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Marketing Credibility: Chinese Newspapers’ Responses to Revenue Losses 
from declining circulation and advertising decline

Abstract

New communication technologies have had a major impact on the newspaper press in 
China.  They have lost both readers and advertisers and have experienced economic 
difficulties. These have been more severe for the commercially-oriented newspapers than the 
official party papers. In response to the loss of advertising they have adopted three strategies, 
all of which involve exploiting the credibility that newspapers enjoy with their readers and 
with the Communist Party.  The first is internal reorganization.  Editorial and business 
departments have been merged into sections charged with producing both newspaper content 
and advertising revenue and which have been set explicit revenue targets.  The second has 
been a heavy stress on non-news gathering activities.  These include trading favourable 
coverage for advertising and using the newspaper to develop other non-news businesses.  
Thirdly, journalists have been encouraged to transform to business roles and undertake 
directly commercial tasks.  These have included the sale of advertising space and, more 
indirectly, the exploitation of their professional contacts as leads for their business 
colleagues. These strategies have eroded, and sometimes completely removed, the firewall 
between the journalistic and business goals of the newspapers.  Journalists are increasingly 
subordinated to the needs of revenue raising rather than news reporting.
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Introduction

This article examines how Chinese newspapers are leveraging the credibility they have 
established with their audiences to gain new sources of revenue.  This is a major problem 
because Chinese newspapers are facing economic problems from the impact of digital 
technologies (Author 2016).  Just as in the developed world, they are experiencing a loss in 
readership as audiences migrate to online sources of news and information.  At the same 
time, their advertising revenues are being eroded by the shift of their former clients to other 
online offerings. The turning point for media advertising revenue was in 2011 and for 
circulation 2013. The mainland newspaper retail market fell every year from 2012, with a 
decline of 3.09 per cent in 2012, 10.83 per cent in 2013, and 15 per cent in 2014   In 2015, 
total annual newspaper advertising declined by 35 per cent. The General Administration of 
Press and Publications (GAPP), the national regulatory body, concluded that the mainland 
newspaper industry was facing a “full-scale downturn,” while the China Media Industry 
Development Report referred to the press as “falling off a cliff”  (Cui 2015, 10, General 
Administration of Press and Publications 2016).
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Strategic responses to the impacts of new technology in China share some features 
with the rest of the world, but they also have distinctive aspects.  Chinese newspapers are 
much more closely imbricated in the political system than are, for example, those of the USA 
or Western Europe, and this relationship imposes upon them both inescapable duties of 
propaganda and a positive utility for the Communist Party of China (CPC).  Newspapers in 
the developed world have been turning more and more towards “native advertising” in an 
effort to retain or regain advertising revenues, (Schauster, Ferrucci and Neill 2016, Carlson 
2015, Ferrer Conill 2016).  Those in China have, we will demonstrate, been pursuing similar 
policies but, in addition, they have been renegotiating their relationship with the CPC and the 
state.

In the developed world, one of the negotiating points for the newspapers has been the 
reputation they enjoy with their readers, which may be termed their “credibility” (O'Neil and 
Eisenmann 2017)  The fact that a credible news source is able to engage with audiences is 
something that can be brokered in exchange for revenue and this problematizes the 
relationship between the newspaper as a business and as an organ of public life (You 2017).  
In the case of native advertising, material that approximates closely to editorial copy is 
thought to attract forms of attention akin to those enjoyed by editorial copy itself (Wojdynski 
2016).  In the event that newspapers enter in to bargains with revenue sources to produce 
favourable editorial copy, it is thought that this attention will be even more “worthwhile.”  As 
we shall show in detail below, it is this latter form of bargaining that has been gaining ground 
in China.

This paper begins with a discussion of the general concept of “credibility” in the 
context of journalism in general and with regard to newspapers in particular.  It then 
considers the factors specific with regard to newspaper credibility in China and discusses the 
methods used to gather the empirical data used.  The uses of credibility in current conditions 
are then reviewed at two levels: first, with regard to the organisational structure of 
newspapers; then in terms of attempts to generate revenue from relationships with new and 
existing clients.  In conclusion, we examine the overall implications of these changes for 
news production in contemporary China.

Credibility and the news

“Credibility” is a widely-used but ill-defined term in discussion of news and journalism: as 
one standard survey put it “the literature on credibility is plentiful, contradictory and 
confused” with its origins stretching back to Aristotle (Self 1996, 435).  Although much of 
the impetus for research into credibility has come from within the media industries, it is in 
fact a double concept. On the one hand, it involves the attitude of the public towards the 
media. It refers to the degree of trust that the information receiver gives to the informer, 
which may be termed “perceived credibility” (O'Keefe 1990).  This dimension is invariably 
connected with the concepts of “believability” and “trustworthiness” Flanagan and Metzger, 
2000). On the other hand, credibility is also an issue for media workers themselves. It 
represents their belief in their own social responsibility, as well as forming a statement on the 
quality of their practical reporting (Adams-Bloom and Cleary 2009, Tsfati 2008).

Within this broad field, researchers have identified three approaches:  source 
credibility, concerning whether or not the originator of a particular communication are 
credible; message credibility, which focuses on which aspects of the message itself makes it 
more or less credible; and media credibility; comparing the relative credibility of different 
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media (Metzger, et al. 2003).  For our purposes, the categories of “source credibility” and 
“message credibility” are important.  

