This might be a particular advantage for news organizations
with smaller staffs or larger news hol&slf media organizations, in fact, strive to increase
profits and reduce reporting costs, it is valuable to determine how journalists use the World
Wide Web for newsgathering to save time and effort.
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2. Investigation
2.1. Research questions

Drawing upon the somewhat limited research to date about journalists’ use of the web an
the conceptual framework outlined above, this study sought to develop a better understandir
of how public relations-sponsored web sites have become a part of journalists’ newsgatherin
routines. The study also sought to identify characteristics of sponsored web sites that mak
them attractive, thus increasing journalists’ use of web sites as information subsidies. Finally
the study sought to examine the degree to which journalists were cognizant of the potentie
economic benefits of web sites in their work.

If web sites have become an integral part of newsgathering routines, the adoption of wel
sites might be evidenced in a variety of ways. Besides hours of web usage by journalists
routines can be measured in terms of the levels of perceived personal reliance upon web site
The higher the level of reliance, the more web sites might be considered to have become
conventional part of the complex process of newsgathering. Thus it would be valuable to als
understand if particular situations or conditions, such as being on deadline, influence relianc
upon web sites. These assumptions led to the study’s first two research questions:

R1 To what degree do journalists rely upon web sites as a source of information as part ©
their newsgathering routines?

R2 What situational factors related to the journalists’ work explain web usage?

If web sites are viewed as valuable information subsidies, a second major area of investigatio
centered on journalists’ perceptions of the content and sponsors of web sites. Simply pu
information subsidies are more likely to be used when the content is perceived as being valuab
or providing useful, timely and informative information. Yet a long tradition of communication
research also suggests that source characteristics influence message ass&smestady
also sought to consider how perceptions about the source, including credibility, type, reputatior
and reliability, might influence journalists’ use of web sites. This led to two additional research
guestions:

R3 To what extent is web site content important to journalists?

R4 How do perceptions about web site sponsors influence journalists?

To investigate the notion that web sites provide economic advantages in a market-driven er
vironment, this study also examined perceptions about the potential economic benefits derive
by journalists and their employers through the use of web sites in newsgathering. Assumin
that journalists have become increasingly aware of the need for efficiency in the newsgatherin
process, as suggested by market-driven journalism theory, the researchers wanted to know:

R5 Do journalists perceive web sites as providing economic advantages in day-to-day news
gathering?

Finally, it was assumed that adoption of web technology was not necessarily uniform among
journalists, but rather is moderated by individual characteristics of the journalists themselves
As a beginning point for understanding the influence of individual differences, this study
focused on key demographic variables, including age, gender, education, job title and size «
the operation where journalists worked. Thus, the study sought to answer the question:
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R6 How do demographic characteristics of journalists influence web usage and reliance,
views about content and sources, and perceptions about economic advantages of web sites?

2.2. Method

To investigate these questions, a mail survey was conducted among computer industry
journalists in the United States. Computer industry journalists were selected because they
were considered to be among the savviest users of web sites. The use of a narrow category of
journalists also enhanced the homogeneity of respondents, thus reducing potential sources of
extraneous variance and contributing to the reliability and internal validity of the findings.

Bacon’s Magazine Directory 2000, a leading public relations industry resource for media
information, provided the sampling frame. A total of 400 publications were identified in
Bacon’s section on computer industry publications representing a combination of consumer,
business-to-business, and technical titles. All eight subgroups were included. Publications thus
covered: (a) computer technology/data management, (b) general interest, (c) software/operating
systems, (d) Internet, (e) industry applications, (f) related interests, (g) computer/video games,
and (h) marketing/retailing/resellirfg.

Because publications vary considerably in size, and because reporters tend to change jobs
and are sometimes not listed in Bacon’s by name, a sampling scheme was adopted where the
highest-ranking editorial worker for a publication was chosen. Thus, the sample included ed-
itors/publishers, managing editors, senior/technical editors, reporters, or editorial assistants—
chosen in that order. In compiling the list, duplicate names from chain publishers were elimi-
nated. In such cases, where possible, a second name from the same editorial office was substi-
tuted. Because of the nature of editorial work, it was deemed important to address surveys to
individuals by name, although some questionnaires might have been opened and/or completed
by other staff members.

Surveys were mailed in Spring 2000, and followed the survey procedure recommended by
Dillman.®? The initial mailing included a questionnaire and postage-paid return envelope, as
well as a cover lettering soliciting participation and explaining that the focus was on sponsored
web sites that journalists might use to gather information from sources. A follow-up reminder
postcard was mailed 2 weeks later to journalists who had not returned the instrument. Finally,
a third letter and duplicate questionnaire were mailed to all nonrespondents. The result of this
diligence was receipt of 101 usable surveys, representing a 25% response rate.

