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Abstract: Since the mid-1990s, many journalistic initiatives have entered the online environment,
either as a continuation of brands already consolidated in conventional formats or as native projects
of the new medium. In Spain, the online media scene has just completed its first quarter century
of life. This said, the aim of this proposal is to present the evolution of the digital native media in
Spain in order to compare their current situation with European success stories. For that purpose,
we have conducted a comparative case study between three highlighted Spanish digital native news
outlets and three from other European countries. The results show a progressive shift towards a
member-funded model, while news outlets try to reduce their dependence on advertising. However,
the three European natives seem to be more advanced compared to the Spanish cases as these remain
still dependent on advertising revenues to stand upright. Furthermore, two models of participation
stand out: the user community and, in particular, the model of collaboration networks. Nevertheless,
the study reveals how the analyzed European news outlets are changing the role of the reader through
innovative forms of participatory interactivity.

Keywords: digital journalism; digital native media; business models; audience participation;
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1. Introduction

Journalism is a communicative activity deeply dependent on technological changes. It has adopted,
adapted, and developed some of the most important devices and paradigms, where technology plays
a main role. One of the major changes—especially during the last three decades—has been the
integration of the Internet both in their routines (Robinson 2010) and in their commercial strategies
(Carpes da Silva and Gruszynski Sanseverino 2020). Since the 1990s, we have attended to the creation
of online-only journalistic brands as well as the birth of digital versions of renowned media outlets
that sought to take as much advantage as possible of this new platform. In this context, we have
also witnessed the creation of novel journalistic formats that rely only on this new platform, as could
be the case of multimedia infographics (Cores 2004), while others have experienced a growth in its
importance, as it has happened, for instance, with fact-checking (Brandtzaeg et al. 2017). Verification,
which is a core activity in journalism practice, is now experiencing a rise in terms of audience growth
and development of particular tools to detect fake news, both of them directly linked to the emergence
of online-based technologies.

As part of a major research project on Spanish online media outlets, this article addresses how
three Spanish online-only journalistic brands are adapting themselves to the changing environment
of digital journalism by comparing them with three other European examples, each of them with a
different strategy. In particular, two particular fields will be reviewed: new ways for monetization of
their activities or content and spaces or initiatives for audience participation. All of that in an online
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communicative scenario with a quarter of a century of life and highly influenced by the different
economic, cultural, or linguistic characteristics of the Spanish context (Salaverría et al. 2019, p. 25).

2. Birth and Integration of the Media on the Internet

The Internet has been a source of change and new chances for journalism (Fortunati et al. 2009).
Both journalists and their audiences now have the possibility of interacting, giving feedback, and
enriching journalistic content by using the main characteristics of this novel environment: interactivity,
multimodality, and hypertextuality (Fondevila 2015). Since the media has been adapting itself to
this changing scenario, this has, in fact, favored the development of digital native narrative formats,
the emergence of new habits in the relation between journalists and their audiences (Ingram 2014),
as well as the appearance of new business models (Carpes da Silva and Gruszynski Sanseverino 2020).

Newsrooms and journalists have abandoned the single-medium model in order to take part in
the current multimedia scenario (Saltzis and Dickinson 2008). It all began on 19 January 1994 when
Palo Alto Weekly—according to Carlson (2003), the first news publication site on the Internet—started
its activity. Notwithstanding, it is necessary to highlight that journalistic brands such as the Chicago
Tribune started to share content through the World Wide Web two years before through American
OnLine (Díaz-Noci and Meso-Ayerdi 1998). These—among others—were the pioneers in the use of
the Internet with a journalistic purpose. Furthermore, between 1994 and 1996, many of the most
important journalistic brands started to be part of this digital environment by opening their online
spaces (Salaverría 2019). Meanwhile, a new field in the study of communication and journalism
started with the birth of the first online media outlets. Thus, in the past 25 years, we have attended to
the growth of research focused on the analysis of narrative structures, media management systems,
productive routines, and technologies associated exclusively with the news coverage made digitally.

