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Tomorrow’s newsp@pers: 
online or still made out of paper?
A study on perceptions, opinions and attitudes 
towards online newspapers
Hans Beyers
University of Antwerp

It is impossible to imagine our present-day information society without the internet. The
coming of new media like online newspapers has caused a blurring of the borders bet-
ween the domains of communication media, creating a hybrid communication model
which combines both interpersonal and mass communication. In this paper we make an
effort to obtain a detailed image of the perceptions, opinions and attitudes of Flemish
online newspapers' readers. By means of a web-based questionnaire we try to find an
answer to several questions: how often do people go online for news, which online news-
papers are most popular in Flanders, for what reason and in what way do people read
online newspapers, and do online newspapers affect purchasing behaviour and reading
habits of print newspapers? Other research questions include services offered by online
newspapers (e.g. archives, digital editions, mobile services) and premium content. In an
earlier stage of this study, we already found that online newspapers' readers stick to their
favourite newspaper when they go online, meaning online newspapers do not introduce
a decline of regional borders. Only the future can tell what the final outcome will be,
however enough elements point towards a continued existence of print newspapers in the
age of new media, at least for some time.

5INFORMACIÓ ON LINE

1. Introduction

n spite of doubts concerning profitability, thousands of newspapers
have gone online since the mid-nineties. A lot have pulled out, others

are showing moderate to good results. In this survey we aim to obtain a detai-
led image of the perceptions, opinions and attitudes of (mainly Flemish)1 onli-
ne newspapers’ readers. We basically want to find out how readers think of onli-
ne newspapers and we try to do so on a practical, aesthetical and sentimental
level, as well as concerning content. By means of a web-based questionnaire we
look for an answer to several questions: in the perception of readers, what fea-
tures are decisive reasons for reading online newspapers and, possibly, to prefer
them to printed editions? What is the demographic profile of the average rea-
der of online newspapers, and what place do online newspapers take in their
media consumption? Does the use of online newspapers affect purchasing
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behavior and reading habits of print editions? Other research questions concern
premium content and the reasons for not reading online newspapers. 

2. Features of online news sites

Online newspapers mainly differ from their paper counterparts on four
principal characteristics. It is very important to underline that it concerns
potential characteristics, which are not always taken advantage of. 

Several authors distinguish only 3 main features of online journalism (mul-
timedia, interactivity and hypertext), because immediacy is not always conside-
red a separate element. Massey and Levy see it as a dimension of interactivity
(Massey & Levy, 1999: 141), but to us and others it is important and large
enough to pass of as a fourth characteristic. There are empirical as well as the-
oretical grounds to assume so. According to Deuze & Paulussen (2002: 241-243)
Dutch and Flemish journalists consider ‘speed and immediacy’ as one out of
four key concepts creating a surplus for online news. Beyers (2003: 121-122)
found that 67% of Flemish online newspaper readers see the existent traits of
online newspapers as the most important reason to consult them. In this con-
text, Pavlik mentions ‘dynamic content’, meaning that information in an onli-
ne environment is much more manageable. Immediacy, also called asynchro-
nity, creates a culture of breaking news (Porteman, 1998: 74-76; Porteman,
1999: 94 & Pavlik, 2001: 21-22).

2.1. Multimedia
A first feature consists in the multimedia aspect of online newspapers.

Broadcast media (television and radio) merely diffuse their content by way of
audio and/or video signals. Print media (e.g. newspapers and books) only use
text, although regularly supplemented with some kind of illustration. Online
news sites do not have a ‘medientypische, spezifische materielle Form mehr, nur
noch Bits’ (Berghaus, 1997: 76). Therefore, the internet is not restricted to one
kind of signals: it can contain and diffuse both text and illustrations, as well as
sound and (moving) image. All of this causes a blurring of the traditional bor-
ders between media: the borders between mass media mutually as well as bet-
ween mass media and interpersonal communication become faint. 

