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Introduction

The responsibility of rigorously informing society has made the media a key agent in 
the development of democracy, and their efforts have traditionally contributed to the 
generation of an educated and informed citizenry. In other words, the paths of journalism 
and democracy are closely linked (McNair,  2008) since from a normative perspective, 
the democratic epitome is that the choices made by citizens are reasoned and rational 
(Chambers & Costain,  2001), something to which the outputs of the media are pivotal 
contributors. However, the changes brought about by digital technology to the way in 
which information is produced, distributed and consumed, together with the emergence 
of other actors in the public sphere, raise the question of whether this paradigm is still 
commonly accepted.

In that sense, there are numerous studies that focus either on analysing the profiles 
of news consumers (Artero et al.,  2020; Castro et al.,  2022; Rodríguez-Virgili et al., 
 2022) or on how structural factors shape said media use (Fletcher & Nielsen,  2017a; 
Majó-Vázquez et al.,  2018; Steppat et al.,  2020). The news repertoire approach has been 
very fruitful in shedding light on media consumption in this new media ecosystem 
(Peters & Schrøder,  2018; Swart et al.,  2018). However, there is little research that 
examines the characteristics of individuals who are more supportive of news media 
and of journalistic work, and it tends to be national in scope (Vos et al.,  2019; Willnat 
et al.,  2019). The present study distinguishes itself by focusing on individual conditions 
that may influence perceptions of journalism’s relevance to society and satisfaction with 
the performance of some journalistic tasks through a comparative lens that considers 
different media environments. In particular, this study analyses news users’ perceptions 
of journalism in Germany, Spain and the United Kingdom. The aim of the research 
is to analyse how these users assess the performance of three journalistic functions: 
holding the powerful to account (the adversarial role), disseminating information 
quickly to the public (the disseminator role), and providing analysis of current affairs 
(the interpreter role).

The correspondence between perceived social relevance of journalism and the 
citizens’ assessment of the actual performance of the media is significant because it 
can, in turn, affect the level of trust placed in the media (Moran & Nechushtai,  2023). 
Therefore, when the public perceives that journalism is fulfilling its social role effectively, 
they are more likely to trust the media and its reporting. Conversely, when the public 
views the media as falling short of its social responsibilities, their trust in the media 
may be eroded. In sum, given the fragile and relational nature of media trust and 
its susceptibility to social, cultural and technological shifts, the exploration of public 
perceptions of journalism (Serrano-Puche et al.,  2023) is of paramount importance. The 
findings from such explorations can serve as valuable starting points for both media 
practitioners and policymakers seeking to navigate the ever-evolving media landscape 
and foster a society with a well-informed, engaged and trustful citizenry.
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The societal role of journalism

According to Lasswell (1948), the press has three functions in relation to the social 
system:  1. monitoring the environment;  2. correlating the parts of society in their 
response to the environment;  3. transmitting the social heritage from one generation 
to the next. While all three are important, the first refers more directly to journalistic 
activity and constitutes what other authors call the watchdog role (Christians et al.,  2009; 
McQuail,  2013). This task consists of discovering and reporting relevant information 
about current events, personalities, trends or risks to a democratic society. In the words of 
Kovach and Rosenstiel (2001, p.  12), “the purpose of journalism is to provide people with 
the information they need to be free and self-governing”. This includes a commitment 
to truth (coupled with the discipline of verification), loyalty to citizens, independence 
from those it covers, providing understandable and appropriate news, and serving as an 
“independent check on power” (Kovach & Rosenstiel,  2001, p.  112).

The watchdog role stems from the classical liberal conception of the power 
relationship between government and society as a mechanism to strengthen accountability 
(Norris,  2014). This mission to scrutinise institutions and elites to expose irregularities 
(Schultz,  1998; Waisbord,  2000) goes hand in hand with the characterisation of the press 
as the fourth estate. According to this metaphor – historically attributed to Edmund Burke 
(Donohue et al.,  1995) – the media, although not formally recognised in any constitution, 
constitutes a source of power similar to that of other branches of government. From this 
perspective, reporting demands a response from public authorities, for “by publicizing 
corruption, scandal in high places, or the government’s simple inattention to the needs 
of the people, the press could ensure that a nominally democratic government met 
its obligations to its constituents” (Hampton,  2009, p.  10). The idea of journalism as 
a watchdog is therefore based on three premises:

“First, the news media are essentially autonomous; second, journalism acts in the public 
interest, looking after the welfare of the general public rather than that of society’s dominant 
groups; and third, that the power of the news media is such that they are able to influence 
dominant social groups to the benefit of the public” (Franklin et al.,  2005, p. 274).