This particular communicative space offers many novel opportunities for professionals and news
outlets (Fortunati et al. 2009). As a consequence, digital journalism saw, during its early years, the gradual
integration of legacy journalistic brands with the aim of taking advantage of the emerging platform
(Cottle and Ashton 1999). Initially, this form of journalism was basically an online reproduction of the
printed or broadcasted content following the strategy known as shovelware (Díaz-Noci and Meso-Ayerdi
1998). Over the years, this model moved towards the production of content exclusively for the Internet.
Within the framework of convergence processes, media groups have opted for multimedia strategies, where
each platform works together with the other ones—such as a print newspaper, radio, or television—but
by producing content adapted to the particularities of each channel (Menke et al. 2016).

It should be noted that even though the birth of digital journalism is deeply linked to legacy
media outlets, the current news media landscape could not be understood without digital native
media outlets, as these have changed the way in which journalism is made in almost every cultural or
economic context (Tandoc 2018). In sum, what started by experimenting with the use of the Internet
as a new way to share information or try new informative products at consolidated media brands
has become a place where countless journalistic projects coexist, regardless of their internal features
(Salaverría 2020).

Furthermore, the Internet has provided a fertile ground for journalistic innovation. In this context,
over the last two decades, we have attended to the development of different ways of doing and
practicing journalism. One of the most relevant examples could be that of so-called slow journalism
(Masurier 2015). This trend wants to change the prevailing publishing system for online news, closely
linked to breaking news (Usher 2018). In recent years, this long-form and investigative journalistic
practice has reached a place of privilege with the emergence of some news media outlets totally
committed to a more in-depth approach to information.

In essence, the past two and a half decades have changed the way in which we see journalism.
The adoption of the Internet at newsrooms as a publishing space has modified many aspects of this
activity as well as the size and the thematic purpose of many media outlets. Thus, with the arrival of
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digital journalism, online media are now global—even those initiatives based on hyperlocal stories
(Tenor 2018)—in a context where generalist and specialized projects share the same space.

2.1. Online Journalism in Spain

Similarly to what we can see in the international context—and especially for the United States as
the starting point of this new way of journalism—online media outlets in Spain began their activity in
the mid-1990s. The digital version of a cultural magazine named El Temps—published in the spring
of 1994—marked the beginning of Spanish online journalism (Salaverría et al. 2018). A few months
later, newspapers such as El Mundo and El Periódico de Catalunya started to publish online through
a platform called Servicom (Díaz-Noci 2005), very similar to the American model described above.
Since then, the online media landscape in Spain has grown constantly to the present day, with a
significant multiplication that took place during the period 2008–2014, coexisting with one of the
biggest recessive periods in the history of the country. As a result, there were 3862 digital news media
outlets with activity in the last months of 2019 (Negredo et al. 2020).

On the other hand, a study conducted by Salaverría et al. (2019, p. 26) shows how the Spanish
online media landscape is closely connected to the larger population centers in areas such as Madrid or
Barcelona. Moreover, territories with a proper language—such as Galicia or Basque Country—have a
higher number of digital media initiatives than could be expected from its population. Nevertheless,
these authors point out the weaknesses of a significant portion of the online journalistic landscape in
Spain. Even though there are strong initiatives supported by renowned media outlets, most of them
are local and regional ones and, thus, are more likely to suffer during a crisis.

Hence, the online media landscape in Spain reveals a dualism among media outlets with a greater
size and budget and those born from small local and private initiatives. In this context, specialized
digital native initiatives are remarkably significant because they have enriched the Spanish journalistic
environment by covering market niches not explored before.

2.2. Challenges and Opportunities for Online Journalism

As pointed before, online journalism—just like other forms of this communicative discipline—has
its particularities. However, the changes introduced by the integration of the Internet in newsrooms’
daily routines are substantially greater than the shifts added by other technologies. This technological
development forced journalists to adapt themselves to acquire new skills and competencies (García
Avilés et al. 2004) for dealing with their daily tasks. At this juncture, the main innovation has been the
24/7 production flow and the end of deadlines—or the beginning of a continuous deadline—in the
news reporting system (Vonbun et al. 2016).

