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Journalists care about
commercialization

BY INGELA WADBRING

Abstract

The aim of this study is to analyse journalists’ view on com-
mercialization over time. Since society as well as the media busi-
ness have changed dramatically for the last few decades, it is rea-
sonable to believe that opinion among journalists has changed
as well. The study is based on three surveys conducted in Sweden
between 1989 and 2011. The journalists are rather unanimous in
their opinion, but workplaces differ. In general, the journalists
feel that journalism is more commercialized today than before,
and they find this to be negative.

Introduction

The concept of commercialization is frequently used in today’s
media debate. The media industry has become more commer-
cialized than ever before, and the transformation is sometimes
discussed in terms of a change from public-driven to market-
driven conditions (cf. Croteau and Hoynes, 2006). The con-
cept could range from a general change in Western culture, to
a requirement for media companies to be profit machines, and
to sensationalize journalism (Wadbring, 2013). There are also a
number of closely related concepts such as market-driven audi-
ence orientation and market management (e.g. Rolland, 2006,
for an overview). It is thus a concept and phenomenon that can
be used in several contexts, of which journalism is one.
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Journalists who embrace the ideal of journalism as a fourth
estate are thus working in a more market-driven environment
than ever before, and the interesting question is, to what extent
and how they care about it. Are there any correlation between
what happens in the media business, and what the employees
in the media business perceive? In this paper, the aim is to ana-
lyse journalists’ view on commercialization, and whether it has
changed over time. The study is based on two research questions:

RQ1: What is journalists’ opinion on commercialization, and has their
opinion changed over time?

RQ2: Are journalists a homogenous group, or what can explain the jour-
nalists’ opinions on commercialization?

As commercialization is a diffuse concept used in many differ-
ent ways, [ will start by giving an overview of how to analyse com-
mercialization, and how the journalistic profession fits into this
context. I will also discuss journalism as a profession, and possi-
ble explanatory factors for journalists’ opinions. This is followed
by a description of the design of the study, before I continue to
the results and conclusions.

Worth mentioning is that Sweden got a commercial broad-
cast system rather late, at the beginning of the 1990’s. Due to the
political and media organizational structures, Sweden is some-
times characterized as part of the so-called Northern European
or Democratic Corporatist Model, which is characterized by a
strong press and public service, a high level of professionalism
among journalists, and a state that supports, but does not con-
trol the media. Other countries with the same tradition are for
example Austria, Norway and Germany. The commercialization
process may look different in liberal countries like the United
States, or in countries with a polarized, pluralist model like many
of the Mediterranean countries (Hallin and Mancini, 2004).

Commercialization at different levels

There is a difference between talking about, for example, com-
mercialized journalism, and commercial radio and TV channels
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in real terms and as connotations, as they touch on very differ-
ent aspects of commercialization: content and financing form.
To clarify the meaning of this, it is important to make sense of the
concept, which can be done through, for example, categoriza-
tion at different levels. It is then possible, and advisable, at least
in part, to go beyond the subject of the media. Studies on com-
mercialization can be categorized as follows (Wadbring, 2013):

Culture, i.e. our whole life sphere. Commercialization exists in
all areas of society, of which the media area is one (McAllister
1996). Commercialization has generally increased over time,
and it is often mentioned in terms of maximizing profit or in
a purely ideological sense. Some examples, in addition to the
media, are the school and university systems (Bok, 2003; Mol-
nar, 1996; Thore, 2002), the emotional world such as, for exam-
ple, care of our bodies (Hesse-Biber, 1996; Hochschild, 2003),
art forms (Jensen, 1998), the tourist trade (Bodén and Rosen-
berg, 2004) and politics (Strombéck, 2007).

The media market in general, where a general increase in compe-
tition means that the media need to try to maximize their audi-
ence — and their advertisers—and this applies to all media (e.g.
McAllister, 1996). It also results in each individual media hav-
ing a much smaller audience, in numerical terms (Beam, 2003;
Hamilton, 2006; Picard, 2005, 2008). One reason for increased
competition is the de-regulation process of the media indus-
try. Public service channels also compete for an audience
in the same market as companies with a more business-like
approach. If the public service system is based on licence
funds, and if the public service is not attractive enough, it is
difficult for politicians to defend the financial systems of the
licence (Djerf-Pierre, 2000; McQuail, 1985, 2005).