The US editors who commissioned some of the classic studies that initiated this 
approach were concerned that their newspapers were sufficiently credible as to enjoy a 
continued readership, and thus to attract advertisers. This is the approach of the study by 
Philip Meyer, who argued that “the concept is neither complicated nor particularly subtle” but 
could usefully be analyzed in two dimensions “believability and community affiliation” 
(Meyer 1988, 567).  Meyer and other researchers identified a range of “professional” 
journalistic practices that together promoted credibility.  A study commissioned by the 
American Association of Newspaper Editors (ASNE) in 1985 listed those journalistic 
practices that have since been widely accepted as a starting point for discussions of credible 
journalism.  According them, a credible source must: (1) be fair and equitable; (2) be 
unbiased; (3) have complete coverage; (4) be accurate; (5) show respect for privacy; (6) focus 
on the interests of others; (7) have regard for truth; and (8) have journalists with professional 
training (ASNE 1985). Later writers added that credible media should also reflect social 
concerns and be reliable (Gaziano and McGrath 1986, Meyer 1988).

One obvious question to ask is whether this largely US-based discussion has any 
meaning in China. Newspapers have an explicit propaganda function and it might be argued 
that their journalism cannot be expected to demonstrate any of the elements that are the 
alleged foundations of credibility in the USA.  A sophisticated observer might also make a 
more nuanced suggestion:  given that there is a spectrum of propaganda intensity between the 
completely “political” titles and those with a greater “commercial” orientation, only the latter 
could be expected to display any significant degree of credibility. In fact the term is widely 
used in discussion of the media in China. In this context, “credibility” (gong xin li) carries the 
same double meaning as in English. Gong xin li is composed by three words: public (gong), 
trust (xin) and power or extent (li). Taken together, they mean, literally, either “the extent to 
which the public trusts the media”, or “the power of the media to summon public trust”. At 
first level, it accords to “perceived credibility”, and at second level it points to the social 
responsibility of the media (Zhou and Yan 2015, Yu 2005). 

The evidence suggests that credibility is indeed a useful category in the Chinese 
context.  The topic has been studied relatively widely in the last quarter century (Chung 
2011). Comparative studies of media credibility between the USA and China have found that 
audiences in China place more trust in the media than do those in the USA. While trust in the 
US media is in long term decline, there is no similar trend in the Chinese case (Jones 2004, 
Pew Research Center 2012, Liu and Bates 2009).  We might be inclined to think that the 
cultural differences between the US and China are so great that a simple comparison, such as 
that proposed by Liu and Bates, would be unreliable.  An attempt to make a robust 
comparison, however, appears to show that Chinese and US audiences mean more or less the 
same thing when they are reporting their views on this issue (Pjesivac and Rui 2014).  There 
does seem, even allowing for the limitations of the studies involved, to be good ground for 
using the concept of “credibility” in the Chinese case.

With regard to the relative credibility of the official party organs and the more 
commercially-oriented titles, the picture is less clear-cut. Stockmann concluded that 
commercial titles enjoyed an advantage in terms of credibility and, at least in the offline 
world, another study tended to support that view (Stockmann 2013, 161-79, Xie and Zhao 
2014).  Other studies, however, including ones with a much larger and nationally-distributed 
samples, found that, overall, the official media scored highly, the most trusted medium was 
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China Central Television, and the most trusted newspaper was People’s Daily (J. Xu 2012, 
Zhang, Zhou and Shen 2014, Chung 2011, Zhang 2010).  

One possible explanation for these apparently contradictory results is that the two 
sorts of newspapers are regarded as more credible in different spheres:  the official press is 
seen as more authoritative with regard to political issues while the commercial press is 
regarded as more authoritative with regard to the everyday life of citizens (Stockmann 2013, 
161).  Zhang, Zhou and Shen also found that People’s Daily’s lead over other newspapers 
was not sustained in every one of the ten cities in the sample:  it came second to local papers 
in Guangzhou, Shenzhen and Xi’an and regional variations have been found in other studies 
(Zhang, Zhou and Shen 2014, 166, Shen, et al. 2011).  In the former two cases, at least, the 
local commercial press is relatively lively, and Southern Metropolis Daily, a notoriously 
“liberal” title, enjoys a dominant position. It may be that the greater credibility of People’s 
Daily is a function of the limits of its competitors in some cities rather than an indication of 
its high overall credibility.  A further nuance to the finding on the credibility of the market 
press, of particular importance to this study, is that in the online environment its offerings are 
rated as less credible than those of the party press (Xie and Zhao 2014, 68).  

We may conclude that it is possible to use the concept of “credibility” in the Chinese 
context and that it has a fair degree of comparability with what is meant in the US.  In fact, 
media credibility is China is high and shows no serious sign of decline.  The balance between 
commercial and political titles is less clear and appears to vary depending upon 
circumstances, but both kinds of newspaper enjoy some degree of credibility.   Overall, then, 
the media workers whose views we represent in the following pages have some basis for their 
claim that the titles they serve enjoy a degree of credibility.

Methodology

The main research method employed in this study was in-depth interviews. Based on 
the existing levels of media organizations (national/local media), regional distribution 
(Northern/Southern, Western/Eastern/Central) and newspaper types (party newspaper/market 
newspaper), a stratified sampling method was used to select six media groups for research. In 
each press group, one party newspaper and one market newspaper were selected for 
fieldwork.  Nearly 90 newspaper managers, business executives, and editorial staff were 
interviewed.