This notion has permeated the profession of journalism worldwide. Among journalists, 
the watchdog or adversarial role is perceived as a central function to be performed, as 
shown in the academic literature on professional roles (Canel et al.,  2000; Donsbach & 
Patterson,  2004; Hanitzsch et al.,  2011; Weaver,  1999; Weaver & Willnat,  2012). However, 
as journalism is a social practice in which socio-political, cultural and organisational 
contexts converge, this normative standard and journalistic ideal is determined by 
multiple factors in daily practice. There is a gap between how journalists understand 
their role and how they behave (Mellado,  2019), particularly influenced by the external 
and internal pressures journalists have to face (Márquez-Ramírez et al.,  2020).

These tensions also manifest themselves in another basic function that can be 
ascribed to the media: keeping citizens abreast of events, the disseminator role, in which 
journalists act simply as rapid disseminators of information who avoid unverifiable facts 
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(Cassidy,  2005; Prager & Hameleers,  2021). In the words of Johnstone et al. (1976, p.  114), 
some journalists see themselves as “an impartial conduit of information to the public” 
and feel that they can do their job better by maintaining a neutral position, adhering to 
the norms of objectivity and reporting accurate, factual and verifiable content.

However, technological advances and changes in the way information is produced, 
distributed and consumed as a result of digitalisation have led to a reconsideration of 
the validity of this paradigm (Peters & Broersma,  2013,  2017). Digital platforms are 
transforming information, creating a new hybrid environment in which two concepts 
associated with digital media on the one hand and with the mainstream media system on 
the other, sometimes coexist harmoniously, generating cooperation and synergy, and at 
other times clash, creating conflict and tension (Chadwick,  2017). Journalists are forced to 
adopt new techniques not only in the production and distribution of information, but also 
in the management of their relationship with their audience. With the rise of the digital 
age, news information traverses the vast landscape of the internet with ease. Following 
Kristensen and Bro (2024), there are three platform types through which legacy media 
news meets its audience: intra-media (news site), inter-media (social media profiles) 
and extra-media platforms (aggregation and search). Thus, audiences increasingly turn 
to digital platforms to satisfy their news consumption needs (Nielsen & Ganter,  2018). 
Moreover, the digital environment encourages the proliferation of new actors across 
borders and themes that have traditionally been the focus of journalism studies. These 
include the new digital opinion leaders or influencers, who are able to accumulate a high 
symbolic capital that allows them to effectively influence the flow of information (Casero-
Ripollés,  2018). All this leads to a questioning, or at least a rethinking of the legitimacy 
of journalistic authority in this new media environment (Carlson,  2017; Tong,  2018).

Perhaps the most influential changes in the social relevance that citizens ascribe 
to journalism are related to new ways of consuming information. First and foremost, 
access to information is rapid and uninterrupted, occurring at any time and in any place 
(Boczkowski et al.,  2018). This creates an endless cycle of information consumption in 
which periodicity has been definitively overcome (Martín Algarra et al.,  2010). Moreover, 
a key practice that the digital environment has imposed on access to political information 
is that of incidental consumption (Fletcher & Nielsen,  2017b; Serrano-Puche et al.,  2018). 
Second, the perception that ‘the information is out there’ has taken hold in the digital 
environment (Toff & Nielsen,  2018). Furthermore, in a context of information abundance, 
social media introduces the perception that news seeks out users. This is the “news finds 
me” perception (Gil de Zúñiga & Zicheng,  2021). The implications of these shifts in 
information consumption patterns can create ambivalence in journalism’s perceived 
social value. On the one hand, the rise of digitalisation and constant user connectivity 
could dilute journalism’s unique role amidst a relentless stream of other media content. 
This content is often of uneven quality, with soft news and entertainment increasingly 
dominating (Cunningham & Craig,  2019; Hanusch,  2012). Despite that the digital age 
also presents opportunities for journalism to reaffirm its importance and relevance, the 
overabundance of information highlights the need for reliable, trustworthy sources that 
can provide accurate, fact-checked reporting and in-depth analysis of complex issues, 
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especially in the face of events of social, political, or health impact (Ariel et al.,  2023; 
Casero-Ripollés,  2020).

Along with the work of policing the powerful and informing citizens about what is 
happening, journalism has traditionally been regarded as “the primary sense-making 
practice of modernity” (Hartley,  1996, p.  12). Its institutional status is linked to its social 
function of satisfying the citizenry’s need to understand current events. It can, therefore, 
be said that it also plays a role in interpreting reality. It must provide “a truthful, 
comprehensive and intelligent account of the events of the day in a context which gives 
them meaning” (Commission on Freedom of the Press,  1947, p.  21), as proposed by the 
Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the Press in the late  1940s.