The four-page instrumentincluded 73 closed-ended questions designed to operationalize the
concepts outlined above. For most of the questions, respondents were asked to reactto a series o
statements using a 7-point scale to which they could answer on a continuum from strongly agree
or strongly disagree. Separately, a battery of semantic differential items examined journalists’
perceptions about web content in general. Key demographic data were collected at the end of
the survey, including hours of use of the web (on and off the job), age, education, circulation
size, previous training on using the web, and job title. The format of the instrument and wording
of items were pre-tested and modified using a sample of local business journalists and advanced
newswriting students.

Clusters of questions were used to measure key constructs, and were later subjected to factor
and reliability analysis. Nine of these multiple-item measures were deemed sufficiently reliable
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(generally Cronbach’a > 0.70) to use as scales for analysis purposes (described in tables).
The majority of the items that didn’t fall into usable indices involved characteristics of web
sites that influenced usage. Findings were deemed statistically signifigart a25.

2.3. Characteristics of respondents

The demographics of respondents were remarkably well distributed. The mean and media
age was 41 years old, editors/publishers represented 39.6% of respondents, while 32.7% we
managing editors, 10.9% were senior/technical editors, and 15.8% were reporters or editori
assistants. Importantly, the respondents were active journalists: When asked how frequent
they researched and reported stories, 34.7% reported very frequently, 23.8% somewhat fr
guently, and 18.8% frequently. Only 20% said infrequently or never. In general, as job respon
sibilities increased, the frequency of writing and researching articles also increase@6,

p < .000). A one-way analysis of variance suggested that the pattern was not completel
linear. Instead, managing editors at larger publications devote slightly less time to researchin
and writing than either editors, senior/technical editors or reporters.

More than one-half of the journalists held bachelor's degrees (52%), while an exception-
ally large proportion (39%) had completed some post-graduate courses or held an advanct
degree. Only about 9% had not completed college. The high proportion of respondents with ac
vanced education reflects the fact that many technical publications seek editorial workers witl
specialized knowledge in the field. Gender was closely divided (54% male; 46% female).
Monthly publications represented the most common frequency of distribution (66.3% of
respondents). The mean circulation of publications where respondents worked was 103,78
the largest circulation reported was two million copies per issue.

3. Findings
3.1. Journalists’ use and reliance on web sites

R1focused onthe degree to which journalists relied upon web sites in their routine newsgatt
ering activities. Journalists reported they spent a mean average of 3.39 h a day on the Intern
at work, while they spent 1.37 h a day on the Internet outside of work. On face, these figure!
suggest that the journalists surveyed are heavy web site users, but it is difficult to separate tt
hours spent on web sites versus e-mail.

Table 1lreports the results of the battery of statements to which journalists responded per
taining to their reliance or dependence on web sites. Perhaps the most telling finding relates:
the overall moderate level of the responses; none of the mean scores exceeded 5 on a 7-pc
scale. This suggests that journalists’ consider themselves to be only moderately reliant upc
web sites as sources. Two of the items formed a reliable index of personal reliance on web site
(M = 4.40) and included the statements, “I depend upon the web as an information sourc
more than other sourcesM = 4.44) and “l use web sites as an information source more than
other sources”¥ = 4.34). The highest agreement score was for the item “l use web sites to
find information that is not accessible through other sourcés'={ 4.93). At the same time,
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Table 1
Journalists’ reliance on the World Wide Web=/strongly agree/positive valence=Lstrongly disagree/negative
valence)

Mean SD Range

(a) Personal reliance (Cronback/s= 0 .92) 4.40 1.71 1-7
| depend upon the web as an information source more than other sources 4.44 1.71 1-7
| use web sites as an information source more than other sources 4.34 1.70 1-7
Other items:

| use web sites to find information that is not accessible through other sources 4,93 1.47 1-7

The computer industry uses web sites media relations campaigns more than 4.89 1.14 1-7
other industries

Journalists who cover the computer industry use web sites more while 4.80 1.40 1-7
conducting research than other journalists

Corporate web sites provide needed information for journalists about the 4.78 1.52 1-7
computer industry

Public relations practitioners direct journalists to company web sites as a 4.76 1.39 1-7
source for follow-up information

Web sites are perceived by journalists as being more useful than they really are 4.03 1.46 1-7

Corporate web sites are developed without determining a target audience 4.02 1.60 1-7

Web sites are visited by journalists more frequently for information than are 4.00 1.41 1-7
other sources

Information obtained from corporate web sites replaces information 3.93 1.57 1-7
normally obtained from other sources

Web sites are better sources of information for journalists than other sources 3.65 1.44 1-7

Web sites are more relevant as a source of information than other sources 3.21 1.45 1-7

respondents tended to disagree with the statements that “Information obtained from corporate
web sites replaces information normally obtained from other sourdd@s=( 3.93) or that
“Web sites are better sources of information for journalists than other souifes” 8.65).