The companies, i.e. the single media companies. It can and
has been discussed, whether, for example, ownership or an
introduction to the stock exchange plays a part in the antici-
pated profit and dividend requirements of the companies
(McManus, 1994; Picard, 2008). The discussion is, however,
not new (Sylwan, 1906). It is open for discussion, whether jour-
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nalistic norms and values prevail in the editorial department,
or if the marketing departments have become stronger at the
expense of the editorial departments (Rolland, 2006). Other
examples of commercialization features (and studies) that
can be referred to company level are the division of functions
within the companies, in other words, specialization of tasks
(Nygren, 2008), and that the media companies listen to their
audience and may have adapted to their audience differently
than before (Andersson, 2009). At the same time, specializa-
tion, like customer and audience orientation, permeates all
Western culture, including the media industry.

The journalists, i.e. persons employed by the media companies.
There are many journalists on the boundary between journal-
ism and entertainment, and between journalism and infor-
mation activity (Ottosen, 2004). There are even those, who
have almost become brands in their own right on the journal-
ism market (Ottosen, 2004, Papathanassopoulos, 2001). The
importance of professionalization in terms of commercializa-
tion of the journalistic profession is another subject for dis-
cussion (Fengler and Russ-Mohl, 2008). Professionalization
has made journalists independent, but it has also given them
similar values.

The product, i.e. journalism. Sometimes, research on commer-
cialized journalism is based on a change at company or social
level that is important to the journalistic content (McManus,
1994; Picard, 2008), more rarely this particular link is
researched. There are, however, examples of such studies (e.g.
Beam, 2003). The studies that consider or discuss the commer-
cialization of journalism based on content are concerned with
journalism that is personified, trivialized, dramatized, simpli-
fied, sensational, without credibility, etc. In short: It is about
poor quality (e.g. McManus, 1994; Picard, 2005; Plasser, 2005).

The above categorization is one of probably many possible
ways to try to understand, what the concept of commercializa-
tion can mean to the media and media studies. It is preferable
to specify the current level and the causal connections that can
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really be commented on. In this study, the focus will be on the
journalists, theoretically as well as empirically, but one under-
lying question is, if there is any correlation between changes in
the media business and opinions among the employees. This will
be discussed in the concluding section, but cannot be analysed
empirically.

The journalists as collective and individuals

In terms of level (according to the above classification), the
journalists find themselves between the market and the com-
pany, on the one hand, and journalism as content on the other.
This means that they are potentially under pressure from the
company management as well as the changing market itself. At
the same time, they are a strong group within the media com-
pany, with similar values.

Researchers agree that the journalistic profession is not a pro-
fession in the traditional sense (Deuze, 2005; Singer, 2003; Wiik,
2010). The journalistic profession does not require formal edu-
cation or competence, and no form of licence or certificate is
issued. Since the beginning of the 1960s, however, Sweden has
offered a journalist education, and the professional association
is considerably older than that.

Studies show that, even though itis not a traditional profession,
journalists are a homogeneous group in Sweden and abroad.
Their ideals are similar, as is their perception of their work situa-
tion, even if differences between countries exist (Donsbach, 2004;
Deuze, 2005; Hanitzsch et al., 2011). Instead of talking about a
profession, one could talk about a semi-profession (Beam, 2003),
or a common professional ideology (Deuze, 2005). This implies
that one can expect the journalists view on commercialization to
be rather similar, at least at a particular time. But even if journal-
ists as a group have congruent opinions, their opinion may have
changed in a similar way over time.

On the other hand, even if the journalists share an ideology,
they are also individuals with individual features working under
different structural conditions. Relevant factors could therefore
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be both structural and individual. Both types of factors are of
importance in this study.