2.2. Interactivity
For communication studies, interactivity has been a research topic long

before it became a buzzword in the internet (e.g. Enzensberger, Brecht). Tucher
refers to interactivity as ‘the most distinctive contribution of online journalism’
(Tucher, 1997: online). Rogers similarly characterizes interactivity as ‘the most
distinctive single quality of the new media’ (Rogers, 1986: 5), while Morris and
Ogan think of interactivity as ‘the key advantage of new media’ (Morris & Ogan,
1996: online). According to these authors the importance of interactivity is not
to be underestimated. 
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With news sites, interactivity reveals itself in 2 ways. First, interaction can
be present by interfering in the communication process (e.g. e-mail, discussion
boards or chat). This is what we call communication interactivity, ‘interpersonal
interactivity’ (Massey & Levy, 1999: 140) or ‘audience involvement’ (Pavlik,
2001: 20-21). A second form of interactivity consists of selecting content. The
internet facilitates ‘The Daily Me’ (Negroponte, 1995: 153): according to the
reader’s interests and needs, content can be targeted. This is also referred to as
selection interactivity. Pavlik talks about ‘customisation’ (Pavlik, 2001: 22), while
Massey and Levy use ‘content interactivity’ (Massey & Levy, 1999: 140) or the
extent to which journalists -technically speaking- enable users to manage con-
tent themselves. Here, both sender and receiver have more of a grip on media
because of the presence of digital systems. In this broader definition, interacti-
vity creates increased interaction possibilities between communicator and user
as well as increased control (by the user) of information and content. 

Steuer combines both aspects and equals interactivity to ‘the extent to which
users can participate in modifying the form and content of a mediated environment in
real time’ (Steuer, 1992: 84). Or, stated differently, the extent to which users are
able to manage the communication process as well as its content.

2.3. Hypertext
Online media created a new dimension in news presentation: hypermedia,

pointing at the interconnectivity of computer files through (hyper)links. These
are references from one component (most frequently text) to another via one
(or several) term(s) or icon(s). In other words, hypermedia causes the amount
of information on web sites to be virtually unlimited. This is why hypertext is
an ideal means to archive old news items. This archival function can be seen as
a facet of hypertext as well as interactivity: on the one hand archives link cer-
tain pieces of information to each other, but on the other hand the interactive
feature lies in the control gained by the user to make independent choices to
search the archives (Paulussen, 2002: 1-9). Internal hyperlinks can refer to extra
information about the same news item or column (within the same web site) or
to another part of the same article (so-called bookmarks). When an online news
site disposes of archives, this creates an additional possibility for internal hyper-
linking. External hyperlinks lead to a virtually unlimited amount of informa-
tion on the same subject outside of the own site. Through hyperlinks the dis-
tinction between news coverage in depth and reporting breadthways fades
away: where television news brings a lot of items in a superficial way and prin-
ted newspapers offer more thorough analysis, online newspapers can easily
combine both approaches. In real terms we notice that for this moment, onli-
ne publishers are still not sure which approach is the right one. 

2.4. Immediacy
Because of technical restraints the editorial staff of a printed newspaper is used

to work towards a fixed deadline. As for online news sites, deadlines do no longer



exist. Or, put the other way around, online newspapers are tied to a permanent
deadline. Newspapers on the net do not have closing times and have to be up to
date 24 hours a day and 7 days a week. Lasica puts this aptly: ‘In a way, it’s a throw-
back to the old days when newspapers had three or four editions a day’ (Dibean, 1999:
online). We add that this characteristic of online media was only generally recog-
nized in February 1997, when The Dallas Morning News’ website instantly repor-
ted on the Oklahoma bombings (Rieder, 1997: online; Chung, 2004: 2). 

3. Websurvey

To expound our choice for a web-based survey, we briefly discuss following
criteria: the likelihood to reach respondents, cost, response/feedback, fastness,
pretesting possibilities and the randomness of our sample.

To start with, a websurvey has a high likelihood to reach respondents. By ques-
tioning surfers on their own ground, the probability to reach them is fairly
high. In addition, in our case a websurvey also provides data concerning non-
readers, since not every web-user is necessarily a reader of online newspapers.
Consequently, this also means that our questionnaire does not reach non-web-
users. At the end of 2004, 49% of the Belgian population (or 4.2 million peo-
ple) used the internet on a regular basis2 (Insites, 2004: online). A market rese-
arch by ISPA3 for the third quarter of 2004 shows an increase of 2,5% in the
total amount of internet connections (1.992.000), pushed by an persistent grow
(+5,1%) in broadband connections (cable and DSL) (ISPA, 2004: online). 

Secondly, the cost of a websurvey is very low. Technically spoken, all that is
needed is some space on a webserver, a software package to create the necessary
web pages and a script to import all data into a SPSS-datafile.

Next, feedback is very important to get significant statistic results. To ensure
enough traffic (and thus response) to our survey, we contacted several advertising
partners. Telenet, a Belgian ISP with about 1.2 million4 unique visitors a month
for its portal (http://breedband.telenet.be/), Internetjournalistiek
(http://www.internetjournalistiek.be) and Digimedia (http://www.digimedia.be/),
both sites specialized in online journalism and new media, respectively published
a skyscraper and buttons on their websites. Also, a brief announcement of the
study was spread by means of their e-letters. Other advertising partners included
ZI-BIZ, Villamedia, Speedzone and VEPEC.