Before visiting each site, the authors explained to the interviewees the purpose of the 
study, and gained their agreement to interviews, recording, and permission to use their 
material in publications. Some of the interviewees requested anonymity and, in line with 
ethical procedures, this paper adopts a uniform strategy in anonymizing all respondents. We 
developed a code for recording the location of all respondents.  A, B, C stands for inland 
cities, and D, E, F for coastal cities. The interviewees are named as A1, A2, A3 ... B1, B2, B3 
... F1, F2, F3 ..., and so on.     

In addition, the authors researched available data to guide, supplement and help 
interpret the interviews. Before and after each interview the authors collected data related to 
the research subject, using databases and public network resources, including articles 
published in industry magazines, public speeches, published articles, media interviews, media 
reports, and so on. These materials not only improved the efficiency and sensitivity of the in-
depth interviews, but also provided an extension to information gleaned in circumstances 
limited by time and space.

Findings
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Our research shows that in the dual crisis of technological change and economic 
pressure, almost all Chinese legacy media recognize that credibility is one of their best assets 
and have developed strategies to utilize it. We can break their overall responses down into 
three elements:  the marketization of the organizational structure; the development of public 
relations activities as a new income source; and the subordination of the editorial functions to 
market considerations. We will deal with the each in turn.

1. Marketization of the organizational structure. 

All the six newspaper groups had suffered a decline in overall revenue, mainly due to a 
decrease in advertising revenues, which declined sharply from a peak a few years ago.   The 
fall ranged from around 10 per cent to more than 50 per cent. The extent of this decline can 
be explained by two major factors.  The first is geographical location.  Press groups located in 
the economically-developed coastal areas, which also have a much higher internet penetration 
rate, have lost more advertising revenue than those in the less developed inland provinces 
where internet penetration is much lower. Secondly, the greater the newspaper group’s 
overall reliance on the advertising revenue generated by the market-oriented title in the 
group’s portfolio, the more the whole group’s advertising revenues decreased.  In the six 
groups visited, almost every one told the same story of two opposite tendencies: the group 
party newspaper’s advertising revenues remained fixed or even slightly increased, while the 
market newspaper revenues declined, sometimes catastrophically. 

In response to these developments, the internal organizational structure of the groups 
is changing. Almost every newspaper group has established a new department, variously 
named as the “new media center”, “new media department,” “media integration department” 
or similar. These new departments supplement the existing organizational structures, 
traditionally divided into editorial, advertising, administration, and so on.  Once established, 
these departments expand continuously.  Secondly, the functions of the information 
technology departments are changing. The groups all had existing information technology 
departments but, as one interviewee said, “our understanding of the information technology 
department role was that it existed to repair computers” (B1).  Now these departments no 
longer just do repair and maintenance work; they have an important role in the development 
of new media technologies and platforms. Some newspapers have even recruited the head of 
their information technology department at the same level as their deputy chief editor. A 
manager in the coastal newspaper E said: “Our organizational structure used to be a ‘three 
horse carriage’, with the editorial board for content, the management committee for 
advertising, and the executive committee for personnel administration. There was no 
technical position. But now we have to have a ‘four horse carriage’ structure, and we need a 
technical committee.” (E3) 

If the development of stronger information technology departments is a response to 
the technological challenges faced by newspapers, the restructuring of their editorial and 
business departments represents a response to their economic difficulties. These changes are 
directly related to marketing credibility. The commercial newspaper in inland city A has a 
newly-formed “Enterprise Department.” Its purpose is to merge the editorial and business 
sections in order to synchronize news and advertising. A manager explained:

We set up this department at the end of last year. We closed down the old 
supplement department, and organized this department. You may find it is a bit 
messy in our office because we just moved in. We have 14 staff, who are divided 
into the real estate division, the food and tourism division, the finance division, 
and the automotive division. We do both content production and advertising. In 
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fact, we feel like we are “contracted fields” within our media group. We are kind 
of making contracts with the newspaper group for the use of these pages in the 
newspaper. The newspaper “rents” this space to us and set us a yearly target of 12 
million yuan advertising revenue. So we have both to produce editorial material 
and sell advertising. Now our worry is how to finish the editorial task and meet 
this more than 10 million yuan advertising target (A9).

Most of the staff in the Enterprise Department are originally from the editorial team. A9 
originally worked as an editor in current affairs. Others are journalists from the supplement, 
correspondents, the local news department, and so on. No matter what their background is, 
they have the same requirement to “work both with the news content and business.” The aim 
of this department is “integrating business and content” (A9). 

Another manager explained what full integration of business and editorial content 
means with an example from real estate:

On the real estate section in today’s newspaper, there is an advertisement for XX 
real estate company. There is a half-page advertisement and a half-page of news 
content. The news reporting is about land planning in the south of the city. In this 
reporting, you do not see anything related to the company. But this real estate 
company has a project in the southern part of the city. It is the biggest project in 
that area. So when we talk to this company about the fact that we will report a 
piece of news like that, the manager will naturally want to have an advertisement 
in our newspaper. This is a smart link. (A10).