These findings were corroborated when respondents were asked to rank five potential sources
of information. Table 2shows that web sites ranked fourth as the preferred communication
channel to receive information. The traditional channels of telephone and face-to-face inter-
views with sources ranked at the top, followed by news releases. Web sites were a preferred
source only when compared to press conferences.

R2 suggested that situational factors tend to moderate web URsge.3summarizes the
means for a series of statements that addressed possible situational factors that were identified.

Table 2

Preferred communication channels for journalists for gathering newssfist choice, 5= last choice)
Mean ranking SD

1. Phone 2.20 1.17

2. Face-to-face 2.84 1.97

3. Press release 3.12 1.46

4. World Wide Web 3.20 1.27

5. Press conference 4.36 1.77

1. Phone= communicate with information source via telephone; 2. face tofacemmunicate with information
source through face-to-face communications; 3. press releaggher information from press releases; 4. World
Wide Web = gather information from World Wide Web sites; 5. press confereaceeport information from
official press conferences.
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Table 3
How journalists view their usage of the World Wide Web £7 strongly agree/positive valence,= strongly
disagree/negative valence)

M SD Range
I am confident in my ability to use the web as an information gathering source 6.35 0.87 1-7
Journalists would use web sites as a reporting tool more often if information wa$.60 1.12 1-7
regularly updated
Corporate web sites are most useful to me when trying to find information abou6.31 1.35 1-7
new product releases
Corporate web sites are not sufficiently updated 4,93 1.49 1-7
Corporate web sites are used more frequently when on deadline 4.63 1.62 1-7
Corporate web sites are often the first source | use to research a story 4.62 1.81 1-7
Corporate web sites are used only as a follow-up source of information during 3.63 1.55 1-7
research
Corporate web sites are used as an information source only as a last resort 2.44 1.52 1-7

None of these clustered into a reliable index, but are insightful nonetheless. Overall, journalist
atcomputer publications are confident about using the web and are not intimitate ®(35).

They somewhat strongly agree with the idea that the web sites would be more valuable if th
information were updated more frequently (= 5.60) and indicated some potential problems
with web sites not being sufficiently updated (= 4.93). The journalists agreed strongly with

the statement that corporate web sites are most valuable when seeking new product informatit
(M = 5.60). They only moderately agreed with the notion that web sites are useful only when
on deadline # = 4.63). Journalists tended to disagree with the statement that they use wek
sites as afollow-up source of informatiaif (= 3.63). Importantly, they also strongly disagreed
with the statement that they use web sites as a source of last resertd.44). Together these
suggest that web sites are viewed as a potentially valuable but not necessarily preferred sour
in various phases of the newsgathering process.

3.2. Journalists’ perceptions of web site content quality and sources

R3 examined the notion that content is a major determinant of web site use by journalists. Ii
general, this idea was supporté@dble 4reports findings of 10 semantic items used to ascertain
attitudes toward web site content quality. These items neatly clustered into two reliable indice:!
related to the information value of content and the ease of content use. The randomly reverse
semantic differential items in the questionnaire were recoded for consistency so that 7
positively valenced and £ negatively valenced.

Respondents generally agreed that web sites provide needed information and are valuable,
represented in the six-item scale index for information valale 4aM = 4.89). Journalists
saw web content as fairly relevan( = 5.28), useful ¢4 = 5.21) and valuableM =
5.14), but indicated somewhat less favorable views pertaining to web sites providing neede
information (M = 4.84) and being informativeM = 4.80). Significantly, journalists were
ambivalent when asked whether web content is of high quality versus low qudlity 4.05).

Three items clustered into a scale to measure ease of contenfalde ¢b M = 4.34).
Respondents generally found web sites “easy to uke=( 4.82), but clearly gave web sites
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Table 4
Journalists’ attitudes toward content on the World Wide Wek-=(3trongly agree/positive valence = strongly
disagree/negative valence)

M SD Range

(a) Information value (Cronbachis = 0.87) 4.89 0.82 2.67-6.83
Relevant versus not relevant 5.28 1.06 1-7
Useful versus not useful 5.21 1.04 1-7
Valuable versus worthless 5.14 1.06 1-7
Provides needed information versus does not provide needed information 4.84 1.18 1-7
Informative versus not informative 4.80 0.99 1-7
High quality content versus low quality content 4.05 0.90 1-7

(b) Ease of content use (Cronbach’s= 0.75) 4.34 0.91 2-6.67
Easy to use versus hard to use 4.82 1.35 1-7
Easy to navigate versus not easy to navigate 4.20 1.05 1-7
Well designed versus poorly designed 4.00 0.87 1-7

lower marks in terms of ease of navigatioWl (= 4.20) and design quality = 4.00). This

result is consistent with concerns about web usabifitthough information is perceived

as relevant, the data suggest, that journalists are not terribly satisfied and faced difficulties
accessing sponsored web sites.

