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Abstract. This article aims to present a debate over the increasingly complex and widespread use of measurement and performance
indicators of digital content in the media industry, considering the case study of La Nacidn, one of the leading news institutions in
Argentina. The paper reconstructs the introduction and architecture of metrics measurement in the newsroom of La Nacion, and the
journalists’ perceptions and experiences regarding these organizational changes. The focus will be on the adoption of the Score, an
algorithmic metric developed in-house at La Nacion, designed with journalistic input and eventually modified to include economic
factors.

The findings confirm the tensions between professional and commercial logics produced by adopting digital metrics in the newsroom
and suggest that journalists experience metrics as a strong disciplining influence. All this is developed in an uncertain context involving
the financing of Argentinean digital media along with the decline in the traditional journalistic business model.

Keywords. Scoring; Algorithms; Journalists; Productivity; Productive Routines; Digital Content

[es] Métricas en el trabajo: un estudio de caso sobre las tensiones en la industria de los medios de
comunicacion

Resumen. Este articulo tiene como objetivo presentar un debate sobre el uso cada vez mas complejo y generalizado de la medicion y
los indicadores de resultados de los contenidos digitales en la industria de los medios de comunicacion, considerando el caso de estudio
de La Nacion, una de las principales instituciones de noticias de Argentina. El trabajo reconstruye la introduccion y la arquitectura
del seguimiento de las métricas en la redaccion de La Nacion, asi como las percepciones y experiencias de los periodistas respecto a
estos cambios organizativos. La atencion se centra en la adopcion del Score, una métrica algoritmica desarrollada internamente en La
Nacion, disefiada con el aporte periodistico y eventualmente modificada para incluir factores econdmicos.

Los resultados confirman las tensiones entre las 16gicas profesionales y comerciales que produce la adopcion de las métricas digitales
en la redaccion y sugieren que los periodistas experimentan las métricas como una fuerte influencia disciplinaria. Todo ello se desarrolla
en un contexto incierto que implica la financiacion de los medios digitales argentinos junto con el declive del modelo de negocio
periodistico tradicional.
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1. Introduction

Over the last decade, measuring data systems have
gained prominence in newsrooms and marketing de-
partments in media industries. Given this, I present an
analysis of their impact on the working organization
processes and journalists’ self- perception in the Ar-
gentinean Newspaper La Nacion. The focus will be on
the adoption and evolution of the Score, an algorithmic
metric developed in-house at La Nacion, designed with
journalistic input and eventually modified to include
economic factors. While some journalists have aligned
with the ‘metric approach’ offered by the direction, other
writers and editors-in-chief claim to have gone through
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instances of frustration and that their ‘creative work” has
been affected. They also state that they are subjected to
work control, given that metrics are not only applied to
measure readership consumption, but also the journal-
ist’s individual performance.

La Nacion was selected as a case study because it
is one of the most traditional and influential media of
Argentina. Founded in January 1870byformerPresi-
dentBartolomé Mitre,ithas had a consistent conserv-
ative ideological tone and a loyal following among
the country’s upper and upper-middle classes (Bocz-
kowski, 2010).

Difterent authors studied the changes in the pro-
cesses of production and the productive routines in
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newspaper newsrooms, including La Nacion (Al-
bornoz, 2005; Boczkowski, 2010; Luchessi, 2010;
Martini & Luchessi, 2004; Rost, 2006). However, it
was mainly studied at the content level and discourse
analysis to understand the role of the media as a priv-
ileged political interlocutor (Alonso, 2007; Blaustein
and Zubieta, 1998; Diaz, Giménez y Passano, 2002;
Luchessi, 2009; Sidicaro, 1993; Ulanovsky, 2005),
and the relationship between the newspaper and its
audience (De la Torre and Téramo, 2005; Raimondo
Anselmino, 2012).

At the market level, in recent decades, La Nacion
S.A. expanded to become a medium- sized, private-
ly-owned media conglomerate (Boczkowski, 2010),
with a significant presence in the newspaper, maga-
zine, Internet sectors and a digital TV channel. It is
Clarin’s associate in the single newsprint paper pro-
duction facility (Papel Prensa) and in Exponenciar,
the company that organizes the main agribusiness
fair (Expoagro). In 2007, it founded Dridco Compa-
ny, later owned by Navent, leader in Latin-American
online classifieds, with sites like Zona Jobs, Zona
Prop and Bumeran. In 2012, La Nacion S.A. took
over Impremedia, the largest Spanish newspaper and
magazine publication company in the United States.

La Nacion is the second best-selling newspaper
inArgentina and the third in terms of

readership as anews portal. Over the last two
years, though, a fall in newspaper sales and in ad-
vertising revenues has deeply affected traditional cul-
tural industries (Calcagno, 2019),and La Nacion was
no exception. Between 2003 and 2018, it lost 35%
of'its traditional readership (Becerra, 2018). Between
March 2019 and March 2020, it reduced its sales by
almost 20%, when the average drop in the rest of the
newspapers in Argentina was 12%, according to data
extracted from the monthly report of the Circulation
Verifying Institute.

In January 2019, it closed its printing plant and
75 workers were dismissed. Over the last two years,
the company also reduced the editorial staff by 20%
through employee buyout programs, early retirement
and layoffs. This scenario is not only explained from
the economic dimension; digital transformation also
deeply affects cultural consumption: the importance
of dominant brands in the 20t century has little val-
ue in the 215t century (Boczkowski & Mitchelstein,
2019).

