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Abstract
Journalists perceive 25% to 80% of their coverage to be influenced by public 
relations (PR). However, there is hardly any research on what factors determine 
where on this wide spectrum an individual journalist will fall. This study analyzed 
the extent and source of the perceived influence of PR on news coverage via 
a quantitative survey of German journalists. On average, participants perceived 
over one third of their work to be influenced by PR, and a number of variables 
were found to be associated with the degree of this impact. Role conceptions as 
populist mobilizers and newsroom conventions discouraging excessive reliance 
on PR decreased the influence of PR on news coverage. Secondary employments 
in the field of PR, having close personal relationships with PR professionals, and 
considering interests of publishers or advertisers increased the impact of PR on 
journalistic content.
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Dealing with public relations (PR) is often a balancing act for journalists. On the one 
hand, journalists depend on PR, especially when working with limited time and finan-
cial resources (Curtin, 1999; Gandy, 1982). On the other hand, relying too much on PR 
can lead to less rigorous investigations and a loss of journalistic independence: While 
journalists have a duty to inform the public, PR professionals are hired to serve the 
particular interests of their clients (Lewis, Williams, & Franklin, 2008; Reich, 2010; 
Riesmeyer, 2007). In light of this conflict of interests, journalists often depict PR and 
PR professionals as a necessary evil (Aronoff, 1975; Cameron, Sallot, & Curtin, 1997).

Despite this critical attitude toward PR sources, research shows that 25% to 80% of 
journalistic coverage is influenced by PR (Cameron et al., 1997). Because these estima-
tions vary a great deal, it might be reasonably assumed that a number of variables deter-
mine the degree of influence PR have on journalistic content. Research to date has 
primarily aimed at quantifying the impact of PR on journalistic content by analyzing the 
“proportion of news items originating from press releases, press conferences or indi-
vidual contacts between sources and reporters” (Donsbach, 2004, p. 136). Other studies 
have described different aspects of the relationships between journalists and PR profes-
sionals, such as forms of contact, instruments of power, or personal relations (Cho, 2006; 
Curtin, 1999; Jo & Kim, 2004; Pincus, Rimmer, Rayfield, & Cropp, 1993; Shin & 
Cameron, 2003; Waters, Tindall, & Morton, 2010). However, these studies have not 
analyzed how these factors determine the influence of PR on news coverage. Therefore, 
“it remains unclear what factors in the news process have finally brought about a certain 
‘impact’” (Donsbach, 2004, p. 136). Hence, the purpose of the present study is both to 
identify the determinants of the perceived influence of PR on journalistic content and to 
analyze these determinants’ relative impact (also see Reich, 2010; Sinaga & Wu, 2007).

Influences and Perceived Influences on Journalistic 
Content

A number of theoretical frameworks pertain to possible influences on journalistic 
news coverage (Ettema, Whitney, & Wackman, 1987; Preston, 2009; Whitney, 
Sumpter, & McQuail, 2004). One of the most prominent frameworks is the levels-of-
influence approach (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996), which proposes five main groups of 
variables that influence journalistic content: attributes of the individual journalists, 
media routines, and attributes of media organizations, as well as extra-media and ideo-
logical influences. More recently, Preston (2009) has instead differentiated individual 
influences, media routines, organizational influences, political-economic factors, and 
cultural and ideological power. Although both models name similar variables of influ-
ence, these variables are placed on different levels (Hanitzsch et al., 2010).

Both conceptualizations propose that individual attributes such as journalist demo-
graphics and role conceptualizations can affect journalistic content. For instance, jour-
nalists who see themselves as adversaries to societal elites may value different topics 
and portray information differently than journalists who aim to neutrally and quickly 
disseminate information (Meyen & Riesmeyer, 2012; Preston, 2009; Shoemaker & 
Reese, 1996; Weaver & Wilhoit, 1991, 1996; Weaver & Willnat, 2012; Weischenberg, 
Malik, & Scholl, 2006). However, such individual attributes were shown to only  
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modestly affect journalistic content, when compared with the impact of journalistic 
routines and organizational attributes (Esser, 1998; Preston, 2009).