The media thus becomes a marketplace of ideas, representing all relevant issues and 
voices within a society (Jandura & Friedrich,  2014). This analytical task is meaningless 
if it is not accompanied by the informative function itself, but it goes beyond the mere 
transmission of current events and is linked to a ritualistic vision of communication 
(Carey,  1989). It frames journalism in a dimension of social responsibility (Peterson, 
 1956), the fulfilment of which is related to what McQuail (1992) defines as media 
performance, that is, an indicator of how well the media serve the public interest.

The idea that journalistic work is of paramount importance for a healthy democracy 
is widely accepted among scholars at the normative level (Schudson,  2008). However, 
with all the changes mentioned above, the question remains of whether journalistic work 
is still present in the everyday lives of citizens or whether the new digital environment 
has rather eroded its traditional societal role of informing the public, providing analysis 
of current affairs and holding those in power to account.

The exercise of journalistic functions is largely influenced by the professional roles 
of journalists. The idea of the journalist’s role is not static, as it is sensitive to both 
the professional and technological context of journalism (Mellado,  2019; Mellado et al., 
 2017; Novoa Jaso et al.,  2019). Therefore, it is understandable that, when comparing 
the roles attributed to and performed by journalists from different times and places, 
some ideas about journalistic work may have changed. There are different concepts that 
influence the conception of these roles, from the assumption of certain functions by 
journalists as their own, to the limitations of the context, to the perceptions of the public 
(Mellado et al.,  2017).

Nonetheless, there is a common ideal, albeit mutable over time and context, which 
underpins the understanding of journalists’ roles and has much to do with their news 
mission. As Weaver and Wilhoit (1996) point out, the identification of the journalist as 
a purveyor of information (disseminator role) and a check on authority (adversarial 
role) remained largely unchanged in the  1980s and  1990s, a sign of stability. At the same 
time, Starck and Soloski (1977) and Kepplinger et al. (1991) found that the perception 
of these journalistic roles, as well as the identification of journalists with them, showed 
a predisposition of professionals that influenced their reporting. In this sense, studies 
such as Deuze (2002) have shown that journalists’ perceptions of their own roles are not 
one-dimensional, but tend to be composed of several roles at once, and indeed “many 
journalists see themselves as a combination of informer, interpreter and advocate” 
(Ward  2009, p.  299).
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Media environments and perceptions of news media performance

Typologies have proved to be a powerful comparative tool for finding possible 
commonalities between different countries (Blumler et al.,  1992). These models are based 
on the existence of national journalistic cultures, press circulation, political parallelisms 
and social relevance. Among the various existing models that relate politics and the 
media, Hallin and Mancini’s has become a prominent reference in the international 
sphere (Brüggemann et al.,  2014; Strömbäck et al.,  2008; Strömbäck & Luengo,  2008).

The relevance of adopting this comparative framework is also justified by the 
influence that the media system can have on the social view of journalistic institutions. 
According to Steppat et al. (2020, p.  321), “‘news users’ perceptions of news media 
performance are shaped by their individual media choices as well as by the composition 
of the news media environment that surrounds them”.

For example, the more the structure of a country’s media system parallels that of 
its political parties, the more the population of that country is dominated by exposure 
to like-minded views through mass media (Goldman & Muntz,  2011). Steppat et al. 
(2021) take this idea further, emphasising the importance of the political information 
environment when analysing news exposure. According to these authors, both media 
market fragmentation and polarisation have a relevant effect on like-minded news 
consumption. In another study conducted in five countries, they also found that the 
higher the level of fragmentation and polarisation, the worse the perceived news 
performance was, particularly in terms of journalistic independence and objectivity 
(Steppat et al.,  2020). This is important because what people think of and expect from 
their country’s media has an impact on patterns of media use (Wolling,  2009) and thus 
on the media’s ability to contribute to an informed public and engaged citizenship in that 
country (Delli Carpini & Keeter,  1996).

With this in mind, the aim of this study is to explore and compare the perceptions 
of journalism among news users in three countries: Germany, Spain and the U.K. Each of 
these countries corresponds to different media systems categorised by Hallin and Mancini 
(2004): the North/Central European or democratic corporatist model (Germany), the 
Mediterranean or polarised pluralist model (Spain) and the North Atlantic or liberal 
model (the U.K.).

Germany is classified within the democratic corporatist model, a system also found 
in Austria, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Norway and Sweden. Nations typically 
associated with this model are demonstrably characterised by a rich cultural tradition, as 
evidenced by the press’s historically high print runs. Moreover, the model also entails 
a strong development of journalistic professionalism and an active, albeit limited, role 
for the state.