This article is trying to answer two questions: to
what extent La Nacion’s management introduced
and applied systems of consumption measurement in
the newsroom, especially the Score Model, and how
journalists responded to those changes. More inquir-
ies have arisen from this and will be dealt with in this
article: a. How much do journalists know about the
design and the interpretation of the metric systems
used by the company? b. How is the algorithmic log-
ic, which is used in the newsroom, related to the digi-
tal business model in the company? c¢. How does this
work measurement affect journalists’ states of mind?
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The first part of this article presents a literature
review about the relation between

journalists and audience metrics. In the second
part, there is a brief section about the main theoret-
ical concepts, which guided the research, and notes
about the methodological election. The main ob-
jective of this article involves showing the tensions
that are generated over that process of technological,
economic and cultural changes, experienced by a
traditional Argentinean newspaper, and contribute to
communication studies in the digital context, espe-
cially to those that have analyzed the way in which
algorithms invade productive routines in the media.
Finally, I present questions regarding the agenda of
future research, and suggest continuing the studies
about metrics impact in other communication, com-
mercial and public means, both in Argentina and in
the region.

2. Literature Review

In this section, attention is drawn towards academic
studies which are focused on web metrics use in the
media. Most of these studies result from qualitative
and ethnographic investigations in newsrooms from
the United States and Great Britain. Neither of them
is nowhere near to be found within a centralist or de-
terministic paradigm as far as the role played by tech-
nology is concerned. In this respect, this article starts
off considering that media changes come along with
profound changes in cultural practices. A technolog-
ical device is not therefore a product free of history,
as it is not inserted in an immaculate world outside
political, social or economic nuances

(Williams, 2011). Technology does not have fea-
tures which define it as an artifact itself, which make
it good or bad, productive or non-productive. On the
contrary, technology is understood as long as it is em-
bedded in a social group which makes use of it (Pinch
& Bijker, 1989).

In an ethnographic work of editorial practices at
the online news websites clarin.com and lanacion.
com, Boczkowski (2010) found that, although met-
rics are increasingly pervading the newsrooms and
journalists are increasingly aware of the news choic-
es made by their sites consumers, they tend to prior-
itize newsworthy values over consumer preferences.
This study has the particularity of combining analysis
of content with work processes, a pending issue in
communication studies in Latin America.

Anderson (2011) analyzed how journalists are
losing power over the decisions they make regard-
ing news articles. In his study on the metrics used
in Gawker Media and New York Times, Petre (2015)
showed that metrics have a powerful influence on
journalists’ emotions and morale, thus, becoming a
simultaneous source of stress and reassurance.

Bunce (2017) wondered how the management of
a global news organization such as Reuters directed
its journalists to change their practices about metrics,
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and how those journalists responded. The author sug-
gested that regardless of how managers use metrics,
the knowledge that this data has gathered and mon-
itored can affect the way in which journalists work.
Unhappy as they might feel, most of these traditional
journalists tried to meet the new management priori-
ties because they wanted job security in an uncertain
environment. On the contrary, Usher (2013) observed
that although Al Jazeera English senior executives
had access to sophisticated metrics, they promoted
a moderate culture on audience metrics, and just a
few journalists took into account the metrics in their
decision making or generated resistance to their use.

Ferrer (2017) studied the application of metric
systems on a sports website, Bleacher Report, and
the attitudes of journalists towards those systems.
He analyzed how metrics can quantify not only the
audience, but also work processes, and generate mo-
tivation among journalists through gamification strat-
egies.

Current literature shows that the nature and use of
metrics vary among the media due to several factors,
where the organizational culture of newsrooms, jour-
nalistic criteria and norms that concern the profes-
sion and economic factors stand out (Anderson 2011;
Bunce 2015, 2017; Dick 2011; MacGregor 2007;
Singer 2011).

3. Theoretical Notes

Considering authors from the Political Economy of
Communications (PEC), media industries are regard-
ed as cultural industries with specificities, which dif-
ferentiate them from other economic sectors, like its
randomness, constant renovation and creative work
needs (Bolafio, 2013; De Mateo, 2009; Tremblay,
2011; Zallo, 1988, 2007 y 2011). These characteris-
tics are present in the digital context (Becerra, 2015;

Mastrini, 2017). This article focuses on creative
work to analyze journalists’ perceptions about the in-
troduction and application of metrics in their every-
day work.

The notion of creativity, within the framework of
work processes, can also be approached from a the-
oretical perspective opposite to PEC: from a busi-
ness perspective, which understands creative work as
an individual talent, an engine of benefit for firms,
subordinating culture to the market, without asking
about the resistance that workers exert (O’Connor,
2011). However, from PEC perspective, creative
work is considered a work which is independent from
the value in its production and from the value that
the product exhibits in the market. It is a work highly
uncertain, subject to trial and error, hard to be con-
trolled over time and where subjectivity is essential
(Dantas, 2006; Hesmondhalgh y Baker, 2011; Zallo,
1988).

In articulation with the concept of “creative work”,
two categories of analysis are recovered from the Sociol-
ogy of Work: “Work Code” and “Labor Code” (Roldan,
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2011 and 2014). Roldan compared the automotive in-
dustry with the television industry to respond to what
extent certain features of the “flexible model” are rep-
licated in the cultural industries in the digital context,
affecting the creative work of workers. This productive
model, also called Ohnist or Toyotista, is mainly based
on the organization of continuous flow and manufactur-
ing on client demand. In the case of this investigation:
Does La Nacion produce journalistic content only based
on user demand? How does it affect the creative work
of journalists? To what extent algorithmic logic does not
clash with journalistic logic?

Roldan (2011, 2014) used the category “Work
Code” to refer to mechanisms of coordination and
control present in the internal dynamics of the pro-
duction process, for example, through the adoption
of technology. The author started by recognizing that
it is difficult to establish rigid mechanisms in cultural
industries. Insofar as the media management requires
creative work in the production of content, journal-
ists will need some autonomy and it will not be feasi-
ble to implement successfully a “Work Code”, based
only on technical control mechanisms, as it is in the
case of other economic sectors (Roldan, 2011 and
2014).