Journalistic routines, however, defined as “routinized, repeated practices and forms 
that media workers use to do their jobs” (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 105), can 
strongly affect news coverage. Journalists are increasingly constrained by shortages of 
time and financial resources in their daily work routines, making them more likely to 
rely on easily available sources such as online information or PR when producing 
journalistic content (Klinenberg, 2005; Preston, 2009). Organizational attributes (e.g., 
conventions in the newsroom and economic pressures) also influence news coverage. 
With regard to newsroom conventions, journalists may, for example, follow their pub-
lishers’ policies or serve the interests of advertisers by coordinating their journalistic 
content correspondingly (Breed, 1955; Hanusch, Hanitzsch, & Lauerer, 2015; 
Klinenberg, 2005; Sigelman, 1973); however, the influence of these factors may vary 
among different media systems (Preston, 2009). Economic pressures, such as the 
degree of competition a media organization faces or its financial situation, can also 
affect news coverage (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996).

On a media systems or ideological level, factors such as media laws or freedom of 
the press can determine journalistic work (Hanitzsch et  al., 2010). Because we are 
interested in the influences on journalistic content in a single country, media systems 
and ideological levels play a negligible role in the present study, as the German media 
is generally free of such rules or constraints.

The factors given for both individual attributes and journalistic routines mainly refer 
to objective influences, although journalists’ perceived influences can also strongly 
affect journalistic content. The importance to consider perceived influences was clearly 
shown by Hanitzsch et al. (2010), who demonstrated in a cross-national study that jour-
nalists perceive procedural (e.g., time pressure), professional (e.g., conventions in the 
editorial department), and organizational influences (e.g., the work routines of publish-
ers) to be the most important determinants of their work. Participants in Hanitzsch et al.’s 
study also reported economic factors (e.g., anticipated interests of advertisers) as influ-
encing their news coverage (Hanitzsch et al., 2010; also see Hanitzsch & Mellado, 2011).

The literature reviewed in this section strongly indicates that journalistic routines 
and organizational characteristics can markedly affect journalistic content; in addition, 
albeit weaker, individual characteristics may also influence journalistic coverage. 
However, there are only very few studies analyzing how these determinants affect the 
perceived influence of PR on journalistic content (Donsbach, 2004; Sallot & Johnson, 
2006; Sinaga & Wu, 2007).

Perceived Influence of PR on Journalistic Content

Although a number of studies have analyzed the perceived influence of PR on journal-
istic content, their findings vary a great deal: For example, a survey of U.S. journalists 
reported that they perceive 44% of media coverage to be influenced by PR (Sallot & 
Johnson, 2006), 57.3% of Australian travel journalists stated that press releases 
increasingly replace stories that were formerly based on journalistic research (Hanusch, 
2012), and journalists working for leading Israeli media organizations perceived PR 
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professionals to contribute to 73% of journalistic content (Reich, 2010). A summary of 
over 100 studies analyzing the relationship between PR and journalism found that 
25% to 80% of journalistic content is influenced by PR such as press releases, press 
conferences, and conversations with PR professionals (Cameron et al., 1997).

There are three possible main reasons for these contradictory findings: First, these 
differences could be due to the fact that PR impact on journalistic coverage depends 
greatly on the attributes of the individual journalists, their work routines, and the 
media organizations they work for. Macro-level variables such as media laws, freedom 
of the press, and the state development of PR in specific countries also determine PR 
influence on journalistic content (Cameron et al., 1997; Hanitzsch et al., 2010; Lewis 
et al., 2008; Reich, 2010). Hence, to explain the variance in the findings regarding PR 
influence, there is a need for studies that analyze the impact of individual and organi-
zational factors, as well as comparative research that takes possible macro-level deter-
minants into account.

