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Abstract: Digital news publishers strive to balance revenue streams in their business models: as
standard advertising declines, alternatives for sustaining digital journalism arise in the forms of
sponsored content, user donations and payments—one-off purchases, subscriptions or memberships,
public or private grants, electronic commerce, events and consulting. An exhaustive study found
2874 active online news publications in Spain, and it observed the adoption of such models in early
2021. Advertising remains the most popular source of income for digital news operations (85.8%)
and most sites rely on just one or two revenue streams (74.5%). We compare the cases in our census
by their origin (digital-native or non-native), geography (local/regional or national/global) and topic
scope (generalist or specialized). We find that traditional, national and specialized online media have
a broader and more innovative revenue mix than digital-native, regional or local and general-interest
news outlets. The comprehensiveness of this pioneering study sheds light for the first time on the
risk that the lack of diversification and innovation in funding sources may imperil the financial
sustainability of some online news operations in Spain, mostly those with a smaller scope and no
backing from a traditional business, according to the results we present here.

Keywords: media economics; digital economy; revenue streams; digital-native media; news websites;
digital publishing; news organizations; paywall; crowdfunding

1. Introduction

Digitization and the internet have transformed the funding model of online news
organizations, which used to be based almost exclusively on advertising. Media companies
have conceived and implemented new revenue streams, and they have focused their efforts
on developing models for users to pay for digital news and editorial content [1].

This new environment multiplies the supply of editorial content from news publishers
to readers and users. First, the market evolves from a scarcity situation into a market of
abundance, where most news stories become low-value commodities, in economic terms [2],
and most consumers are satisfied with the free news available online from broadcast and
cable brands or other digital sources [3]. Secondly, although most of the audience is using
several devices to get digital news [4,5], mobile devices are becoming the main platform
for news consumption [5], and they are creating additional readership among those who
do not use legacy brands [6,7]. New platforms such as social media emerge as alternatives
to traditional digital publishing and broadcasting on media organizations” own platforms;
this tendency towards off-site consumption of content takes monetization options away
from the hands of media companies and subjects them to new intermediaries. Therefore,
the new digital revenue does not make up for the losses in sales of print editions [8]. Finally,
and to introduce a specific angle of our work, new digital-native editorial sites are launched,
both by incumbent and emerging publishing companies of all sizes. This represents more
competition in an already complex market [1].
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There are no universal recipes, nor a single way for digital journalism to succeed and
be sustainable, but there are some lessons to learn from experience in the last decades. First
of all, there are more opportunities to survive and succeed if multiple sources of revenue
are involved, and therefore the organization is not dependent only on a handful of private
or public advertisers or sponsors, or any other single kind of income [9]. Second, the odds
are better for the publisher if contents stand out as different and if they are oriented towards
the needs of the public: aligning producers and consumers is central to commercial success,
but studies have shown that journalists and news consumers differ significantly about
what news is of interest [1,10]. We have investigated this in terms of the geographical reach
of publications and their editorial scope (general interest or specialized on a certain topic
or subject area). Third, innovation provides a competitive advantage regarding not only
the editorial product and the services that constitute the editorial proposition for the user,
but also how it is designed as a business and how it will be funded.

The COVID-19 health crisis has accelerated some practices that were already in use or
in development for the transformation of how news organizations fund their activities, as a
consequence of the challenges of digital transformation, the fall of advertising revenue and
therefore the need to innovate, in the whole value chain, in order to ensure their financial
sustainability [2,11].

Looking at recent developments, following the global Digital News Report 2021, “the
last year has also seen more quality journalism go behind paywalls, as print and digital-
born publishers turn to subscription, membership, and donations to reduce their reliance
on advertising-which online continues to go primarily to Google and Facebook” [5] (p. 14).
Specifically, in Spain, 2020 was a year when many of the largest news organizations,
newspapers and digital-native sites alike, started charging for their digital news, with
relative success [12]. This measure can be understood in the face of the abrupt fall in print
sales and in advertising revenue [13,14].

Lambrecht et al. [15] propose three sources of online revenue for media companies:
a company may sell content, sell customer information and sell advertising space, con-
sidering the exchange of a digital good in the face of which consumers may offer their
money, their information and their time or attention. Specifically, in the media field, Bekh
states that “a revenue model describes the structure of how a company generates revenue
or income. It is just a component of the business model” [16] (p. 548). Among the most
popular revenue models of digital media are the following: advertising, affiliate marketing
and sales, subscription, freemium, one-time purchase and pay-per-use [17].

In general, publishers have preferred a mix of multiple sources of revenue instead
of strong dependency on a single source. However, the choice between advertisements
and paid content seemed more like a dilemma because increased advertising used to
be associated with lower revenue through pay [15,18]. The strategy to increase income
involves trades-offs between sales revenues and ad revenues. Paid news drives content
sales revenues, and free news drives traffic and increases advertising sales: “Producing
the highest possible revenue for a news enterprise may result from content sales, adver-
tising sales, or a combination of the two” [1] (p. 150). In this sense, it is necessary that
media managers work coherently to obtain revenue from sources that will be sustainable
over time.

2. Main Sources of Revenue at Media Firms

In this research, the sources of revenue of Spanish digital media have been classified
considering the criterion of the lucrative aim of the funds: commercial or non-commercial.
Firstly, the main sources of commercial funding are marketers/advertisers, consumers or
investors and take the form of standard advertising; sponsored content; paying for news,
subscriptions or memberships; and electronic commerce.