“Labor Code” refers to the external mechanisms
of coordination and control of the production process,
through various forms or levels of supervision. Fol-
lowing Edwards, Roldan (2011, 2014) distinguished
“simple control” (direct, personal and exercised by
the entrepreneur himself or by his managers and su-
pervisors), “group control” (among its own mem-
bers or colleagues) and “self-control” (according to
the subjectivity and attitudes of the workers). In this
respect, it is interesting to observe how journalists
responded to the introduction and application of met-
rics, their emotional costs and legitimacy.

4. Method

The analysis present in this article relies on
semi-structured and in-depth interviews as well as on
work processes and direct observation in the news-
room. Metrics analysis focuses on organization pro-
cesses of online work.

Interviews: 24 semi-structured and in-depth in-
terviews to journalists, senior management staff (ed-
itorial secretaries, section chiefs) and other technical
and journalistic profiles, linked to data engineering,
as software developers. Each person was interviewed
at a time and the interviews were one-on-one, except
for six video calls, and, on average, they lasted for
about an hour. Some of the interviewees were inter-
viewed for a second time, because I considered them
key sources of information, or to be able to assess
how they were calculating the new metric, Score.

The main criteria for source selection were: the
study period I have considered, the gender, the occu-
pation, and the hierarchical level in the management
chain; the bond created during the newsroom partic-
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ipation was also regarded, as some interviews were
carried out after fieldwork observation. In that way,
press workers were selected through the application
of different strategies: on the one hand, the well-
known “snow ball” sampling approach. Being aware
of the fact that individuals who share activities, simi-
lar features and have a social bond may have a wider
influence on the results (Voicu & Babonea, 2011),
other strategies were applied to limit the “snowball”
bias: 1. keep a balanced proportion in the age groups,
genre and professional roles and 2. activate reference
chains based on “strategic access to multiple net-
works to widen the research scope beyond only one
net, that is, the reference chains, or multiple “snow
balls” (Penrod et al, 2003, p. 155).

The interviews were not directed or guided with
closed questions. An open, indicative topic guide
encouraged in-depth dialogues and included the ob-
jectives of the study, role varieties and job positions
in the newsroom, as well as the different production
stages. Two main objectives were highlighted: a. An
analysis of algorithmic models in the organization
of productive systems and work processes in La Na-
cion and

b. An analysis of the potentialities and restric-
tions of their use in the journalists” productive rou-
tines, their perceptions and experiences.

In situ observation. As a complementary re-
search technique, participant observation was adopt-
ed and realized from May to June, 2013. I stayed
mainly in the online editorial section, in the edito-
rial department, in the politics section, in the sports
section, in the design area and I also watched the
meetings scheduled in the agenda in two occasions.
Observations were registered in writing and no re-
cordings were made.

The initial strategy implied entering at least ten
times to repeat the observation in different areas and
sections. However, only five intensive sessions, last-
ing on average ten hours each, were hold. Given this
limitation, it was assured that most interviews and
participant observation did not overlap. Therefore,
journalists had to attend the formal interview at an-
other time, outside the study scenario where possible.
Only three of them refused to do so claiming “lack of
time”’; those interviews were then carried out in the
newsroom.

I did not enter the newsroom with strictly planned
activities, but with guidelines, considering hypoth-
esis, objectives of the study, bibliographic analyses
and the interviews previously conducted. I also ex-
plored the field before obtaining formal permission
to access the newsroom. That visit was made possible
thanks to a union representative and it was useful to
elaborate a draft of the working place, to observe spa-
tial disposition of the working and leisure places, and
the technology as well.

Formal access was possible thanks to the assis-
tant editorial secretary. Given the professional back-
ground of this person, his hierarchy in the manage-
ment chain and his permanent contacts in the news-
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room, his role as gatekeeper was crucial. Except for
the limited number of observation sessions, there was
no impediment nor censorship on the part of the man-
agement; in this sense, the observations were based
on the circumstances of the working routines, char-
acteristic of a news media, in the bonds created with
the social actors and in the subjectivity as well as in
the limits as a researcher.

In addition to get acquainted with the field through
first-hand experience, the observations facilitated the
contact with primary sources which at first were left
out from the selected sampling. Apart from that, it
allowed for the corroboration of interpretations and
information processes obtained from in-depth inter-
views with key actors in the productive process.

5. Metrics in La Nacion (“Work Code”)

Metrics exist since the digital world was born. In
1995, when La Nacion presented its digital version,
technically, the number of times articles were read
could already be checked (Retegui, 2017). However,
no customization standard of information based on
demand trends existed as it did during the last dec-
ade: metric tool employment generated a divergence
in newsroom organization, a tension between what
Boczkowski and Mitchelstein (2013) called “the
logic of the profession” (based on the prevalence of
traditional newsroom criteria) and “market logic”
(based on consumers’ preference recognition, related
to non-public affairs topics).

“Audience analytics refer to the systems and soft-
ware that enable the measurement, collection, anal-
ysis and reporting of digital data pertaining to how
content is consumed and interacted with” (Zamith,
2018, p. 421). They include algorithms that record
data requests and capture a range of user actions.
There are several systems of this type: Chartbeat,
Google Analytics and Parse.ly are among the most
common today, and are often used together.

In the next lines, the different metric systems used
in the newsroom of La Nacion are progressively pre-
sented until reaching the current model called Score,
an audience analytics of its own design. This journey
cannot be understood without considering the con-
text of the intricate transformations of media indus-
tries driven by digital change.

The first system of metrics that was applied in the
newsroom of La Nacion was the click tracker, which
enables to calculate the Click-Through Rate (CTR)
of each article and the reading time of the audience.
This introduction was made in 2009, the same year
that La Nacion unified newsrooms (print and the on-
line newsrooms).