Another possible reason for these contradictory findings could be different concep-
tualizations of influence. The influence of PR on journalistic content comes not only in 
the form of providing press releases but can also manifest itself in multifaceted ways 
that are often hard to trace back; these less traceable forms include out-of-newsroom 
exchanges, as well as diverse forms of oral or electronic communications with PR pro-
fessionals (Reich, 2010). Furthermore, PR influence manifests itself in various ways in 
journalistic content: Its influence can range from providing an idea for an article or 
arguments for a position, to being featured—either in a revised or unrevised form—in 
the final news item (Reber & Berger, 2006; Reich, 2010). As the present study seeks to 
identify variables that determine how PR influence journalistic content, a broad concept 
of influence is necessary. Influence is therefore defined as the use of power to get things 
done (Mintzberg, 1983). The influence of PR on journalistic coverage manifests itself 
by gaining access, being heard, and shaping decisions (Reber & Berger, 2006).

The final reason why findings in this research area differ so much may be due to the 
different ways that PR influence on journalistic content is assessed. For instance, jour-
nalists may estimate the degree of the influence of PR differently when asked about 
their own news coverage, compared with the news coverage of all journalists in a 
certain country (Sallot & Johnson, 2006). Due to third person perceptions, journalists 
are likely to perceive their own content as being less susceptible to the influence of PR 
than the content of others. Moreover, different forms of assessment, such as closed-
ended versus open-ended questions, Likert-type scales, or estimates of percentages 
may have contributed to the observed variance in the results.

Taken together, it is difficult to compare the findings on the influence of PR on 
journalistic content between studies. However, while the precise extent of this influ-
ence is not known, these studies present solid evidence that a considerable amount of 
journalistic news coverage contains information based on PR (Cameron et al., 1997; 
Curtin, 1999; Sallot & Johnson, 2006).

Despite the large number of PR influencing journalistic content, journalists often 
assess their relationship to PR professionals as ambivalent or even as a necessary evil 
(Aronoff, 1975; Cameron et  al., 1997; Sallot & Johnson, 2006). Some journalists 
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perceive PR to be unreliable or are annoyed by the large quantities of PR content that 
they receive on a daily basis (Hanusch, 2012; Weischenberg et al., 2006). This distrust 
of PR may be due to the fact that journalists have a public duty to inform the public, 
offer multiple viewpoints, and represent societal interests, while PR professionals are 
primarily charged with representing the interests of their clients (Aronoff, 1975; 
Riesmeyer, 2007; Ryan & Martinson, 1988). However, despite this conflict of interests, 
some journalists assess PR quite positively, seeing these materials as providing a valu-
able—as well as cost- and time-effective—contribution to journalistic work (Curtin, 
1999; Hanusch, 2012; Larsson, 2009; Sallot & Johnson, 2006). Correspondingly, 
Gandy (1982, p. 62) argues that PR are “information subsidies,” supplying journalists 
with information and helping them to save resources such as time and money. In light 
of these findings, we pose the following research question:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): To what extent do journalists perceive their journal-
istic content and the journalistic content of their peers to be affected by PR and how 
do they evaluate this influence?

Determinants of the Perceived Influence of PR on 
Journalistic Content

As outlined in the preceding section, research demonstrates that a moderate percent-
age of journalistic content is influenced by PR. Determining the impact of PR on 
journalistic work is, therefore, of great importance (Cameron et al., 1997; Donsbach, 
2004; Weaver, 2015). Given the scant preliminary evidence on this particular question, 
we referred instead to research on the determinants of journalistic content in general. 
A literature review shows that individual attributes, journalistic routines, and organi-
zational attributes were especially likely to contribute to the impact of PR on journal-
istic content (Hanitzsch et  al., 2010; Preston, 2009; Reich & Hanitzsch, 2013; 
Shoemaker, Eichholz, Kim, & Wrigley, 2001).

Influence of Journalists’ Individual Attributes

In this section, we elaborate on attributes of individual journalists that might deter-
mine the perceived influence of PR on news coverage. In general, individual attri-
butes have been found to modestly affect journalistic content (Esser, 1998; Preston, 
2009; Weaver & Wilhoit, 1991); however, it remains unclear if the role of individual 
attributes remains the same in determining the influence of PR. A survey investigat-
ing how Indonesian journalists estimate the influence of PR on their news coverage 
provides some initial insights (Sinaga & Wu, 2007): The authors demonstrated that, 
of all the surveyed journalists’ demographic variables, only age negatively affected 
how frequently PR were used. However, in another study by Sinaga and Wu (2007), 
journalists working as reporters were found to use PR content more frequently than 
did news editors, indicating the one’s professional position also played some role. We 
therefore ask:
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Research Question 2 (RQ2): How do journalist demographics and professional 
positions affect the perceived influence of PR on their journalistic content?