Furthermore, the media have explored the introduction of many narratives and new forms of
journalism, whose spread seemed to be impossible before the arrival of the World Wide Web. This is
the case of mobile journalism (Westlund 2013), so-called immersive journalism (de la Peña et al. 2010),
interactive information visualization (Weber and Rall 2012), user-generated content (Harrison 2010),
or even data journalism (Crucianelli 2013), disciplines that have found a new environment to develop
their particular features. Additionally, the emergence of social media (Moon and Hadley 2014; Tandoc
and Vos 2015) a decade and a half ago and the progressive deployment of smartphones have opened a
new scenario for 21st century media.

This new reality demands not only the adaptation of professional profiles and journalistic routines
but also the adjustment of business models and the way in which audiences can consume and take
part in the production process (Suárez 2020). Within the following sections, we will explore how three
of the main Spanish digital native media outlets are dealing with the challenges of this new era by
comparing them with three successful European cases.
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3. Method

The aim of this proposal is to present the evolution of the digital native media in Spain in
order to compare their current situation—regarding structure capabilities, business models, and user
participation possibilities—with European success stories. For that purpose, we have conducted a
comparative case study between three highlighted Spanish digital native news outlets—Eldiaro.es,
El Confidencial, and El Español—and three from other European countries—Mediapart (France), De
Correspondent (Netherlands), and Tortoise Media (United Kingdom). The selection of the European cases
was made taking the Digital News Report 2019 as a reference (Newman et al. 2019). Table 1 sumarizes
the main features of the six analyzed cases.

Table 1. Digital native media included in the sample.

News Outlet Country Since Annual Billing
(2019) Team Members Average Visitors

(Monthly)
Suscribed-

Readers

Eldiario.es Spain 2012 EUR 6.9 M 59 12.9M
(September 2020) +55,000

El Confidencial Spain 2001 EUR 19.3 M 27 (managing positions) 21.1M
(September 2020) +18,000

El Español Spain 2015 EUR 7.2 M 23 (managing positions) 23.2M
(September 2020) +12,000

Tortoise Media United Kingdom 2019 EUR 5.1 M * 19 N.F. +62,000

De Correspondent The Netherlands 2013 EUR 2.7 M 82 N.F. +70,000

Mediapart France 2007 EUR 16.8 M 87 (49 newsroom,
38 regular collaborators) 5.5.M (March 2020) +170,000

Source: own elaboration. * Annual billing from 2018, last period available. Information on team members was
retrieved from each media outlet’s webpage. Visitors’ data from Tortoise Media and De Correspondent were not found.

This study is based on the assumption that, at the present time, the Spanish digital native media of
reference do not have a structural capacity, a business model, and mechanisms for audience participation
that can be compared to similar initiatives born in the other European countries. To confirm or reject this,
an exploratory study was carried out with the objective of examining each media’s characterization
in terms of structure, business model, connection between media and readers, role of the user,
and mechanisms and strategies to allow interactivity and participation. Interaction was analyzed
on the basis of the categories proposed by Masip et al. (2015)—selective interactivity, participatory
interactivity, and productive interactivity—and participation was measured taking the models proposed
by Masip and Suau (2014) as a reference—catch all, user community, and collaboration networks.
This analysis will allow us to figure out similarities and disparities among the above-mentioned cases,
as well as strengths and weaknesses of each native.

4. Results

The results evidence a progressive shift towards a member-funded model, while news outlets
try to reduce their dependence on advertising. In this sense, the three European natives seem to
be more advanced compared to the Spanish ones as they still need advertising revenues to stand
upright, even though Eldiario.es, El Confidencial, and El Español present mixed models. Moreover,
two models of participation stand out: the user community, which is observed in news outlets that
promote interaction between users through tools and mechanisms of participatory interactivity—e.g.,
leaving comments and joining meetings with the newsroom—such as in the case of El Confidencial
or Tortoise Media, and especially the model of collaboration networks, in which the community is
created by enhancing, to a greater or lesser degree, productive interactivity—writing opinion articles,
having a personal blog, being an expert source, and so on—as in the case of Eldiario.es, El Español,
De Correspondent, and Mediapart. Table 2 offers a summary of the results found regarding business
model and interactivity and participation strategies of the six digital native media.
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Table 2. Main results found during the analysis of the news outlets.

