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1. Introduction  

Media have been a powerful element of agglutination, monitoring, control and 

regulation for a long time in every form of democratic government. At the present, and 

despite the changes derived from the introduction of information technologies and the 

criticism they have been subjected to, the democratic role of media remains relevant.  

A significant part of the studies focused on analysing the impact of new media in 

democracy is focused on the euphoric discourses underlying the great democratizing 

potential for both journalism and society as a whole (Grossman, 1995; Negroponte, 

1996; Castells, 2001). A recent study (Borger et al, 2013) analysing the research 

conducted for the last 16 years on the so-called ‘citizen journalism’ not only testifies to 

the growing interest on this phenomenon, but also demonstrates the existence of a 

mainstream discourse underlying the democratizing potential both for journalism and 

society as a whole. Nonetheless, the euphoria flooding through those researches tends to 

become progressively nuanced and to adopt a less enthusiastic form due to a triple 

disappointment: disappointment in the media that offer participation options, but are 

unwilling to modify the existing journalistic model; disappointment in the economic 

motivations of the majority of participatory initiatives, and disappointment in the 

passivity of the users.  

Indeed, media have been quick to integrate user participation through their webpages. In 

most cases, the abovementioned democratizing possibilities offered by participation 

were highlighted, as well as the quality improvement thanks to the direct contact 

between journalists and citizens.  

Nevertheless, and fundamentally, the generalization of a wide array of participation 

mechanisms is due to strictly economic motivations (Singer et al., 2011; Rosenstiel and 

Michell, 2011 Vujnovic et al., 2010; Masip and Micó, 2010; Becker, Clement and 

Schaedel, 2010). Media perceived participation as a valid strategy to generate traffic, 

attract visitors and encourage their loyalty. To that end, they developed a wide range of 

interaction tools: comments, surveys, forums, recommendations and so on, which 

several authors have tended to put on the same level (Thurman 2008; Hermida and 

Thurman, 2008; García de Torres et al., 2009). Next to web analytics, these tools 

provide more insight regarding the interests of the readers. This information is 

particularly relevant considering that, according to Lee and Chyi (2013), almost two 

thirds of the published news are not relevant to the audience. 

But not only content seems to stray from the interests of the audience. Despite the initial 

success of some new interaction forms, they do not achieve the goals they initially 

pursued: to create spaces for debate between citizens and journalists and to encourage 

readership loyalty. According to a report conducted in 2011, 77% of the traffic in main 

North American media comes from occasional users, and only 7% can be considered 

loyal users (Olmstead, Mitchell and Rosenstiel, 2011). 

Despite initial hopes, media still have not managed to build real debate spaces, a new 

2.0. public sphere offering an environment wherein citizens with different ideological 

stances are able to meet and exchange their perceptions and attitudes regarding the 

public field. The existence of those dialogue spaces defines real democracies and their 



scarcity is precisely one of the reasons modern democracies are not working (Barber, 

2006). 

The present research is based on the conviction that more interaction between citizens 

and media is needed if issues of distrust and separation are drawn between both 

(Bohman, 2000). Besides, it is appropriate that media offer deliberation spaces and 

proper channels through which citizens can express themselves (Couldry, 2010) and 

become useful to revitalize the long lost public sphere (Papacharissi, 2010). Particularly 

if it is accepted that this is one of the main functions that media develop in democracy. 

Despite media offer spaces, such as forums or comments, wherein citizens with 

different identities and political stances are able to meet and exchange their perceptions 

and attitudes regarding the public sphere (Mouffe, 2005), the fact is that neither forums 

nor comments are perceived as suitable spaces for debate about public issues. There are 

three reasons explaining this circumstance: the fact of not knowing the rest of the 

participants, the conviction that comments and forums are not spaces where to find new 

ideas, perspectives and sources, and the perception that online debates are too 

aggressive and offensive (Suau and Masip, 2013b). Indeed, the efforts to develop ways 

of interacting with users have not involved the introduction of control mechanisms and 

moderation of the participation (Reich, 2011). The studies conducted leave no doubt 

(Ruiz, et al. 2010, 2011; Richardson and Stainer, 2011; Diakopoulus and Naaman, 

2011; Manosevich and Walker, 2009): participation has been discredited due to spam 

comments, insults and organized campaigns; debate and exchange of ideas have 

remained scarce.  