Standard advertising. According to Cerezo, “understanding the transformation of
digital advertising is fundamental for making the future of online media sustainable” [19]
(p- 30). It is still the funding source most widely used by the media, despite being ques-
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tioned and forced to evolve because of ad blockers and technological developments [20,21].
In this sense, we find some of the most important environmental forces that are changing
the way in which advertising operates: the competitive and economic environment: pro-
liferation of media and clutter; the technological environment: the rise of digital media,
programmatic advertising, big data and data management platforms and customized com-
munication, artificial intelligence; the legal/regulatory environment: privacy regulation
(e.g., GDPA, CCPA), nutritional labeling laws and warning laws; and the consumer /social
environment: attitudes towards privacy, importance of corporate social responsibility,
growing concern about environment [22].

It is necessary to propose an advertising model which is good for consumers, useful
and non-intrusive, as well as beneficial for advertisers and the media [23]. “Business
models should be understood as a specific ecosystem for each title and each market,
where the advertising model is part of the diversification strategy and where synergies are
enhanced” [19] (p. 39).

Sponsored content. In the face of the current state of advertising, more integrated
and less intrusive forms of sponsorship grow as a way to sustain online news organizations
financially [24,25]. Although branded content is not the main source of revenue, media
organizations have increased their resources and commercial propositions in this format
recently [26]. Native advertising deserves a special mention. By this, we mean paid
messages which are embedded in digital environments and are hardly distinguishable
from the editorial context that surrounds them. When they appear, usually under the label
of “sponsored content” or “partner content”, they come in the form of articles or other
kinds of content [27,28], and therefore there is “format similarity” because advertising
emulates editorial content [29]. Publishers are becoming distributors and producers of
advertising, on top of their traditional role as content creators [24], and this entails a risk for
them to lose credibility, be them native or non-native media [30], and there is serious debate
among journalists because not all of them agree with the model [31,32]. Native advertising
expenditure in Spain had interannual growth, up to 26.9%, from 2019 to 2020 [14]. Despite
the differences, for this article’s purposes, native advertising and sponsored content were
considered a similar phenomenon.

Paying for news, subscriptions, memberships. Direct payment by users for access
to news and editorial content online has become widespread as publishers put up a variety
of subscription models on their sites [33,34]. The most frequent type of payment is the
paywall, a subscription model which limits access to all digital news (hard paywall) or
some specific news (soft paywall). This second type takes the form of the metered model,
which lets the public read a specific amount of news without paying, or the freemium model,
which allows free access to a specific news chosen by news editors, but charges for valuable
content. Besides, memberships are a type of direct payment made by individuals to
support a media brand with whom people share a common political, social view or interest.
In memberships, the concept of consideration (pay for content) is more diluted than in
paywalls, because there is a strong sense of community or identity behind the payment.

Regardless of the specific type of payment, nowadays the media look not only to
attract new paying readers but also to keep them loyal and to reduce the churn rate [35] by
presenting their value proposition attractively [36]. In fact, several studies demonstrate
that users are more willing to subscribe to a media organization when it provides them
with useful and valuable content [37-39]. Publishers work on bundling and unbundling
strategies to address the ever-increasing user demands [40].

Electronic commerce. Selling products to readers is not a novelty for media compa-
nies. The practice has evolved from selling products to subscribers, to affiliate marketing
where users were made to navigate from the publication to an external shopping site, to
attribution commerce—an improved version of affiliate marketing that allows the media
organization to collect user data—, to embedded e-commerce or content commerce where
the media organization owns or licenses the products it sells to readers, and it can sell from
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its own site, and therefore control and manage user data [41]. These commerce-oriented
revenue models are especially attractive for specialized-content media [42].

Secondly, the main alternative source to commercial funding is non-commercial or
non-for-profit funding, which includes donations, grants or other type of funds from
private individuals, foundations, companies, charitable trusts, NGOs and other ‘third
sector” organisations, but also public funding in the form of direct and indirect subsidies or
grants for news publishers.

Donations and crowdfunding. This type of funding is a voluntary and occasional
transfer of money from an individual or organization (donor) to a news organization
(donee) in which there is no exchange of value (consideration) on the part of the media
firm. In journalism, the most common types of crowdfunding are fundraising for a single
news story; for continuous coverage of topics (i.e., cultural, environmental, financial); for
promoting the creation of a new platform or news outlet; and for a service that supports
journalism. Raising funds for a single story used to be the most frequent form of crowd-
funding, but fundraising for a regular coverage is becoming increasingly common [43,44].
Donors’ motivations to support journalism financially are usually grounded in curiosity or
entertainment; in extrinsic motivations such as empathy or the feeling of being part of an
organization; or in “foreign-extrinsic” motivations, linked to responsibility, or the sense
of guilt [45,46]. This revenue stream has become a key source of income for many digital
media outlets that offer the audience an independent voice on current affairs, as part of
their value proposal.

Direct public subsidies or private grants. When the commercial news model is not
enough to sustain media firms, public support is common across Western European coun-
tries, including Spain. These subsidies or grants are popular because they are perceived by
the part of the audience as a good way to promote a far greater (idiomatic, cultural, social)
diversity/plurality than a market model would support by itself. Most of the funds are
directed at news organizations with low advertising revenues, dedicated to coverage of
local issues in a town and/or in a specific community [47], that without the public funding
would probably not survive. However, although the use of public grants or subsidies
(and civil society resources) may support journalism and contribute to pluralism, they
do not usually provide sufficient resources to finance sustained news organizations, and
sometimes, these funds raise some concerns about media independence [48].

Besides public subsidies to the press, another non-commercial funding model is the
not-for-profit pursued by some news firms, and mostly relying on grants from private
foundations looking to improve their communities with the promotion of public-interest
journalism (local, specialized content). Some private companies, including Google and
Facebook, have set up their own funding programs to assist media companies to adapt to
the new technological advances [49,50].