The fastness of a questionnaire via the internet is beneficial in 2 ways: the
term, as well as the time needed to fill out the form, can be reduced. The websur-
vey was first published on 23 December 2004 at http://www.kpsoft.be/ekrant/. An
additional advantage of websurveys is that a time-consuming phase is made
redundant as all data generated by the questionnaire are automatically saved on
a webpage and then exported to a SPSS-datafile.

Finally, we mention the ease of pretesting websurveys and the possibility to
add multimedia features (e.g. audio, video). In our study, hyperlinks were used
to illustrate some concepts.
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On the other hand, a disadvantage of e-surveys is that they are less random
than other methods of research, for example a survey by postal mail. First, we
note that our survey was announced by sending several colleagues and contacts
(academic as well as professional) in the field of online journalism and new
media an invitation to fill it out and spread the survey. This way, the region of
the University of Antwerp might be slightly overrepresented (on the other hand
our promotional partners do not show such distortions). 

4. Response 

Between Thursday 23 December 2004 and Wednesday 26 January 2005,5 the
websurvey (http://www.kpsoft.be/ekrant/) produced 352 respondents, 342 of
which delivered useful data.6

The graph beneath shows the number of respondents for the first 5 weeks,
starting 23 December 2004. During the first week a button appeared on
Internetjournalistiek.be and we invited colleagues and contacts to respond to
the survey, during the fourth week we contacted some additional advertising
partners (e.g. Digimedia, Villamedia) who published announcements on their
websites. Also, Telenet Solutions starting showing a skyscraper. Finally, during
the fifth week Speedzone and ZI-BIZ published buttons on their web sites.

Figure 1: Websurvey - screenshot of opening page (http://www.kpsoft.be/ekrant)



5. Findings

We tried to obtain a clear and detailed image of online-readers’ perceptions,
opinions and attitudes concerning online newspapers. For that reason we used
the following question as a criterion for selection: ‘Do you occasionally read
online newspapers?’ (question 8a). This phrasing implicates a more subtle
approach of more or less frequent online readers and their user experiences.
This also means several questions were only answered by respondents who
explicitly indicated (by means of question 8a) that they were online readers. 

5.1. Do you occasionally read online newspapers?
Our data show that 81,5% of our preliminary respondents (n=330) occasio-

nally read online newspapers. We note that our survey was only available onli-
ne and that we did not execute a survey by post or telephone. As a consequen-
ce, the results for this question can be biased in the way that only people with
access to the internet could return our survey. On the other hand, this bias does
not pose a further problem because we will chiefly focus on people who actually
do read online newspapers.     

Within our group of online newspaper readers, nearly half (48,5%) consults
online newspapers at least once a day. 
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Figure 2: Response between 23 December 2004 and 26 January 2005 (not cleaned)

How often do you read an online newspaper? Frequency Percent

Several times a day 55 21,7%

Daily 68 26,8%

Several times a week 77 30,3%

Once a week 17 6,7%

Several times a month 29 11,4%

Seldorn or never 8 3,1%

Total 254 100%

Figure 3: ‘How often do you read an online newspaper?’ (n=254)
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5.2. Profile of readers of online newspapers 
5.2.1. Gender
Possibly, online newspapers show an even more pronounced discrepancy in

terms of gender than figures for internet access: 87,3% of our male respondents
(n=229 and p<.001) say they read online newspapers, while 67% of women do
so (n=94 and p<.001). 

5.2.2. Age
On the issue of age, we see a domination of the age categories between 18

and 34: 18,9% for  category 18-24 and 40,2% between 25 and 34; together
accounting for almost two third (59,1%) of our sample. Especially remarkable is
that only 2 (out of 254) respondents turned out to be younger than 18. People
aged 55 and over account for 13,8% of our online newspaper reading sample,
compared to 5,9 % in 2001 (Beyers, 2003: 119). Readership of online newspa-
pers amongst older ones thus seems to be on the way up.

5.2.3. Highest education
75,3% of our responding online newspaper readers have received some form

of higher education, 46,4% studied at a university. 

5.3. General media consumption
As shown in the below figure television, printed newspapers and radio are still

the three dominant information media. For nearly one out of 10 respondents
(9,1%), online newspapers are the most important channel for daily news.