Eldiario.es El Confidencial El Español Tortoise
Media

De
Correspondent Mediapart

Business
model

Mixed
(advertisements
and subscribers)

Mixed
(advertisements
and subscribers)

Mixed
(advertisements
and subscribers)

Membership Membership Membership

Access to
content Open access

Mostly open
access, but with

content
restricted to
subscribers

Mostly open
access, but with

content restricted
to subscribers

Restricted to
members

(just preview
to non-members)

Restricted to
members

Restricted to
members

In
te

ra
ct

iv
it

y Selective • • • • •

•

Participatory • • • • • •

Productive • • • •

Sp
ec

ifi
c

m
ec

ha
ni

sm
s

User as
reader and

source
•

Comments • • • • •

Meetings
with the

newsroom
• •

Community • • • • • •

Source: own elaboration.

4.1. Eldiario.es

Eldiario.es has a mixed business model based on members and advertisements. However,
this medium tries to enhance the role, and thus the relevance, of the subscribers by referring to them as
the guarantors of the media independence.

Although any user can consult all the news published for free, i.e., there is no paywall to read
the content, whatever the topic is, subscribed readers receive a number of benefits in return for their
payment. In this regard, the first advantage is the chance of ad-free navigation, as the payment of a
subscription constitutes a step towards ending the business’ dependence on advertising. The second
one is a sort of gratification, since Eldiario.es has opted to highlight the comments left by members
on a news story in order to distinguish their contributions from the non-subscribers. Related to this,
and according to the medium, their disparate views are taken into consideration by the newsroom.

The fourth benefit is the least common among news outlets: giving the members the opportunity
to willingly write opinion articles for the so-called blog “The opinion of the [male and female] members”
(La opinion de los socios y socias in Spanish). Finally, although there are other rewards in exchange for
the subscription, members can also receive invitations to physical meetings with the newsroom and
even with the director, Ignacio Escolar, although these were online during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Therefore, Eldiario.es seeks, through the memberships model, to promote a sense of belonging to a
particular community, since readers are not going to pay for reading content, but also to keep the media
editorial autonomy and to have the chance to see their own opinions highlighted, either as traditional
comments or either as opinion articles on the blog. It should be noted that the above-mentioned
advantages can be translated into diverse gratifications that each member experiences first-hand
(see Table 3).



Journal. Media 2020, 1 83

Table 3. Members’ advantages in terms of gratifications.

Gratification Action

Distinction Leaving comments on the news as a member and being highlighted.

Voice Publishing personal opinion articles, although with prior media moderation, and joining
meetings with the newsroom.

Exclusivity Unlimited access, posting, receiving offers or invitations, and so on.

Responsibility Guarantors of the media independence thanks to their payments and by voting to
take decisions.

Source: own elaboration.

Eldiario.es understands that when readers decide to become members, it is because they are
committed to the media mission, which is why the medium refers to them as “engaged readers”.
Furthermore, this digital native directly encourages an active interaction and participation in the media.
In fact, we have found three types of interactivity—following the categories proposed by Masip and
Suau (2014). On the one hand, we have identified a selective interactivity which is manifested through
tools such as newsletters and Really Simple Sindication —RSS—, among others.

On the other hand, there are also options for participatory interactivity, as any reader—with prior
free registration—can comment on and, thus, discuss news but also report errata. However, only
subscribed readers can participate and vote in surveys to help the media to make decisions—e.g.,
to restrict comments to just subscribed readers. Finally, the third type of interactivity promoted by
Eldiario.es is the productive one, since any user can send cues or information to help the newsroom to
investigate what could be an important topic or hidden issue, and furthermore, subscribed members
can send their own opinion articles.

In sum, Eldiario.es encourages participation to different degrees, according to the user’s
involvement, i.e., member/non-member; collaboration, as members’ money allows media independence
and anonymous readers can send/leak relevant information or data; and even a twofold engagement:
(1) media engagement toward autonomy, counterpower, quality, and deep analysis (2) and users’
engagement as members of a community where their voices will be heard through user generated
content and even, sometimes, also listened to through voting.

4.2. El Confidencial

As in the previous case, El Confidencial presents a mixed business model which is both
advertising-led and based on subscribed readers. Nevertheless, advertisements are still the main
source for funding since, among other factors, the subscription service was released in June 2020
(see Figure 1). Even though most of the content is open-access, subscribed readers have access to
“exclusive articles” in return for their commitment. In this regard, El Confidencial is better developing
this partly subscriber-funded model under the argument that subscribing allows them, as a news
media outlet, to defend the audience’s right to know the truth.