Consulting, events and other sources. Some media companies are developing their
catalog of services, offering conference programs, courses, and event organization as
another source of income. Target groups for these services could differ; sometimes they
address niche groups, usually when specialized media are involved, or wider targets such
as the general public.

3. Research Questions

Our research analyzes four questions. With around 3000 news sites registered in
2018 [51], the Spanish online media market stands out for its variety and diversification in
terms of size, reach, topic scope and ownership) but also for its financial weakness, which
is incompatible with the long-term sustainability of media organizations as businesses
and increasing job insecurity [51-53]. Furthermore, among Spanish digital media, local
and regional organizations prevail (73%); this underlines the importance of proximity in
this market [52,54,55]. Additionally, although general news predominates in the Spanish
market, there is also a broad offer of specialized sites (32%) [51]. With this framework, we
will focus our research on the streams of income used by Spanish online news organizations.
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We will quantify how many sources of revenue digital-native media use, and we will
identify what kinds of sources they are. As we mentioned previously, the Spanish market
may have adopted new sources, alternative to traditional advertising, although the latter is
still a staple of many news organizations’ income structure. Therefore, the first research
question is:

Q1: Do Spanish digital media tend to combine several income sources, as part of the
limited reliability of advertising and the need to diversify how they bring revenue in?

More specifically, we are interested in whether three kinds of media differ in the set of
funding sources they rely on. First, between digital-native media and traditional or non-
native media. Native media are different from traditional or non-native ones in terms of
business models, distribution strategies, corporate organization and editorial priorities [56].
They only operate online, and they are carving out a viable and sustainable business on the
net, using new funding models [17]. Meanwhile, traditional media usually manage both
offline (print or broadcast) and online platforms. Frequently, they anchor their heritage in
the quality of their content and of their consumer relations [57]. For traditional brands, it
is economically rational to cover news in a quality-oriented manner [58,59]. By including
quality as a part of their brand identity, non-native outlets find an audience that is ready to
pay money, or at least attention, for this sort of coverage [60]. Previous research shows that,
in Spain, most digital-native sites have a local reach and the companies publishing them
hardly reach economic profitability: 61% had revenues below 100,000 euros, which forces
them to diversify their sources of funding [54,61]. Moreover, many of those digital-native
sites were launched by founders with little experience in media management [51] or by
journalists laid off from mainstream media [53] lacking the knowledge and competencies to
develop new revenue streams. Consequently, we can predict that digital-native media may
have adapted naturally their revenue model to the funding opportunities that emerge in
the new news ecosystem, unlike the more traditional revenue scheme among non-digital-
native media:

Q2: Do digital-native media use more conventional and alternative sources of revenue
than traditional media?

A second aspect that we aim to analyze are differences between media with national
or global reach and those covering a regional or local area. Without any intention to get
into a definitional debate about terms as local journalism, community journalism, or hyperlocal
journalism (see Negreira-Rey, 2020 [54] for a deeper conceptualization of local-hyperlocal
digital media), we understand local-regional journalism as news produced for and about
the very local or regional level across a range of media platforms, including online, radio
and print. This type of journalism is among the most diverse subfields—from who owns
it and produces it, to the forms it takes, its distribution, and the economic models that
sustain it [62] (p. 194). The most popular funding sources used by local-regional media are
advertising, which remains the major source of income for these local news providers [63],
but the rapid decline in ad revenues are shifting media managers to alternative funding
sources as charging for news [64]. Although local media have the advantage of offering
niche content that national media do not usually cover, they have to face the limitations
of being targeted to a potential small market. Consequently, although paywalls create
additional digital revenues for local firms, at the current levels, they do not offer a viable
funding model in the short term [8]. First, most of their promoters seek more social or
civic than economic aims [55]. Second, founding teams are usually small and they rely
on citizen cooperation to produce content [55]. Third, the small size of the areas they
cover limits their audiences and advertisers, which forces them to diversify their revenue
streams, adding models such as subscriptions, crowdfunding [52] or alliances with other
companies to pursue common objectives, such as networks of local media [55] or media
co-operatives [53]. Finally, the difficulty in achieving the sustainability and the civic aim
of this local and regional online news outlets explains how they are the main recipients
of public subsidies for publishing and production in the territories’ own languages [51].
Thus, in comparison with the national media, it is to be expected that the Spanish national
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media, due to their stronger implantation in the market and the higher use of resources
(financial, production and marketing), tend to use more types of funding sources than
the local-regional media, whose possibilities are more limited due to their own business
restrictions and the smaller size of the markets in which they operate:

Q3. In comparison with local and regional media, do media with a national or global
geographic scope use more sources of revenue, both conventional and nonconventional, as
their stronger corporate, financial, productive and marketing resources may suggest?

Lastly, we are interested in learning whether there are differences or not between me-
dia that provide specialized content and those who cover general news. Previous research
suggests that charging for news is closely linked to dissimilar and specialized contents
that, apart from having a high added value, cannot be easily imitated by competitors. On
the other hand, news dealing with less specific issues is usually free [34,65]. Additionally,
outlets covering more differential and exclusive information will be able to segment their
audiences and their advertisers, thus obtaining advertising and sales revenues more ef-
ficiently than general news sites, whose model may remain oriented towards obtaining
large audience numbers that will keep them under consideration by advertisers. Therefore,
specialized media would rely more on user-based revenue streams (pay, subscriptions,
memberships and donations) and electronic commerce, while advertising would remain a
more important source in the general-interest media revenue mix. Considering the above,
we propose two additional questions:

Q4a. Do media specializing in a subject area, instead of covering general news, have
fewer types of revenue streams, because their focus allows them to segment their audiences
and their advertisers better and concentrate their efforts in fewer funding sources?