Examples of structural factors are, how journalists are geo-
graphically tied to what is being examined, namely financial pres-
sure in the workplace and wanting to avoid conflicts (Berkow-
itz, 2007; O’Neill, 2008). In this study, one structural feature of
importance is where journalists work. The work situation may
play a part in what is culturally possible, and which resources
are available. This is an explanatory approach at company level,
according to the typology outlined above of different levels of
commercialization. A simplified way of looking at commerciali-
zation is in terms of financing forms, and in this study, this will
be used as an explanatory factor of the journalists’ view on the
commercialization of the media. Working in public service tel-
evision, respectively, a single sold tabloid or a glossy magazine
makes a difference, especially when it comes to commercializa-
tion. In one case, money is the means of good content, in the
other, the content is the means of good financial results. This will
be operationalized to an independent variable in terms of the
financing form in the workplace.

Other researchers point at individual traits as explanatory
factors for behaviours as well as attitudes (for an overview, see
Donsbach, 2004). In this study, the journalists as individuals are
empirically analysed in terms of traditional background factors:
gender, age and ideological views — important components of
social identity (Wiik, 2010). All of these have proven to be impor-
tant, explanatory factors in studies of the Swedish journalistic
profession. When it comes to the view on commercialization,
which, to some extent, is an ideological issue, it is primarily the
ideological view that ought to play a part. In this context, it is
worth mentioning that the Swedish journalists stands ideologi-
cally to the left (Asp, 2007, 2012; cf. Andersson, 2009; Lofgren
Nilsson, 2010; Wiik, 2010).

These general background factors are of course not just impor-
tant to journalists, but apply to all analyses of human behaviour
and attitudes. They concern our living conditions and social lives
(Giddens, 2009).
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Design of the study

The analysis of the journalists’ view on commercialization is
based on three studies carried out at the Department of Journal-
ism, Media and Communication at the University of Gothen-
burg, Sweden, in 1989, 2005 and 2011 (see Andersson, 2012). The
population consists of members of the Swedish Union of Jour-
nalists (SJF), which is a combined professional and trade union
that brings together the absolute majority of Sweden’s practising
journalists.

The sample has consisted of a representative sample from SJF’s
register of 1,500 individuals in 1989 (response rate 59%), 2,000
individuals in 2005 (response rate 59%) and 2,500 individuals in
2011 (response rate 60%). The representativeness is generally
good for all the surveys.

The studies were carried out by postal surveys in the autumn
each year. In all cases, the fieldwork was approximately four
months, including several reminders. All surveys contained
questions on the view on the journalist’s role, opinion and press
ethics, and the view on the role of the media in society.

Questions on commercialization in the survey are few. Specifi-
cally, there were three questions available all years. One question
was very general, which evaluated if working as a journalist has
become more or less commercialized for the last 5-10 years. In
addition, two questions on specific traits of commercialization
were used: If a newspaper that sells well is a good newspaper;
correspondingly, if celebrity-oriented journalism has any place
in a daily paper or not. Relative to commercialization as a mul-
tidimensional concept, this means that the aim cannot be com-
pletely satisfied. What we can achieve, however, is a general indi-
cator of changes over time, as well as similarities and differences
among journalists. The most interesting figures are thus not sin-
gle levels of agreement, but comparisons over time and between
groups.

To use surveys in a study about attitudes also has, of course,
some general limitations. The results must be treated as a kind of
attitude overview, with no in-depth knowledge. One must also be
aware that the concept of commercialization is problematic and
therefore unclear in itself.
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Results

Despite the diffuseness of the concept of commercialization,
and the fact that it can be interpreted in different ways, it can
still be used, and most people have some general idea of what it
means in everyday language. When the Swedish journalists were
asked for their view on whether the journalist’s work was more or
less commercial 5-10 years ago than it is today, the vast major-
ity had a crystal clear opinion: Yes, it has changed and become
more commercialized, and during the last five to six years, it has
increased dramatically (Figure 1). The question was posed in
2005 and 2011, but not in 1989.

Figure 1. The journalists’ opinion on the commercialization of work today com-
pared with 5-10 years ago, 2005 and 2011 (per cent).
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Source: Journalists 2005 and 2011, University of Gothenburg.