The click tracker was only used by web editors
until 2011. Since the arrival of the first editors ac-
quainted with search engine optimization (SEO), this
tool was provided to the whole newsroom staff, and
so all journalists and designers began to use metrics
in their news productions. The SEO had landed in
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La Nacion’s newsroom with two objectives in mind:
on the one hand, to optimize the digital content in
lanacion.com, in order for thearticles to be indexed
by search engines like Google and thus to obtain a
good position in users’ search results. The second ob-
jective that the SEO editors had in mind was to advo-
cate for and spread the use of metrics in a newsroom
with traditional working practices, especially among
the journalists who were more reticent to explore the
‘prints’ left by the public.

With Chartbeat, journalists can see different in-
dicators: “how many visitors are on the site (and on
each particular page) at a given moment; the average
amount of time they have been there; which Internet
sites referred them; how often they visit; where in the
world they are located; what percentage of them is
looking at the site on mobile phones” (Petre, 2015, p.
24). Apart from that users’ data, the Chartbeat dash-
board was designed in a way that it may be sympa-
thetic towards journalists and to encourage optimism
and the celebration of good news, as Petre (2015) ar-
gued in his ethnographic field in the company.

In 2015, La Nacion incorporated the system cre-
ated by Parse.ly, an audience company. All these
analytics tools are inserted in the edition and publi-
cation system employed by lanacion.com, the Con-
tent Manager System (CMS), so that dashboards are
ubiquitously present over news production process-
es, which is here known as “Work Code”. In 2018,
the new company management decided to add anoth-
er metrics system Score; its analysis will be deepened
in the section titled “The Score: Unclear Metrics and
Processes™.

5.1. Pressure from upper management positions
(“Labor Code”)

During the interviews and fieldwork, it was found that
writers and editors-in-chief increasingly incorporated
metric logic into their work processes, in parallel to a
greater prescription from La Nacion direction about
the management of audience analysis.

Distrust and resistance to work under metrics pre-
scription were in general related to the idea of quanti-
fying the effort and to produce according to demand,
which subsequently affects creative production (Re-
tegui, 2017), as well as to the special management
which La Nacion made of the metrics. All this gen-
erated, according to some journalists, stressful and
frustrating situations.

“I was congratulated many times as my column
ranked top but it turned out that the article had not
been read. It ranked top since it had interesting ti-
tles. To someextent, I got used to this logic, as I want
my articles to be read, but I do not accept this as the
sole yardstick. And it occurred to me the other way
around; I devoted too much effort to just one arti-
cle which from a journalistic perspective was far too
valuable, but as it was not being read, they kept it on
the home page just half an hour. Only imagine how
pressuring this could be for your job not to mention
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your job spirit”. (Laura, personal communication, 2
May 2013)

The previous testimonies are examples of how
self-control mechanisms are manifested (“Labor
Code”), as long as writers recognize that the work
subjected to the use of metrics affects emotional as-
pects; and despite their criticisms, they kept an eye
for the use of metrics and then put them into practice.

For a SEO editor, by contrast, metrics use is fun-
damental to their daily production and as a ludic tool:

“They know how many articles each journalist
has written and whether they’ve been effective. It’s a
ludic thing: one’s article did well; other’s didn’t. The
other day an editor wrote an article about health, with
a very good title and showed a high score, and I gave
him a call to congratulate him as he had not been at
work that day. If it is the most read article, you have
to congratulate them.

[And what if it is not the most read, but it has been
very well produced, providing sources, well written,
do you congratulate them?]

Hmm, it’s a pity to have been working for about
a month and your article doesn’t get good results.
It doesn’t work for me. It’s not a good article”. (V.
Pombinho, personal communication, 4 October 2015)

The editor admitted registering who came up with
ideas, how much each editor wrote and how effec-
tive their articles resulted. Quantity and success were
measured considering metrics, which was made clear
in the team work and referred by all journalists as
ludic. Here, by contrast, it is viewed as control based
on TIC application (“Work Code™) and direct group
control (“Labor Code™). This editor’s articles were
not read as the number of clicks showed. In addition
to this, all workmates have access to that data, not
only as they observe others’ metrics, but also because
each journalist’s productivity is publicly shown. Why
does tension arise when production is quantified? To
some extent, it is due to cultural industries features,
that is the level of cultural insertion in the industry
field. In order to design a car, first a prototype is
needed, that is to say, carrying it out from a prede-
fined model, whose result can be anticipated and the
time economies can be measured, beyond any error
or unexpected problem.

Instead, producing a cultural product involves an
a priori work which is predominantly random.

Even though this research has not found any pro-
ductivity in terms of working hour output (number of
products per working hour), it did show the existence
of quantitative criteria regarding individual efficien-
cy which is registered, analyzed and exposed. ‘I at-
tended several meetings with my editors to discuss
my low productivity and they showed me the metrics
results’ (M. Giambartolomei, personal communica-
tion, 9 September 2015).

On the other hand, many writers and editors ad-
mitted having worked unpaid extra hours to guar-
antee widely read and successful articles. “I have
worked extra hours many times to fulfill all my du-
ties. This obviously is not paid, not even appreciated”
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(B. Struminger, personal communication, 17 Sep-
tember 2015).

In this sense, the journalists considered that the
application that management made of the metrics
conditioned the possibilities of doing creative work.
The definition of creative work varied among the in-
terviewees although a pattern that I noticed was the
link between the product heterogeneity and unique-
ness and the fact of giving it the author’s stamp (Re-
tegui, 2017). Creative work is considered highly un-
certain, subject to trial and error, hard to be controlled
over time and where subjectivity is essential (Dantas,
2006; Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2011; Zallo, 1988).

5.2. The Score: Unclear Metrics and Processes

Designed in 2018 by data analysts and engineers at
La Nacion, the Score measurement system is a per-

system of
measurement
consumption
in La Nacion

INTERACTION
LEVEL
Comments,
likes, shares
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formance indicator of digital content in high frequen-
cy users, operating on a number of variables. Journal-
ists also participated in its design.

