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DIGITAL NEWS AUDIENCE ENGAGEMENT AND WEB METRICS:
EXPLORING MAJOR RESEARCH TRENDS

In today’s digital era, new audience tracking tools have become available for use by journalists and
editors. These digital tools bring both innovations and challenges. The goal of this exploratory literature
review is to define the rough contours of the recent trends in research focusing on j-audience engage-
ment metrics.

While journalists have access to dynamic and diverse analytics data, it is not clear what the best way
to interpret these data is and how journalists should benefit from using these tools. In this review, using
exploratory content analysis, | will map the key research directions and emerging themes in the digital
audience engagement studies published within 2013-2018. By no means has this review represented an
exhaustive analysis. Instead, it attempts to define some key themes emerging in the research studies that
focus on the digital news engagement through the prism of audience metrics.

The findings suggest that when studying audience engagement and web metrics the scholars were
particularly interested in four major research topics: a) the impact of metrics on journalism; b) how met-
rics are produced, interpreted, and used; ¢) what metrics fail to measure; d) changing power dynamics
between news consumers and news producers. The findings of this study will be useful for journalists,
news editors and media scholars in understanding the nuanced interplay between web metrics and
newsroom decisions.

Key words: audience engagement, news engagement, digital news, web metrics, web analytics.
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AknapatTbik BAK-Tafbl ayAMTOpPMSIHBI TAPTY XKOHE CaHADIK, BeO-TarAay:
Herisri 3epTrey TpeHATEpiH TaApay

CaHABIK, ABYIpAE ayAMTOPMSIHBI BaKbiAAy XKOHE OALLeY KypaAAapbl KOMNTereH peAakuMsAapAblH
>KYMbICbIHbIH, @>KblpaMac GeAiriHe anHaAAbl. )KypHaAAMCTEP MEH PEAAKTOPAApP BEO-TaAAQY KYPAAAAPbIH
Kebipek KoaaaHa bGacTaabl. bip >karbiHaH, OyA Kypaasap Oykapaabik, aknapaT KypaAAapblHbiH,
peAaKLUMIAAPbIHAAFbI aYAUTOPUSMEH >KYMbIC iCTEYAIH, MHHOBALMSAbBIK, TOCIAAEPIH YCbIHABI. AAalAQ,
AYAUTOPUSHBIH, BEACEHAIAIMIH ©ALleyre apHaAfaH OGyA LUMMPABIK, KypaAAap KernTereH npobAeMaAbik,
MOCEAEAEPAI A€ TYAbIPAbI XXOHE peAakumst OeAMEAepi YILUIH >KaHa AMAEMMAaAapAbl TYAbIPAbI, OAap
Kasip kebiHece TaAanTbl XXOHE OEACEHAI KOFaMHbIH CypaHbICTapbIMEH CaHacyfa MaxOyp 6OAAbI.
MakaaaHblH Makcatbl — OyKapaAblK, aknapat KypaAAapbiHblH —AYAMTOPMSCHIHbIH  TaKblPblObIH
3ePTTENTIH XKOHE OHbIH BEACEHAIAIN MEH KATbICYbIH CAHABIK, KOPCETKILITED aPKbIAbl OALIENTIH FbIAbIMM
MakaAaAapAaFbl 3ePTTEAETIH TaKbIPbINTAPAbIH KOHTYPbIH ankbiHAay. Toxipnbe kepceTin oTbipraHAaM,
KenTereH peAakuMsiAap 63 ayAMTOPUSICbIHbIH OEACEHAIAITIH eAlley, «Aak 6acy», Ke3KapacTapAbl,
«AaKTapAbl» caHay OoMbiHIIA GEACEHAI ecen >Kypriseai. AAanaa, peAakTopAap GyA CTaTMCTMKaHbI
KaAai KOAAAHATbIHbIH Hemece BGYA CTaTMCTUKA XKYPHAAMCTEPre 63 >KYMbICbIHAQ KaAail KOMEKTECETiHiH
6iAy apkatuaH MyMkiH emec. COHAbIKTaH, OCbl MaKaAaHbIH MakcaTtbl — 2013-2018 >KblAAap apaAbIFbIHAQ
JKapUSIAGHFAH MeAMa 3epTTeyLliAepAiH eHOeKTepiHAe KaHAarm Herisri 3epTTey CypakTapbl MeH
TakpIpbINTapbl 3€PTTEAreHiH aHbikTay. byA Makasa ewbip araanaa ayAMTOPUSIHLI 3epTTeyre >kKoHe
OHbIH, KbI3METIH BALLEYre apHaAfaH KypaAAapMeH GaiAaHbICTbl OAPABIK, XXYMbICTAp MEH HI0AHCTapAbl
FAAAMADIK >K8HE MyKMSIT 3epTTey Aern MaAiMaemenai. KepiciHue, MakaAaHbIH MaKCaTbl — QyAUTOPUSHBIH,
GEACEHAIAITT MEH CaHABIK, KOPCETKILLTEPAIH >KaHAAbIKTap MEAMACIHbIH >KYMbICbIHA 9CEPIH 3epTTereH
3epTTeyAepAe nanaa OGOAATbiH MaHbI3AbI TaKbIPbINTAPAbI FaHa aHbIKTay 6GOAbIN TabbiAaabl. Taapay
KOPCETKEHAEN, KEAeCi TaKbIpbINTap epekile TaHbiMaA OO0AAbl: a) BEOG-MeTpMKaAapAbIH >XYPHAAUCT
>KYMbICbIHA bIKMaAbl; 6) BeG-MeTprKa HeHi eAwenai >kaHe OyA aAepektep OykapaAblk aknapar
KYPaAAApPbIHAA KaAal KOAAQHbIAAAbl; B) BebG-METPMKAAAPAbIH, KEMILIAIKTEPI MEH ©ACi3 TycTapsbl;
r) BAK neH ayauTOpMst apacbiHAAFbl AMHAMMKAAbIK, ©3apa KapbiM-KaTbiHAC. OCbl 3epTTEYAIH HOTUXKeAepi
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KYpPHAAUCTEpPre, peAAKTOPAApFa >KaHe MeAMa 3epTTeyLliaepre Be6-MeTpuKkaAapAbiH aknapatTbik, BAK
peAaKLMSIAAPbIHAA LLeLliM KaObIAAAYFa bIKIMAA €Ty epeKLIeAIKTePiH TYCiHyre KemMeKkTeceAi.