2. Goals and Methodology  

The present article has the main goal of ascertaining whether there are different 

participation models promoted by cybermedia, and, if so, to categorize their defining 

characteristics. To answer to those goals, two specific hypotheses are considered: the 

belief that several participation models can be defined in media, and that those models 

obey to several participation forms adopted and to the connection established between 

media and audience. 

To reach those goals, the way in which a sample of the Spanish media organizes 

audience participation was analysed. The most popular Spanish media were examined, 

particularly taking into consideration Catalan media, and also trying to encompass 

media with different characteristics: quality media, free media, digital native media and 

so on. Finally, an analysis of the following media was conducted: El País, El Mundo, La 

Vanguardia, El Periódico, El Punt-Avui, Ara, ABC, 20 minutos, La Razón, El 

Huffington Post, Eldiario.es, Vilaweb, Nació Digital and 324.cat. The observation of 

these media was conducted during the third trimester of 2013.  

The observation process took into consideration the presence, variety and typology of 

participation tools, the context wherein interactions between users and media took 

place, as well as among users themselves, and particularly the kind of connection 

established between media and users. To that end, a classification used in previous 

researches was employed (Suau and Masip, 2013a; Suau and Masip, in press). Although 

there are other classifications regarding participation forms in media (Thurman, 2008; 

Hermida and Thurman, 2008; Thurman and Hermida, 2010; Bivings Group, 2009; Xosé 



López, 2008; Límia, 2008; Newman, 2009; Rodríguez, Codina and Pedraza, 2012), they 

were not used because they all tend to put the various participation forms on the same 

level, without realizing that, as Jönsson and Örnebring (2010) claimed, participation 

forms that demand different levels of connection cannot be considered in equal terms. 

To fulfil the goals of the current research, it was necessary to use a classification of 

participation tools allowing for the definition of different participation models. Previous 

studies have largely focused on the identification of the different tools adopted by 

media, so that the implications a specific tool selection presents for user participation 

and the engagement these tools require come second. 

Based on the classic concept of interactivity developed by authors such as Schultz 

(1999), Massey and Levy (1999) and Jensen (1998), the classification employed in this 

article defines three levels of engagement and interactivity (Suau and Masip, 2013a). 

The lowest level of engagement is offered by those tools and services labelled under 

“selective interactivity” (Rost, 2006). Those mechanisms allow for minimal interaction 

between the audience and the system (including the journalists), and the adaptation of 

web content to users’ preferences: RSS, email alerts, the possibility of contacting the 

journalists of the medium, and so on. A second set of tools is considered under the name 

“participatory interactivity”. This kind of interactivity is conducted in a connection 

context largely involving the user and the medium. Despite being a potentially 

horizontal connection, which allows contact between users and journalists or other 

users, the said connection is developed within the parameters previously established by 

the medium. This group includes comments, polls, “likes” and so on --actions which do 

not actually involve creative activity by the users. Finally, the third set of tools included 

under the epigraph “productive interaction” already means the creation of original 

content and encompasses tools such as blogs or the possibility to send photographs, 

videos, texts, and so on. Wunsh-Vincent and Vickery (2007) define three essential 

characteristics that must be provided by audience-generated content, so that they are 

considered under this category: they have to be published by a medium, they have to 

involve a creative effort and they have to be produced outside the professional routines 

and practices. Table 1 shows all the different participation tools organized by 

typologies. 

Selective interactivity Participatory interactivity Productive interactivity 

Sign in News rating Readers sending news 

RSS Comments Sending photographs 

Newsletter Reading more about a news item Sending videos 

Customization Error notification Sending audio 

Contact with the medium Reporting inappropriate comment Letters to the editor 

Contact with the 

journalists/sections 

Answering comment Participation in 

interviews  / sending 

questions 

  Polls / Recommending comments Readers’ blogs 

  Commenting op-eds   

  Tools to share articles   

  Links to social media   

  Forums   

  Lists of most 

viewed/commented/shared news 

  



items 

  Surveys   

Table 1. Forms of participatory journalism, classified by types of interactivity 

3. Results  

As a result of the observation conducted, three different participation models have been 

identified. These models not only draw the kind of tools adopted, but also the kind of 

participation foreseen for the users and the forms of connection promoted between 

medium and user. Thus, the catch-all model is generally defined by the presence of a 

wide array of participation tools, but without a clear strategy about the role of 

participation in the productive, relational and marketing dynamics of the medium. On 

the contrary, the two other models –community and collaboration networks- do demand 

conscious decision-making and a specific application of participation mechanisms. 