When we asked for a second choice of media to keep abreast of current events
the same top-five appeared, with online newspapers once again in fifth place (with
6,4%). Only when we asked for a third choice of media, some differences occurred,
with the internet (22,2%) taking the lead closely followed by television (21,6%), radio
(20,1%) and printed newspapers (17,9%). Online newspapers score only 4% here.
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What medium do you use most Ranking Frequency Percent
to keep up to date?
Television 1 93 28,2%

Printed newspaper 2 84 25,5%

Radio 3 62 18,8%

Internet (in general) 4 49 14,8%

Online newspaper 5 30 9,1%

Teletext 6 8 2,4%

E-letter 7 3 0,9%

Magazine 8 1 0,3%

SMS 9 0 0%

Other 10 0 0%

Total 330 100%

Figure 4: ‘What medium do you use most frequently to keep up to date?’ (ranked by percentage, n=330)
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5.4. Decline of regional borders?
What shifts take place between print newspapers’ readers and those of onli-

ne newspapers? Do readers remain true to their favourite newspaper when they
are online and where do online readers go if their print newspaper does not
offer an online version (e.g. De Nieuwe Gazet)?

In the above-mentioned chart, some correlations appear not to be signifi-
cant because certain cells contain to small an amount of cases. Global figures
are worth mentioning though. Apparently, most online-readers stick to their
favourite print newspapers when they go online: most respondents who indi-
cated printed newspaper X as their favourite, also mention X as their favourite
newspaper website. We prudently conclude that the World Wide Web does not
blur regional borders at all. 
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Figure 5: Favourite online newspaper according to favourite printed newspaper (in percentages, N=255
and p<.001), highest scores in bold 



Respondents who respectively indicated Het Laatste Nieuws (57,1%), Het
Nieuwsblad (50%), De Standaard (88,4%), De Tijd (66,7%), Walloon (50%) or
foreign newspapers (97,6%) as their favourite print newspaper, also prefer to
read the online version of their favourites. In all other cases De Standaard Online
is the website of choice. These figures suggest that, once online, readers of local
newspapers will also look for this regional side and secondly, that De Standaard
Online is by far the most popular website within our survey.  

De Standaard Online is the most visited newspaper website in all Flemish
regions. However, we do notice some strong regional ties as Gazet van Antwerpen
comes in second place in Antwerp and Het Belang van Limburg is second in
Limburg (n=231 and p<.001). Again, we remind that some cells did not contain
enough cases yet.

The image of the loyal online newspaper reader is further supported by a
recent Belden Associates study (Sullivan, 2004). Interviews with readers of seve-
ral U.S. online newspapers indicated that some users are counted up to four
times as a unique visitor due to cookie blocking and clearing. Consequently, the
number of unique visitors is often overrated, but at the same time frequency
(and thus loyalty) is much higher.

5.5. Why do people read online newspapers?
It is interesting to find out what makes people read online newspapers. For

what actual reasons do (some) people prefer online newspapers to print news-
papers? Beforehand, we asked respondents to assign quota on a scale from 1 to
10 for general satisfaction concerning online newspapers: over three quarters
(76%) assign quota of 7 or more. Generally speaking, users seem to be very ple-
ased with online newspapers.

Next, we asked why people read online newspapers. This should allow us to
refer to our four main features of electronic newspapers.
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Are you in general, satisfied with online newspepers? Frequency Percent

1 0 0%

2 0 0%

3 1 0,4%

4 4 1,5%

5 13 5%

6 44 17%

7 78 30,1%

8 81 31,3%

9 27 10,4%

10 11 4,2%

Total 259 100%

Figure 6: ‘Are you, in general, satisfied with online newspapers?’ (n=259)



The assets of online newspapers can clearly be distinguished here: several
features we mentioned earlier on turn up as major reasons for reading online
newspapers. The importance of ‘breaking news’ is demonstrated by the fact that
fastness and the capacity of permanently being up to date are considered the
main characteristics and benefits (63,2%) of online newspapers. 50,9% say they
read online newspapers because to them it’s a good supplement to traditional
media. The archival function (45,7%) is closely related to the element of hyper-
text and hypermedia, as a consequence of which the internet has a virtually
unlimited capacity. Another important factor, the possibility to select news
(36,1%), corresponds with what we earlier referred to as selection interactivity:
readers are able to select the news of their interest thus putting together their
own ‘personal’ newspaper. The way of distribution allows online newspapers to
keep up with current events, all over the world (20,8%) and not obstructed by
deadlines or broadcasting times. Furthermore, according to our respondents, all
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Reason Frequency ‘agree’ Percentage ‘agree’

Online newspapers permit to quickly 170 63,2%
consult current information.

I read online newspapers because to me it’s  137 50,9%
a good supplement to traditional media.