TyHiH ce3aep: ayAMTOPHMSIHBIH KATbICYbl, >KaHAAbIKKA KATbICY, AMKMTAA >KaHAAbIK, BEO-METpUKa,
Be6-aHaAUTHKA.
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e-mail: sholpank@kimep.kz
BoBAeveHHOCTb ayAuTOpUM M LiMddpoBasi B36-aHaAMTHKA B HOBOCTHbIX CMMU:

dHAAU3 KAKOYEBbIX UCCA€AOBATEAbBCKHUX TPEHAOB

B umndpoBoit BeKk WMHCTPYMEHTbl OTCAEXMBAHMS WM 3aMepa aKTMBHOCTM ayAMTOPMM CTaAM
HEOTbEMAEMOW HYaCTbio PAbOTbl MHOTMX peAaKLMid. XXypHAAUCTbI M PEAAKTOPbI aKTMBHEE 1 valle CTaAn
MOAb30BaTbCsl MHCTPyMeHTamu Beb-aHaAuTuKU. C OAHOM CTOPOHbI, 3TW MHCTPYMEHTbl MPUBHECAM
MHHOBALMOHHbIE MOAXOAbI B paboTte c ayautopuern B peasakuusx CMWU. C apyroit — umdposble
MHCTPYMEHTbI 3amMepa akTMBHOCTU ayAMTOPMM TakXKe NMOPOAMAN HEMAAO NMPOBAEMATUUHBIX MOMEHTOB
M HOBblE AMAEMMbBI AAS HOBOCTHbIX PEAAKLIMIA, KOTOPbIE CEFOAHS BbIHYXXAEHbBI CYMTATLCS C 3anpocamm
TpeboBaTeAbHOM M aKTMBHOM Ny6AMKU. LleAb AQHHOM CTaTbW — OYEPTUTb KOHTYPbl MCCAEAYEMbIX
TEM B HAyuYHbIX CTaTb$X, KOTOPble M3y4aloT TEMY MEAMAAYAMTOPUM U 3aMEPOB ee aKTMBHOCTU MAM
BOBAEYEHHOCTM C MOMOLLBIO LMDPOBbIX METPUK.