Similarly, in 2015, the commercial newspaper in inland city B set up a department of 
around 30 staff.  It has a different name, the “Project Department,” but the same function. 
The staff are also originally from the editorial department. The head was formerly a senior 
reporter who now has a new task: to lead a group to “explore how to integrate news reporting 
and marketing” (B10). He organizes “activities,” such as the competition for “the most 
beautiful balcony” in the city, a competition to find “the most beautiful mother” on 
International Women’s Day, a “University Fair” during the college entrance examination 
period, and various car and property fairs. These events are attractive to the public; for 
example, they help college candidates and their parents obtain information on university 
admissions. On the other hand, these activities give companies the opportunity to showcase 
their products; for example gardening and home furnishing products in “the most beautiful 
balcony” competition. An added benefit is that these activities sometimes fit very well the 
government’s objectives. For example, the competition to find “the most beautiful mother” 
partly reflected the government’s promotion of  “mainstream socialist values.” The manager 
believes that these events represent successful  marketization of the newspaper’s credibility 
as well as providing social and economic benefits:

The reason why we can successfully organize these activities is because we are 
the most influential newspaper in our city. The resource we have is the trust of the 
citizens of our city. That is also what other companies need nowadays. We 
provide a platform for these companies to communicate with citizens through 
organizing those activities. This platform is successful because it is based on our 
newspaper, as a medium, which is quite different from these companies 
organizing such marketing activities themselves. Our biggest advantage is media 
credibility. The public will trust the products that have been promoted by the 
newspaper and believe they are not defective. In addition, if the product they 
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bought has any problem in the future, they believe they can protect their interests 
with help from newspaper. Commercial companies can do none of this.  (B10).

It is evident from this explanation that media organizations are even more aware of the value 
of media credibility than before. When both design and content are gradually losing their 
value, credibility becomes the economic salvation of the press, 

The commercial newspaper in coastal city E has executed this strategy in an extreme 
fashion. The newspaper has been suffering advertising and distribution difficulties since 
2014. In order to survive, the newspaper began to reorganize its structure. According to a 
senior manager, they call this strategy “platforming”. Similarly to the newspaper in city B, 
they began working on real estate, automobiles, tourism and the other industries closely 
connected to advertising.  They established a series of unique platforms: the “property 
platform,” the “automobile platform,” the “tourism platform,” and so on. Editors, journalists, 
advertising staff, and the administrative staff, work together in this reorganization.  News 
reporting, advertising revenue, and the other marketing strategies are all managed together. 

From the beginning of 2016, the strategy was extended to the traditional news 
departments. For example, the metropolitan news and the political news departments were 
reorganized and integrated into the “governmental affairs platform:”

Last year, we only tried a small experiment, but this year we are doing something 
bigger, including establishing the governmental affairs platform. We used to 
worry about whether applying the strategy to the traditional news department will 
be criticized. Usually, news reporting and business should be divided, particularly 
in hard news. But in the end, we thought: we only can survive if we do this. (E18)

Even though the editors of the newspaper understood that separating editorial and business 
issues is the foundation of traditional journalistic ethics, adherence to this principle was 
subject to intense economic pressure. After a short struggle, the newspaper decided to 
integrate news reporting and business operations. According to E6, an employee of the 
business division, the management issued an annual revenue-generating target of tens of 
millions of yuan to the governmental affairs platform where he works. To distinguish it from 
the other platforms, such as property, automobile and tourism, the governmental affairs 
platform must limit their work to government advertising. In order to achieve their goal, the 
platform manager tried to mobilize the entire team to generate revenues. Both advertising and 
editorial staff were asked to participate in revenue-generating activities. From the 
management’s point of view, journalists have great advantages in gaining advertising because 
they have good connections with government agencies and the other public powers, and they 
also have the trust of ordinary people. The message that E6 gets from his boss is:

It’s irresponsible to say that you can only report news but not engage with 
business operations. You have to think about how you will turn your resources 
into revenue and help the newspaper to get through these economic difficulties. 
(E6)

In all of these reorganizations, setting up “business units”, “project departments” or 
“platforms”, the aim is to help the newspaper deal with its economic difficulties by 
monetizing credibility. 

2. Public relations activities as income sources



8

Closely connected to these changes in organizational structures is the development of new 
revenue sources. The new environment is pushing some newspaper groups to adjust their 
economic structure in two ways. As we have shown in detail elsewhere, the first is a change 
in the relative economic importance of party and market newspapers (Authors Forthcoming). 
Before the economic crisis, the market newspaper acted as the economic support of the party 
newspaper in the same press group.  Today, the Party newspapers still benefits from 
governmental support, but the market newspapers’ revenues are declining and some have 
closed. Before the economic crisis, the percentage of advertising revenue in the press group A 
coming from the market newspaper was over 70 per cent, while the party newspaper only 
contributed about 20 per cent. The party newspaper now has more stable advertising revenue, 
providing 50 per cent of the total, while the contribution of the market newspaper has 
decreased dramatically. The party newspaper also shows greater potential for business 
development.

The second is the structure of advertising revenue. According to an advertising manager 
in the commercial newspaper in city B, “before the economic crisis, advertising revenue was 
mainly from the real estate and automobile industries, who usually paid millions of yuan for 
their advertising. We did not pay any attention to other industries because they generated 
only a small amount of business” (B7). Today, however, the real estate and automobile 
industries have reduced their newspaper advertising and put more money into Internet 
platforms. For newspapers, the center of advertising has moved from those industries to the 
government. Not only party newspapers, but also market newspapers, have started to seek 
advertising from government. A manager in the commercial newspaper in coastal city E said 
“the leaders of our newspaper have high expectations of government advertising, and they 
think that the money from entrepreneurs is unstable, but the money from the government is 
relatively stable” (E23).

