International Conference of Free Press 2008 – Student Essay

Part I: The history of free press in Sweden
When the newspaper Metro was started and distributed for free in Stockholm in 1995, it was the only one of its kind in Sweden and the first Metro-edition in the world. Today, thirteen years later, Metro recovered in 21 countries in 69 different editions in 93 big cities and is the world’s biggest international newspaper with 20 millions readers every day all over the world. In Sweden the newspaper has grew into four editions with special edition in the second and third biggest cities, Gothenburg and Malmoe, and a fourth nationwide one distributed to smaller cities all over Sweden.

In 2002 another big free newspaper were started in Sweden and Stockholm named Stockholm City (called City). And just three years after the start City had reach the same level as the forerunner Metro. So in 2006 City were staking in two new editions in Gothenburg and Malmoe. This became the starting shot for what have been called the “the war of free press”. That because another big Swedish media actor decided to start the free newspaper Punkt se the very same week in the very same cities as City. But today, two years later, Punkt se is no longer being published due to financial straits and City is, for the same reasons, nowadays only distributed in Stockholm.

Part II: Opinions about free press in Sweden

The authors of this essay mainly prefer these two free press publications:
Metro: Has both a free paper edition and a web version. It is easy to get a hold of the paper edition since it’s distributed across the country at train stations and other public places. The information given summarises the news of today in an accessible way.

DN.se: Is a free web version of a paper edition that you normally have to buy. When you read articles at DN.se you get a wide coverage and an analysis that is both informative and easy to understand. 

As the media evolves questions have been raised concerning the future of traditional press. Free press can be a substitute for traditional press for people just wishing to keep themselves reasonably informed and up-dated. The younger generation might not be as inclined to subscribe to a morning news paper as their parents. Instead they are interested in faster news coverage such as free internet publications. The traditional press will not be replaced by free press options since it is the traditional news papers that are developing free options. For us digital press is generally our main source of information, with the exception of a few newspaper subscriptions. When it comes to free press with paper edition they’re mainly found at train stations, bus stops and other places connected to public transportation. 

The layout differentiates traditional and free press in a distinguished way. Free newspapers tend to be less compact and have more space between the articles than traditional newspapers. This makes them less intimidating and more appealing to people that normally consider newspapers as heavy reading.  Focus is mainly on photos and an excessive use of color. Because of the light format you are able to scan a page and soon see if there’s anything you as a reader find interesting. On a negative part there’s the heavy focus on advertisements. If you look at more traditional press the advertisements are usually confined to certain parts of the paper while the free press mixes advertisements and articles more. This makes it messy and disturbing for the reader who can’t maintain focus on what she’s reading. The eye easily wanders. This also applies to web-TV where the time the commercial can take up to a third of the entire broadcast. 

Although the layouts are different a lot of times the same news are featured, how ever with dissimilar depth. Many of the articles in free newspapers refer to articles already published in traditional newspapers. Therefore readers that completely rely on free newspapers for their information receive the news later than paying readers do. Free newspapers are often thinner than their traditional peers. As a direct consequence of that, traditional papers have the possibility to give their readers something more than just information. Analysis, deeper interviews and detailed background information are luxury fields that the free papers of today simply do not have the space for. 

However the free publications on the internet have the possibility and space enough to publish extra material and more columnists can comment on a current event. The only issue that we are concerned about is how much the need for advertising influence what is published.

If we were in charge of a free press publications we would take a number of actions to get more readers. Increase the number of pages in every edition. Follow the structure that traditional papers are built on (a thicker paper with several parts). Start producing more own material instead of copying from other publications. Become more interactive, through well-developed discussion pages for the readers. Try to keep a balance between articles and advertisements so not to distract the reader. We would also want to make the paper accessible to a lot of people, to set an example out of Metro. So we do realize that is would be a balance act trying to keep the articles as center of attention while having to finance through advertisements.

We would also focus more on high quality web-TV that has a wider range than what is offered today. Entertainment based news are mainly broadcast today so a need for a wider range of news is imminent. 

In the existing market of free press publications we prefer a few different sections such as a part of Metro where readers can send in photos of something that has happened during the week. It may sound like nothing but an entertaining competition, but we believe that it serves to make the readers more interested in things that happen around them, and therefore also more interested in news and reading about news.