They both draw clear participation strategies, although based on different suppositions: 

the first one advocates the creation of a community of users around the debate and 

exchange of ideas, whereas the second one strengthens the connection based on the 

productive possibilities of the audience. 

3.1. Catch-all model 

 

The catch-all model is based on the presence of a wide array of participation tools. 

Media focus their efforts on having as many interaction mechanisms as possible under 

the umbrella of the masthead. They call for user participation in many different ways, 

particularly emphasizing those that do not imply a high level of engagement or effort 

for the user or the medium itself. Participatory and selective interactivity tools, which 

bring traffic and visibility, predominate, and productive interactivity tools tend to be 

avoided. ABC, Ara, El Punt/Avui, La Razón and Nació Digital are included within this 

model. 

Although the emphasis of participation is put on the forms of participatory interactivity, 

some options of selective interactivity are always offered, such as RSS, alerts or signing 

in. The requirements to sign in are scarce, and most media have adopted the possibility 

of signing in through social media profiles (Facebook, Twitter or Google +). This option 

allows for any interaction in the medium’s web to be published in each social network 

profile or timeline, thus increasing the medium’s presence in social networks. 

The main tool to encourage user participation of these media websites are the comments 

on news, blogs or op-eds, as well the activity on social networks carried out by each 

medium. Comments are allowed in most cases without any previous control. 

Moderation tends to come after publishing comments, and when possible abuse or 

inappropriate use is reported by the other users. Users also tend to vote or “reward” 

comments from other users. There is no direct communication between users (for 

example, through private messages), thus limiting any communicative options to a user-

medium connection (see figure 1). 



 

Figure 1: Comments on ARA 

Besides allowing comments, the media included within this model offer “classic” 

participation tools as the possibility to vote and recommend news, or to contribute to 

multiple-choice surveys. The productive interactivity mechanisms are scarce and 

normally reduced to the possibility of letters to the editor. Thus, the interaction forms 

demand low intensity interactions. 

Considering all the media included in the catch-all model, ABC, El Punt/Avui, ARA, La 

Razón and Nació Digital are those focused on attracting users through their comments 

and by making their content viral through social networks. ABC does also offer digital 

meetings, interviews made with the questions sent by the users, which have been 

previously moderated. La Razón presents the lowest profile regarding participation: they 

have recently established a paywall to their content, thus also limiting comments. The 

Catalan newspaper ARA also establishes a soft paywall, but unlike La Razón it does 

admit comments to most of their news and op-eds. 

Despite being included in the catch-all model, El Punt/Avoid slightly deviates from the 

general tendency. Unlike the previous media, it has a varied participation section which 

allows sending photographs to galleries of anniversaries, landscapes and weather, and 

even sections to put users in contact with their city council or to send letters to the 

editor. The forms of participation they offer facilitate the increase of user loyalty to the 

medium, but they do not encourage a close connection beyond a mere showcase 



wherein readers can show their pictures, announce anniversaries or other events. The 

newspaper from the Hermes group has introduced a very singular variable in Spanish 

media: the requirement to pay a euro to be able to comment on the news. The payment, 

which allows commenting up to 10 news items per month, is thought, according to the 

medium, to guarantee security, transparency and responsibility when sending 

comments. 

3.2. User community 

 

The main characteristic of this model is the adoption of a series of tools oriented 

towards the creation of a community. The nature of these tools can be very different, but 

all of them share the trait of being designed to increase interaction among users. These 

tools are included within those of participatory interactivity, or selective interactivity to 

a lesser degree, whereas the options of productive interactivity are not a priority for the 

media adopting this model. The goal is to create a community of users within the 

medium, facilitating the establishment of links between them and turning the medium 

into the key element of the interaction process between users. In this model, media try 

to reproduce a horizontal connection structure similar to that of networks, which 

facilitates exchanging ideas and opinions. 