R4 examined journalists’ perceptions of web sites souii@@se Spresents the results of 15
questions that pertain to journalists’ views about sources. These congregated into four clusters.
Overall, the data suggest that journalists approach web sites skeptically, based on perceptions
about sponsors.

Table 5afocuses on the three questions pertaining to the credibility of sources. Overall,
the data suggested that journalists have mixed attitudes toward solfces 4.20). The
mean score hovered just above the midpoint. The underlying items that comprise the scale
suggest that journalists question web sites’ accurafy= 4.35), believability ( = 4.13)
and trustworthiness{ = 4.12). Some distrust of corporate (vs. noncorporate) web sites is
evident inTable 5b

These questions were based upon, and their findings are generally consistent with, earlier
research that suggested government and trade association web sites are viewed by journal-
ists as more credible than corporate sitealthough the data suggest some bias in favor of
noncorporate web sites, the variances are considerable, suggesting a lack of consensus.

As suggested iTable 5¢ reputation of the source appears to have little importance in
assessing a particular web sitdf (= 4.23). Overall, journalists appear to believe it makes
little difference whether the source is well-knows (= 4.33), has a good industry reputa-
tion (M = 4.18), or whether it is frequently in the newsf(= 4.09). However, secondary
analysis (se&ection 4, suggests reputation might be a good predictor of use. When asked,
journalists appeared to be much more concerned about reliability (rather than reputation) in
their assessments of web sites (Jable 5d. The mean score for the three-item reliability
index wasM = 5.18. Journalists said they were more likely to use a web site if they had found
the information credible previously{ = 5.74), if they had found a source to be reliable
(M = 4.90) or had used the site previously (algo= 4.90).



D. Hachigian, K. Hallahan/Public Relations Review 29 (2003) 43-62 53

Table 5
Journalists’ attitudes toward sources on the World Wide Wek: Gtrongly agree/positive valence = strongly

disagree/negative valence)

M SD  Range

(a) Trustworthiness of source (Cronbach’s- 0.91) 4.20 1.14 1.33-6.67
Corporate web sites provide accurate information that can be used in reporting 4.35 1.29 1-7
Corporate web sites are believable sources of information 4.13 1.22 1-7
Corporate web sites are a trustworthy source of information 4.12 1.17 1-7

(b) Type of source (Cronbachés= 0.77) 4.68 1.29 1-7
Information provided by computer industry trade association web sites is mord.78 1.54 1-7

valuable to me than corporate web sites
Information provided by expert web site sources (i.e., ProfNet, Newswire, etc.4.77 1.43 1-7
is more valuable to me than corporate web sites
Trade association and government web sites are more credible information 4.60 1.44 1-7
sources than company web sites
As a journalist, | rely the most on noncorporate web sites 458 1.66 1-7
Information provided by government web sites is more valuable to me than 4.51 1.37 1-7
corporate web sites

(c) Source reputation (Cronbachis= 0.76) 4.23 1.15 1-6.33
| go to a particular corporate web site because the company is well-known andl.33 1.41 1-7
established in the computer industry
| go to a particular corporate web site because of the company’s reputation id.18 1.37 1-7
the computer industry
| go to a particular corporate web site because the company is frequently  4.09 1.42 1-7
in the news

(d) Source reliability/experience (Cronback:d.72) 5.18 0.97 2.33-7
I am more likely to use a corporate web site as a source when | know the  5.74 1.12 1-7
information is credible
| return to a particular corporate web site for information because | know the4.90 1.36 1-7
source is reliable
| go to a particular corporate web site because I've used it before 4,90 1.08 1-7

3.3. Journalists’ perceptions of economic benefits of web sites

R5 asked whether journalists recognize that the web might provide economic benefits fo
themselves and for their organizations. To investigate this issue, journalists were presented wi
a series of questions pertaining to economic benefits and practices within their organization
(Table 9.

Overall, journalists in the study strongly agreed about the time-savings that web sites bring t
the newsgathering process. The mean for the three-item time-savings index reptated a
was among the highest means found in the study=£ 5.53). Journalists perceive web sites as
quick (vs. slow, based on a semantic differential scade= 5.67), and agreed strongly with
statements that web sites saved time for thém=¢ 5.58) and for other journalists covering
the industry (4 = 5.34). Journalists also recognized potential cost-savings in a semantic
differential item that asked whether web sites saved (vs. cost) matey 6.13). However,
respondents were considerably less likely to agree that cost-savings alone drive journalists
the web for story researci{ = 4.47). Together, these three items constituted a cost-savings
index with a mean score of 4.8Tgble 61).
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Table 6
Journalists’ views on economic advantages of using the World Wide Web ¢#tongly agree/positive valence,
1 = strongly disagree/negative valence)