10 more commercialized

The question was: Think about what it was like working as a journalist 5-10
years ago: has the journalistic profession become more or less commercialized?

Comment: The assessment of the commercialization of the work compared with
5-10 years ago is part of a suite of 10 sub-questions. The number of respondents
is 854 in 2005 and 1,155 in 2011.
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Table 1. Journalists’ assessment if the work has become more commercialized
compared to 5-10 years ago, by groups, 2005 and 2011 (mean and eta; number of
respondents in parenthesis)

Assessment in 2005 Assessment in 2011
Everyone 6,39 (854) 7,13(1155)
Gender
Woman 6,33 (390) 7,22 (526)
Man 6,45 (453) 7,05 (589)
Eta 0,03 0,046
Age
Under 33 years 6,40 (105) 7,02 (81)
33-45 years 6,35 (327) 6,96 (358)
Over 46 years 6.42 (422) 7,22 (673)
Eta 0,016 0,066
Ideology
Left 6,43 (387) 7,32 (521)
Centre 6,34 (340) 7,00 (421)
Right 6,41 (108) 6,85 (163)
Eta 0,023 0,100*
Workplace
Public service 5,74 (146) 6,40 (189)
Medium-commercial 6,25 (338) 6,92 (422)
Commercial 6,82 (145) 7,66 (110)
Eta 0,193*** 0,214%**

Source: Journalists 2005 and 2011, University of Gothenburg.

Comment: For question posed, see Figure 1. Ideology is based on an eleven-
point scale, in which the left has values between 0-3, the centre 4-6 and the
right 7-10. Public service refers to public service radio and TV; a medium-
commercial workplace refers to morning papers and TV4, as these have an
ambition to act as public service media, though they are commercially financed,;
and a commercial workplace refers to the single sold tabloids, periodicals, free
dailies, commercially financed radio and TV stations, and production compa-
nies. A regression model for 2005 gives ,042 as an adjusted R2 and for 2011 ,063.
The significance for workplace remains under control for the other independent
variables.

*p <.05 **p < .01 ***p <.001

In principle, no journalist thinks that commercialization has
decreased over the last 5-10 years, with regards to the journalistic
profession in general. That goes for 2005 as well as for 2011. The
majority agrees that work has become more commercialized. If
values 6-10 in Figure 1 are added, they total 55 per cent in 2005
and 74 per cent in 2011. A further 40 per cent (2005) believed
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that there was no difference, and that proportion has almost
decreased by halfin 2011. The change over time is significant.

In 2005, the assessment concerned the situation from the mid
and end of the 1990’s, when competition grew rapidly, and the
Internet developed. In 2011, assessing the situation around the
turn of the century, the most marked change of the media mar-
ket was the growing penetration of broadband in society. The big
staff cuts among journalists that have characterized the last few
years in Sweden, started in 2011, and it is reasonable to believe
that the journalists, at least to some extent, had this in mind,
when they answered the question in 2011.

An analysis of the views of different groups of journalists then
indicates that traditional background factors such as gender, age
and ideological views do not play a part in their opinions, neither
in 2005, nor in 2011. In contrast, the type of company, for which
they work, does play a part (Table 1).

Those who work in the media that are generally considered the
most commercial - the evening press, commercial TV etc. — are
the ones who consider the work more commercial than before.
We see the same patterns in both years, but at a higher level in
2011. It is worth noting that the change is greater among journal-
ists working in a commercial workplace, than among journalists
working in public service or medium-commercial workplaces.

Allowing the journalists to make a retroactive assessment
of how the work situation has changed is one way of studying
changes, but it is not the only one. It was also a loosely formu-
lated question, with no definition of what more or less commer-
cialized work means. Asking questions on repeated occasions is
another option for comparison over time. We will continue with
the two other survey questions concerning commercialization.