It should be noted that this digital native medium tries to enhance a sense of community among
all its readers, subscribers or not, through the comments on the news. The only requirement to belong
to the so-called influential readers’ community (Lectores influyentes in Spanish) is to be registered on the
website, which is totally for free. Once users do so, they can already write their opinions in every
article they want to. The comments will appear with their name/surname, the total number of articles
written so far by each user and the date since when they have been “influential readers”, i.e., the date
on which they registered on the website. Therefore, compared to the Eldiario.es community, this is
completely open to any reader as, subscriber or not, they can be part of it by just creating a free profile
on the website.

Furthermore, in order to boost this participatory interactivity and recognize the users’ level of
involvement—activity and success—El Confidencial has a section called “Community”, in which the
five most active users and also the five most voted comments appear. This is a strategy to promote
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discussion among the readers and, thus, feedback between them, even though the medium itself
remains in the background and acts just as the platform that it, in fact, is.
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4.3. El Español

The Spanish digital native medium El Español also has a mixed business model based on both
advertisements and subscribers. It should be noted that during the COVID-19 crisis, this online media
changed its subscription speech and called on readers to become subscribers to support a “critical and
fair coverage” of the pandemic scenario (see Figure 2).

As in the case of Eldiario.es, we have identified three types of interactivity on the web: selective,
through mechanisms such as newsletters, RSS, and so on; participatory, by leaving comments on
the news; and productive, by writing original posts for the subscriber’s blog. By supporting this
audience-generated content, the medium gives a voice to its subscribed readers and a digital space to
spread their opinions. However, the relationship between the medium and subscribers is still limited
and mediated since before publishing the articles, the blog posts are first moderated by the newsroom.

Although El Español does not explicitly refer to a community as such, the online medium fosters a
sense of an “exclusive group” through its Subscriber’s blog initiative. The opportunity of writing an
article on the medium is an experience limited to the most loyal and committed readers, those who
choose to pay for the news. In return for their contribution, subscribers obtain a gratification: to have a
voice, since they are able to express their thoughts and opinions on an open-access blog.

https://cutt.ly/vgTKj1K
https://cutt.ly/vgTKj1K
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4.4. Tortoise Media

Tortoise Media utilizes a member-based funding model: “created for and with our members”
(Tortoise Media 2020a), which offers independence over the conventional advertising model. For reading
and interacting, users must be registered as a member, which automatically makes them become
part of a restricted community. It should be noted that Tortoise Media avoids the use of the term
“subscribers” and, instead, prefers the concept “membership”, as it means that the readers belong to or
participate in a particular community: “That’s why it’s not simply about driving readership or just
selling subscriptions. It’s about membership—being part of it is more important than just paying for it”
(Tortoise Media 2020b).

Being part of Tortoise—as a community—means users will “have a seat at the table”. Thus, the idea
that every registered user becomes a part of the newsroom and, therefore, that their voices will be
heard and taken into consideration is constantly stressed. Even though there is no option for leaving
comments on the articles, users can join physical meetings—online during the COVID-19 pandemic
crisis—called “ThinkIns”, where participants can talk and discuss with the Tortoise team. In this regard,
the traditional role of the user is reshaped as the medium enhances a close relationship between the
members and the newsroom, dismissing the conventional user to user interactivity through comments
on the news.

In exchange for their membership, users obtain two main gratifications: responsibility, as they
have contributed to the birth of the medium and now they allow its survival without depending on
advertisements, and voice, as they can attend meetings with the newsroom, in which their opinions,
suggestions, and comments do matter.

The business and structural model of this digital native is quite different from the conventional
digital ones. Tortoise Media emphasizes the role of the members as the main reason for its actual
existence, and thus, the medium gives them—or gratifies them with—power and responsibility, since
users are not only mere registered readers but also major contributors to the cause: a slow journalism
and, presumably, editorial independent project.

4.5. De Correspondent

Similar to Tortoise Media, De Correspondent is a digital medium whose access to contents is restricted
to members, as it follows a membership-based funding model with no advertisements at all. The De
Correspondent philosophy is based on the idea that its journalism must be a conversation between
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journalists, experts, and members. For that reason, members are not seen as passive readers but as
potential experts in their field of knowledge or careers.