Kak noka3blBaeT npakTWMKa, MHOIMe pepakuMM BEeAYT aKTMBHbIA Yy4YyeT 3amepa aKTMBHOCTM
CBOEN ayAMTOpPUM, MOACUMTBIBAS «KAMKM», MPOCMOTPbI, «Aalkun». OAHAKO He BCeraa YAaeTcs
y3HaTb, KaK MMEHHO AdHHas CTaTUCTMKA WCMOAb3YeTCS peAakLMen MAM KaK MMEHHO AaHHast
CTaTUCTMKA MOMOraeT >XXYPHAAMUCTaM B ux pabote. [M03TOMY LieAb AQHHOM CTaTbM — BbISICHWUTb, Kakue
KAIOUEBbIE MCCAEAOBATEAbCKME BOMPOCHI M TeMbl OblAM M3yueHbl B paboTax MeAMaUCCAeAOBaTEeAeN,
ony6AMKOBaHHbIX B neproa ¢ 2013 no 2018 roabl. AaHHas CTaTbs He MpeTeHAyeT Ha rAobaAbHoe U
CKPYTyAE3HOE U3yueHue BCcex paboT M HIDAHCOB, CBSA3aHHbIX C U3yUYeHMEM ayAUTOPUM U MHCTPYMEHTOB
3amepa ee aKTMBHOCTW. HanpoTmB, aBTOPOM CTaBUTCH 3aAada OMPEAEAUTb AMLLb HOBblE KAIOYEBbIE
TeMbl B UICCAEAOBAHMSX, KOTOPbIE N3yYaAn BOBAEYEHHOCTb ayAMTOPUM U BAMSHME LIMDPOBbIX METPUK
Ha paboTy HoBOCTHbIx CMW. Pe3yAbTaThl aHaAM3a MOKa3aAM, UTO CAEAYIOLME TeMbl ObIAM 0COGEHHO
MOMYASIPHBIMM: a) BAMSIHWE B36-METPUK Ha paboTy XypHAaAUCTOB; b) uTo 3amepsieT B36G-MeTpuKa, Kak 3Tu
AaHHble ucnoabdyiotcsi B CMU; ¢) MuHycbl 1 npobeabl Ba36-meTpurky; d) AMHaAMUUYHOE B3aMMOAENCTBUE
CMM 1 ayamtopun. Pe3syAabtaTbl AQHHOIMO MCCAEAOBAHWMSI MOMOTYT >XYPHAAMCTaM, peAakTopam U
MEAMANCCABAOBATEASIM TIOHSATh HIOAHCbl BAMSIHWUS B3O-METPUK Ha MPUHSTUE peLleHuin B peAaKLmsIX

HOBOCTHbIX CMW.

KAtoueBble CAOBa: BOBAEYEHHOCTb/AaKTUBHOCTb ayAMTOpuM, HoBoCcTHble CMWM u pabota c
ayauTopueit, umdpoBbie MeAna, BeO-MeTpuka, BeG-aHaAUTHKA.

Introduction

Digital environments offer countless choices
to newsreaders making it almost impossible for
editors to predict audience behavior. Web analytics
tools offer editors highly detailed audience tracking
data. For example, they can monitor the stories
with highest and lowest number of views per story
on an hourly basis; they can observe how many
news visitors transferred from the Social Networks
or Google to their news website; they can track
what the minimum and maximum engagement
time per story is, etc. All these data are dynamic,
overwhelming and breath taking. However, the
public does not know what «bigger» stories these
recorded clicks, scrolls, minutes can tell to: a) editors
and journalists; b) audience tracking companies
and c) audiences. Therefore, the topic of audience
engagement measured via digital metrics becomes
one of the trendy concerns of journalism scholars

today. Audience metrics and web analytics opened
a new itinerary for doing the research in this field.

The following key observations became evident
when searching for the relevant studies that focus on
audience engagement in the digital journalism field:

* Audience engagement scholars seem to fail to
have a consensus when defining what news enga-
gement is;

* There are different audience tracking companies
that offer services to news outlets; each such company
uses different methods and tools to track the audiences
and therefore offers different packages of data;

* Different tools capture different dimensions
of digital engagement and web analytics experts
sometimes do not explicitly specify what exactly is
being measured;

* Journalism scholars have not yet found one
universal way to retrieve meaningful implications
from the dynamic data the web analytics software is
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producing.