“We knew that too many people resisted to the
click bait and that’s why other variables have been
considered, like web consumption time or user inter-
action”, claimed F. Pikholc, Audience Development
Manager (personal communication, 17 May 2018).

At first, there were more than two hundred variables.
Finally, they left about twenty pure variables. The algo-
rithmic and mathematical combination of all these vari-
ables is translated into a score (by author, by content and
by section). The measurement determines thresholds for
each content, by means of a graphical representation of
the average data group distribution.

In summary, the Score consists of four groups of
variables (see figure ‘Score Model’):

SATISFACTION
Time spent
reading

INTEREST
Click Through
Ratio (CTR)

ECONOMIC
VARIABLE

>Digital conversion rate

Figure 1. Score Model

5.2.1. The group of variables called “Interest”
basically measures the click rate (how many users
actually consume that content);

5.2.2. The group of variables “User Interaction
Level” (comments, likes, shares);

5.2.3. The group called “Satisfaction” measures,
in quantitative terms, the time a user spends on
content. It combines consumption time, theoretical
consumption time and news article’s permanence
time on the webpage. Theoretical consumption time
refers to the number of minutes that ‘in theory’ it
would take to read an article, considering the number
of characters in a text, video duration and diagrams
complexity (whether they are part of the content or
not). “This is not a very sophisticated tool, but it
is useful to have an approximation and those texts

trebling the theoretical time are dismissed”, explained
the Audience Development Manager;

5.2.4. The group called “Economic variable” allows,
onthe one hand, to quantify the contents and journalists
who succeed in turning users into subscribers; and
on the other, to compare subscribers’ consumption in
relation to non-subscribers (registered in the database
but not paying).

The Score is based exclusively on quantitative as-
pects: how many clicks, reading time spent on the
news article, number of shares. As Cathy O’Neil
(2007), mathematician and researcher, claims, these
models dismiss certain information since in order to
create a model, some selections regarding what is
important to be included must be made. This entails
simplification. One of the interviewed journalists
stated:



Retegui, L.M. Estud. mensaje period. 27(4) 2021: 1205-1214

“The Score model attempts against the operation-
al level. I spent three months working with an inter-
active Boca-River design: match by match, date by
date, because I like data journalism. That three-month
job was given six hours of life on the homepage. And
the explanation they gave me was that [ didn’t score
well” (P. Lisotto, personal communication, 12 July
2019)

One doubt regarding scoring systems in general
is related to the unclear or incomplete information
that is measured. In the case analyzed here, several
journalists agreed on a complaint: the complexity
of synthesizing the formula that determines author
scoring or article scoring. A writer in La Nacion
stated:

“If you ask for your score balance, they give
you a detailed overview of the variables (Satisfac-
tion, Interests and Interaction) and the final beta
coefficient. We know whetherthat score is good
or bad in relation to the articles included in your
section, but we don’t know how that scoring is cal-
culated” (Tania, personal communication, 12 Feb-
ruary 2019)

In the same way, the audience manager stated:

“It is an open methodology. They know the compo-
nents, an estimated formula. There is no secret, but the
calculation is complex to be measured, because before
doing the maths there is a data process, where certain
information is excluded like the cases where theoret-
ical time is trebled. That data processing, before the
calculation, is not recognized by the author” (F. Pik-
holc, personal communication, 28 February 2019)

On the other hand, the “Economic variable” is
increasingly pervading the metric system, but it was
not discussed with journalists in the design and test-
ing phase, as it was done with the other groups of
variables. Since 2017, La Nacion has implemented
the use of a metered paywall, a digital monetization
system. Unsubscribed readers can only read a limit-
ed number of articles without cost. In that sense, the
measurement is related to the digital business model
in the company.

La Nacion current management aims for the Score
Model to become “a management tool for all sec-
tions”, acknowledged the General Secretary of the
Editorial Office:

“In La Nacion we are starting a new era, the al-
gorithm battle, and that is a challenge: what position
will artificial intelligence be assigned and what po-
sition will the editor be assigned? From the point of
view of an editor, performing a role which involves
competing for numbers, I wonder how many battles
they will lose because they need to communicate
something. It is the reader that puts me under pres-
sure. If they are not interested about what I do, to
whom am I writing?” (J. Del Rio, personal commu-
nication, 26 April, 2019).

The economic factor is relevant according to the
changes mentioned by the General Secretary of the
Editorial Office: “Todaythe hardest part is sustain-
ing structures that, in traditional media like these,
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are large and expensive”. At the end of this article,
La Nacion had approximately 300 permanent press
workers. According to its delegates, the company
staff was reduced by 20% between 2019 and 2020.
Fear spreads in the newsroom, in a complex econom-
ic context for the company and the media ecosystem
in general. This productivity evaluation is feared to
be taken as the justification to dismiss reporters with
low scores or to impose unexpected disciplinary ac-
tions.

In this sense, two editors-in-chief pointed out that
there is a tension between the editorial line and the
business logic:

“The management asks us to make quality con-
tent, but then you have a team dedicated to produce
many light articles that measure well. In the end, the
Score is more sophisticated, but it yields a similar re-
sult to the other metrics”. (N. Casesse, personal com-
munication, 23 June 2020)

“Screens are installed everywhere, showing news
stories rankings in real time, with author’s full names.
Every day reporters gather to deliver a presentation
for the person in charge of the section. The topic of
the day is discussed, what happened and which news
stories presented the highest scores at the beginning
of the day. You are asked to write articles according
to the most popular searches on Google or social me-
dia” (N. Balinotti, personal communication, 13 Feb-
ruary 2019).