Online newspapers offers archives where  123 45,7%
I can always look up old articles.

With online newspapers, I can easily select  97 36,1%
the articles I want to read.

I read online newspapers because that way  74 27,5%
I do not have to buy a print edition.

Online newspapers can add video, audio   71 26,4%
and other animated illustrations to news.

I find it handy to be able to consult Belgian    56 20,8%
news all over the world.

Compared to printed newspapers, online     35 13%
newspapers are cheaper.

Other 26 9,7%

I read online newspapers because of 10 3,7%
environmental considerations.

With online newspapers, it is easier 10 3,7%
to voice one’s opinion.

Figure 7: Reasons for reading online newspapers (ranked by percentage, n=269)



of this is offered at a price that is cheaper (13%) than the one of printed news-
papers. Only 3,7% claims they read online newspapers because of environmen-
tal considerations. Finally, we note that another 3,7% claim that online news-
papers allow the reader to express opinions (also known as communication
interactivity). This type of interactivity is often considered to provide the user
with a greater control of information and content. The above-mentioned figu-
re might suggest that today’s technology provides more opportunities for an
active citizenship than most people are willing to take. Our category ‘Other’
(9,7 %) did not contain any relevant information, because existing categories
were basically reformulated here.

Next, we tried to figure out how reliable online newspapers are in the per-
ception of consumers. Largely over half of our respondents (57,8%) does not
agree with the phrasing ‘Online news seems unreliable to me’, while 13,5%
does agree (n=325). All of this means that we can carefully state that reliability
of online news (in general) turns out to be higher than one would expect at
first. In addition, our study solely concerns websites of well-known publishers
with long-standing names and a certain authority. However, we also asked to
attribute a list of characteristics to respectively printed and online newspapers.
Of our 269 online readers 53,5% thought of online newspapers as reliable, but
for printed newspapers this figure rose to 64,7% (p<.001). Because the internet
is an open medium (meaning everyone is able to receive attention all over the
world by publishing on the web), reliability is an important factor in online
journalism. Hence sites not disposing of a reliable trademark have to mark relia-
bility with high priority (Jager & Van Twisk, 2002: 20). 

5.6. Why do people still prefer other media?
Obviously, it is also important to know what is lacking when talking

about online newspapers, because clearly not everybody prefers them. Or at
least: what is ‘wrong’ or lacking in the perception of consumers? Why do a lot
of people still decide in favour of print versions? What arguments are in play
here?

When asking respondents why they do not read online newspapers, the
main reason (indicated by 50,8% of non-readers) seems to be that people get
enough information through traditional media (cfr. television, printed newspa-
pers and radio, as mentioned earlier). These figures should not come as a sur-
prise: our present-day information society offers huge amounts of information
delivered by numerous channels twenty four seven. 
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A second reason for not reading online newspapers (44,3%) is that some
people do not think of online reading as agreeable. Based on the answers in the
text boxes, we were able to clarify ‘not pleasant’: it mainly concerned physical
complaints such as painful eyes as a consequence of reading from a screen.
Moreover, research has shown that screen-reading is about 25 % slower than
paper-reading (Boerman, 2000: online). Most people also think of consulting
newspapers (in general) as leisure. When this activity is performed on screen,
this might be associated with professional activities and thus will more easily
be considered as ‘not pleasant’. 

23% is just not interested in online newspapers, although they are online
(as our survey was online-only), while 19,7% says it is disadvantageous one can
not carry around online newspapers compared to 22,5% in 2001 (Beyers, 2003:
123). This decreasing percentage may be attributed to the fact that portability
is no longer an exclusive feature of print newspapers: these days, all kinds of
mobile devices offer news through full internet access, SMS or special versions
(e.g. handheld computers, mobile phones), pdf-like versions enable users to
download and consult their newspaper on a notebook and wireless internet
access and hotspots will only grow in the future. Moreover, some major com-
panies are working on compact lightweight screens with electronic ink which
can be plugged in anywhere to download the latest facts. These experiments
will soon enable reading-intensive mobile display applications. 

9 respondents (14,8%) regret the lack of serendipity while they consult
newspapers online and a percentage of 13,1% thinks of online newspapers as
laborious and time-consuming, compared to 21,1% in 2001 (Beyers, 2003: 124).
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Reason Frequency ‘agree’ Percentage ‘agree’

Traditional news media provide me with enough  31 50,8% (p<0.001)
information.

Online newspapers are not pleasant to red.  27 44,3% (p<0.001)

I’m not interested in online newspapers.  14 23% (p<0.001)

One can not carry around online newspapers.  12 19,7% (p<0.001)

When consulting online newspapers, I do not bump into  9 14,8% (p<0.001)
amusing and interesting articles, which in fact is the case
for printed editions.