Role conceptions of journalists can directly translate into journalistic content 
and, hence, may also determine the use of PR (Patterson & Donsbach, 1996; 
Shoemaker & Reese, 1996; van Dahlen, de Vreese, & Albæk, 2012). Cohen (1963) 
distinguishes between two core journalistic role conceptions: a neutral one, primar-
ily aimed at providing factual information, and a participant one, which incorporates 
interpreting facts and presenting solutions to social issues. Subsequently, Weaver 
and Wilhoit (1986, 1996) identified three clusters of journalistic role conceptions: 
disseminators, interpreters, and adversaries. Journalists who see themselves as dis-
seminators primarily aim to spread news that is of interest to the largest possible 
audience and to do so as quickly as possible. Interpreters try to analyze and explain 
complex problems, and adversaries focus on challenging societal elites. In subse-
quent studies, they added populist mobilizers, who try to present solutions to social 
grievances and to engage audiences to benefit the socially disadvantaged (Beam, 
Weaver, & Brownlee, 2009; Weaver & Willnat, 2012; Willnat & Weaver, 2014; 
Weaver, Beam, Brownlee, Voakes, & Wilhoit, 2007). Comparative studies have 
shown that similar journalistic role conceptions exist around the globe, although the 
degree of support for different conceptions differs by country (Hanitzsch, 2011; van 
Dahlen et al., 2012; Willnat, Weaver, & Choi, 2013; Weischenberg et al., 2006).

Willnat et al. (2013) argue that “while a variety of measures by which journalists 
assess their profession exist in the literature, ‘interpretive,’ ‘disseminator,’ and ‘adver-
sarial’ journalistic roles are considered to be the ones that are linked most closely to 
journalistic competencies” (p. 173); these conceptions, including that of a populist 
mobilizer (Weaver & Willnat, 2012; Willnat & Weaver, 2014; Weaver et al., 2007), 
might be linked closely to journalists’ use of PR in their content production (van 
Dahlen et al., 2012). However, research on the impact of journalistic role conceptions 
on PR influence is scarce. For instance, Indonesian journalists who perceived their 
journalistic role to be the one of an adversary reported relying less on PR, while no 
relationship was found between identifying as interpreters and the use of PR (Sinaga 
& Wu, 2007). Based on these findings, one could reasonably assume that journalists 
who see their role as being adversaries against societal elites or as populist mobilizers 
might less readily incorporate PR materials than those who primarily aim to quickly 
and neutrally disseminate news and analyze events (Sinaga & Wu, 2007; van Dahlen 
et al., 2012). We therefore propose the following two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1a (H1a): Conceiving themselves as disseminators or interpreters 
increases the perceived influence of PR on their journalistic content.
Hypothesis 1b (H1b): Conceiving themselves as adversaries or populist mobiliz-
ers decreases the perceived influence of PR on their journalistic content.

Because relying on PR saves journalists time and money, it is logical that PR might 
exert a stronger influence on journalists with very limited resources (Donsbach, 2004; 
Reich & Hanitzsch, 2013). One such group are freelance journalists, who earn too 
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little to undertake cost- and time-intensive research (Meyen & Springer, 2009). The 
increasing difficulty of making a living as a freelance journalist also means that nearly 
half of the freelance journalists in Germany have secondary employment in the PR 
sector. However, working as a so-called “PR journalist” (Koch & Obermaier, 2014, p. 
473) is not exclusively done by freelance journalists; staff journalists may also take 
secondary jobs in the PR sector.