Spain exhibits most of the features Hallin and Mancini ascribe to the polarised 
pluralist model. This system corresponds to countries located in the Mediterranean 
region, such as Greece, Italy, France and Portugal, the defining features of this model 
are high political parallelism between media and politics, strong state intervention in the 
media system, a historical focus of commercial media on the ruling elite, small print runs 
and a low level of professionalisation of journalism.
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The United Kingdom fits the liberal model, predominant in Ireland, the USA and 
Canada, characterised by the relative prevalence of market mechanisms, the hegemony 
of commercial media companies and consolidated professionalism. There is little state 
intervention in the media system and a limited political parallelism. However, the U.K. is 
different from the liberal model in two dimensions, as Hallin and Mancini point out (Hallin 
& Mancini,  2017). Firstly, while there is a clear tendency for political parallelism to decrease 
in the British quality press, it remains strong in the tabloid press. Secondly, the strong 
presence and influence of the BBC tempers the hegemony of commercial media companies.

Given the above, the following questions arise:

RQ1: How do news consumers in Germany, Spain and the U.K. perceive the 
relevance of journalism to the proper functioning of society?
RQ2: How do news users’ perceptions of journalistic relevance and journalistic roles 
vary according to socio-demographic factors?
RQ3: How do news users rate journalists’ fulfilment of the roles of adversary, 
interpreter and disseminator?
RQ4: Are there notable differences between the three countries studied in terms 
of perceptions of the social function of journalism and assessments of media 
performance, given that they have different media environments?

Method

Design and procedure

This study is based on the survey conducted by YouGov for the Reuters Institute Digital 
News Report (DNR), an international study on the consumption of digital information 
promoted in  2012 by the University of Oxford, which has been published in Spain since 
 2014 by the University of Navarra.

The fieldwork was carried out between the end of January and the beginning of 
February  2019 and  2020. The YouGov organisation selected around  2,000 users in 
each country to compose national panels to survey digital news consumption. DNR 
participants are adult internet users who have consumed news in the last month and are 
representative of the online population according to socio-demographic and geographic 
criteria. The data were weighted according to official census and industry-accepted 
majority data for age, gender, region, news reading and education level, in order to 
reflect the population of the countries analysed.

Sample

For this research, the  2019 and  2020 surveys were consulted in order to cover all 
questions related to the object of study, as the questionnaire has some variations 
from one year to the next. Specifically, samples of Internet users from Germany 
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(2019: n =  2,022;  2020: n =  2,011), Spain (2019: n =  2,005;  2020: n =  2,006) and the 
United Kingdom (2019: n =  2,023;  2020: n =  2,011) were used.

First, we identified the DNR questions related to the two aspects we wanted to 
measure: the social relevance of journalism and the satisfaction with the roles fulfilled 
by journalists. As the DNR is a more general study than the one presented in this article, 
we selected some DNR variables in order to limit the responses to the specificity of our 
research. However, it is worth noting that the Digital News Report seeks to understand 
how news is consumed in different countries and meets a number of requirements to 
ensure a representative sample. Specifically, the samples from Germany, Spain and the 
U.K. were subject to several conditions to ensure their representativeness. For example, 
in addition to appropriate representation in terms of age, gender and origin, the users 
surveyed in the three countries met quotas to ensure that the educational and political 
diversity of the three countries was represented. The responses to these variables were 
subjected to various statistical tests in order to test the relationship between the variables 
analysed (Table  1) and the socio-demographic variables.

Questionnaire and variables

The online questionnaire covers a wide range of questions about news consumption. 
In particular, this research has conducted a fine-grained descriptive analysis of the main 
characteristics of individuals who are more or less supportive of journalism and their 
perceived journalistic roles in different countries. In particular, the following survey 
questions were analysed in relation to the socio-demographic variables of age, gender 
and level of education:

Table  1:
Main Variables An

Variable Mean Std. Deviation
Journalism relevance1 1.93 0.96
Adversarial role2 3.21 0.97
Disseminator role3 3.75 0.93
Interpretative role4 3.47 0.93

1 How important, if at all, do you think independent journalism is for the proper functioning of society 
(to be answered according to a Likert rating scale: Extremely important (1) / Very important / Somewhat 
important / Not very important / Not at all important (5).
2 Please, indicate your level of agreement with the following statement: The news media monitors and 
scrutinises powerful people and businesses.
3 Please, indicate your level of agreement with the following statement: The news media keeps me up to 
date with what’s going on.
4 Please, indicate your level of agreement with the following statement: The news media helps me understand 
the news of the day.