Consulting online newspapers is laborious and time   8 13,1% (p<0.001)
consuming.

I haven’t heard about the existence of online newspapers.   5 8,2% (p<0.001)

Other 5 8,2% (p<0.001)

My newspapers does not offer an online edition. 0 0%

Figure 8: Reasons for not reading online newspapers (ranked by percentage, n=61)



Probably, this last objection is partly due to slower types of internet connec-
tions. The fact that less people look at this as a problem is presumably caused
by a huge rise in broadband connections (ISPA, 2003 & 2004). However, in
terms of user-friendliness print editions score higher: 41,8% agrees with our
posing that print editions are more user-friendly than online editions, while
28,6% disagrees and 29,5% was neutral (n=325).

8,2% of our respondents claims not to read online newspapers because they
have not heard about their existence. Finally, no one picked ‘My newspaper
does not offer an online edition’ as a reason for not reading newspapers online.
In 2001 this figure still was 1,3% (Beyers, 2003: 124), but meanwhile Het Laatste
Nieuws and De Morgen also gone online. 

To finish this part, we took a look at the aspect of ‘charm’ as an argument.
In our study, 68,6% thinks print newspaper have more charm than online
newspapers, while the category ‘disagree’ scored only 10,2% (n=325). 

5.7. The substitution hypothesis
Now we come to the issue of media obsolescence: do online newspapers

substitute or supplement their printed counterparts? The duality between print
editions and online newspapers is often represented as a question of canniba-
lism: in other words, online newspapers will swallow up print newspapers. But
is this picture correct? Why should both not be able to exist next to one ano-
ther and even reinforce each other? 

In general, we can say that new media never fully replaced ‘old’ media, with
older media adapting to this new competitive environment by for example
focussing on targeted audiences or offering new services. McQuail also supports
this view: ‘The new electronic media can be viewed initially as an addition to
the existing spectrum rather than as a replacement’ (McQuail, 2000: 118). The
vast majority of online news users say they still spend as much time with print
as they did before and research suggests that online newspaper readers are
‘news junkies’: for these people, online newspapers are one source of informa-
tion amongst a wide range of other media channels (Project for Excellence in
Journalism, 2004: online; Stanford Poynter Project, 2000: online). 

In response to the phrasing ‘In the long term online newspapers could
replace traditional print newspapers’, more than half of our respondents
(54,8%) answered they did not think this substitution hypothesis was within
the bounds of possibility. However, nearly one quarter (24,6%) believed this
replacement was realistic (n=325). 

Next, we examined the purchasing behaviour and reading habits of our res-
pondents. We wondered if the amount of print editions bought and read decre-
ases if one also reads online newspapers. The answers to ‘Since the time you
read online newspapers, did the amount of print newspapers you acquire incre-
ase, decrease or stay the same?’ (n=264) reveal that approximately 70,8% claims
to acquire the same amount of print newspapers as before. On the other hand,
the fear of some publishers is not totally unfounded, as nearly one quarter
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(24,6%) admits changes in their purchasing behaviour at the expense of print
newspapers. On the other hand, a percentage of 4,5% claims to be buying more
print newspapers as before they were reading online newspapers. 

One could also assume that online newspapers pinch off reading time pre-
viously reserved for print newspapers. On the basis of our data this seems to be
correct: 27,1% confirms they spend less time on reading traditional newspa-
pers, while the majority (64,5%) allots the same share of time to print editions.
A somewhat striking figure: 8,4% says to spend more time on print versions
since they read online newspapers. 

Thus, one way or another online newspapers also seem to create some
potential to spur readers on to buy and read print editions, but further research
on this issue is necessary. 

Finally, we tried to find out what the influence on future purchasing beha-
viour could be. Therefore, we asked for the expected buying behaviour under
the assumption that all newspaper articles would be published on the World
Wide Web. In given circumstances over one quarter (27,1%) says they will no
longer buy print editions; but more than half (51,7%) claims they will continue
doing so (21,2% mark neutral, n=325). In another item we created the hypothe-
tical situation of identical counterparts (with the same content at the same
price) and asked for respondents’ preference. The winner is clear: 70,9% choo-
ses print editions, and 29,1% prefers online newspapers (n=261). We finally
asked the readers of online newspapers (n=269) what could further raise the
quality of their favourite online newspaper. The most wanted improvements
are (in order) more hyperlinks (40,5%, p<.001), more updates (33,5%, p<.001),
a broader offer (24,5%, p<.001), more photographs (21,9%, p<.001), more video
(20,1%, p<.001), the content itself (16,4%, p=.001), the graphics (15,2%,
p=.001) and more interaction (11,9%, p=.005).7 18,2% (p<.001) is of the opi-
nion that their online newspaper does not need any changes. 