In general publications such as Metro give you as a reader a good overview of today’s news. So if you just want a fast update that kind of papers are brilliant. Would you want a deeper knowledge of a current event you can always turn to an internet edition of a more traditional news paper.

Once again we find that web-TV is a section of free press that is both attractive and possible to develop more. People today are used to watching movies and video clips online so web-TV would be a natural step. 

In a fast paced society as the one we live in today free press is definitely the future. People want fast and easy accessible news. Most news papers already have internet versions of the paper edition and web-radio and web-TV are getting more common. 

Part III: Statistics
Today less adult people are reading the traditional newspapers then what they did fifteen years ago. Nowadays just seventy per cent of the adults is reading a newspaper five times a week or more than that., which is eleven percent less then what the did in 1990. And the evening papers have had the same change as well. But the newspaper have pretty much been applied in a constant way anyway. The difference today is that a lot of the Swedes are applying the newspapers Internet edition instead of the paper format. Those eleven percent that not read and subscribes the newspapers paper format seems to read the same paper online instead. That group corresponds to the traditional newspapers reduction, so it is not the interest for the newspaper that has reduction but interest to pay for the news and the newspaper has.

And the same is about the Swedish evening papers. They sell less single copies and are less read then in the early 90’s. But in total the number of readers is more due to that the newspapers instead are read online.

At the same time as the change that the Swedes no longer wants to have or subscribe the newspaper because of the higher price a series of free press has both turned up and disappeared in the Swedish newspaper market. The largest and first one of the free papers, Metro, is available in four Swedish editions and is read by 1, 5 million people in Sweden’s three largest cities – Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmoe, which is one out of six of the whole Swedish population. At the same time as the biggest differences about the reductions of reading in the traditional newspapers are among in just these tree metropolis areas. But as said it is not the reading of papers that reduces, it is what kind and form of papers that is read – free papers or traditional newspapers.

One other reason then the economical that is mentioned about the reduction of reading in the traditional newspapers is the Swedish peoples increased stress.  Some says that they don’t have the same time to read the traditional newspapers as they had for twenty years ago, and have made the free papers a great alternative with its significant more thin and shorter and comprehensive news. Unfortunately that results in that the readers have led trusting for the free papers and their journalists. Compared to the traditional newspapers whose high trusting is 60 per cent, the free papers high trusting is modest one out of ten.

Since 1990 the Swedish homes technical prerequisite to read and receive news has been radically change. From that no one at all got an Internet connecting in 1990 to one of out five seven years later had an access to Internet by home, nowadays more than eighty per cent of the Swedes has an Internet connecting in their home. This also gives them higher access to close upgrading of the newspapers web editions. As much as one out of four of the Internet users are reading at least one newspaper every day online, a number that have increased substantial in all kind of age and social groups. Between 2003 and 2005 the reading of newspapers, online by young people, increased from twenty five to forty per cent, a proportion that probably is even bigger today in 2008.

Part IV: A comparison between Metro.se and DN.se
In a comparison between the digital publication of free press newspaper Metro and the digital publication of traditional newspaper DN (“Dagens Nyheter” the largest daily newspaper in Sweden), one can find similarities but also many differences. So what is the most obvious difference? Well quite natural it is the amount of advertisements on the first page. At the 20th of October the web page of Metro contained eleven advertisements, which were not connected to Metro itself but independent companies. The web page of DN only contained one. When using digital publications more advertisement does not necessarily mean less space for news, as there is hardly any limit on the web. But the fact is that DN still contains more news and web pages altogether, than Metro.

Metro has eleven smaller menus to chose from, which are labelled “News”, “Entertainment”, “Sport & Games”, “Technique”, “Fashion”, “Work”, “Education”, “Health”, “MetroClub”, “Blog” and “Advertise”. 

DN also got menus labelled “First page”, “Stockholm”, “Economy”, “Sport”, “Culture/Entertainment”, “Debate”, “Leader”, “Food/Drinks”, “Housing”, “Travel”, “Work”, “Motor” and “In the city”, which is altogether thirteen menus. 

DN has a rolling menu as well with the latest news displayed. 

Notice that Metro does not have a “Leader”, which is quite common among free press publications in Sweden, probably because they can not afford a leader editorial staff.

Both companies offer a PDF of the newspaper, but while the PDF of Metro is for free, you have to pay to be able to download the PDF of DN. 