According to him, at some point, a prize was
intended to be given as a reward for the best-read
article of the week. This did not last long, but they
tried to do it. To the question whether there was any
kind of “punishment”, apart from a reward, a writer
claimed that there was, specially to those reporters
who had spent long hours, writing a worth reading
article, which was not even published in the home
page, as the only aspect that matters is that news sto-
ries “score”.

The need to increase the number of digital sub-
scribers is increasingly being discussed in manage-
ment meetings. At this point, the economic factor was
incorporated to the Score. Even though the company
has provided no data about this variable, (for exam-
ple, how it would be applied, in what cases, what in-
formation is incorporated, what is discarded), some
issues that involve future research are revealed: What
real weight does that economic variable have? What
will happen to those journalists who fail to convert
users into subscribers? How does it affect the content
consumed by audiences?

6. Conclusion and Limitations

The introduction of metrics data in newsrooms cannot
be understood without considering the digital context
which has driven and that drives deep changes in the
work processes occurring in media industries. In that
context, this article focused on how a traditional media
inArgentina, like La Nacion, introduced and applied
systems of consumption measurement in the newsroom
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and how journalists internalized those changes. In line
with Boczkowski, the analysis shows that technology
plays a critical role in enabling transformations in jour-
nalistic practices, but it does not determine this pattern
of variance. “By contrast, this pattern emerges from
a combination of factors at the intersection of situat-
ed practices and contextual structures” (Boczkowski,
2010, p.: 60).

La Nacion has increasingly introduced different
metric systems in work processes. At first, it did hire
metrics systems in international audience companies,
like Chartbeat or Parce.ly. Also, strategically, La Na-
cion designed and introduced its own model of con-
sumption measurement; on the one hand, this was done
to reduce the perceived discomfort that was present in
the newsroom, especially linked to a predominance of
the click, “a culture of the click” (Anderson, 2011).
Also, it is related to its business strategy, the paywall.

The application of metrics brought to the surface
what has already been studied by authors like Bocz-
kowski & Mitchelstein (2013, 2015): the tensions be-
tween two logics, one logic that is commercial and ap-
plied by La Nacion, and the other, a professional logic,
connected to the obligations in the journalistic work.
Many journalists acknowledged feeling frustrated and
stressed at not being able to do their job with greater
autonomy. The distrust and resistance to work under
metrics prescription were in general related to the idea
of quantifying the effort and producing according to
demand.

However, they also acknowledged feeling “curi-
ous” and being aware of the measurements to confirm
whether their articles attract a good number of readers,
and some journalists even associated metrics with a
stimulating ludic situation (Ferrer, 2017). Metrics can
be a source of intense stress for writers and editors, but
also one of validation and solace, as we can see in Petre
(2015). While studying a long period in the newsroom
in La Nacion, 1 observed that these “curiosity” about
metrics was increasing.

What are the main complaints about the new meas-
urement system called Score? As the Score arrives at
a certain result, many journalists consider its process
a “black box”. In other words, even though journalists
were able to participate in the Score Model design, truth
is that only a few of them are familiar with the process-
ing and interpretation of data which is done later.

As in Ferrer’s study (2017), it is found that social
metrics—such as number of reads, likes, and shares—are
combined with production metrics—such as number of
articles written, frequency of production, and number
of conversions (from users to subscribers) and trans-
lated into a metric version of journalistic performance.

The problem is not the algorithmic system per se.
It is reasonable that the company supports data engi-
neering and metrics’ virtues, as other companies in the
rest of the world do in pursuit of a successful business
model. The problem is to design articles with skewed
data, unclear objectives or to measure only on quantita-
tive terms a profession, which, even in a digital context,
entails creativity.
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It is observed that the coordination and control of
work processes, based on the application of metrics
(“Work Code”), did not respond to a rigid technical
control, common in other economic sectors. This might
be linked to the symbolic and random side that con-
centrates the journalistic work and to some autonomy
required to obtain the raw material (the information).
However, although it was not presented as a rigid tech-
nical control, it at least conditioned journalistic work
and “punished” those who do not adjust to the metrics
system, since relating journalistic content or even a
news reporter to a success pattern; compensating only
the articles with the highest scores; creating a “Big
Brother” in the newsroom (with screens showing in
real time the scores and their respective writers) affects
journalistic work. The company may take this as an
excuse to dismiss writers who do not fit to this mathe-
matical system, apart from predicting their productivi-
ty. All online interviewees recognized using or having
used the metrics to think and create content from the
moment the registry was bleached. This is what we call
the “Labor Code” based on the worker’s self-control
and the editors-in chief’s simple control of writers.

In a context where job positions are being lost, like
the one this newsroom is going through, whatever the
management does with that data may become a source
of concern for journalists. It is necessary to mention
once more one of the main variables in the Score Model:
“Economics variables” quantify the contents and jour-
nalists who succeed in turning users into subscribers. To
what extent does that group of variables affect a journal-
ist’s final score? Journalists themselves are in the dark
about it and this is a doubt this article cannot cover.

In summary, the analysis of the metrics impact on
newsrooms and journalists’ feelings “must be analyzed
in their social, historical, and economic contexts, in or-
der to understand the diffusion, acceptance, and use of
a technology, which may then be used in myriad ways”
(Zamith, 2018, p. 419). All this affects professionals in
this industry, how they think and feel about their pro-
fessional activity. It should not be forgotten that the
media are cultural industries, therefore, journalistic
activity (even in the data science era) shows charac-
teristics (as the creative work) and processes that are
too complex to be standardized and synthesized with a
mere scoring system.