(Q4b. In comparison with general-interest news sites, do specialized sites, considering
their higher grade of segmentation of public and advertisers, rely more on user-based
revenue streams (pay, subscriptions, membership and donations) and electronic commerce?

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Mapping Digital Media

This work is part of a project that aims to set out to create a full database of digital news
media in Spain, which the research team understands to have accomplished in April 2021.
The work is based on an effort conducted on previous occasions by the same team [66-68].
Each entry, one for each digital news outlet, was re-assessed (in terms of its active or inactive
status) and re-coded, both for existing and for newly established variables. New entries
were added based on industry news found in specialized publications and social media
channels; suggestions from the whole research team were reviewed and incorporated by
another researcher, and the portfolio of editorial brands of all the publishing groups that
could be identified were scrutinized in order to make the database comprehensive and
up-to-date.

The research team understands “digital news outlet” to be a journalistic publication
with autonomous brand identity and content, established in Spanish territory or with a
specific edition for Spain. All cases reported correspond to digital news media in Spain
that had been updated with new editorial content at least once in the three months prior to
observation. That was the requisite for an outlet to be considered “active”; otherwise, the
case was classified as “inactive”, and it was excluded from the results we present here.

Out of a total of 3949 news sites, the research project found 2874 active sites, and
1075 inactive sites; the latter were left out of the analysis for this article. Among the active
sites, 1361 (47.36%) were classified as digital-native, and 1513 (52.64%) were found to be
non-digital-native [69]. This key distinction between digital-native and non-native sites
depends on whether they “started their core activity on the Internet from the moment when
they were established, no matter if they started some kind of print or broadcast edition,
simultaneously or afterwards” [68] (p. 35).
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4.2. Categories and Variables

The information was collected by a team of coders. Basic information that could be
observed directly and reproduced from the website, such as the brand title, URL, location,
or publishing group, were entered directly into the database, whereas the interpretation of
variables such as platforms, podcast, topic, geographical reach and sources of income were
subject to inter-coder agreement tests.

Three coders assessed the presence or absence of the variables describing sources of
revenue in each entry in the database. For all variables, any indication of the presence of
the revenue stream in the site’s business model was to be coded as “Yes”. Coders were
asked to look at the sites” whole home page, including links to pages with more details
about these revenue opportunities. If the organization mentioned, e.g., in advertising rates,
in self-promotion messages, in corporate information about its services, a source of revenue
such as advertisements or sponsored content, even if there were no active campaigns of
those kinds on the home page, “Yes” was coded for their presence.

For the purpose of replicability of the study, beyond the justification of the categories
that we developed in the previous section, the following paragraphs summarize the criteria
stated in the codebook and applied by the coders to all the cases.

Standard advertising stands for display advertisements, including static and ani-
mated banners, video ads, pop-ups, pop-unders, interstitials and text and classified ads.
This source of revenue was coded as it was present even if the advertisements looked like
they were added by the publishing platform, with the media outlet not earning any money
paid by the advertiser (e.g., in small sites using free or low-cost content management
systems and hosting).

Sponsored content includes native advertisements and content, sections or news
stories sponsored explicitly by a brand. These contents usually look like news stories or
editorial features and their topic may or may not be directly related to the sponsoring brand.

Payments, subscriptions, and memberships are any one-off or periodical contribu-
tion by users to the news organization, in return for access to content or any other kind of
benefit. This category includes the kinds listed below. If any of these payment types were
available from the site’s home page, the category was coded as present on the site.

e  Paying for digital units: paying to access an article, an issue or the whole content for a
single day.

e  Simple subscriptions: monthly, quarterly or annual payments for access to the content
(possibly including the website, an app, and/or PDF editions).

o  Combined subscriptions: paying for access to the online service and for a print copy of
the brand’s periodical publication, be it daily, weekly, fortnightly, monthly, quarterly,
biannual, annual, etc.

e  Bundled subscriptions: access to news included with some other kind of payment or
subscription to a different non-publishing service (telephone service, internet access,
pay television, any other device, product or service).

e Membership of a community of users or readers: the user pays to be part of a community
of readers; unlike subscriptions, which give users access to content in exchange
for their payment, membership is a relational concept, people make a periodical
economic contribution because they agree with a news organization’s point of view,
its ideology, its mission, and not to gain access to paywalled content, because access
to the whole editorial offer remains unrestricted for non-members, under this revenue
model. Paying members usually receive some benefits, such as early access to content,
highlighted comments or even the ability to comment.

e  Paying for print publications: the organization is also financed through the sources
encompassed in this broad category if it sells other printed publications, such as books,
magazines, yearbooks, special print editions, etc.

Donations are one-off or periodical payments that users make to support news orga-
nizations, without any compensation for the paying user in terms of access to restricted
content or other benefits. Coders were asked to check whether the call for support fell more
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suitable under this category or the previous one, considering the aforementioned criteria,
as well as the motivations we described in the previous section.

Public or private grants: the news organization may acknowledge being subsidized
by grants from any government (local, regional, national, European, etc.), by showing the
logo of said institution, not as part of any specific advertising campaign, but as a statement
of this source of funding, such as “with support from...”. Similarly, private grants are
funds provided by external companies or foundations, without direct influence on the
editorial treatment of the stories, neither the purpose to advertise a specific product or
service; some examples of this kind of funding, as we mentioned previously, are projects
supported by the Google News Initiative, or sustainable development sections in The
Guardian and EI Pais sustained by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

Electronic commerce: this revenue stream was coded as being present on the site if
non-journalistic products or services were offered for sale, no matter if they were the media
organization’s own merchandise or otherwise. Coders were asked to look for content or
menu options labelled as “promotions”, “shop”, “shopping” or similar. The shopping
service may be branded differently than the editorial site. This opportunity for the site to
fund its operations is sometimes present in contents (articles) discussing such products or
services, such as reviews, travel reports, lists with recommendations, etc.