M SD Range
(a) Time-savings (Cronbachis= 0.78) 5.53 0.98 2-7
Quick versus slow 5.67 1.20 1-7
Computer industry web sites save me time when gathering information 5.58 1.21 1-7
Journalists save time when using web sites as a source of information for  5.34 1.15 1-7
reporting about the computer industry
(b) Cost-savings (Cronbachis= 0.66) 481 1.20 2-7
Saves money versus costs money 5.13 1.20 1-7
Cost-savings drive journalists to the web for story research 4.47 1.53 1-7
Other items
The World Wide Web is easy to use 5.58 1.18 1-7
Finding information about the computer industry would be more difficult 5.62 1.19 1-7
without corporate web sites
Press releases posted on web sites provide information 5.14 1.29 1-7
Corporate web sites are a substitute for other channels of communication  3.58 1.89 1-7

with a source, such as phone calls/interviews

Table 7presents the results of six questions that measured journalists’ reactions to a number
of economics-related questions. Journalists felt they had to learn how to use the Internet as part
of their job (M = 5.74), that the equipment they used is technologically update-to-fiate (

5.64), and that they are encouraged by their managers to use the Internet to gather information
(M = 5.62). Overall, participants agreed that journalists don’t receive much training on use of
theweb (4 = 4.92). Journalists concurred with the statement that their company didn’t provide
formal training on web useM = 2.71), but training was not perceived as a prerequisite for
effective use ¥ = 4.70). In fact, when asked, only 15% of respondents reported that they had
taken any kind of formal web training. True to market-driven journalism theory, the findings
suggest publishers have made investments in computers, but not training, to enhance worker
efficiency.

Table 7
Journalists’ views about using the web on the job=7strongly agree/positive valence,=1 strongly disagree/
negative valence)

M SD Range
Journalists are forced to learn how to use the Internet as a result of their job duties 5.74 1.16 1-7
The equipment (hardware and software) that | use at work is technologically 5.64 1.43 1-7

up-to-date and makes using the web easy
My manager encourages me to use the Internet as a method of gathering information 5.62 1.48 1-7
Journalists do not receive training on using the Internet 492 1.56 1-7
Journalists rely on web sites as a source for information when they have prior 4.70 1.21 1-7
computer training
My company provides journalists training on using the web 2.71 1.87 1-7
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3.4. Effects of demographic variables

R6 was intended to understand how individual characteristics of journalists might influence
their use and dependence upon web sites. Among all the demographic variables incorporat:
in the study, age clearly was the most important. Age was negatively related to hours of Interne
use. Although age is only marginally significant in terms of total Internet use on and off the
job (r = .28, p < .06), age is strongly and negatively correlated to use of the Internet at work
(r = .28, p < .005). While it might be surmised that the younger generation of journalists are
greater overall adopters of the Internet, age is not significantly correlated with off-the-job use
of the Internet{ = —.12, p < .12), although the direction is consistent. This would suggest
that younger journalists are either in positions where they have more time to devote to worl
on the web, or they simply prefer it.

Alternatively, it might be argued that older journalists are simply less familiar, comfortable
or proficient at new forms of newsgathering and use web sites less. Support for his argument ce
be found in the negative relationship between age and confidence in using the weB4,

p < .014): Younger journalists said they feel more confident in the ability to use the web.
However, younger journalists might also be more open to using different kinds of sources an
information gathering tools. For example, younger journalists were more likely than only older
journalists to rely upon source reputation as a heuristic in choosing webrsites24, p <

.02) and were more favorable toward using corporate (vs. honcorporate) webr- sie29,

p < .03). Importantly, however, age didn’t even approach significance levels when journalists
were asked about their reliance upon the webk:(.01, p < .94).

No significant differences were detected based on gender. The only variable that eve
approached levels of statistical significance involved source reliability. Females were slightly
more favorable toward sources based on past success (femMate$.36, SD= 0.92; males:

M =5.02, SD= 0.99; F(1, 97) = 3.04, p < .084). However, this gender effect was further
diluted when analysis of covariance was employed to analyze the effects of other variables
Then, time-savings and value of information content were both significant explanatory vari-
ables for reliability.

The impact of education level on views toward the web were confounded by the fact that sc
few of the respondents had less than a college education. When those who had completed atle
some graduate work, or who had held a graduate degree, were compared to those who mert
had a bachelor’s degree, no significant differences emerged. A one-way analysis of varianc
initially suggested that individuals with only a bachelor’'s degree were more likely to rely upon
source reputation as a heuristic in using a web gife<£ 4.30, SD= 1.05; Bachelor’s only:

M = 4.50, SD= 1.10; at least some graduate woM:= 4.05, SD= 0.94, F (1, 87) = 4.09,
p < .04). However, when analysis of covariance was used to control for the effects of age (the
better-educated journalists were also older), the effects of education level were eliminated.