As can be seen in figures 2 and 3, the user profile is particularly important in this model 

because it shows his or her activity in the medium’s site: which news he or she has 

commented on or voted for, which articles he or she has read, etc. In some cases, such 

as in El Huffington Post, it even exposes the activity of other users followed, allowing 

seeing their comments as if it was the timeline of a social network. The media adopting 

this model provide users with access to the profiles of other users, thus showing several 

activity indicators the purpose of which is to reflect the most active users on the site. 

Regarding El Huffington Post, these indicators adopt the form of “medals” to be won by 

the users achieving a certain amount of contacts or commenting frequently. Medals can 

be seen not only in the users’ profiles, but also in their comments. Thus, the comments 

section distinguishes between the users who are most loyal to the medium and those 

who comment only on occasion, through a mechanism reminding of forums. In the case 

of El Mundo, user activity is represented with “karma” points to be won similarly to El 

Huffington Post, but including a secret algorithm which takes into account how many 

times the web is accessed and the time spent navigating. 



 

Figure 2: Comments and user profile on El Huffington Post  

 

Figure 3: User profile on El Mundo 

User participation in this model is limited to the comments in news and op-eds. Forums 

or other debate spaces are uncommon, as well productive interactivity tools. Comments 



in news tend to present most of the options available: answer to previous comments, 

voting or rating comments and reporting abusive comments. Some of the media even 

foresee the option of following other users, specifically through the comments bar, to 

facilitate the process of following the users whose comments are interesting to us. 

Direct interaction between users does not tend to be allowed beside the comments 

section except in El Mundo, which allows for this option through private comments. 

The influence of social media is obvious in this model. Media are highly interested in 

creating a participation model which attracts and connects audiences in the same way as 

they connect to social networks. This is most obvious on the website of El País. This 

newspaper includes its own social network, Eskup (figure 4), which is devoted to 

sharing and commenting politically themed news. Launched in 2010, its goal was to 

draw users towards the political debate, creating a space where users and journalists 

could interact. Despite being launched with great expectations and publicity, users were 

less participative than was expected. 

 

 

Figure 4. Eskup, the social network of El País 



3.3. Collaboration networks 

The model of collaboration networks pursues the creation of a community link through 

a productive approach. Unlike the previous model, it promotes the construction of 

affinity feelings between the users and the medium, so that the first ones share the 

process of information production. The existence of this community often materializes 

in the presence of their own meeting space. 

   

The forms of productive interactivity are of course predominant in this model, although 

several levels of intensity can be distinguished depending on the medium. In the cases 

of El Periódico, 20 minutos or 324.cat, a productive interactivity is present in low 

intensity. In the case of 20 minutos it is limited to letters and photographs from the 

readers, as well as a gallery of the most active users and the most replied comments. 

There is also a list of news originated by information sent by the readers. El Periódico 

also focuses its participation section “Entre todos” (All together) in showing news 

developed by journalists but originating by complaints and warnings from the users. 

Comments are not allowed in this last case. Regarding 324.cat, there is “ElMeu324”, a 

space where previously moderated user-generated content (mainly videos) is admitted to 

be published,  

Regarding La Vanguardia, it increases the range of participation options and groups 

them in a well-identified space of its own. Figure 5 shows the participation section in La 

Vanguardia. This section groups all the participation tools allowed in the website which 

are not included as options related to news or op-eds. When some information is 

particularly relevant, this section generally opens with a piece written by a staff 

journalist which gathers the several related comments posted by the readers on that 

particular news. Another recurring section is that of “Lectores corresponsales” 

(Correspondent readers), which gathers contributions made by La Vanguardia readers 

living abroad. Photographs taken by the readers, digital meetings (interviews with user-

made questions), contests, letters from the readers and surveys complete this section. 

Despite the diversity of options, users cannot send their own content and publish it on 

the newspaper’s website without passing a previous filter from the medium. 