Source: Compiled by the authors.
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Results

This section is structured as follows: first, citizens’ perceptions of the social relevance 
of journalism is presented, both at a general level and in the performance of some of 
its main functions (RQ1 & RQ3). Both questions are examined from a comparative 
perspective, across the three countries, to see whether membership of different media 
systems is significant for the issues observed (RQ4) or if they are influenced by socio-
demographic variables (RQ2).

As one would expect, although digital users in Germany, Spain and the United 
Kingdom agreed on the importance of journalism for the proper functioning of society, 
national differences do exist. Overall, about  72% of the digital users who answered the 
survey identified journalism as relevant. National figures range from  83% in Germany 
who think that journalism is either extremely or very important for society to  59% in 
Spain. Respondents under the age of  45 accord journalism less public relevance, with 
only  34% identifying journalism as extremely important for society. Broadly speaking, 
the typical supporter of journalism would be over  45 years old, with tertiary education. 
However, a closer look shows national differences.

Table  2:
Journalism relevance and socio-demographic variables correlation

Journalism relevancea

Extremely 
important

Very  
important

Somewhat 
important

Not very 
important

Not at all 
important

Ageb

 Under  45
 Over  45

34%
46.6%

29.9%
30.6%

27.2%
19.5%

6.7%
2.3%

2.2%
1%

Genderc

 Male
Female

45.2%
38.3%

29.1%
31.5%

20.2%
24.8%

3.8%
4.2%

1.8%
1.2%

Educationd

 Low
 Middle
 High

26.2%
38.8%
49.3%

23.4%
30.8%
30.5%

35.5%
24.1%
17.7%

8.9%
4.7%
2.1%

6%
1.7%
0.4%

Countrye

 Germany
 Spain
 United Kingdom

53.9%
32.1%
38.9%

30%
27.8%
33.2%

12%
32%
23.7%

3.3%
5.8%
2.9%

0.7%
2.4%
1.3%

a Question: How important, if at all, do you think independent journalism is for the proper functioning of 
society? (To be answered according to a Likert rating scale.)
b Cramer’s V:  0.17, p-value < .000
c Cramer’s V:  0.08, p-value < .000
d Cramer’s V:  0.13, p-value < .000
e Cramer’s V:  0.17, p-value < .000

Source: Compiled by the authors.
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Perceptions of the social function of journalism

According to the  2020 DNR data, a majority of news users in the three countries state 
that independent journalism is relevant to ensure the proper functioning of society. 
Of the three countries, the social relevance of journalism seems to be more established 
in Germany, where  83.9% say they are in favour and  4% against. The situation is very 
different from Spain, where  59.9% recognise it as extremely or very relevant, while  8.2% 
of the surveyed do not, with the United Kingdom being at an intermediate level (72.1% of 
support,  4.2% against).

When analysing the influence of socio-demographic factors such as age, gender or 
level of education, there are differences between countries. In Germany, the correlation 
between age and the importance given to journalism is statistically significant (p < .001). 
The same is true for age and level of education in Spain, or for the level of education 
in the U.K., so some patterns are evident in the responses. In all three countries, young 
people aged  18–24 disagree with the need for independent journalism to ensure the 
proper functioning of society, but with large differences. In case of Spain, more than half 
of respondents in this age group consider the work of journalism to be not very relevant, 
 20 percentage points more than in Germany (30.4%) or the United Kingdom (32.8%). 
Spain is the only country where a majority of respondents aged  18–44 disagree with the 
need for independent journalism.

Respondents’ level of education also plays a role. Respondents with lower levels of 
education most frequently do not attribute a relevant role to independent journalism 
(44.4% in Germany,  45.4% in Spain and  29.4% in the U.K.).

Disseminator
Germany

Spain

United Kingdom

63.0%

67.2%

72.2%

36.5%

39.8%

41.8%

48.8%

53.4%

58.0%

Interpretative

Adversarial

Please, indicate your level of agreement 
with the following statements.