Nevertheless, audience metrics are attracting
journalism scholars with diverse research interests,
thus are becoming an integral part of quite a few
recent news research studies.

Purpose of the Paper

I explored recent research studies that focus on
audience engagement from the perspective of web
metrics. My goal is to map key emerging research
directions and themes within audience engagement
scholarly discourse; describe the ways of how
scholars used web metrics in their studies and
identify the key recommendations that scholars
provide for conducting future studies in audience
engagement.

The following research questions guided my
literature review:

RQ1: What key themes and contexts related to
audience engagement and web metrics did digital
journalism scholars investigate within 2013-2018?

RQ2:Howdodigitaljournalismscholars’approach
«web metrics» to answer their research questions?

RQ3: What key recommendations do digital
journalism scholars suggest using when exploring
the relationship between web metrics and audience
engagement in scholarly discourse?

Method

metrics listed in the order of publication date.

First, I explored the Google Scholar website and
the advanced search option resources offered by the
website of the Library of the University of Maryland
to find articles that contained the following key words:
«audience engagement», «web metrics», «engagement
measurement», «digital news,» audience metrics,»
«digital journalismy», «online audience», «clicks», «web
analytics». After initial exploration of several articles, |
came up with additional search items that: a) combined
my initial key words and additional common journalistic
terms like «news valuesy, «news preferencesy, «reading
newsy, «<news work», «journalistsy, «online newspapen»,
and b) combined the synonyms of my initial key words
— «big datay, «<news use» and «digital news user».I read
the abstracts, selected the studies applicable to news
engagement for closer investigation and developed a
collection of at least 30 most relevant studies. Then [
selected the articles that: a) were explicitly relevant to
measuring audience engagement; b) were published
within 2013-2018; ¢) were published in a peer-reviewed
journal. Two highly relevant articles were added to the
pool of my selected articles list (See Table 1) despite
the fact that they were not published in a peer-reviewed
journal. These were:

* Petre, C. (2015). The traffic factories: metrics
at Chartbeat, Gawker media, and The New York

Times. Tow Center for Digital Journalism.
Table 1 — Studies on news audience engagement and digital

Ne Authors Title of the article Title of journal/ Ygar O.f
research center | publication
1 Usher
Al Jazeera English online: Understanding web Digital Journalism 2013
metrics and news production when a quantified
audience is not a commodified audience.
2 Lee, Lewis, & Powers
Audience clicks and news placement: A study of Communication Research 2014
time-lagged influence in online journalism.
3 Petre
The traffic factories: Metrics at Chartbeat, Gawker | Tow Center for Digital 2015
media, and The New York Times. Journalism.
4 Tandoc Jr.
Why web analytics click: Factors affecting the ways | Journalism Studies 2015
journalists use audience metrics.
5 Nelson & Webster
Audience currencies in the age of big data. International Journal on Media 2016
Management
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6 Dessart, Veloutsou, & Morgan-Thomas Capturing consumer engagement: Journal of 2016
Duality, dimensionality and Marketing
measurement. Management
7 Welbers, Van Atteveldt, Kleinnijenhuis, Ruigrok, & | News selection criteria in the Journalism 2016
Schaper digital age: Professional norms
versus online audience metrics.
8 | Hanusch
Web analytics and the functional differentiation of | Information, Communication & 2017
journalism cultures: individual, organizational and | Society
platform-specific influences on news work.
9 Kuiken, Schuth, Spitters, & Marx Effective headlines of newspaper Digital 2017
articles in a digital environment. Journalism
10 | Thomson & Greenwood
I «like» that: Exploring the characteristics that Visual Communication Quarterly 2017
promote social media engagement with news
photographs.
11 | Incollingo
«I’m a news junkie... I like being informed»: Newspaper Research Journal 2018
Mobile news use by a newspaper’s digital
subscribers.
12 | Kormelink & Meijer
What clicks actually mean: Exploring digital news | Journalism 2018
user practices.
13 | Nelson The elusive engagement metric. Digital 2018
Journalism
14 | Wang
Dimensional Field Theory: The adoption of Digital Journalism 2018
audience metrics in the journalistic field and cross-
field influences.
15 | Whipple & Shermak Quality, quantity and policy: International 2018
How newspaper journalists use Symposium
digital metrics to evaluate their on Online
performance and their papers’ Journalism (ISOJ)
strategies. conference paper

Whipple, K. N., & Shermak, J. L. (2018). Quality,
quantity and policy: How newspaper journalists use
digital metrics to evaluate their performance and their
papers’ strategies. Paper presented at the International
Symposium on Online Journalism Conference 2018.