Some media organizations believe that government departments will pay for advertising 
because credibility is a valuable commodity for them. As a deputy editor-in-chief of a press 
group in inland city B said

In the current environment, the newspaper group has a clear strategy of 
cultivating government advertising as the new economic growth point, since local 
governments need the influence of the newspaper: We have a good brand, and 
that is our influence. We made use of it, and organized a number of interviews. 
We went to provincial cities and we told them: “We can promote the image of 
this place through our party newspaper, commercial newspaper, online sites, 
news Apps, clients, WeChat accounts and other channels and make them known 
to the public.”  In return I directly told them that they have to put some image 
advertising. They generally welcomed such cooperation. Up to now, we have 
been to more than 20 counties, cities, and districts. The effect is very good. If we 
can regularize such operations, our annual income is guaranteed (B11).

Local government has a strong need for advertising in order to showcase their 
achievements to higher-level government bodies. Besides communicating between those who 
rule and those being ruled, newspapers in China have also traditionally played the role of 
communicating between higher and lower level governments. Higher-level government relies 
on media to report on the daily work, including both wrongdoings and achievements, of 
lower-level government departments and officials. This characteristics means that local 
governments are willing to pay provincial-level media to provide publicity. A manager in the 
business sector in the newspaper group in inland city A explained:
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The main reason for the growth of our government advertising is because the 
local governments need to send message to Party committees at the higher levels. 
If they need to show them what they are doing, what they are up to, then the Party 
newspaper is actually a good platform for doing this (A4).

In the political newspapers in both City A and City B, the expansion of government 
advertising is mainly because of their status as a Party newspaper. In such cases, credibility 
means the trust of government in the media. 

For market newspapers, which depended more on commercial advertising, government 
advertising is a relatively unfamiliar area. Exploiting their credibility in this area remains 
problematic, since the rules are unclear. A business executive at the commercial newspaper in 
city F said that the possibility for market-oriented media to gain government advertising 
depends essentially upon “news protection:”

As a market medium, we did offend a lot of government departments via our 
criticism, but we do have something they want. We write reports that have impact 
and they want good relations with us. So they come to communicate with us…it 
is not that they clearly say they want news protection, and we really cannot give 
them news protection. Although they have some advertising in our newspaper, it 
does not mean we will never report critical news about them. But at least, if they 
get any negative news, as our customers, they will have someone to lobby and 
talk to. Little influence is better than none (F5).

As a market newspaper, the way to win government advertisements is obviously different 
from party newspapers. While the party newspaper has the advantage of running favorable 
reporting for the local governments through which it wins the latter’s direct publicity funds, 
the market newspapers have the advantage of running critical reporting which the local 
government fears and would prefer not  to be published. This gives the market newspaper 
opportunities to negotiate indirect publicity funds from local governments. 

However, government advertising is only one aspect of the exploitation of new 
sources of revenue. For many newspaper groups, advertising revenue is no longer their main 
economic resource. Increasingly, the main revenue source is from so-called sideline business 
or “non-mainstream income.” A senior manager in the newspaper group in inland city A told 
the authors that the best economic year for the group was 2011. The annual revenue was 460 
million yuan, of which advertising revenue accounted for only 130 million, or less than one 
third. The other two-thirds were from the real estate, exhibitions, travel, loans and other 
activities. In recent years, those activities provide an even larger proportion of annual income 
(A14). Many newspapers term such activities “non-newspaper jobs” or “avocations” in order 
to distinguish them from the “main vocation” of the newspaper.  The income that “avocation” 
brings has surpassed that from the “main vocation.” The benefits gained via “avocation” are 
also based on credibility, just as those of the “main vocation” are.

One remarkable “avocation” in inland newspaper A is a small loan company. The 
person in charge said this business is very successful, bringing in nearly 10 million yuan 
every year. The manager is very proud of this and believes that success is based on the 
special resources they have:

It is very difficult to get approval as a small loan company; very, very difficult. It 
must be approved by the provincial level authority. At the beginning, we did not 
get approval. Later, our newspaper leader went to talk with the people who are in 
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charge of this. As a manager of a newspaper, he has some connections, so he 
invited this person to talk by using the name of our newspaper. Later on, we got 
approval. To do this, we needed the relationship, but also we needed to assure the 
authority that it does no harm to the society for us to do this business. The 
authority knows we will not be any less careful than them, we did not put money 
at the first consideration.  After all, we are a newspaper and we have strong sense 
of social responsibility (A14).

Another inland newspaper also engaged in the financial industry via a different strategy. This 
newspaper does not directly operate a loan company, but has built a platform for loan 
companies and potential customers. This strategy is based on their credibility and the 
newspaper gains commission from the both sides. The manager who is in charge of this 
business department explained:

This loan platform is certainly an extension of the newspaper’s social influence. It 
is based on our influence and credibility, which acts as a kind of support, or as an 
input. That’s why people can trust us and choose our platform (B2).