1. The news media monitors and scrutinises 
powerful people and businesses

2. The news media keeps me up to date with 
what’s going on

3. The news media helps me understand 
the news of the day

Figure  1:
News users’ evaluation of journalistic roles by country

Source: Adapted from the Reuters Institute DNR survey  2020, conducted by YouGov.
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There are significant differences in how news users rate the fulfilment of the three 
journalistic roles analysed in the survey. The role of disseminator is the one that 
generates the most consensus:  63% of Germans,  67.2% of Spaniards and  73.2% of 
British respondents think that journalists fulfil this role correctly. In other words, 
the vast majority of those surveyed believe that journalists and the media keep them 
informed about what’s going on. In case of the interpretative role, a slight majority of 
Spaniards (53.4%) and Britons (58%) believe that journalists and the media help them 
to understand the reality around them. This is not the case for German respondents, 
among whom a minority (48.8%) are of the opinion that journalism is an aid to 
their understanding of reality. In all three countries, respondents ranked fulfilling the 
confrontational function last. In all three countries, only a minority are satisfied with 
the way the media monitor and scrutinise powerful individuals and companies (36.5% 
in Germany,  39.8% in Spain and  41.8% in the U.K.).

When correlated with socio-demographic variables, some changes emerge. 
In terms of age (Table  3), in both Germany and the U.K., the older the user, the higher 
the level of agreement with fulfilment of the adversarial role. Of the three countries 
analysed, in Spain alone is the p-value greater than  0.5 and therefore not statistically 
significant. When analysing the change in support for the adversarial role, age does not 
seem to affect Spanish respondents. When it comes to the disseminator role, Germany 
and Spain are the only two countries where the results are statistically significant. 
Whoever it is, in the Spanish case, age seems to have the greatest impact when 
analysing the evaluation of this particular journalistic role. The older they get, the 
more Spaniards recognise this function in media performance. Finally, the perception 
of the role of interpreter does not seem to change much with age. In all three countries 
analysed, the support received is always around  50%, whether or not the correlation 
is statistically significant.

Table  3:
Functions of journalism by age
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The news media monitors 
and scrutinises powerful 
people and businesses
Adversarial role

26.1% 31.5% 31.9% 35.5% 41.6% < .001 40.9% 38.9% 39.9% 41.3% 40.8% 0.688 34.8% 36.7% 39.5% 39.0% 47% < .001

The news media keeps 
me up to date with 
what’s going on
Disseminator role

62.7% 60.9% 56.6% 61.4% 66.3% 0.015 53.6% 62.7% 64.2% 69.8% 72.9% < .001 73.3% 70.1% 76.6% 69.0% 72.7% 0.939

The news media helps me 
understand the news of 
the day
Interpretative role

51.6% 41.5% 47.8% 47.6% 51.2% 0.052 48.1% 52.5% 49.9% 53.9% 56.6% 0.017 57% 54.3% 58.9% 52.6% 58.4% 0.328

Note: Question “We are now going to ask you whether you think the news media in your country is doing 
a good job or not. Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements:” * p-value of the 
Spearman correlation between each type of concern and age (within each country).

Source: Adapted from the Reuters Institute DNR survey  2019, conducted by YouGov.
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The respondents’ level of education does not seem to have much impact on their answers 
when asked about the functions of journalism (Table  4). The U.K. is the only one of the 
countries in which the correlation is statistically significant (p < .001), but only for two of 
the three questions. It is also here that a clearer correlation can be observed, whereby the 
higher the level of education, the greater the support for the functions of dissemination 
and understanding.

Table  4:
Functions of journalism by education level

Germany Spain United Kingdom
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The news media monitors 
and scrutinises powerful 
people and businesses
Adversarial role

30.4% 37.4% 34.3% 0.303 33% 41.1% 42.3% 0.031 37.7% 41.5% 44% 0.176

The news media keeps 
me up to date with what’s 
going on
Disseminator role

47.8% 62.1% 65.3% 0.052 58.6% 67.9% 69.5% 0.008 57.1% 68.9% 78.4% < .001

The news media helps me 
to understand the news 
of the day
Interpretative role

39.1% 48.7% 49.2% 0.527 49.8% 53.2% 54.7% 0.208 40.3% 54.4% 61.7% < .001

Note: Question “We are now going to ask you whether you think the news media in your country is doing 
a good job or not. Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements:” * p-value of the 
Spearman correlation between each type of concern and education (within each country).

Source: Adapted from the Reuters Institute DNR survey  2019, conducted by YouGov.

The situation is similar with regard to gender (Table  5). There are no relevant gender 
differences in satisfaction with fulfilling journalistic roles. Thus, the fulfilment of the 
three roles analysed in this article receives similar support among men and women. 
The only statistically insignificant correlation between gender and satisfaction with 
performance in the role of disseminator is found in the U.K. Elsewhere, the relationship 
is statistically significant, albeit to varying degrees.