Finally, I added one more article by marketing
scholars (Dessart, Veloutsou & Morgan-Thomas, 2016)
from the Journal of Marketing Management that offers
a constructive framework that journalism scholars can
apply when developing the strategies in investigating
the user engagement in digital journalism.

Procedure

Ireviewed the selected studies to examine the key
themes and contexts the researchers used to address
the audience engagement using web metrics. Second,
I examined which aspect of audience engagement

vs. metrics discourse each study focused on. Finally,
I explored how researchers applied «web metrics»
in their studies and what recommendations they
gave for future studies. After reviewing the papers,
I summarized the findings and defined the areas for
future research.

Results

After reviewing all the articles, I discovered
the following key research themes (RQ1) within
audience engagement and web metrics discourse: a)
the impact of metrics on journalism; b) how metrics
are produced, interpreted and used; ¢) what metrics
fail to measure; d) changing power dynamics
between news consumers and news producers.
Each key theme includes variation of more specific
research questions.
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The first theme, «the impact of metrics on jour-
nalism,» addresses the following specific sub-topics:

* Impact of metrics on newsroom decision-
making (Usher, 2013; Welbers, Van Atteveldt,
Kleinnijenhuis, Ruigrok & Schaper, 2016; Nelson
&Webster, 2016).

* Impact of metrics on audience decision-ma-
king (Kuiken, Schuth, Spitters & Marx, 2017; Lee,
Lewis & Powers, 2014; Incollingo, 2018).

* Impact of metrics on data tracking companies
(Petre, 2015; Nelson & Webster, 2016; Nelson, 2018).

The second theme, «how metrics are produced,
interpreted and used,» develops the following spe-
cific sub-topics:

* How metrics are used by editors, journalists,
users and data tracking companies (Petre, 2015;
Tandoc, 2015; Welbers et al, 2016; Hanusch, 2017).

* Patterns of metrics use by journalists (Tandoc,
2015; Petre, 2015; Hanusch, 2017)

* Factors that affect which patterns the journalists
adopt (Usher, 2013, Tandoc, 2015; Petre, 2015).

The third theme, «what metrics should measure»
captures the following sub-topics:

* What metrics can and should measure (Petre,
2015; Nelson and Webster, 2016).

* What metrics fail to measure (Kormelink &
Meijer, 2018; Nelson, 2018).

* Benefits of metrics to newsrooms (Usher, 2013;
Petre, 2015).

* Developing the measures (Nelson &Webster,
2016; Hanusch, 2017; Nelson 2018).

Finally, the fourth theme, «changing power
dynamics between news consumers and news
producers,» includes the following sub-topics:

* Gaps in news preferences of editors and
audiences (Usher, 2013; Welbers et al, 2016; Lee et
al. 2014).

* Gaps in professional values of journalists and
data tracking companies (Petre, 2015; Nelson, 2018).

* Increased role of audience engagement in
news gate-keeping process (Lee et al, 2014; Nelson
& Webster, 2016; Dessart, Veloutsou & Morgan-
Thomas, 2016; Hanusch, 2017).

* Why journalists use metrics (Petre, 2015;
Tandoc, 2015; Whipple & Shermak, 2018).

* Theoretical models to explain journalists and
metrics relationship (Usher, 2013; Tandoc, 2015;
Nelson & Webster, 2016; Dessart et al, 2016;
Hanusch, 2017, Wang, 2018).

* Models to define user engagement (Kormelink
& Meijer, 2018; Dessart et al, 2016; Hanusch, 2017;
Nelson, 2018).

Although each study explicitly focused on two
or three key research questions, most of the studied
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implicitly touch upon at least two or three questions
within the key sub-topics with some nuanced variation.

The scholars in these studies used the following
key theoretical frameworks in their examination of
the web metrics vs. user engagement dynamic: a)
Uses and Gratifications Theory; b) Gate-keeping
Theory; c) Social Construction of Technology, and
d) Field Theory.