Other sources, consulting, events: coders were asked to check whether each news
organization proposed professional and business services such as consulting, audiovisual
production, web design, developing branded content, etc. This information may appear if
the organization presents itself as a “studio”, or within the pages for advertisers, usually
accessible from the homepage footer, or through the publishing house’s corporate website.
As for events, the company may fund itself selling tickets for arts performances, conferences,
training or educational programs (courses, master’s degrees), organized trips, sporting
events, cultural forums . .. either in person or online, with fully paid ticketing or supported
by sponsorships. This category was also marked as being present on the site if coders
found any other kind of revenue stream, not among those already described above.

Apart from revenue streams, other key distinctions we will draw are based on the
geographic scope and topic scope of each site. The geographic scope deals with the area
covered by the contents of the site. For the purpose of our analysis, we will use two large
categories: local/regional, which includes hyperlocal outlets, and national, which also covers
media from Spain with a global mission. The topic scope establishes two categories: general
news and specialized content. Sites with general-interest news coverage and those dealing
with a variety of topics were classified as general news, even if some of them may serve a
local area or a certain demographic. Outlets with an identifiable focus on a topic or subject
area were classified under the specialized label.

4.3. Inter-Coder Agreement Tests

Inter-coder agreement tests were based on a subsample of 350 brands, representative
of the whole census of news websites, with a margin of error of 5% and a confidence
level of 95%. All cases were sorted using our internally assigned ID and the first ten
sites; every one hundred were included in the subsample for the test. In the agreement
test, each case was coded separately by two different trained coders, for each group of
variables, some of which are not considered here. In the case of revenue streams, three
coders worked independently on the test sample, coding each case separately. Later, results
were compared.

After the test was completed, Cohen’s Kappa coefficients of agreement were calculated
for each pair of coders and each source of revenue. The formula by which Cohen’s Kappa
coefficients are calculated includes a correction that discounts agreements that may have
been reached by chance. The results can be found in Table 1. According to the usual
parameters of this statistical measurement [70], at least a good level of agreement was
reached (K > 0.6) in all cases but one, where the “good” threshold was not met just by
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0.01. Five out of 21 pairings reached a Kappa coefficient larger than 0.8, which places them
within the parameters of a “very good” level of agreement.

Table 1. Cohen’s Kappa coefficient of agreement for each pair of coders and each source of revenue.

Type of Sources of Revenue Coders A-B Coders A-C Coders B-C
Standard advertising 0.77 0.76 0.65
Sponsored content 0.70 0.75 0.75
Pay, subscriptions, memberships 0.76 0.85 0.78
Donations 0.9 0.92 0.89
Public or private grants 0.59 0.85 0.63
Electronic commerce 0.75 0.79 0.78
Consulting, events and other 0.77 0.83 0.79

In any case, all discrepancies were solved by assigning a definitive category after
discussion and agreement between the coders. They also formulated suggestions and
specifications which were then incorporated into the codebook. Finally, the full database
of sites was coded. The remaining list of cases was evenly distributed among the three
different coders.

5. Results

Regarding the first research question (Q1), results (Table 2) show that the majority
of Spanish digital media (74.5%) use one or two revenue streams. It also brought to our
attention that 10.3% of Spanish news organizations do not have any source of revenue.

Table 2. Number of sources of revenue.

Number of Sources of Revenue Frequency Percentage
None 296 10.3
One or two 2140 74.5
Three or more 438 15.2
Total 2874 100

Source: authors” own elaboration with data from the Diginativemedia 20192021 project database.

In relation to the types of funding (Table 3), conventional advertising is still the most
widely used source of revenue by Spanish digital media, both in conventional display for-
mats (85.8%) and in the new kinds we identify as sponsored content (16.4%). Nevertheless,
some sites in this market have opened up to new income streams, mostly user-based fund-
ing models, either paid content, subscriptions and memberships (16.2%) or donations (3%).
Finally, direct public subsidies or private grants are used by 13.8% of Spanish digital media.

Table 3. Types of sources of revenue.

Type of Sources of Revenue Frequency Percentage !
Conventional advertising 2445 85.8
Sponsored content 467 16.4
Pay, subscriptions, memberships 461 16.2

Donations 86 3
Public or private grants 392 13.8
Electronic commerce 337 11.8
Consulting, events and other 144 5.1
Total 2874

1 The sum is more than 100 because sources of revenue are not mutually exclusive. Source: authors’ own
elaboration with data from the Diginativemedia 2019-2021 project database.

The three following research questions analyze the similarities and the differences
there may be in the number (Table 4) and in the kinds of revenue streams (Table 5) used
by digital media companies, which we classify according to three criteria: type of digital
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outlet (non-native vs. digital native), geographic scope (local/regional vs. national/global),
and topic scope (general vs. specialized).

Table 4. Number of sources of revenue by media outlet type, geographic scope and topic scope.