5.8. Paid content
In general, surfers are used to getting any information for free on the web:

they will simply look for other news sites where they can consult the same news
for free. This means that news sites must offer relevant information that is not
readily available elsewhere, particularly not via other web sites or media. The
resistance to paying for online content might ebb away, but this psychological
process will take time. On the other hand, online newspapers ‘giving away’
content, radically undervalue their own journalistic products. 

Several items were included in our survey question on paid content (n=269)
to check to what extent people are willing to pay for different kinds of content
and information. Not surprisingly, the most popular items are the archives
(30,9%, p<.001). As nowadays a lot of archives are already paid-for content, this
might account for a port of this quite high willingness to pay. The second place
is taken by specialized content with 22,7% of online readers willing to pay for
this kind of information (p<.001). Next, we have ‘in-depth reports’ and  unique
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content with respectively 19,7% and 17,8% (both p<.001). Breaking news
(14,9% with p=.001) and pdf-like versions (14,5% with p=.002) also have a rea-
sonable percentage of potential customers. All other items (audio, video, local
news, classifieds/dating, e-letters, mobile content and financial information)
did not produce significant data.

When asked how much people are prepared to spend on paid content, it
appears that -if people want to pay at all (38,7% does not want to pay)- most
people are willing to pay between 25Û and 49Û a year. 15,2% is prepared to
spend an amount smaller than 25Û and only 12,7% wants to spend over 50Û a
year (n=269 and p<.001). A recent report by the Online Publishers Association
(OPA) revealed that U.S. consumers spent 853 million $ for online content
during the first half of 2004 (OPA, 2004: 4).

6. Online newspapers: findings and remarks

On the basis of our data, we could say that the profile of the average visitor
of online newspapers is a 18 to 44 years old (together accounting for 73,3 of our
online reading group) working (74,8%) male (76%) with some form of higher
education (75,3%). 

The detection that the same newspaper is read online as in print version, is
a general phenomenon. A potential advantage of electronic newspapers
(namely the possibility to remove geographical boundaries) thus seems to be
undermined by our figures. Besides that, De Standaard Online is also the most
popular newspaper in all Flemish regions.  

What influence does the rise of online newspapers have on sales figures of
print newspapers? Are they a threat to print newspapers, or does it all turn out
better than expected? 70,8% claims their buying behaviour is still the same as
before, while nearly a quarter admits to buy less print newspapers and 4,5% say
to buy more. But when we ask people who do read online to make a choice bet-
ween print and online on the assumption of identical ‘twins’ (meaning exactly
the same news at the same cost), the results speak for themselves: almost three
quarters preferred the print edition. Only the future can tell what the final out-
come will be, but enough elements point towards a continued existence of
print newspapers in the age of new media, at least for some time.
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Notes

1. Some Dutch respondents participated as well.
2. At least once a month.
3. Internet Service Providers Association

Belgium.
4. Figure of October 2004.
5. We stress that the figures in this paper are

drawn from preliminary results (data gathered
until the end of January 2005) of the survey,
while the web page remained open to contribu-

tions until February/March).
6. By 1 February 2005, the number of respon-

dents reached 680.
7. The other figures (more audio and ‘Other’)

were not significant.

References

BERGHAUS, M. (1997). “Was macht Multimedia
mit Menschen, machen Menschen mit Multimedia?
Sieben Thesen und ein Fazit“. In: P. LUDES & A.

 



362 III CONGRÉS INTERNACIONAL COMUNICACIÓ I REALITATHANS BEYERS

WERNER (eds.). Multimedia–Kommunikation.
Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag. p. 73-85.

BEYERS, H. (2003). “De krant van morgen,
nog steeds op papier?”. In: Kluwer Mediagids, 12.
p. 115-130.

BOERMAN, M. (2000). Internetjournalistiek.
Scriptie/afstudeerproject Christelijke Hogeschool
Ede, http://members1.chello.nl/~m.boerman/

CHUNG, D. S. (2004), “Into Interactivity? How
News Websites us Interactive Features”, paper presented
at ICA Conference, New Orleans (27-31 May 2004)

DEUZE, M. & PAULUSSEN, S. (2002).
“Online journalism in the low countries: Basic,
Occupational and Professional Characteristics
of Online Journalists in Flanders and the
Netherlands”. In: European Journal of
Communication, Volume 17, No. 2. p. 241-243.