Table  5:
Functions of journalism by gender

Germany Spain United Kingdom

Male Female * p Male Female * p Male Female * p
The news media monitors and scrutinises 
powerful people and businesses
Adversarial role

75.4% 77.8% 0.003 81.1% 85.8% 0.008 78.2% 83.4% < .001

The news media keeps me up to date with 
what’s going on
Disseminator role

88.5% 90.8% 0.01 88.4% 91.6% 0.02 92.8% 93.9% 0.29

The news media helps me understand the 
news of the day
Interpretative role

84.3% 87.4% 0.001 84.1% 89.5% 0.001 87.5% 90.7% 0.05

Note: Question “We are now going to ask you whether you think the news media in your country is doing 
a good job or not. Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements:” * p-value of the 
Spearman correlation between each type of concern and gender (within each country).

Source: Adapted from the Reuters Institute DNR survey  2019, conducted by YouGov.
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Discussion and conclusion

In this study, we examined perceptions of the journalistic functions of holding the 
powerful to account (adversarial role), disseminating information quickly to the public 
(disseminator role), and providing analysis of current events (interpretative role) among 
news users in three different media systems.

Although the importance attached to the role of journalism is high (RQ1), there 
are differences between the three countries analysed. The Germans are similarly 
supportive of the roles of adversary, interpreter and disseminator, but their assessment 
of the social relevance of journalism is quite a lot higher than their satisfaction with 
the fulfilment of their basic functions. This gap between the normative conception 
and the realistic description of journalistic work is in line with Broersma and Peters 
(2017, p.  5), who point out that “when we look at many intended functions or desirable 
social outcomes of journalism, the construction of these seems to be centered on cultural 
expectations rather than everyday consequences”. Therefore, it is important to look at 
citizens’ evaluations of news media performance, as this research has done, because 
“an audience-centered, or at least audience-inclusive, perspective on the (democratic and 
societal) functions of journalism is crucial if we want a theory that is not only internally 
consistent, but also in line with, and testable against, people’s lived experiences” (Peters & 
Witschge,  2015, p.  20).

As noted in the introduction, these findings can also shed light on the state of 
media trust in each of the analysed countries. For instance, according to the Reuters 
Institute Digital News Report  2023, in Spain (where, as we have seen,  6 out of  10 users 
consider journalism to be extremely or very important for society) only  33% say they 
trust most news most of the time (Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism,  2023). 
The United Kingdom exhibits a level of trust similar to that of Spain. Conversely, in 
Germany – where  8 out of  10 users think that journalism is either extremely or very 
important for society – the percentage of trust rises to  43%. A potential explanation for 
this observation lies in Germany’s adherence to the corporate democratic model, which 
fosters a higher degree of professionalisation within the journalistic field. While definitive 
conclusions cannot be drawn nor a causal relationship established between these two 
trends, we can surmise that individuals who perceive journalism to be fulfilling a societal 
function tend to place greater trust in the media. Viewed from another angle, the pursuit 
of regaining public trust – fundamental to the editorial and economic sustainability of 
media outlets – also entails reclaiming its relevance in citizens’ daily lives.

Age and education emerge as the two primary socio-demographic variables that 
significantly influence news users’ perceptions of journalistic relevance (RQ2). In both 
cases, respondents’ age and level of education showed notable shifts in the attributed 
importance of journalism for societal functioning. Specifically, older respondents tended 
to perceive journalism as more relevant, a finding that differs from the findings of Vos 
et al. (2019), who observed the opposite correlation, indicating a higher importance 
attributed to journalistic roles among younger respondents. However, it is understandable 
that younger generations, with a prevalent consumption of news on social networks 
(Casero-Ripollés,  2018; Martínez-Costa et al.,  2019), may have a less established belief 
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in the societal importance of journalism, despite tending to show lower levels of trust in 
news, as they are more aware of the challenges of digital information environments 
(Sierra et al.,  2023). Furthermore, it is worth noting that the mode of access, whether 
digital or traditional, significantly influences the perceived relevance of journalism for 
societal functioning (Sierra et al.,  2023), with age playing a clear role in this regard.

The same was true of the respondents’ level of education. As the level of education 
increased, so did the perceived relevance of journalism. However, this does not apply to 
the analysis of journalistic roles. The correlation between education and journalistic role 
satisfaction is only statistically significant for British respondents, but not for German 
and Spanish respondents. Again, these results differ from some previous research that 
found that higher levels of formal education are negatively associated with the perceived 
importance of journalistic functions (Willnat et al.,  2019). Therefore, it is necessary to 
continue investigating the socio-demographic factors in their relationship with the 
expectations and evaluation of journalism.