There are also increasing numbers of media groups exploiting the “avocation” revenue 
from urban life services, such as logistics, e-commerce, tourism, and home furnishings. This  
is also based on media credibility. The editor-in-chief of a commercial newspaper in city C 
said that he believes that newspapers, especially city newspapers, have no future if they only 
report news. He said newspapers have to change direction and one direction is city services, 
because they have the advantage of credibility:

Services can include a lot of things, including daily living, education, leisure, 
tourism, even pension and so on. Thanks to the credibility of our newspaper, we 
have been able to develop different programs to promote these services. Our 
newspaper has some influences in this city, we have a reputation. Because of this 
reputation, we can run this business. We have a requirement for those companies 
who wish to cooperate with us. They need to give us a deposit. We also have 
regulations to standardize their operations, including their procedures, fees, and 
policies. If there is any problem, we can supervise and intervene in these issues. It 
is not a simple intervention: the company involved will need to give 
compensation to the customer and also, we are media, we can expose their 
misconduct through news. This is our advantage (C8).

For this editor, media organizations are not obliged to report news. News reporting is a 
choice: when reporting news is profitable, doing so is rational market behavior. However, 
when reporting news does not make money, media should find other products that do. In his 
view, the media is essentially a business that should not be subject to too many limitations. 
He argues that “as long as something is economically efficient, we should do it. There is no 
fixed rule to say what we can and cannot do” (C8). Before he was promoted to editor-in-
chief, he was the head of the business and advertising department of the group. No one 
expected him to become editor-in-chief, and some of the editors were against him. A senior 
editor said humorously “when we heard this news, the first impression was — the 
Communist Party is really good at choosing people for this job.”  But after couple years, 
however, the employees gradually came to agree with him and admitted that “he has some 
good strategies” (C9).

The same anxiety appears in the commercial newspaper in coastal city D, where the 
senior management admits that their strategy of coping with the current crisis is to turn the 



11

newspaper to something like a “public relations company” with special resources. These 
resources mean both the strength of the “newspaper brand” and the deeper-level meaning of 
“media credibility.” As a business sector manager put it:

We are more and more aware that we should be a public relations company, but 
we will not be an ordinary public relations firm.  We do not need to grab someone 
else’s (general public relations firms’) jobs. For us, our newspaper brand is easy 
to exchange for financial benefits. We use it to create something really useful to 
the customer. Regarding how to do it, we are still in the exploratory stage. But 
this is an important strategy. Recently the economic situation is not good, our 
survival depends on this strategy, which will support our employees’ livelihoods 
(D5).

(C) Transforming the role of journalists and editors

Changing from editorial roles to business roles is a requirement that comes from top 
management. In the commercial paper in coastal E, along with “platforming,” the newspaper 
management has made the change a requirement and they hope that the editorial team’s 
“potential” will be fulfilled. “Potential” here refers to the “the ability to gain more income.” 
A manager in charge of the business sector in the newspaper said:

For example, the journalist who is reporting urban news can do many things. He 
is actually a content provider, but he can also produce a marketing plan and an 
advertising plan. As long as he does not go too far , does not engage in using 
news for extortion, and does not directly sell news for money, he can help the 
work of the business sector. If he is covering government news, speaking frankly, 
how many pieces of news he can report? His job, in fact, is mainly about contact 
with the government. He can see which government departments have the 
potential to cooperate with us, and then tell the newspaper the details of this 
project and the investment in that project. We don’t set an economic target for a 
specific journalist, but we will count the amount of such income every month, so 
they will experience some degree of pressure (E14).

According to this manager, a journalist should be broadly defined as a “content provider” or 
“text provider,” rather than as a “news provider” in the narrow sense.  “Content” or “text” can 
be news, but it can also be advertising or marketing plans. He believes that in the current 
environment, as long as it helps the newspaper to ride out the economic difficulties, 
journalists should be flexible and not argue over whether they should do news reporting, or 
event planning, or public relations lobbying.  As to whether journalists will reject this policy, 
the manager said:

They have to have enthusiasm for this. They cannot resist. They don’t have any 
way to resist. Because the economic situation is really bad, and the newspaper has 
no space to give them for news reporting, they have to make money through this. 
They cannot be too idealistic (E14).

Some journalists are also asked to “transform,” and switch to a different role. A 
manager in inland city B said that recently they had successfully absorbed a well-known 
journalist into the marketing team. His title is still “senior reporter,” but news writing is not 
his main task, which is now to generate revenue plans:
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Because he has been writing news reports on government, he has a better 
understanding of the major policies and the leadership’s intentions. That means 
he can have a better strategy to plan those businesses. His work is not dedicated 
to writing stories, and the newspaper does not value him by the amount of his 
writing, but by his contribution to the business. For example, he recently made 
some quite good plans and goes well (C5).

Similarly, in the management’s view, the best journalist should also be the best public 
relations coordinator. A senior manager in the same newspaper explained the reason behind 
the changing role of journalists:

His value is not just in bringing information to the newspaper, and which the 
newspaper then tells the public. He should be able to integrate resources, and 
bring the benefits to the newspaper. What we need is a useful reporter. The 
meaning of “useful” is that what he is doing should meet the current needs of the 
newspaper, such as the ability to find potential revenues. So now we want 
journalists to have multiple talents (C2).

Conflict between the head of the business operations and the editorial team is inevitable 
but the resolution is often in favor of the former. The head of the editorial team in the 
commercial newspaper in city E insisted that journalists should follow ethical principles, no 
matter what happened. He says “I cannot give reporters those tasks. They will bang the table 
[meaning ‘they will be very angry’]. I am a journalist, I am not a salesman. There must be a 
gap, a distinction, between business and news” (E4). But in the actual practice, in order to 
align with the newspaper’s structural changes, his journalists make concessions. For example, 
the newspaper requires journalists who do not engage directly with business activities to 
report potential business leads in order to allow the business department to follow up and do 
the marketing. After all, “think about it: the people that our reporters contact everyday are 
actually a variety of potential customers” (E4).