Therefore, the user’s role is reshaped. First, they contribute with money—membership—as
guarantors of the medium’s autonomy and existence—they pay for journalism and they pay for
keeping the project alive. Second, a total innovation: they can become an information source with
expertise in a specific field/issue. Thus, De Correspondent not only wants the users’ financial contribution
(money) but also their knowledge to the medium’s benefit (information).

Participation and interactivity are actually encouraged through different possibilities and strategies.
First, selective interactivity is present through RSS, newsletters, and so on. Second, participatory
interactivity is boosted by leaving comments on the news, by joining discussions and the so-called
“Conversations” between members and journalists, and by asking questions and expressing doubts or
concerns to the newsroom and experts.

Moreover, De Correspondent fosters productive interactivity too. Members can be an active part
during the production process.

1. According to the user’s career, job, or field of expertise, the newsroom can contact them in order
to ask for help on a specific topic—share knowledge, experiences, and so on.

2. Subscribers can also contact the newsroom if they have information about an issue that should
be/deserves to be addressed or investigated.

3. Members, as experts in a specific issue, can be requested to review an article prior to its publication.
4. Members could also be asked to answer other members’ questions about a particular topic or story.
5. They can share and post their own opinions and thoughts about particular topics on the so-called

“Conversations” section. However, if possible, De Correspondent recommends mentioning sources
and adding references. Thus, members become contributors, participants, and even collaborators.

In sum, De Correspondent is based on a collaborative working model in which users are the
audience and sources at the same time. Moreover, the medium encourages discussion and connection
among users with similar profiles or common interests through the “Conversations” section, and
even the relationship between members and “correspondents”, meaning that the communication flow
between the medium and the users can be both horizontal—dialogue/source—and vertical—consumer.

Therefore, users’ gratifications are stronger than before, since they can leave their conventional
passive role as a news reader to become an active participant by providing information, for example,
as a starting point to a future article, and spreading their expertise, e.g., as a source or by joining a
discussion. In sum, as seen in Table 4, three main gratifications have been identified: responsibility,
voice, and acknowledgement.

Table 4. De Correspondent: advantages in terms of gratifications.

Gratification Action

Responsibility Acting as donors and even information sources.
Voice Leaving comments, joining “Conversations”, or being sources.
Acknowledgement Being considered as an expert on a specific topic or field.

Source: own elaboration.

4.6. Mediapart

Mediapart describes itself as an independent and participatory newspaper. Full autonomy
was achieved in July 2019 when Mediapart shares were sold to a non-profit fund. Since then, its
primary means of funding are memberships, its guarantee of freedom and editorial independence.
The newspaper has a paywall, so only members can receive full access to the articles published on the
web. However, it should be noted that during the COVID-19 crisis, this digital medium allowed free
access to pandemic-related information and verified data.
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Mediapart gives members responsibility and power, turning them into an active part of the medium.
As members, users can comment on news articles and have their own blogs in “Le Club” to publish
opinion articles, a section which, in fact, is open-access even for non-subscribers. Through “Le Club”,
Mediapart encourages the sense of belonging to a community: a collective of active members who
read the newspaper but also contribute with their own opinions beyond leaving comments on the
news. “Le Club” is a sort of social network where users can follow other blogs from members, or even
journalists, create their own personal network, and communicate privately with other subscribers and
even journalists. This is, in fact, a mechanism of productive interactivity, since users generate their
own content (user-generated content, UGC) for which they are responsible.

However, there is also participatory interactivity, present through the most common option:
comments on the news. Furthermore, users can send documents of public interest to the newsroom via
an option named “French Leaks” (see Figure 3). On the other hand, and as usual, RSS and newsletters
are available, a sign that there are tools for enhancing selective interactivity too.
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In return for their contribution, members receive a two-fold responsibility: firstly, as guarantors
of the medium’s editorial independence, and secondly, as responsible for their UGC on “Le Club”.
However, they also receive the gratification of being heard—or, better said, of being read—by others
and of being taken into account by the medium, since Mediapart provides them with a specific, personal
space to share their own opinions and thoughts. Together with these gratifications, members also
obtain distinction, as they can publish on Le Club, and exclusivity, because they are not mere readers
but members of a community of users who pay for reading quality and verified information and, if the
case, for generating their own content too. In sum, what Mediapart encourages the most is the user’s
participation and engagement.