Media Outlet Type Geographic Scope Topic Scope
Number of Sources Non-Native Digital-Native Local/Regional National/Global Specialized General Total
None 190 106 222 74 142 154 296
12.6% 7.8% 10.9% 8.8% 12.5% 8.9% 10.3%
One or two 1046 1094 1550 590 800 1340 2140
69.1% 80.4% 76.4% 69.8% 70.3% 77.2% 74.5%
Three or more 277 161 257 181 196 242 438
18.3% 11.8% 12.7% 21.4% 17.2% 13.9% 15.2%
Total 1513 1361 2029 845 1138 1736 2874
100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Source: authors” own elaboration with data from the Diginativemedia 20192021 project database.
Table 5. Source of revenue by media outlet type, geographic scope and topic scope.
Media Outlet Type Geographic Scope Topic Scope
Source of Revenue Non-Native  Digital-Native Local/Regional ~ National/Global Specialized General Total
Conventional advertisin 1233 1212 1723 722 913 1532 2445
& 82.1% 89.9% 85.5% 86.7% 81.3% 88.8% 85.8%
Sponsored content 257 210 289 178 181 286 467
P 17.1% 15.6% 14.3% 21.4% 16.1% 16.6% 16.4%
Pay, subscriptions, memberships 357 104 250 211 244 217 461
Y puons, P 23.8% 7.7% 12.4% 25.3% 21.7% 12.6% 16.2%
D . 40 46 46 40 52 34 86
onations 2.7% 3.4% 2.3% 4.8% 4.6% 2.0% 3.0%
Public or private erants 214 178 362 30 107 285 392
P & 14.3% 13.2% 18.0% 3.6% 9.5% 16.5% 13.8%
El . 211 126 172 165 169 168 337
ectronic commerce 14.1% 9.4% 8.5% 19.8% 15.0% 9.7% 11.8%

Source: authors” own elaboration with data from the Diginativemedia 20192021 project database.

5.1. Native vs. Non-Native

A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relation between
the type of media (native vs. non-native) and the number of sources of funding used by
the media. This test determines whether there is a significant association between two or
more categorical variables [71]. Thus, we want to test for a relationship between the type of
media (digital-native or non-native) and the number of sources used by each group. Since
the p-value is lower than our chosen significance level, X2 (2, N =2874) =47.7, p < 0.000,
we conclude that there is enough evidence to suggest a significant relationship between
the two variables. As Table 4 shows, although there is a larger percentage of non-native
media not declaring any income stream (12.6%), digital-native media use fewer sources
of revenue than non-native media. 18.3% of non-native media use three or more funding
sources, as opposed to just 11.8% of digital natives with such a breadth of revenue streams.

Regarding the possible differences between the kinds of revenue streams used by each
pair of kinds of media (Table 5), the chi-square tests of independence used shows some
significant differences between the funding sources used by digital-native media and non-
natives. Defying our expectations, non-native media rely on advertising revenue sources
(82.1%) slightly less than digital-native sites (89.9%) (X? (1, N = 2849) = 35.1, p < 0.000), and
those traditional players use more alternative income streams than their digital-native
competitors. The most pronounced differences are found in revenue types relying directly
on users’ financial contributions: this income stream is present in 23.8% of non-native
media, whereas it is used by just 7.7% of digital-native sites (X? (1, N = 2848) = 135.2,
p <0.000). There are significant differences, too, in electronic commerce: 14.1% of non-
native sites are funded this way, and it is 9.4% among digital natives (X? (1, N = 2848) = 15.0,
p <0.000). On the contrary, there are no differences between digital-natives and non-
natives in the presence of sponsored content (X? (1, N = 2847) = 1.2, p = 0.267), dona-
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tions (X2 (1, N = 2848) = 1.3, p = 0.243) or public or private grants (X? (1, N = 2849) = 0.6,
p = 0.416).

5.2. National vs. Local-Regional

We will now present the results for the number of sources of revenue. Data show
significant differences between national news organizations and local/regional ones
(X% (2, N = 2874) = 36.2, p < 0.000). National media are more likely to use more sources
of revenue than media with a narrower geographical scope. Furthermore, not only are
there fewer national-scope media organizations without any identifiable revenue stream
(8.8%, slightly less than 10.9% observed among local and regional sites), but also, national
media use a broader range of revenue streams than sites with a regional or local focus. Up
to 21.4% of national media—including those based in Spain but with a global scope—have
more than three revenue streams, against 12.7% of local and regional sites (Table 4).

Results about the types of sources of revenue show that, although there are no dif-
ferences in the use of conventional advertising (X? (1, N = 2849) = 0.7, p = 0.400), national
media use a broader range of alternative revenue streams, in comparison with local and
regional sites (Table 4). For instance, a larger number of national sites carry sponsored
content (25.3%) than local-regional media do (14.3%) (X% (1, N = 2847) = 21.7, p < 0.000);
more national sites receive revenues from user payments (25.3%, as compared to 12.4%
of locals-regionals) (X? (1, N = 2848) = 72.5, p < 0.000), and electronic commerce is also
implemented in national sites roughly double than in local and regional outlets (19.8% for
just 8.5%) (X2 (1, N = 2848) = 71.7, p < 0.000). The only revenue stream that is much more
used by sites with a local or regional reach are public or private grants (18% vs. just 3.6%
among nationals) (X2 (1, N = 2849) = 102.3, p < 0.000).

5.3. General News vs. Specialized Sites

Finally, we examine the differences in revenue models between general news sites
and digital media outlets specializing in a subject area. Results from a chi-square test of
independence show that there are significant differences between the two groups in the
amount of funding methods used by each one, X? (2, N = 2874) = 17.9, p < 0.000. There
is a larger proportion of specialized sites where no revenue stream is observed (12.5% as
opposed to 8.9% among general news sites), but there are proportionally more specialist
sites with three or more income sources (17.2%) than there are general news sites with such
a varied funding mix (13.9%).