Discussion and conclusions

We have shown that the adjustment of organizational structures that are being 
undertaken transform the ethics of news gathering, especially as regards the separation of 
editorial and business activities. The core of the emerging organizational structure is 
“vertical” management. The old separation of the editorial and business departments has been 
replaced by one which combines editorial and business functions in every department.  Even 
though many press groups are only just beginning to develop a “vertical” system, and in 
many cases vertical and horizontal organizational structures co-exist, vertical management is 
the growing trend. As one interviewee indicated, his newspaper always mentioned 
“verticalization” to the staff and all the employees are required to “be vertical and still more 
vertical” (E12). The firewall between news reporting and business is weakened or even, in 
some cases, removed.  This is creating the space for, and the possibility of, the development 
of a new economic mode for newspapers based on “marketing credibility.”  

The implication of these changes is to shift the emphasis from being “news 
organizations” to “public relations organizations” and, consequently, gradually to change 
their core activities from “doing news” to “doing multi-faceted avocation.” They are  no 
longer orientated primarily on social benefits. Their priority is now economic benefits.  
Relations with “the public” are no longer their priority.  Their key links are now with the 
“customers,” amongst whom organizations wishing to promote their image figure large. In 
this transformation, the newspaper industry, whether self-consciously or not, is exploiting its 
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“credibility” as the “special resource” that media institutions alone possess and can profitably 
sell. 

A belief in the necessity of a firewall between editorial functions and business 
management is one of the central norms of professional journalism (Lo, Chan and Pan 2005). 
While many studies have shown that there is a gap between this norm and actual practice, and 
that the firewall is not completely impenetrable even in favorable economic conditions, there 
are also many studies that have shown that the existence of this firewall is recognized and 
stressed by both management and journalists (An and Bergen 2007, McManus 1992, 
Deephouse 2000, Sneed and Riffe 1991, Soley and Craig 1992). As the economic situation 
deteriorates, however, the question is no longer whether the firewall is solid enough, but 
whether it still exists. The firewall is danger of destruction due to changes to the newspapers’ 
internal structures.  As a consequence, editorial workers are gradually absorbing business 
roles, and the boundaries between the two roles become blurred, with consequences for the 
morale and professional self-esteem even of senior journalists. 

Credibility is constituted by public trust in media, based on their objective, balanced, 
impartial, reporting serving the public interest. This is also the foundation of journalism. In 
the current environment, however, the media are moving in the opposite direction: what they 
are doing does not promote credibility but erodes it. The newspapers aim to gain economic 
benefits through selling media credibility to commercial companies, governments and the 
general public, via their new-established departments and the revision of their operational 
ethics.

For a quarter of a century, economic success based on advertising sales acted as 
something of a counterweight to party pressure, at least in market-oriented newspapers, and 
allowed journalists enough space to develop the professional practices that established the 
credibility of Chinese newspapers. Of course, they never operated with total freedom, and 
there were many aspects of normal journalistic practice, for example the acceptance of “red 
envelopes,” that would horrify a US journalist, but they genuinely believed they had the 
space to inform the public and they acted upon that belief (D. Xu 2016). The current crisis is 
weakening that counter pressure and forcing news groups to adopt policies that push their 
titles closer to the sources of political and economic power in order to find new sources of 
revenue.  As a consequence, individual journalists are today pressed to move closer to 
powerful institutions, and to use these contacts to encourage advertising and other forms of 
subsidy. They are rewarded not for exposing corruption and the abuse of power, or even for 
simply informing the public about important events, but for bringing in business.  These 
developments are not the “fault” of individual managers, still less of the journalists who have 
to implement these policies.  They arise from the changing structural conditions of the 
industry, which are imposing pressures upon newspapers that it is hard to resist.  The 
alternative to marketing credibility is the closure of newspapers.

Note

Removed to preserve authorial anonymity



14

List of works cited

Adams-Bloom, Terry., and Johanna Cleary. 2009. "Staking a claim for social responsibility; 
An argument for the dual responsibility model." International Journal of Media 
Management 11: 1-8.

An, Soontaie, and Lori Bergen. 2007. "Advertiser pressure on daily newspapers: a survey of 
advertising sales executives." Journal of Advertising 36 (2): 111-121.

ASNE. 1985. Newspaper credibility: Building reader trust. Washington, DC: American 
Society of Newspaper Editors.

Author. 2016.

Authors. Forthcoming. "Details withheld."

Carlson, Matt. 2015. "When news sites go native: Redefining the advertising-editorial divide 
in response to native advertising." Journalism 16 (7): 849-865.

Chung, Robert Ting-Yiu. 2011. "Book review of "Investigation of Chinese Media 
Credibility"." Chinese Journal of Communication 4 (4): 496-504.

Cui, Baoguo. 2015. Annual Report on Chinese Media Industries in 2015 (Zhongguo 
Chuanmei Chanye Baogao 2015). Beijing: Social Science Literature Press.

Deephouse, David. 2000. "Media reputation as a strategic resource: an integration of mass 
communication and resource-based theories." Journal of Management 26 (6): 1091-
1112.

Ferrer Conill, Raul. 2016. "Camouflaging Church as State: An exploratory study of 
journalism's native advertising." Journalism Studies 17 (7): 905-14.