Two specific questions were asked in the Swedish journalist
surveys in 1989, 2005 and 2011 that can be seen as indicators of
the views of journalists on commercialization at different levels
(Figure 2). If we follow the categorization of the concept of com-
mercialization made in the introduction, the first-mentioned
question can be said to be at market level, whereas the second is
at content level. The assertions that are used as indicators of the
view on commercialization are in no way exhaustive, and should
only be seen as indicators.
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The assumption that a newspaper that sells well is a good
newspaper, is an aspect of the role of the media in the market.
The mean is 3 at a 4-level scale, on which 1 corresponds to ‘agree’
and 4 to ‘disagree’, which implies that the journalists, to a large
extent, disagree in the statement. The most interesting point,
however, is not the level of agreement, but that we see no change
over time. Due to changes in the media system as well as in soci-
ety in general, in the direction that journalism has become more
of a common product than ever before, one could have expected
at least some change in journalists’ opinion—but there are none.

The extent of celebrity-oriented journalism is intended to
work as a measure of acceptance of commercial content. Mean
is around 2 on the same 4-level scale. It is thus a larger propor-
tion of the journalists, who agree on this subject compared to the
subject above. Further, there is an increased share of disagree-

Figure 2. Journalists’ opinion on two aspects of commercialization, 1989, 2005
and 2011 (mean)
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Source: Journalists 1989, 2005 and 2011, University of Gothenburg.

The question read: What is your opinion on the following assertions about mass
media and journalism? Both of the above assertions are part of a suite of ten
sub-questions of different characters. The answer option was fourfold: ‘com-
pletely agree’ (1), ‘partly agree’, ‘partly disagree’ and ‘totally disagree’ (4).
Comment: The number of respondents is between 823/827 in 1989, 1,039/1,045 in
2005, and 1,317/1,342 in 2011. Differences in mean is staitstic significant for the
second item, but nor for the first.
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ment of the negative assertion that celebrity-oriented journalism
had no place in daily papers over time, i.e. an increasing accept-
ance of this kind of material over time. The change over time is in
this case, statistically significant.

So, do the journalists agree as a group on both these assertions
to the same extent, as they do on the general commercialization
of the work, despite differences related to workplace? Table 2 dis-
plays the values for different journalist groups.

Table 2. Journalists’ opinion on two aspects of commercialization, by groups,
1989, 2005 and 2011 (mean and eta; number of respondents in parenthesis)

A newspaper that sells well, is a

good newspaper

Celebrity-oriented journalism has
no place in daily papers

1989 2005

2011

1989 2005 2011

Everyone

Gender
Woman
Man
Eta

Age

Under 33 years
33-45 years
Over 46 years
Eta

Ideology
Left
Centre
Right
Eta

Workplace
Public service
Medium-com-
mercial
Commercial
Eta

3,01(823)  3,00(1039)

3,18(284) 3,00 (521)
2,92(535) 2,90 (508)
151 *RK 1 30%**

3,17(206) 3,07 (269)
3,05(367) 2,97 (357)
2,81(249) 2,99 (413)
170%** ,055

3,18(324) 3,08 (469)
2,94 (368) 2,98 (418)
2,66 (107)  2,80(138)
’213*** 1 18%%*

3,14(103)  3,21(188)
2,93(389) 2,84 (376)

2,69(99)  294(173)
,159%** 197

3,01(1317)

3,13 (656)
2,89 (661)
A pR**x

3,10(273)
3,00 (395)
2,99 (645)
057

3,15 (630)
2,96 (478)
2,71 (197)
’200***

3,22(214)
2,83 (466)

2,96 (158)
,217***

1,89(827) 2,20 (1045) 2,35(1342)

1,70 (285) 2,08 (521) 2,29 (663)
2,00(538) 2,32(514) 2,41 (679)
15]*xx 210 070%%*

1,90(209) 2,30(266) 2,49 (274)
1,88 (365) 2,26 (359) 2,39 (398)
1,91(252) 2,09(420) 2,26 (666)
017 ,099 ,100%**

1,79(324)  2,12(477) 2,28 (645)
1,95(373) 2,24(419) 2,37 (489)
2,01(108) 2,37 (135) 2,49 (194)
,093 ,089%** ,082%%%

1,88(102) 2,07(189)  2,30(212)
1,83(2,44) 2,27(383) 2,40 (486)

2,44(101) 2,47(170) 2,81 (156)
,234*** ,148*** ']97***

Source: Journalists 1989, 2005 and 2011, University of Gothenburg.