Although this research is based on a case study and
does not allow generalities, the discussions can be ex-
trapolated to the study of other media in the region. I
consider that it is important to understand the produc-
tive base where news content for the public will be de-
veloped. The studies about metrics at journalistic work,
though, have not shown a deep development neither in
Argentina nor in the rest of the region. It also suggests
the need for a theoretical and methodological triangula-
tion for the analysis of the impact of metrics on current
newsroom: combining analysis in work processes with
content analysis, a pending issue in communication
studies in Latin America and also in this article. Are
metrics actually shaping content, and if so, how? There
is much yet to explore and explain.



Retegui, L.M. Estud. mensaje period. 27(4) 2021: 1205-1214 1213

7. Bibliographic References

Albornoz, L. (2005). Los diarios online de informacion general: el caso de los grandes periodicos en espariiol. [Doctoral
Thesis]. Facultad de Ciencias de la Informacion, Universidad Complutense de Madrid. https://bit.ly/3A20KrC

Alonso, P. (2007). Los lenguajes de oposicion en la década de 1880. La Nacion y El Nacional. Revista de Instituciones,
Ideas y Mercados, 4, 35-46. https://bit.ly/30pKX1Y

Anderson, C. W. (2011). Between creative and quantified audiences: Web metrics and changing patterns of newswork in
local US newsrooms. Journalism, 12 (5), 550-566.
Anderson, C.W. (2017). “Newsroom Ethnography and Historical Context. In P.Boczkowski & C.W. Anderson (eds).
Remaking the news. Essays on the Future of Journalism Scholarship in the Digital Age (61-79). The MIT Press,.
Becerra, M. (2015). De la concentracion a la convergencia. Politicas de medios en Argentina y América Latina. Editorial
Paidos.

Becerra, M. (2018). Euforia y depresion. El ocaso del gran diario argentino. Letra P. https://bit.ly/3isWeOR

Becerra, M., & Mastrini, G. (2018). La concentracion infocomunicacional en América Latina (2000— 2015). Nuevos
medios y tecnologias, menos actores. Universidad Nacional de Quilmes y Observacom.

Blaustein, E., & Zubieta, M. (1998). Deciamos ayer. La prensa argentina durante el proceso. Colihue.

Boczkowski, P. (2004). Digitizing the News: Innovation in Online Newspapers. The MIT Press.

Boczkowski, P. (2010). News at work: Imitation in an age of information abundance.

The University of Chicago Press.

Boczkowski, P., & Anderson, C.W. (2017). Remaking the news. Essays on the Future of Journalism Scholarship in the
Digital Age.: The MIT Press.

Boczkowski, P. & Mitchelstein, E. (2013). The News Gap. When the Information Preferences of the Media and the Public
Divergence. MIT Press.

Boczkowski, P., &Mitchelstein, E. (2015). La tirania del click. Quién marca la agenda informativa. Revista Anfibia.
https://bit.ly/3A0Yy5C

Boczkowski, P., & Mitchelstein, E. (2019). Qué medios plataformas digitales lideran el consumo de noticias en Argentina.
Infobae. https://bit.ly/3a0LZwk

Bolaiio, C. (2013). Industria cultural, informacion y capitalismo. Barcelona: Gedisa Bunce, M. (2017). Management
and resistance in the digital newsroom: Making news at the Reuters newswire”. Journalism. https://dx.doi.
org/10.1177/1464884916688963.

Calcagno, N. (2019). El futuro ya llegd. Infol35. https://bit.ly/2Yag3D2

Dantas, M. (2006). Informagao e trabalho no capitalismo contemporaneo. Revista da Sociedade Brasileira de Economia
Politica, 19, 44-72, Rio de Janeiro (2006). https://bit.ly/3BSETSw

De La Torre, L., & Téramo, M. T. (2005). Medicion de la calidad periodistica: la informacion y su publico. En Doxa
comunicacion. Revista Interdisciplinar de Estudios de Comunicacion y Ciencias Sociales. https://doi.org/10.31921/
doxacom.n3al0

De Mateo, R., Bergés, L. & Sabater, M. (2009). Gestion de empresas de comunicacion. Comunicacion Social. Ediciones
y publicaciones.

Ferrer-Conill, R. (2017). Quantifying journalism? A study on the use of data and gamification to motivate journalists.
Television & New Media, 18(8), 706—720. https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476417697271

Hesmondhalgh, D., & Baker, S. (2011). Creative Labour. Media work in three cultural industries. Routledge.

Hindman, M. (2017). Journalism Ethics and Digital Audience Data. In P. Boczkowski, & C.W. Anderson (eds). Remaking
the news. Essays on the Future of Journalism Scholarship in the Digital Age (177-193). The MIT Press.

Instituto Verificador de Circulacion (2019). BoletinXPress, Noviembre 2019. Buenos Aires, Argentina. https://bit.
ly/3uAbpuw

La Nacion busca un rescate (27 March 2019). Pagina/12. https://bit.ly/2ZKleKJ

Luchessi, L. (2009). Migrantes, pobres y excluidos. El rol de la prensa de un otro criminalizado. [Tesis Doctoral en
Ciencia Politica]. Universidad de Belgrano.

Luchessi, L. (ed) (2010). Nuevos escenarios detras de las noticias. Agendas, tecnologias y consumos. La Crujia.

MacGregor, P. (2007). Tracking the online audience. Metric data start a subtle revolution. Journalism, 8 (2), 280— 298.

Martini, S., & Luchesi, L. (2004) Los que hacen la noticia. Biblos.

Masip, P., Diaz-Noci, J., Domingo, D., Mic6, J., & Salaverria, R. (2010). Investigacion internacional sobre ciberperiodismo:
hipertexto, interactividad, multimedia y convergencia. £/ profesional de la informacion, 19 (6), 568-576. https://bit.ly/311V3r9

Mastrini, G. (2017). “Economia politica de la comunicacion e industrias culturales: apuntes sobre su vigencia actual”.
Revista Internacional de Comunicacion y Desarrollo. https://bit.ly/3DaavI9

O’Neil, C. (2017). Weapons of Math Destruction. How big data increases inequality and threatens democracy. Broadway
Books.