Gaziano, Cecilie, and Kristin McGrath. 1986. "Measuring the concept of credibiltiy." 
Journalism Quarterly 63 (3): 451-62.

General Administration of Press and Publications. 2016. Statistical Compilation of Press and 
Publication Industry in China 2016 (Zhongguo Xinwen Chuban Tongji Ziliao Hubian 
2016). Beijing: Zhonguo Shuji Publications.

Jones, David. 2004. "Why Americans don't trust the media: A preliminary analysis." Harvard 
Journal of Press/Politcs 9 (2): 60-75.

Liu, Tao, and Benjamin Bates. 2009. "What's behind public trust in news media: A 
comparative study of America and China." Chinese Journal of Communication 2 (3): 
307-29.

Lo, Venhwei, Joseph Chan, and Zhongdan Pan. 2005. "Ethical attitudes and perceived 
practice: a comparative study of journalists in China, Hong Kong and Taiwan." Asian 
Journal of Communication 15 (2): 154-72.



15

McManus, John. 1992. "Serving the public and serving the market: a conflict of interest?" 
Journal of Mass Media Ethics 7 (4): 196-208.

Metzger, Miriam, Andrew Flanagin, Keren Eyal, Daisy Lemus, and Robert McCann. 2003. 
"Credibility for the 21st Century: integrating perspectives on source, message, and 
media credibiltiy in the contemporary media environment." In Communication 
Yearbook 27, by Pamela Kalbfleisch, 293-335. Mawah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates.

Meyer, Philip. 1988. "Defining and measuring credibiltiy of newspapers: developing an 
index." Journalism Quarterly 65: 567-588.

O'Keefe, Daniel. 1990. Persuasion: Theory and Research. Newbury Park, CA: Sage 
Publications.

O'Neil, Julie, and Marianne Eisenmann. 2017. "An examinaiton of how sources classification 
impacts credibiltiy and consumer behavior." Public Relations Review 43 (2): 278-92.

Pew Research Center. 2012. Further Decline in Credibility Ratings for Most News 
Organizations. August 16. http://www.people-press.org/2012/08/16/further-decline-
in-credibility-ratings-for-most-news-organizations/.

Pjesivac, Ivanka, and Rachel Rui. 2014. "Anonymous sources hurt credibiltiy of news stories 
across cultures: A comparative experiment." International Communication Gazette 76 
(8): 641-660.

Schauster, Erin, Patrick Ferrucci, and Marlene Neill. 2016. "Native advertising is the new 
journalism." American Behavioral Scientiest 60 (12): 1408-1424.

Self, Charles. 1996. "Credibility." In An integrated approach to communication theory and 
research, by Michael Salwen and Don Stacks, 435-56. New York, NY: Routledge.

Shen, Fei, Ye Lu, Steve Guo, and Baohua Zhou. 2011. "News media use, credibility, and 
efficacy: an analysis of media participation intention in China." Chinese Journal of 
Communication 4 (4): 475-95.

Sneed, Don, and Daniel Riffe. 1991. The Publisher-public Official: Real or Imagined 
Conflict. New York, NY: Praeger.

Soley, Lawrence, and Robert Craig. 1992. "Advertiser pressures on newspapers: a survey." 
Journal of Advertising 21 (4): 1-10.

Stockmann, Daniela. 2013. Media Commercialization and Authoritarian Rule in China. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Tsfati, Yariv. 2008. "Journalists, credibility of." In The International Encyclopedia of 
Communication, by Wolfgang Donsbach. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.

Wojdynski, Bartosz. 2016. "The Deceptiveness of Sponsored News Articles." American 
Behavioral Scientist 60 (12): 1475-1491.

Xie, Wenjing, and Yunze Zhao. 2014. "Is seeing believing? Comparing media credibility of 
traditional and online media in China." China Media Research 10 (3): 64-73.



16

Xu, Di. 2016. "Red-envelope cash: Journalists on the take in contemporary China." Journal 
of Media Ethics 31 (4): 231-44.

Xu, Jie. 2012. "In state media the Chinese trust? Findings from a national survey." China 
Media Research 8 (2): 36-45.

You, Li. 2017. "Contests Over Authority: Navigating native advertising's impacts on 
journalism autonomy." Journalism Studies 1-19. 
doi:10.1080/1461670X.2017.139753.

Yu, G. 2005. "Exploiring the concept of the credibility of the mass media: the current state 
and problems of media credibility in China (Dazhong meijie gongxinli lilun chutan - 
jiantan woguo dazhong meijie gongxinli de xianzhuang yu wenti)." Journalism and 
Writing (Ximen yu Xiezuo) 1: 11-13.

Zhang, Hongzhong. 2010. Investigation on Chinese Media Credibility (Zhongguo Chuanmei 
Gongxinli Diaocha). Nanjing: Nanjing Normal University Press.

Zhang, Hongzhong, Shuhua Zhou, and Bin Shen. 2014. "Public trust: a comprehensive 
investigation on pervieved media credibility in China." Asian Journal of 
Communication 24 (2): 158-72.

Zhou, S., and Y. Yan. 2015. "Media credibility research: Origin, development, opportunity 
and challenges (Meijie kexindu yanqiu: qiyuan, fazhan, jihui, yu tiaozhan)." 
Communication and Society (Chuanbo yu Shehui) 33: 255-97.