In all three countries, the role of disseminator is much more recognised than 
that of either adversarial or interpreter (RQ3). The primacy of the disseminator role 
at the expense of analytical or watchdog functions calls for a reflection on the practical 
implications of these findings for media practitioners. This perception of the neglect of 
some of the functions of journalism could indicate that the media are, in the words 
of James W. Carey (1989), in fact operating from a vision of “communication as 
transmission” rather than “communication as ritual”. However, it would be a misguided 
strategy to prioritise the achievement of the logistical aspects of communication, since in 
the current technological context other actors can equally fulfil this function of moving 
information quickly from one place to another. Rather, the epistemological authority of 
the journalist (Torregrosa & Gutiérrez,  2009) is based on a mediation that fulfils a deeper 
social and cultural function than the mere transmission of messages, and that leads 
to community building through the endowment of meaning and the control of power 
from a vision of the common good. In a communicative landscape teeming with actors 
capable of disseminating information in the public sphere, the distinguishing value of 
journalism lies precisely in its commitment to those more difficult-to-replace functions 
of power monitoring and interpretative insight into current affairs. By prioritising the 
fulfilment of these roles, media outlets can lay the groundwork for regaining public trust 
and ultimately securing social recognition of journalism as a cornerstone of democracy 
(Scheuer,  2008).

Although the role of disseminator is the one that best fits the perceptions of 
users in the three countries, a closer look at the data reveals some peculiarities (RQ4). 
The assessment of the fulfilment of each of the three roles may be due to the fact that 
these national contexts are governed by particular journalistic cultures, understood as “a 
particular set of ideas and practices by which journalists, consciously or unconsciously, 
legitimize their role in society and make their work meaningful to themselves and others” 
(Hanitzsch,  2007, p.  369). Even if the general framework of the journalistic ideology 
of Western democratic societies applies in all three countries, i.e. neutral and factual 
reporting, critical distance to power and adherence to professional ethical rules (Deuze, 
 2005; Hanitzsch,  2011), the journalistic cultures of the U.K., Germany and Spain have 
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their own nuances, as they emphasise the functions examined here in different ways. 
The journalistic cultures of the U.K. and Germany have been analysed comparatively in 
previous studies (Esser,  1999,  2008; Donsbach & Patterson,  2004). Henkel et al. (2019) 
found that British journalists see their professional role as more confrontational with 
those in power than their German counterparts, while they see it as more important 
to provide context and analysis. Other studies have also shown that British journalists 
define the information function as their primary professional task (Donsbach,  1983).

Assuming that role conceptions influence the work of journalists, that is, that 
what journalists consider to be the principles of their profession can have an impact 
on what they produce (Albæk et al.,  2014), it is to be expected that this journalistic culture 
will ultimately also shape the public’s expectations. This is shown by the results of this 
research, where the evaluation of the roles of adversary, disseminator and interpreter 
have different weights in each of the countries analysed. From the prism of media 
systems, the data show that the country that most closely matches the models described 
by Hallin and Mancini (2004) is Spain. In their seminal work, Hallin and Mancini argued 
that journalism in countries belonging to the polarised pluralist system is characterised 
by a more literary and elite approach. This has traditionally resulted in journalism whose 
sophistication has contributed to a more distant perception by the general population. In 
our case, some of the data seem to be in line with this thesis.

Limitations and future lines of research

All academic research is inherently subject to limitations, and this study is no exception. 
In this case, it is worth noting the limitations of the research set out in the samples 
used. It should be remembered that the Digital News Report is an online sample, so as 
Newman et al. (2021, p.  6) state: It “will tend to under-represent the news consumption 
habits of people who are older and less affluent, meaning that online use will typically 
be over-represented and traditional offline use under-represented”.

Another limitation of this study is the potential influence of confounding variables, 
particularly given the use of cross-sectional data. While our analysis provides valuable 
insights into the relationships between demographics and the variables of interest, it 
is important to recognise that cross-sectional designs inherently limit our ability to 
establish causality or fully account for confounding factors. Therefore, caution should 
be exercised in interpreting observed associations between demographics and outcomes 
of interest, as these relationships may be confounded by unmeasured or incompletely 
controlled variables.

In short, this paper has explored citizens’ perceptions of the social relevance of 
journalism in Germany, Spain and the U.K. and their evaluation of media performance 
around three basic functions. The perceived predominance of the disseminating function 
of journalism over those that require a more analytical or interpretative work raises 
new questions about the possible threats that this situation could generate. It seems 
relevant to continue researching along these lines and to introduce new variables 
such as, for example, whether there is a difference in the phenomena analysed here 
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between citizens who prefer to consume information through digital media and those 
who get their information through traditional media. Employing longitudinal designs 
or experimental methods could provide a more robust understanding of the causal 
mechanisms underlying these associations.
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