Finally, some explanation for web use was provided by examining circulation size of the
publication where journalists work. On an adjusted basis, the findings suggested that the larg:
publication, the more likely journalists are to use the web on the 4ok (.34, p < .01).
However a further examination of the data suggested that the inclusion of three outlying obsel
vations with three very large circulations might have skewed these results. When the circulatio:
figures were adjusted by eliminating the outliers, the correlations became nonsignifican
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Table 8
Key measures of overall assessment of web sites as news souteatrfhgly agree/positive valence=Lstrongly
disagree/negative valence)

M SD Range
Web sites as first source for stories
Corporate web sites are often the first source | use to research a story 4.62 1.81 1-7
Web sites as better sources for stories
Web sites are better sources of information for journalists than other sources 3.65 1.44 1-7

Frequency of use by journalists
Overall, how would you rate web sites as a source of information for journalists

Use frequently vs. Do not use frequently 5.83 1.07 1-7
Personal reliance on web sites (2-item index) 4.39 1.70 1-7

1 depend upon the web as an information source more than other sources 4.44 1.71 1-7

| use web sites as an information source more than other sources 4.34 1.70 1-7

(r = .20, p < .06). Nonetheless, hours of on-the-job web use might be somewhat higher
the larger the publications. Perhaps this is because of the availability of greater resources or
greater time available to conduct story research. Significantly, workers at larger publications
did not feel that they were any more reliant upon the web than those at smaller publications
(r = .06, p < .548).

4, Overall assessments of web sites as news sour ces
4.1. Key measures

Four key questions were identified as seminal measures of journalists’ overall assessments
of how web sites are used in reporting. These were intended to probe different dimensions of
journalists’ reliance upon web sites, and focused on (a) the degree to which respondents used
web sites as their first tool to obtain information when reporting on stories and (b) the degree
to which they were personally reliant upon web sites. Participants also were asked to assess
(c) the degree to which they thought other journalists used web sites frequently as sources, and
(d) the degree to which they thought the web was a better source of information than other
reporting tools.

The first three measures were operationalized using single-question items in the survey; the
last measure was based on an index of the two highly correlated items personal reliance items
reported previously (seable ). Table 8reports the descriptive statistics for these four key
guestions:

aAlthough the four items are highly inter-correlated, with Pearsooefficients that ranged= .31 tor = .54
(all significant atp < .02), the purpose of focusing on these statements was to examine different dimensions of
web assessments. Thus, it was not intended to develop a single index measure of attitudes toward the web. Factor
analysis discerned only one factor using (Eigenvatu2 25, Varimax rotation accounting for 56.4% of variance),
but reliability analysis of the four items resulted in marginally robust Cronback:d.72. An analysis for potential
confounds was then conducted using correlations.



D. Hachigian, K. Hallahan/Public Relations Review 29 (2003) 43-62 57

Prior to proceeding, the results for these items were analyzed and found to be free o
demographic confounds, except in three instances. The total number of hours of Internet us
on the job was positively correlated with respondents’ personal dependence on the web ¢
a news sourcer(= .20, p < .04), and their assessment of web sites as better sources of
information than other sources & .29, p < .003). In turn, total hours of Internet use (the
sum of on-the-job and off-the-job use) was positively correlated with respondents’ assessmel
of web sites as better than other information tools for tapping informatien .30, p < .002).
Finally, age was negatively correlated with respondents’ assessments of web sites as being t
better sources of information than other sourees-(—.20, p < .047). This suggests older
journalists are less likely to perceive the web as a better tool of information gathering.

4.2. Regression analyses

Each measure was subjected to multiple regression analysis. In each case, the potent
confounds—total hours of use, hours used on the job, hours of Internet use off the job, and age-
were entered as the first block in the regression model. Then, the key scale measures discerr
from the survey questions were used as possible explanatory variables and were entered
a second block in the analysis, also using the stepwise procedure. The scale measures tt
entered included: perceptions of cost-savings, time-savings, information value of the conten
ease of content use, trustworthiness of the source, type of source, reputation of the source, a
reliability of the source. In reporting the findingsTable 9 nonsignificant results for each of
the four regression models are omitted.

4.2.1. Web sites as the first tool or source journalists go to for information
The regression results for this item (SEble 93 suggested that only two variables signif-

icantly explained the pattern of scores for this measure. Preference for web sites as the fir
place to obtain information was positively related to perceptions that the web is a time-saving:
tool. However, credibility of the source also predicted the choice of a particular web site as ¢
first source. Together, the two items explained about 24% of the variance in the model. Thit
would suggest that although journalists see the web as a quick source of information, thei
dependence on web sites as the first place they would go for information is contingent upol
the web site’s credibility.