Comment: For the questions and answers posed, see Figure 2. For definitions,
see Table 1. The significance remains for the independent variables in a regres-
sion model for the first question (a newspaper that sells ...), but the second que-
stion (celebrity-oriented journalism ...) doesn’t show significance of ideology in
2005, and in 2011, only workplace is significant in the regression.

*p <.05 **p <.01 *** <.001
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The interesting results are the differences between groups
rather than changes over time. One of the subjects show signifi-
cance over time on an aggregated level, but changes in different
groups over time are not significant. Several differences among
journalist groups are, however, significant.

Most interesting is, once again, the workplace of the journal-
ists. These results are significant, both in eta and logistic regres-
sion, for both subjects. When working in a commercial work-
place, journalists agree to a higher extent that a newspaper that
sells well, is a good newspaper, and they agree to a lower extent
on the statement that celebrity-oriented journalism has no place
in daily papers. For both subjects, the same patterns can be
found, when it comes to ideology, in which case right-wing jour-
nalists display the same views as journalists working in commer-
cial workplaces. The same pattern also applies to men in relation
to women. When it comes to age, there are no significant differ-
ences between young and old over time.

The results indicate that, even if the questions concern a trait
of commercialization on market level or content level, the opin-
ions move in the same direction. If a journalist is, if not positive,
then at least more positive than others towards the fact that a
newspaper should sell well, then the journalist is likely to accept
celebrity-oriented journalism to a larger extent, too.

Conclusion

In this study, commercialization as a phenomenon has been
studied through three empirical questions that cover certain
aspects of commercialization, but far from the whole concept.
The first survey question is retrospective; if the journalists find
that their work has become more commercialized over time. The
second and third questions from the survey are indicators of
journalists’ opinions on a commercialized content, correspond-
ingly journalism as a product in the market.

So, what is the journalists’ opinion on commercialization,
and do we see a change over time of their opinion? This is the
first research question. The opinion on commercialization is, by
and large, negative. The general opinion is also that commer-
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cialization has increased over time. Small changes in journalists’
opinions over time can be found in the material. Therefore, the
answer to the first research question must be that the opinion
on commercialization is rather negative and stable, and to some
extent increase over time.

The second research question is, if the journalists can be
regarded as a homogenous group or, if not, what may explain
the journalists’ opinions on commercialization. There are no
dramatic differences between groups of journalists. Rather, the
journalists can be said to be fairly unanimous in their views
on the aspects of commercialization that have been subject to
analysis here. It is, however, worth noting the differences in opin-
ion based on the workplace of journalists. Journalists working
in commercial workplaces — single sold tabloids, commercially
financed television, periodicals etc. — have a more positive (or,
rather, less negative) attitude towards commercialization. On the
other hand, they are also of the opinion that the work has become
more commercialized over time. It seems, though, that they also
show a greater acceptance of the commercialization, despite the
belief that the work has become more commercialized,

The relatively minor differences with regards to social identity
among different groups suggest that the journalists are a fairly
homogenous group, when it comes to their views on commer-
cialization — also over time. The most logic explanatory factor
for journalists’ view on commercialization thus seems to be the
journalistic profession, not individual factors. The journalists
share a strong and professional ideology (Deuze, 2005), and we
know that the ideals of the Swedish journalists are almost unani-
mous (Wiik, 2010). It is therefore reasonable to assume that they
form a group that probably also wants to be homogenous, in the
sense that they want to be part of a psychological community
with their colleagues. It may even be suggested that they work as
a kind of socialization agent for each other — for good and for bad
(cf. Donsbach, 2004; Fengler and Russ-Mohl, 2008). They then
make the same assessments, maybe above all, on controversial
issues, on which they ought to think in a certain way. They ought
not to be too positive about commercialization. They ought to
consider that the work has become more commercial. Even if the
survey questions applied in this study are not comprehensive,



110 // JOURNALISTICA - NR. 1-2013

we can be fairly sure that journalists do care about commerciali-
zation.
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