O’Connor, J. (2011). “Las industrias creativas y culturales: una historia critica”.

Ekonomiaz, 78, 24-47.

Petre, C. (2015). The traffic factories: Metrics at Chartbeat, Gawker Media and The New York Times. Tow Center for
Digital Journalism.


https://bit.ly/3A2OKrC
https://bit.ly/3opKXlY
https://bit.ly/3isWeOR
https://bit.ly/3A0Yy5C
https://bit.ly/3a0LZwk
https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1464884916688963
https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1464884916688963
https://bit.ly/2Yag3D2
https://bit.ly/3B8ETSw
https://doi.org/10.31921/ doxacom.n3a10
https://doi.org/10.31921/ doxacom.n3a10
https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476417697271
https://bit.ly/3uAbpuw
https://bit.ly/3uAbpuw
https://bit.ly/2ZKleKJ
https://bit.ly/3l1V3r9
https://bit.ly/3DaavI9

1214 Retegui, L.M. Estud. mensaje period. 27(4) 2021: 1205-1214

Pinch, T., & Bijker, W. (1984). “The Social Construction of Facts and Artefacts: Or How the Sociology of Science and the
Sociology of Technology Might Benefit Each Other”. Social Studies of Science, 14 (3), 399-441.

Raimondo Anselmino, N. (2012). Un repaso por los estudios sobre la prensa online en el &mbito académico nacional.
Question, 1 (33), 235-248. https://bit.ly/3ipY163

Restrepo, E. (2016). Etnografias, alcances, técnicas y éticas, Envion Editores.

Retegui, L. (2017). Los procesos de organizacion del trabajo en la redaccion de un diario. Un estudio a partir del
diario La Nacion, en el contexto digital (1995-2013). [Doctoral Thesis]. Universidad Nacional de Quilmes. https://
bit.ly/30FLMHN

Roldéan, M. (2010a). Trabajo creativo y produccion de contenidos televisivos en el marco del capitalismo informacional
contemporanco. Reflexiones sobre el caso argentino. In S. Sel (ed). Politicas de comunicacion en el capitalismo
contemporaneo. América Latina y sus encrucijadas (pp. 69-98). CLACSO. https://bit.ly/3inDVdW

Roldan, M. (2010b). Codifying “Creative Work and Labor and Contemporary Informational Capitalism. Implications for
Development. In E. Ruiz-Ben. Internationale Arbeitsrdume (pp. 225-257). Centaurus (Freiburg Br).

Roldan, M. (2014). Produccién de Contenidos Informaticos Poiéticos Conexos a las Industrias Culturales. Implicaciones
para el Desarrollo: Argentina (2003-2012). In M. Dantas (ed). Avances en los procesos de democratizacion de la
comunicacion en América Latina. Rio de Janeiro: Coleccion Grupos de Trabajo CLACSO. https://bit.ly/3irtbv0

Rost, A. (2000). La interactividad en el periodico digital. [Doctoral Thesis] Facultad de Ciencias de la Comunicacion,
Universidad Autonoma de Barcelona. https://bit.ly/314fpjM

Salaverria, R. (2016). Ciberperiodismo en Iberoamerica. Editorial Ariel.

Salaverria, R., & Negredo, S. (2008). Periodismo integrado. Convergencia de medios y reorganizacion de redacciones,
Editorial Sol90.

Sidicaro, R. (1993). La politica mirada desde arriba. Las ideas del diario La Nacion (1909-1989). Editorial Sudamericana.

Singer, J. (2011). Community Service: Editor Pride and User Preference on Local Newspaper Websites. Journalism
Practice, 5 (6), 623-642.

Tremblay, G. (2011). Industrias culturales, economia creativa y sociedad de la informacion. In L. Albornoz (ed). Poder,
Medios y cultura. Una mirada critica desde la Economia Politica de la Comunicacion. Paidos.

Ulanovsky, C. (2005). Paren las rotativas. Diarios, revistas y periodistas (1970-2000). Editorial Planeta.

Usher, N. (2013). Al Jazeera English Online. Digital Journalism, 1:3, 335-351. https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21670811.20
13.801690

Voicu, M., & Babonea, A. (2011). “Using the snowball method in marketing research in hidden population”. International
conference: CKS — Challenges of the Knowledge Soc, 2011, 1341— 1351.

Williams, R. (2011). Television. Tecnologia y forma cultural, Buenos Aires: Paidos. Zallo, R. (1988). Economia de la
comunicacion y la cultura. Akal.

Zallo, R. (2007). La Economia de la cultura (y de la comunicacion) como objeto de estudio. Revista Zer, 22, 215-234.
https://bit.ly/3a2dTs1

Zallo, R. (2011). Estructuras de la comunicacion y de la cultura. Politicas para la era digital. Editorial Gedisa.

Zamith, R. (2018). Quantified Audiences in News Production. Digital Journalism, 6, 4, 418-435. https://dx.doi.org/10.1
080/21670811.2018.1444999.

Lorena Marisol Retegui. PhD in Social and Human Sciences (UNQ), Master in Cultural Industries, politics
and management (UNQ), Bachelor of Communication Sciences (UNLP). She worked as a journalist for news-
papers in La Plata city and government press offices. She is currently a postdoctoral scholarship researcher
at CONICET, and participates in different research projects on the media sector and communication politics.
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4310-075X


https://bit.ly/3ipYl63
https://bit.ly/3oFLMHN
https://bit.ly/3oFLMHN
https://bit.ly/3inDVdW
https://bit.ly/3irtbv0
https://bit.ly/3l4fpjM
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2013.801690
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2013.801690
https://bit.ly/3a2dTs1
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2018.1444999
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2018.1444999
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4310-075X