De standaard (2003). Belgen kijken veel naar
soaps, 9 april 2003

DIBEAN, W. (1999). “How US daily newspapers are
using their internet counterparts”, paper presented at
the University of Luton Creativity and
Consumption Conference. Luton  (29-31 March
1999). http://www.miami.edu/com/car/luton3.htm

Insites (2004). “Belgium has 4.2 million
Internet users. Internet grow slows down: need for
stimuli to guarantee future growth”, Belgian
Internet Mapping, press release 6/12/2004,
Ghent: Insites, http://www.insites.be/freeff/
press/PersberichtBIM12EN.pdf

ISPA (2003). “Market survey 16 (2003). First
quarter 2003 confirms evolution: constant growth,
but not enough to close gap with neighbouring coun-
tries”, Brussels: ISPA vzw Belgium, first quarter
2003, http://www.ispa.be/web/en/index.php?n
=86&e=116&s=100

ISPA (2004). “Market survey 22 (2004). The
total number of active Internet connections in
Belgium (1.992.000) grows 2.5% in the third quar-
ter of 2004”, Brussels: ISPA vzw Belgium, third
quarter 2004, http://www.ispa.be/web/en/index.
php?n=86&e=123 & http://www.ispa.be/con-
tent/files/ISPA_Market_Survey_Public_Q3_2004.xls

JAGER, R. & VAN TWISK, P. (eds.) (2002).
Internetjournalistiek. Amsterdam: Uitgeverij
Boom. p.224.

MASSEY, B. L. & LEVY, M. R. (1999).
“Interactivity, Online Journalism, and English-
Language Web Newspapers in Asia”. In:
Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly,
Volume 76. p. 138-151.

MCQUAIL, D. (2000). Mass communication
theory: An introduction. London: Thousand Oaks

London. p. 542.
MORRIS, M. & OGAN, C. (1996). “The internet

as a mass medium”. In: Journal of Communication,
Volume 46, No. 1. p. 39-50. http://www.ascusc.
org/jcmc/vol1/issue4/vol1n4.html 

NEGROPONTE, N. (1995). Being digital: The
road map for survival on the information superhigh-
way, London: Hodder & Stoughton. p. 243.

N. (2004), “Top 100”, in: Inside, nr. 74
(December 2004). p. 70.

Online Publishers Association (2004).
“Online paid content. U.S. market spending report
Q1 and Q2 2004”, November 2004,
h t t p : / / w w w. o n l i n e - p u b l i s h e r s . o r g /
pdf/opa_paid_content_report_nov_04.pdf 

PAULUSSEN, S. (2002). “Online journalism
and new media in Flanders. Examining interacti-
vity, hypertext and multimedia in online news pro-
duction”. Paper presented at the COST A-20 con-
ference, Tromsö (21-22 June 2002). p. 28.

PAVLIK, J. V. (2001). Journalism and new media,
New York: Columbia University Press. p. 246.

PORTEMAN, P. (1998). “De Vlaamse krante-
nuitgevers zetten voorzichtige stappen op het
internet. Een overzicht”. In: Kluwer Mediagids, 2.
p. 73-85.

PORTEMAN, P. (1999). “Het Internet: bron
en doel voor de moderne journalist”. In: Kluwer
Mediagids, 3. p. 87-101.

Project for Excellence in Journalism (2003).
The State of the News Media 2004, Washington,
http://www.stateofthenewsmedia.org/index.asp

RIEDER, R. (1997). “A Breakthrough in
Cyberspace”. In: American Journalism Review,
April 1997, http://www.ajr.org/Article.asp?id=54 

ROGERS, E. M. (1986). Communication tech-
nology: the new media in society. New York: The
Free Press. p. 273.

Stanford Poynter Project (2000). Stanford Poynter
Project, Palo Alto (California): Poynter Institute,
http://www.poynter.org/eyetrack2000/

STEUER, J. (1992). “Defining Virtual Reality:
Dimensions Determining Telepresence”. In:
Journal of Communication, 42 (4). p. 73-93. 

SULLIVAN, C. (2004). “The Web’s ‘Unique’
Problem”. In: Editor & publisher, 21 April 2004,
http://www.editorandpublisher.com/eandp/col
umns/newspaper_2point0_display.jsp?vnu_con
tent_id=1000492257

TUCHER, A. (1997). “Why web warriors
might worry”. In: Columbia Journalism Review,
July/August 1997, http://www.cjr.org/html/97-
07-08-warriors.html