5. Conclusions

The results show that Spanish digital native media are still rooted in an advertisement-based
funding model. Although they are beginning to develop novel subscriptions and community-related
formulas, most of the content is still open-access for non-subscribers. Therefore, Spanish digital
media still conceive subscribed readers as an alternative financial complement but not the main
source of income. As long as this situation lasts, these native media will remain highly dependent on
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advertising and, thus, its editorial independence will continue to be contested. In this regard, Eldiario.es
is the exception. This digital native delegates the responsibility for the editorial independence
to the subscribed readers. Although its business model is mixed and still highly dependent on
advertisement revenues, Eldiario.es seems to be shifting towards a member-based model in which
responsibility becomes a gratification in exchange of the user’s commitment to the medium’s goal: full
editorial independence.

However, the situation of the three analyzed European cases is quite different. These natives have
completely developed their own member-based funding models in which users are, in fact, the core of
each project, since they have contributed to the medium’s birth, and now, they keep them alive over
time, showing both a high commitment and responsibility towards each news outlet’s cause. Here,
this responsibility results in a gratification that, therefore, only subscribed readers receive. Furthermore,
as only members can read the content, communities are restricted to them, which enhances a sense
of exclusivity.

The distinguishing feature is that the members have become guarantors of each medium’s
independence and, as in the particular case of De Correspondent and Tortoise Media, they also make
possible the practice of a deep and quality slow journalism. In return for their commitment to the
project, these digital natives promote the belonging of a community of members by giving them a
voice—to be heard and read by the journalists and other readers—and even, sometimes, a vote—their
thoughts are heard and, occasionally, taken into consideration by the newsroom. Therefore, voice and
vote become relevant gratifications, making a difference compared to the conventional model of
news outlets.

We have noticed how the three European digital native media have further developed their
community models. In this regard, in the Spanish cases, members or users—as it is not always restricted
to subscribers—who belong to each media community are less able to share their opinions and have
any type of influence on the news production process. While in Spain, subscribers have access to
exclusive content—similar to the European studied cases—their ability to contribute with ideas and
suggestions is more limited than in media outlets such as De Correspondent or Tortoise Media. Thus,
Spanish readers are missing access to such gratification, which is a sort of involvement by having a
greater ability to share opinions and thoughts and to vote on relevant decisions, although, as mentioned
before, Eldiario.es is implementing such types of strategies.

Moreover, this study reveals how these European native media are changing the role of the
reader—now a member—since he or she becomes an active participant. The reason is threefold:
members pay a membership, so they contribute financially to the survival of the project; they can
participate and contribute with their personal opinions—depending on the case, through comments,
discussions, meetings, and posts on a blog; and sometimes, they even can collaborate as expert sources,
according to their field of knowledge, as in the case of De Correspondent.

This said, participatory interactivity is more innovative in the case of European native media.
The conventional model based on comments on the news, enabling discussion among readers,
is suffering a loss of value—in fact, in the case of Tortoise Media, it is non-existent. Instead, media
enhance another type of participation based on a closer and more horizontal relationship between the
members and the newsroom. To date, among the Spanish digital native media, Eldiario.es is the closest
to models such as those presented by De Correspondent and Tortoise Media.

Finally, even though providing quality, verified information is the main objective of the six
analyzed media, the European natives highlight the role of the member as the main important element
for that purpose, while the Spanish news outlets are a step behind, still rooted in a conventional mindset.

Regarding the limitations of our study, it is necessary to stress the nature of the reviewed sample.
As readers could notice, a convenience sample was selected, in order to highlight the existence of
different funding and business models across the digital native media outlets landscape in Europe.
As a consequence, we cannot share our conclusions neither as a trend nor a norm. These are just a
picture of different ways of facing the challenges of initiating journalistic online projects. There is room
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for future research on this subject by not only exploring, in more depth, business models’ features but
also relating this financial perspective with its implications for news-making processes.
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