 

Figure 5: Participation section on La Vanguardia 

Finally, media such as Vilaweb or Eldiario.es seek a higher level of engagement with 

the users, even assigning them some of the power and responsibility, in what Carpentier 

(2011) considers “true participation” in media. In both cases, participation politics is 

based on a voluntary system of economic donations to the medium. In Vilaweb, users 

might even influence staff decisions and the process of information production. 

Subscribed users receive a digest version of the contents the medium is planning to 

include for the next day, and might answer suggesting topics or ways of dealing with 

information. They also have the possibility of hosting a blog in the medium’s website, 

which they can update without previous control, and might attend the annual meeting 

where the newspaper’s editor presents new projects and analyses the situation of the 

medium. Higher donations allow access to group interviews conducted at the 

newspaper’s office (see figure 6) and to monthly meetings with journalists and/or the 

editor. 



Eldiario.es works similarly to Vilaweb regarding the links between participation and 

economic donations. By paying 60 euros per year, subscribers are invited to periodic 

staff meetings and their comments are particularly highlighted. It is remarkable that 

both media present a very clear ideological line, which facilitates the identification 

between the medium and those users sharing the same ideology. 

 

 

Figure 6: Vilaweb subscribers conduct a group interview in the newspaper’s offices 

The characteristics defining the three participation models identified can be summarized 

(Table 2) according to the intensity of the interactivity forms developed by the media, 

and to the connection established between the medium and its users and between the 

users themselves. 

  Selective 

interactivity 

Participatory 

interactivity 

Productive 

interactivity 

Medium-

user 

connection  

User-user 

connection 

Catch all Medium High Low Low Low 

User 

community 

High High Low High High 

Collaboration 

networks 

Medium High High High Low 

Table 2. Characteristics of the participation models according to the degree of intensity 

of the interactivity forms 



4. Conclusions  

Participation mechanisms are fully integrated into media. Comments on news, rating 

news, viral news, interventions in forums, interviews, surveys, user-sent content… are 

part of the habitual landscape of information websites all over the world. All of them 

were conceived as forms to keep audiences loyal and to increase the number of users. 

Nonetheless, it is unclear that participation as it has been understood for years is useful 

to achieve the goals initially pursued. Users are more demanding, the explosion of 

social networks has facilitated the appearance of new interaction spaces and an 

adequate participation management demands human and economic resources.  

Considering the previously described situation, most media have rethought their 

participation strategies, progressively abandoning classic formulas based on a mere 

multiplication of participation tools. As a consequence of this evolution, the initial 

research hypothesis is confirmed, and three different participation models have been 

identified. The catch-all model keeps the essence of participation understood as a 

combination of interaction mechanisms. These mechanisms demand a low level of 

engagement from the users, but also from the medium. The media including this model 

generally lack a participation strategy. They tend to follow the inertia of the sector, 

which leads to a proliferation of options. The lack of strategy means that their 

interactions with the audience do not translate into a better journalistic practice, or into 

an increased income to take into consideration, since the links created in the 

participation process are weak. Actually, loyalty might be particularly attributed to 

ideological reasons, since most of the media included within this category hold very 

definite political stances. 

The other two models identified involve an obvious evolution from the catch-all model. 

They are both built around two different participation strategies. The collaboration 

network model seeks the complicity of the readers, turning them into protagonists of the 

productive process. Citizens are both source and producers; they are given both voice 

and space. Active audiences are present and constitute a whole, although final control 

about what is published remains in the hands of the medium. 

Regarding the user community model, it is also built by creating close links and 

complicities between the medium and the users, but, unlike the previous model, the 

focus of the connection does not fall on production but on debate. Prominence shifts and 

is shared by the medium and the users. This model takes the elements defining social 

networks and tries to build a community based on a horizontal connection between the 

users themselves and between the users and the medium. The community becomes an 

environment conducive to debate “among friends” regarding the topics they are 

interested in: the news provided by the medium. 

 

It is notable that the presence of certain forms of interactivity and the development of 

one model or another does not imply one medium is more perfect of or of higher quality 

than the other. Nor have these diverse models to be understood as an evolutionary 

process, so that the last one is the goal to reach. The goodness of each model is 

exclusively due to the strategies defined by each medium and their contributions to 

secure the planned goals. 
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