Looking at the kinds of income streams in use at each part of the market, although
specialized media continue to rely on traditional advertising, they do so to a lesser extent
than their general news competitors (X% (1, N = 2849) = 31.1, p < 0.000). No less than 81.3%
of specialized sites display conventional advertising, compared to 88.8% of general news
sites. There are significant differences between both groups, too, in user-originated revenue
streams. One of them is the pay, subscription or membership model, which is implemented
by 21.7% of specialized digital media outlets, whereas it is found in just 12.6% of general
news sites (X2 (1, N = 2848) = 41.9, p < 0.000). Another kind of economic contribution by
users are donations: 4.6% and 2%, respectively (X? (1, N = 2848) = 16.4, p < 0.000). Finally,
there are differences in the adoption of electronic commerce, too: it is found proportionally
more in specialized media (15%) than in general news sites (9.7%) (X% (1, N = 2848) = 18.3,
p < 0.000). On the other hand, general news sites tend to use public or private grants as a
source of funding (16.5%) comparatively more than specialized editorial sites (9.5%) (X
(1, N =2849) = 28.1, p < 0.000). The only revenue stream used similarly by both groups is
sponsored content (around 16%) (X2 (1,N =2847)=0.1, p = 0.740).

6. Discussion

Data analysis shows that news organizations’ digital funding mix is less varied than
one may expect after 25 years of online news consumption [72]. Just 15% of Spanish digital
media outlets are funded through three or more revenue streams. The rest rely on just
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one or two sources of income, among which traditional advertising dominates over more
innovative solutions. The comparison with previous studies such as those by Salaverria
(2019), Tejedor (2020) or Negreira-Rey (2020) in the case of local and regional media (2020)
shows that, in general terms, the income structure of Spanish digital media still suffers
from low diversification and it evolves slowly towards new revenue models [51,52,54].
Moreover, the fact that the main source is still standard advertising, for which revenue is
declining, poses serious questions about the medium-and-long-term sustainability of news
publishing houses, as this source is the only one in use at the majority of the Spanish digital
newspapers and non-fee-based radio and television networks.

In agreement with previous research [11,73,74], the decline of conventional adver-
tising revenue explains the adoption of new revenue streams. In spite of not having
reached mainstream status in the market, these innovative funding models show that some
companies in Spain—the largest ones, mostly [73] but also new alternative digital-native
media [52]—have redefined and experimented with their digital business strategies. Thus,
our research shows that sponsored content and user payments—per unit, by subscription
or through a membership—are the most popular new forms of digital revenue among
Spanish media companies, as each was found to be used at 16% of all active online news
outlets in the study. This percentage is slightly higher than what previous studies found,
and subscriptions have grown especially among digital natives: in 2018 this revenue stream
was used only by 4% of digital-native sites [51] and our study has observed that 7.7% have
adopted it already. This increment confirms, too, the conclusions obtained by Tejedor (2020)
from a sample of Spanish alternative media, whose editors highlighted the subscription as
the most important way to complement the revenue obtained through advertising [52]. We
wish to stress that the fact that media companies come to the market with the possibility
of these new revenue streams does not ensure that potential clients and users will adopt
them. For instance, data show that the strategy of user payments for access to news content,
which has been recently boosted with heavy promotion by the main Spanish publishing
corporations, has had a very slow effect on the strong reluctance of users in Spain towards
paying for online news content. Merely 12% of users paid for digital news in 2020, and
this proportion is similar to previous years [12]. Sponsored content has been adopted in
Spain to an extent similar to what can be found in other countries [9], and it shows the new
pressures and opportunities facing established Spanish digital media, while revenue from
standard advertising continued to fall.

The third idea that the general data suggest is the use of new non-transactional
formulas that benefit both non-profit and for-profit news organizations: user donations
(83%) and public or private grants (13.8%). However, in comparison with the study by
Salaverria et al. from 2018 [51], data suggests that these outlets have barely taken up
donations as a revenue stream and the percentage of sites supported by institutional
grants has receded (from 19.3% in 2018 to 13.8% in 2021). As we will show later, they are
especially popular in Catalonia and the Basque Country. These other kinds of funding
streams embody the search for alternatives to the commercial model. They look to preserve
public-interest journalism by supporting minority cultural and social initiatives, usually
with a local scope, which would hardly survive without these actions.

All these general ideas can be qualified when we analyze the income structure of
media organizations more in depth. Our research intended to demonstrate that the mix
of revenue streams is not universal and that the funding model is related to the origin of
the news outlet (digital-native or non-native), to the geographic scope (local /regional vs.
national) and to the topic scope (general-interest or specialized).

Data show that, contradicting the proposal in our research question, the revenue
mix of Spanish digital-native media outlets is less diversified, with fewer income streams,
than non-native media. In fact, just 11.8% of digital-native media are funded through
three or more kinds of sources, whereas no less than 18.3% of traditional media have
implemented this many revenue streams. Furthermore, the income structure is much more
conventional among digital-native media, with nine out of ten relying on conventional



Sustainability 2021, 13, 11328

13 0f 17

advertising (89.9%). Other potential sources of funding are scarcely used by digital-native
sites: sponsored content (15.6%), public or private grants (13.2%), e-commerce (9.4%), user
payments (7.7%) or donations (3.4%). In comparison, traditional media have a more diverse
funding structure, open to experimenting with new revenue streams. User payments for
access to content are the kind that stands out in the online business portfolio of traditional
media companies, as 23.8% of them offer some kind of single-access payment or recurring
subscription or membership model. Sponsored content (17.1%) and e-commerce (14.1%)
are popular forms of funding, too.

Among the reasons for traditional media to have a more diverse and innovative
funding structure, we may pick up that they need it, they can do it, and they must do
it. First, traditional media need broader sources of funding because they have suffered
the financial impact of the crisis on their balance sheets more than digital-native media.
Recent experience has shown Spanish media managers that the only way to survive is
to be open to new funding models that could capture the value of their audiences and
advertisers/marketers at least to the extent to be able to compensate for the losses in
print subscriptions and advertising spend [74]. Second, they can do it because they have
greater financial, productive, marketing and human resources to develop all these funding
alternatives, as traditional media are usually part of large media groups [73]. Finally, they
must expand their sources of funding if they want to preserve their brands as references of
quality journalism. Good journalism is expensive, and the traditional revenue model is not
enough to finance it [75].