4.2.2. Personal reliance on web sites

A somewhat different pattern of results emerged for journalists’ self-reports about the degre:
to which they were personally reliant upon the web as an information gathering &t ©F).
The best predictors of a journalist’s personal reliance upon the web were a combination of pel
ceptions about the information value of the content to be found, the cost-savings to be enjoye
and source reputation. Together, they explained about 37% of the variance. Importantly, rept
tation is a separate construct from credibility, which was the source variable that best predicte
web sites as a first tool used in newsgathering. Reputation, as defined here, encompasses
source organization being well-known, well regarded, and frequently in the news. By contrast
credibility was composed of perceptions about source accuracy, believability, and trustworthi
ness. It also should be noted that total use of hours at work was significant when first entere
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Table 9
Multiple regression analysis of four key web site measures

B SEB Beta T p

(a) Personal use of web sites as first source for stories
(r = .49,r2 = .24, df= 2, 91,F = 14.66,p = .000)

Time-savings 0.67 0.18 0.37 3.68 0.001
Trustworthiness of source 0.31 0.16 0.19 1.96 0.053
Constant —-0.40 0.95 - —0.42 0.676

(b) Personal reliance on web sites for newsgathering
(r =.60,r2 = .37, df= 4, 89,F = 13.08,p = .000)

Hours of use at work 0.13 0.08 0.13 1.57 0418
Information value of content 0.48 0.17 0.23 2.67 0.009
Cost-savings 0.29 0.13 0.20 2.26 0.026
Source reputation 0.14 0.36 3.95 0.002

Constant -2.15 1.04 - —2.07 0.414

(c) Perceived frequency of use of web sites by other journalists
(r =.67,r? = .45, df= 3, 90,F = 25.09,p = .000)

Information value of content 0.42 0.13 0.33 3.42 0.001
Time-savings 0.36 0.10 0.34 3.51 0.001
Source reputation 0.18 0.08 0.19 2.40 0.018
Constant 0.91 0.57 - 1.59 0.115

(d) Evaluation of web sites as better sources for stories
(r = .57,r2 = .33, df= 3, 90,F = 14.85,p = .000)

Total web use (on and off job) 0.39 0.12 0.29 3.18 0.001
Trustworthiness of source 0.47 0.11 0.36 4.26 0.000
Source reputation 0.31 0.11 0.25 2.58 0.005
Constant —0.63 0.66 - —0.96 0.340

Stepwise regression procedure used, limit sgb at .05. Variables entered in first block for each regression
model: total hours of Internet use, hours used on the job, hours used off the job, and age. Variables entered in second
block, based on indices computed from data (see tables): cost-savings, time-savings, source trustworthiness, source
reputation/reliability, source type, information value of content, ease of content use.

aEgffect of variable was significant when entered in first block but became nonsignificant with entry of other
variables in second block. Other nonsignificant results omitted.

into the model, but became nonsignificapt£ .118) when the other variables were entered,
suggesting the other variables were better predictors.

4.2.3. Perceptions of frequency of use among journalists

Results somewhat similar to those for personal reliance upon web sites were detected when
respondents were asked how extensively their colleagues use wellalites 9. The infor-
mation value of the content and the reputation of the source were again significant predictors.
However, perceptions about time-savings (not cost-savings) were positively related. This find-
ing was parallel to the results regarding the use of the web as their first source of information,
but not the personal reliance question. The practical meaning and importance of this differ-
ence is unclear. Nonetheless, the results suggest that the notion of efficiency in newsgather-
ing probably applies in both cases. Together, these three variables accounted for 45% of the
variance.
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4.2.4. Perceptions of web sites as better than other tools of newsgathering

Finally, when asked the moment-of-truth question about how web sites compared with
other sources of information, regression analysis found three variables were positively relate
to preferences for web sites: total use, content value of the information, and source repute
tion (source was well-known, well regarded, frequently in the news)Tafkde 9dsuggests,
these accounted for one-third of the variance in the model. This finding suggests that mor
extensive use of the Internet might lead to higher assessments of web sites as informatic
sources. In other words, familiarity breeds acceptance. However, the newsworthiness of
web site is judged by the same standards that can be used to explain other news sources:
content value of the information and the probability that a journalist will find a newsworthy
story.

5. Discussion and implications

This study advanced understanding of how public relations practitioners might take bette
advantage of web sites by focusing on journalists’ perceptions and assessments of thisimporte
new communications technology. It has also demonstrated that the concepts of conventions a
routines, information subsidies and market-driven journalism are relevant to understanding th
role of web sitesin a mediarelations context. Although this study’s external validity is limited by
the narrow category of computer industry journalists who participated in the study, the preser
investigation provided a theoretical framework that aligns the examination of technology with
other theory and research pertaining to source—media relations.