Although becoming a PR journalist is financially rewarding, one’s journalistic 
coverage may, naturally, be more strongly influenced by PR (Koch & Obermaier, 
2014; Obermaier & Koch, 2015). First, because PR journalists produce PR them-
selves, they may assess PR more positively and, in turn, more readily use these 
materials for their journalistic work (Sinaga & Callison, 2008). Second, a survey of 
freelance PR journalists in Germany found that participants could not prevent work-
ing on the same topics in their work as journalists and PR professionals (Koch & 
Obermaier, 2014). Thus, journalistic content by PR journalists may logically be 
affected by ideas or information from the PR that they produce. Hence, we suppose 
the following:

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): Working as a freelance journalist increases the perceived 
influence of PR on their journalistic content.
Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Having a secondary employment in the PR sector increases 
the perceived influence of PR on their journalistic content.

Influence of Journalistic Routines and Organizational Attributes

Because both journalistic routines and organizational attributes influence journalists’ 
professional autonomy and shape their news coverage, these characteristics might also 
affect their reliance on PR (Esser, 1998; Hanitzsch et al., 2010; Preston, 2009; Reich 
& Hanitzsch, 2013). Hence, this second section is concerned with these possible deter-
minants of PR influence on journalistic content.

The impact of PR on journalists’ news coverage may also be influenced by the 
beats that journalists mainly work for. Traditional soft news beats such as travel, 
health, fashion, beauty, and society have often been supposed to be more reliant on 
PR (Fürsich, 2012; Hanusch, 2012; Hanusch et al., 2015), while hard news beats such 
as politics, economics, and science are assumed to rely less on PR (Pincus et  al., 
1993; Reich, 2010; Weischenberg et al., 2006). We therefore propose the following:

Hypothesis 3a (H3a): Working for soft news beats rather than hard news beats 
increases the perceived influence of PR on journalistic content.

As mentioned in the preceding section, using PR as a source for news coverage 
helps journalists save time—a precious resource in most editorial departments (Beam 
et al., 2009; Curtin, 1999; Gandy, 1982; Weischenberg et al., 2006). Therefore, jour-
nalists who face time pressure in their daily work routines may more readily use PR in 
their journalistic content (Donsbach, 2004; Lewis et al., 2008; Sinaga & Wu, 2007). 
Hence, we assume,
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Hypothesis 3b (H3b): Facing time pressure in the daily work routines increases 
the perceived influence of PR on journalistic content.

Because an over-reliance on PR can negatively affect the depth of investigation 
and, in turn, journalistic independence, formal or informal conventions on the use of 
PR such as regular discussions in editorial meetings or codes of conduct might be 
upheld in editorial departments (also see Hafez, 2002; Himelboim & Limor, 2005). 
Knowing that they may face social sanctions if they fail to meet these normative 
expectations, journalists in such environments may rely less on PR (Ladendorf, 2012; 
Plaisance, Skewes, & Hanitzsch, 2012). Therefore, we presume,

Hypothesis 3c (H3c): Newsroom conventions on the use of PR decrease the per-
ceived influence of PR on their journalistic content.