Each study addresses a specific gap (RQ2) in
the bigger picture of relationship between news
producers and news consumers in exploring the
audience engagement recorded by web metrics.
The scholars covered important range of research
questions starting from how web metrics influences
newsroom production and knowledge creation
(Usher, 2013); impact of metrics on journalists’
emotions and morale; effects of metrics data on
journalists’ self-validation (Petre, 2015). While
some studies aimed to test if there is an impact of
metrics on newsroom decision-making, Lee, Lewis
and Powers looked specifically at how metrics affect
news placement (Lee et al, 2014). Moreover, their
findings suggested that audience clicks affected the
journalists’ decision-making more than journalists
affected audience’s decision-making in the «who
influences whom» web metrics debate.

Tandoc developed this scholarly conversation
to another level by exploring the factors that affect
how journalists use metrics. He explored how
perception of competition, thinking of audiences
as a capital, and frequency of analytics use affected
the decisions journalists made in using or rejecting
web metrics (Tandoc, 2015). Alternatively, Usher
explored a unique newsroom in the example of Al-
Jazeera, to investigate the impact of news metric
on journalists in newsrooms that did not have any
economic constraints. She found that institutional
culture plays a vital role in shaping how journalists
use and understand metrics (Usher, 2013).

Nelson and Webster explored the impact of
metrics from the viewpoint of Market Information
Regimes, suggesting that certain political challenges
control the dynamics of how metrics are operate in
today’s news market. They suggested that those
challenges inevitably divide actors into «winners
and losers» game. (Nelson & Webster, 2016). They
paid much attention to the questions of what metrics
measure or prefer to measure: size of the audience
or time the audience spends with news content.
The scholars noted that «news engaged time» is
harder to measure because of various types of news
content; therefore, they predicted that the measures
of audience size and composition will dominate in
the years to come (Nelson & Webster, 2016, p. 13).
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Nelson also investigated how employees of the
audience tracking companies understand, interpret
and use metrics data to persuade news editors to
subscribe to their services (Nelson, 2018). His
finding suggest that finding the right pitch to address
the journalistic values helps those companies
to entice news producers to use more metrics in
measuring audience engagement with news.

Finally, the scholars seem to agree with some
variation that web metrics alone is a flawed
instrument in measuring news engagement. A
few studies explore audience engagement via
investigating specific contexts and elements of
news contents. Thomson and Greenwood looked at
how news photographs promote the engagement in
Social media environment (Thomson & Greenwood,
2017). Whereas Incollingo (2018) explored how
mobile users engage with digital news. Her study
introduced new layers of analysis to the overall
picture of user engagement.

The third research question that guided my
paper was to outline key recommendations that
scholars have suggested using when exploring the
relationship between web metrics and audience
engagement in scholarly discourse.

Below, I outline these key recommendations:

— Pay attention to institutional culture, because
it plays important role in shaping how journalists
use and understand metrics (Usher, 2013);

— Pay attention to context, strategy and guidance
given to journalists when measuring the impact of
metrics on newsroom decision-making (Petre, 2015;
Usher, 2013);

— Finding the balance between editorial credibility
and audience appetites is the key (Usher, 2013);

—Keep in mind that editors and journalists
appear to be more influenced by the audience
demands than the other way round (Lee et al, 2014);

— Design and explore research studies linking
qualitative and quantitative methods (Lee et al,
2014);

— Metrics are more likely to become an integral
part of news judgment process (Nelson & Webster,
2016);

— Find ways to combine self-reports of jour-
nalists’ perceptions and behavior with quantitative
methods that reveal sharper and detailed longitudinal
outcomes of the relationship between news user
behaviors and journalistic decisions (Lee et al, 2014)

— Keep in mind that audience tracking companies
have their own values, branding strategies and
objectives; news companies should carefully choose
analytics companies; sharing common professional
values is a plus (Petre, 2015);

— Not everything in news engagement can or
should be counted (Petre, 2015);

— News editors and reporters
interpret and use metrics differently;

— Using differentiation of levels of influence
(individual, organizational and platform-based)
is important when measuring the impact of web
analytics on journalists (Hanusch, 2017);

— Taking into consideration different levels
of audience engagement (emotional, cognitive,
behavioral) is important (Dessart et al, 2016; Nelson
& Webster, 2016));

— Capturing, identifying, and measuring features
of news content (images, videos, headlines, etc.)
that generate clicks is an important step in further
understanding the user engagement process (Kuiken
etal, 2017);