These three reasons possibly explain, too, why media with a national geographic
scope use more diversified and innovative sources of funding than local-regional media:
up to 21.4% of national media have more than three revenue streams, against 12.7% of
local and regional sites. Furthermore, they use more sponsored content (21.4%), more
payment from users (25.3%) and more e-commerce (15%) than local-regional media. While
local companies can take advantage of their smaller size and niche content that is not
being covered adequately by the mainstream [54,55], national news organizations require
more financial resources if they want to differentiate their products from competitors in a
national media market, which is much more aggressive and competitive than local-regional
markets. On the other hand, we must emphasize the wider use of public or private grants
by local-regional news organizations (18% against 3.6% among national media). Its use is
especially high in Catalonia and the Basque Country, two Spanish regions characterized by
specific political and cultural identities, including the Catalan and Basque languages, that
their respective governments aim to preserve and promote through public subsidies to local
and regional media. In some ways, this funding model moves the intention from profit
to preservation of the civic, social and cultural identity of the community [55]. As Hess
and Waller suggest, in nations where the public interest role of journalism appears to be
under threat due to the collapse of local commercial media, governments and philanthropic
bodies have been urged to subsidize news at the very local level because of its importance
to democracy and civic life [62] (p. 197). However, a public subsidies funding model
requires that journalists and media managers are committed to independence, insulated
from political pressures and focused on serving the public interest, not government interest.

Next, the data show significant differences in the funding structure between general
news sites and digital media specialized in a specific thematic area. Contrary to what
we expected (Q4a), the latter uses a wider range of funding sources (17.2% use three
or more) than the former (13.9%). Although conventional advertising is still the most
common funding source for the majority of specialized digital media, they show a more
intensive use of revenues from users, either in the form of payment for digital content and
memberships (21.7% against the 12.6% of general-interest media) or donations (4.6% vs.
2.0%, respectively), and from electronic commerce (15% vs. 9.7%, respectively). These data
allow us to suggest that specialized media have chosen to expand their funding models
towards alternative sources without renouncing traditional sources. Regarding the question
of successful monetization, the data confirm the idea highlighted by previous research that
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the paywall is not a practical model, unless the media offer exclusive and differentiated
niche products, with high relevance for relatively small but motivated audiences [3,58]. In
this sense, some doubts arise about limiting the public’s access to exclusive quality news
and a plurality of opinions, and the emergence of a digital knowledge gap between those
who can afford to pay for this exclusive information and those who cannot.

Finally, from a practical point of view, all the differences that we analyzed in this paper
point to the need for publishers of online news media to understand funding models as a
pillar that is complementary to their news operations’ editorial models. Choosing a revenue
stream requires publishers to ask themselves first what specific value proposition (local,
national, specialized, general news) the company is offering to a certain audience, with the
aim to fulfill their informational or entertainment needs. Thus, commercial revenues and
user donations or institutional grants are both possible, sustainable and necessary for the
survival of the majority of Spanish digital media firms. However, their use is not universal,
and it depends on the nature of each news outlet (native or not), its geographical scope
(national or local-regional) and the type of content offered (general-interest or specialized).
Each media manager’s decisions in choosing a viable and sustainable model are influenced
by the outlet’s editorial model and a clear understanding of the economic value of its
specific content and the strength of its relationship with its audiences.

7. Conclusions and Further Research

This article presents the first results of the largest and most exhaustive study
about revenue streams in digital news media in Spain. In comparison with earlier
studies [51,52,54,73,74], this paper shows that Spanish news organizations will have to
be more innovative in using traditional and alternative funding sources if they do not
want to perish. Moreover, we have shown that the adoption of innovative revenue streams
and models is not universal, and it depends on variables such as the traditional or digital-
native origin of the news outlet, the geographic scope and the topic scope. In general,
our research shows that, in Spain, digital-native, local /regional and general-interest news
outlets are more conventional in their revenue models, while sites with traditional roots,
with a national scope and covering specialized topics show a broader use of new funding
sources, exploring alternative revenue streams without renouncing to the most popular
and established ones.

A relevant aspect that should be analyzed in future research is the relationship between
the type of company to which each news outlet belongs (independent firm, media group)
and its funding model. Promoting new forms of financing requires resources that are not
available to all media. Here a new dilemma arises; on one hand, the largest business groups
dominate the advertising and subscriptions market and maybe do not seek alternative
funding sources. On the other hand, developing these alternative sources requires strong
financial and marketing resources and structure, which smaller media usually do not
have. Taking a closer look at the relationship between the type of media company (their
ownership and size) and the funding structure will help to answer it.

The fact that many media startups restrict their business to traditional revenue streams
suggests that the background, the training and the motivations of the founders and man-
agers [51-53] of these sites that aim to be sustainable should be further researched. There
are opportunities, too, for specific research on each of the funding models we have ex-
plored, such as the role of marketplaces and the possible contribution of affiliate marketing
to the revenue mix of small or, more likely, large media outlets. Another possible object
of study is the link between the topics covered editorially by the sites and the kinds of
promoted content and of merchandise they sell through electronic commerce, to the extent
that users may identify conflicts of interest between the organization’s journalism and the
company’s business.

Finally, we must acknowledge a limitation that arises from the method of data col-
lection. As we stated in the Methodology section, coders observed each website for hints
and examples of each revenue stream—advertisements, branded content, and prompts
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to subscribe, donate, advertise or purchase products or services—and for commercial
information about revenue sources, such as what can be found in the site’s—or its parent
company’s—corporate pages. Therefore, all the data and conclusions of this research were
based on publicly available information, and we could not consider any revenue stream
that was not visible or declared by the news outlet on their website.
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