DN has got their own web TV, which is for free to watch. Metro does not have their own web TV, but says that there are clips you can watch. Although when clicking on the link to watch the clip, it only link you forward to an extern web page like  MTV, YouTube or SVT (Swedish television). DN offers RSS and news via sms, none of that can be found at the web page of Metro.

In general it seems that the readers have a greater influence at Metro, or at least that they can easier make their voices heard. Many articles and news link to pages where you can discuss and express your opinion, and the blog page contains of readers’ blogs only. Although Metro also has a section called columns, where there are permanent columnists. At DN there are two permanent “bloggers”. DN often has questionnaires connected to some of the news where the readers are asked to state their opinion in different matters. But there are not as many ways to express your opinion as there are at Metro. 

The image of Metro is short, straight forward articles about the latest national and international news. Therefore lots of the articles are taken straight from the news agencies around the world (as for the Swedish edition mostly from TT). DN on the other hand is putting more resources on writing its own articles or at least writes new versions or adds to the news agencies’ short articles. Features and reports that go deeper on the subject are more common at DN, even if they also do appear at Metro. The result is you seldom see an article with the TT signature at the web page of DN. When looking at the top five articles at Metro and DN on the 21st of October one can count to two articles straight from TT among the five articles from Metro, but none among the five from DN. 

This difference also applies on the photos used through the web pages. While DN has got their own photographers, Metro often uses photos from the photo agency Scanpix.  

In general the web sites of traditional newspaper contain more news and more information than the web sites of free press newspapers. A second conclusion that can be drawn, after looking at several different digital publications, is that there are more advertisement and more entertainment news on the web sites of free press newspaper than on the ones of traditional newspapers. Both kinds of digital publication offer PDF, but while you have to pay for a PDF of a traditional newspaper, you can download one for free from the web sites of free press newspapers. Another difference between traditional and free press publications is that free press do not have leader sites, i.e. they do not have leader editorial staff. Instead they tend to have more blogs and columns than traditional press. It is also more common that free press web sites are interested in the readers’ opinion. Often there are lots of links to discussion pages and different forums where the readers can participate and kind of being the opinion makers. Web TV is a section where the web sites of traditional press are far ahead; all the bigger traditional newspapers in Sweden have their own web TV. Web sites of free press newspapers sometimes have links to clips you can watch on other sites, but they do not have their own web TV channel. 

Part V – Problems that may occur

To finance newspapers through advertising instead of letting the readers pay for them has turned out to be a successful concept. However, not all of the voices that speak about free press are positive. In Sweden the organization Swedish consumers in cooperation has expressed their concerns for the ongoing trend. 

Swedish consumers in cooperation is a politically independent organization financed by its members. The organization seeks to increase the influence that consumers have over the market. In 2007 the chairman of the organization published an article that contained criticism towards the idea of financing newspapers completely through advertising. The chairman, named Bengt Ingerstam, is under the impression that the current development is a threat to the free word. Ingerstam fears that the new system will be the end of a newspaper market with healthy concurrence, and the beginning of a market where one or a few newspapers have created a monopolistic situation.

In his article Ingerstam describes how he believes that the first free of charge newspapers will act to eliminate concurrence.  According to Ingerstam, one or a couple of newspapers will spread themselves for free over a big area, preferably over a whole nation. Once the spreading has been done, the free of charge newspapers will have a bigger edition than any of the charging newspapers. By having the biggest editions, the free newspapers will make themselves the only papers of interest to the advertisers, who aim to reach the eyes of as many people as possible. Since adverting is vital for every newspaper’s survival, losing advertisers equals death in the long run.  As a result, one or a few free newspapers will have created a monopolistic situation. Bengt Ingerstam ends his article by expressing the opinion that the only way to keep a healthy concurrence in the business is to let the consumers themselves pay for the papers they wish to read.

Swedish consumers in cooperation is not the only group in society with the conviction that negative consequences will occur from publishing free of charge newspapers. The authorities in some of the smaller towns in Sweden has reacted to the enormous amount of paper going to waste every day, since many of the free of charge newspaper are never picked up. The unused free newspapers are seen as derision to environment-friendly citizens. The authorities are also annoyed by the fact that they have to use the tax payers’ money to clean up the mess that the piles of unused newspapers laying around the towns result in. 