— Clicks are a biased instrument in estimating
people’s news interests (Kormelink & Meijer, 2018);

— Employees of audience tracking companies
are new players in news production process
(Nelson, 2018);

understand,

Discussion

Overall, explicitly, or implicitly, the scholars
in most of the studies, selected for this paper, have
admitted thataudience clicks influence the journalism
field in multiple nuanced ways. Each study explores
this influence using either qualitative or quantitative
method or combination of both to confirm this
subtle but inevitable impact. The scholars attempted
to identify the patterns of this influence via looking
at specific items like as dependent variables:

— News placement (Lee et al, 2014);

— News selection (Welbers, 2016);

—Frequency of use of web analytics (Tandoc,
2015);

Several scholars in the analyzed studies have
emphasized that journalists are aware of values
in using web metrics, however, as Welbers and his
colleagues note (Welbers et al, 2016), the journalists
are either not aware of the impact of the metrics on
them or are reluctant to admit its subtle but powerful
influence. Usher (2013) noted that journalists used
web metrics because: a) they were curious what
metrics numbers mean; b) they wanted to see numbers
for «personal validation» (Usher, 2013, p.346).

Each study offers a unique alternative standpoint
in understanding the politics behind the metrics.
Interestingly, Lee et al. found that time-lagged effect
of audience clicks on subsequent news placement
by journalists was stronger than the inverse (Lee
et al. 2014). This new finding means the influence

23



Digital News Audience Engagement and Web Metrics: Exploring Major Research Trends

between the two camps, news producers and news
users, is reciprocal, but journalists and editors do not
know yet how to initiate, retain, maximize, or direct
audience engagement.

Dessart et al. (2016) suggest a good solution
by offering a simple conceptual outline. This
conceptual framework will add clarity in defining
news engagement in each unique news context or
platform. Below are these three distinct dimensions
of engagement:

— emotional
enjoyment)

— cognitive (attention, absorption)

— behavioral (sharing, learning, endorsing)

Dessart et al. (2016) emphasized that because
«consumers engage and enter relationships with
different foci simultaneously» and «concurrently,»
the scholars need to consider multiplicity of
engagement foci in a specific context.

Most digital audience metrics record only
clicks, time spent on a page, number of views
per story. These data do not tell much about how
exactly the users were engaged: what is not known
who is sitting in front of the computer, what exactly
they are reading, how much they are interested
in the story they are currently watching. All
these questions dominate in the current informal
scholarly debate. This fact means journalism
scholars are actively and constantly searching for
appropriate strategies in interpreting the metrics
data to help the journalism community to find the
solutions. The number of studies within one given
year (at least 6 in 2018), scope (variety of diverse
research themes) and the salience of this topic
within research debates demonstrates high interest
and necessity in solving conundrums created by
digital audience metrics.

engagement (enthusiasm,

Limitations

This study represents a preliminary exploration
of key themes in research trends related to news
engagement and audience metrics. Several factors

affected the depth of this review: a) lack of agreement
between the scholars on defining «audience enga-
gement» made it challenging to compare the findings
in more nuanced, precise, and logical way; b) time
constraints limited the number of research questions
that I could explore; and c) the scope of this review
excluded some interesting and important questions
for future investigation.

Conclusions

In this review, I reviewed 15 (fifteen) studies
focusing on audience engagement and digital
metrics. | identified key themes emerging from
these selected studies, explored how each study
contributed to the scholarly debate, and outlined
the key recommendations that the authors
suggested using when investigating this trendy
research topic.

Based on my reviewing of the fifteen studies, I
developed my recommendations for future research:

— Journalism scholars should develop a structured
definition of audience engagement; they need to
draw a clear line between the levels of engagement
(emotional, cognitive, behavioral);

— Careful approach in measuring and defining
the area of engagement is needed; research com-
munity must define what engagement they measure
(engagement with news topics, engagement with
story types, engagement with technology, engage-
ment with news brand, etc.)

— Data analytics companies should develop us-
er-friendly «language» to communicate the dimen-
sions of their digital tools; scholars and journalists
should be confident that these digital tools measure
what they should measure to render accurate inter-
pretations from these digital data.

— Scholars should experiment using sophis-
ticated research designs to capture and measure
today’s multi-layered audience engagement; they
should explore and find best ways to use metrics
for sustaining high standards of journalism in the
digital world.
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