Similarly, this study provided a methodological base upon which perceptions and asses:s
ments of web sites might be examined among other categories of journalists. Future resear
needs to validate these findings and to extend this approach to other journalists—particularl
those whose interests are less technical and less related to product information, which mig!
have skewed certain of the findings here. In addition, public relations researchers need to col
sider other aspects of how journalists use public relations web sites. Among specific questior
that need to be explored are: the use of e-mail in tandem with web sites, opinions about onlin
newsrooms, the question of selective access to electronically embargoed materials, and actt
practices related to the downloading of text, graphics, audio and video as specific types c
information subsidies.

Web sites have irreversibly taken a place in the media relations mix used by public relation:
practitioners. However, this study suggests that web sites have a long way to go before beir
fully accepted with confidence by journalists as newsgathering tools. The findings suggest the
journalists in this study were interested in using web sites, but are only moderately reliant upol
them today. These journalists still rely primarily on telephone and face-to-face interviews, as
well as news releases, as the primary tools to gather news. In terms of a preferred methc
of newsgathering, web sites only surpass the news conference—a method of hewsgatheril
loathed by many journalists. The journalists appear to rely upon web sites for somewhat routin
information, such as product announcements, and identify currency of information as a ke
concern. Importantly, web site use does not appear to be limited to any particular phase c
newsgathering.
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The data suggest content quality is a critical issue. Information quality includes the value
of site’s content as well as its usability. Indeed, usability concerns appear to plague sponsored
sites. Journalists clearly were not enthusiastic about the navigation and design of web sites
they use. Practitioners concerned about optimizing the use of sites for news purposes need
to be particularly attuned to this isséfeSimilarly, the data send a strong message about
the importance of the site sponsor. Both reputation as a source of usable information and
credibility of the source as a supplier of accurate, reliable and trustworthy information play
critical factors. Merely being online probably is not sufficient to garner press respect or web
site usage. Publicists and media relations specialists must continue to build confidence in their
organizations and their web sites as sources of information.

The pressures on journalists to gather and report news on an increasingly timely and efficient
manner underscores the potential of web sites in news production. The journalists in this study
clearly were cognizant of the time- and cost-savings benefits associated with web sites. Thus, if
practitioners can capitalize on ways to keep current with journalists interests, provide updates,
and deliver readily usable material, the use of the web as a news delivery channel can be
expected to grow.

The demographic findings of this study suggest that older journalists today are less reliant
upon and somewhat more skeptical about web sites than their younger counterparts. It is
interesting to speculate whether this is an historical artifact rooted in the fact that web sites
have only been used in newsrooms since the mid-1990s. It is conceivable that this difference
will become negligible as today’s younger cohort of journalists (many of whom began their
careers using the web) becomes older. The chances of this occurring will be enhanced as web
site sponsors become more proficient and their performance improves—as measured in better
content quality, reliability, and usability of web sites in the future. On the other hand, older
journalists might always be more skeptical about content and sources based on their greater
experience, discerning knowledge of topics, and cynicism. At least for now, web sites have
particular appeal to younger journalists.

Perhaps this study’s greatest contribution was identifying four distinct ways that web usage
by journalists might be measured. The fact that the results obtained varied slightly by question
suggests the importance of critically understanding which aspect of journalists’ usage of the
web is most important. Further theorizing and investigation of this question are required.

Two of the questions focused on the journalists’ personal use of the web, versus the more
abstract ideas of the frequency with which other journalists use the web and overall assessments
of the web versus other channels. The data suggest a tentative explanation of the processes
at work that goes like this: At least in the case of computer industry reporters and editors,
journalists initially use web sites as their first source because the web is quick, but information
must be credible (accurate, believable and trustworthy). The more journalists use the web, as
measured in hours of total usage, the more reliant journalists might become on the technology.
However, other important factors come into play, such as the information value of the content,
and perceived cost- and time-savings.

Some bias might favor web sites of organizations that are well-known, enjoy prominence in
their field, and frequently are in the news. These same criteria extend to how journalists might
perceive their colleagues use the web. In the end, journalists’ assessments of the web as being
better than another source is predicated on total use, combined with the traditional journalistic



D. Hachigian, K. Hallahan/Public Relations Review 29 (2003) 43-62 61

ethos of information value and source reputation. This suggests that at least the journalists |
this study were quite discerning in their use of the web. Indeed all public relations news site:
are equal. Public relations practitioners must recognize this fact if they are to be successful i
using sponsored web sites as media relations tools in the future.

David Hachigian is a learning products engineer at Hewlett-Packard. He completed|this
study as his master’'s thesis at Colorado State under the supervision of the Associate
Professor Kirk Hallahan in the Department of Journalism and Technical Communication.
This study was a top-three research paper at the PRSA Educators Academy national
conference in October 2001 in Atlanta, GA.
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