Perceived constraints on journalistic autonomy when producing news coverage are 
another essential influence on the use of PR (Plaisance & Deppa, 2009; Reich & Hanitzsch, 
2013). Such restrictions to the autonomy of journalistic work might be, for example, both 
supervision of the news coverage that one produces and economic interests of the pub-
lishers or the advertising departments (Soloski, 1989; Weaver et al., 2007). When decid-
ing what role PR should play in their news coverage, journalists are expected to apply the 
professional standards demanded by their supervisors in the newsroom (Donsbach, 2004). 
If supervisors regularly review coverage to ensure that it is not excessively reliant on PR 
content, journalists are expected to rely less on PR to prevent sanctions. Furthermore, 
journalists are—at least to a certain degree—aware of the interests and influence of both 
advertisers and publishers (An & Bergen, 2007; Hanitzsch & Mellado, 2011; Hanusch 
et al., 2015; Reich & Hanitzsch, 2013; Nyilasi & Reid, 2011); anticipating the interests of 
advertisers and management has been shown to decrease journalists’ perceived decisional 
autonomy in content production (Hanitzsch et al., 2010; Reich & Hanitzsch, 2013). There 
is also some preliminary evidence that journalists bring their content into alignment with 
the anticipated interests of advertisers (Choi & Park, 2011; Hagen, In der Au, & Flämig, 
2015). Especially when publishers, management, or the advertising department strive to 
acquire and retain lucrative advertising clients (Hanusch et al., 2015; Larsson, 2009), the 
influence of PR on news coverage may increase as journalists have a strong incentive to 
produce content that serves the interests of revenue sources (Curtin, 1999; Hagen et al., 
2015; Larsson, 2009; McManus, 1995). This was explicitly borne out in a study of 
Indonesian journalists by Sinaga and Wu (2007): When managers or advertisers produced 
news coverage, PR were included more often than when news coverage was produced by 
independent sources. Based on this evidence, we propose the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4a (H4a): Newsroom counterchecking decreases the perceived influ-
ence of PR on journalistic content.
Hypothesis 4b (H4b): Journalists who consider the interests of publishers, manag-
ers, or advertisers experience an increased perceived influence of PR on their jour-
nalistic content.
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Finally, personal relationships between journalists and PR professionals could also 
affect PR influence on news coverage (Donsbach, 2004). Although journalists often 
assess their relationships with PR professionals rather negatively, over time, they 
might develop close personal working relations with individual PR professionals 
(Hanusch, 2012; Jeffers, 1977; Ryan & Martinson, 1988; Sallot & Johnson, 2006; Shin 
& Cameron, 2003). Journalists who maintain close and trustworthy relationships with 
PR professionals may both be confronted more often with PR and may evaluate PR 
more positively; in turn, PR may affect their journalistic content more strongly 
(Aronoff, 1976; Curtin, 1999; Sallot & Johnson, 2006). Therefore, we suppose,

Hypothesis 5 (H5): Close and trustworthy personal relationships between PR pro-
fessionals and journalists increase the perceived influence of PR on their journalis-
tic content.

Influence of Media Organizations’ Economic Attributes

The economic attributes of media organizations such as media ownership, reach, 
financial situation, and competition—as well as the perception of those attributes—
may also contribute to how PR is handled, changing the influence of PR on journalistic 
content (Curtin, 1999; McManus, 1995). Regarding media ownership, public broad-
casting differs from privately owned media organizations in many ways, especially in 
the resources such as time and money that journalists have for the production of news 
content (Hanitzsch & Mellado, 2011; also see Hanitzsch & Berganza, 2012). 
Publications with only local or regional circulations also often lack the financial 
resources of publications with national or international distribution, meaning that the 
former may therefore rely on PR to a greater extent than the latter. However, at the 
same time, PR activities on the national or international level might be more profes-
sionalized, making how the reach of media products affects PR influence on news 
coverage unclear (also see Curtin, 1999; Franklin, 2006; Lewis et al., 2008). Moreover, 
the financial situation of a media organization could affect journalists’ reliance on PR. 
As touched upon when comparing public and private media ownership, a poor finan-
cial situation may make it more likely that journalists would accept free materials from 
PR professionals; empirical findings on this relationship are, however, scarce. Finally, 
the degree of competition media organizations are faced with could determine the 
influence of PR on news coverage, although arguments could be made for influence in 
both directions: While strong competition may cause more economic pressure, entic-
ing journalists to rely more on PR, the presence of strong competition could also 
encourage media organizations to strive to provide content that meets high journalistic 
standards, thereby putting pressure on them to reduce the role of PR in their news 
coverage (McManus, 1995). Hence, the last research question is as follows:

Research Question 3 (RQ3): How do the ownership, reach, competition, and the 
financial situation of media organizations affect the perceived influence of PR on 
their journalistic content?
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Method

Sampling and Participants

To test the hypotheses and to provide answers to the research questions, we con-
ducted a quantitative online survey. In order to create a heterogenic sample of 
German journalists, we used “Zimpel Online,” a comprehensive (email-) address 
database providing around 90,000 weekly updated contacts to editorial departments 
and journalists. We deleted contact information of persons who do not work for 
journalistic publications (e.g., in corporate publishing instead) as well as of indi-
viduals who do not work journalistically (e.g., having an organizational or techni-
cal job at a journalistic medium instead such as in marketing or program planning; 
Weischenberg et al., 2006). For each initial letter of the last name, we randomly 
selected 500 contacts (whenever possible) and removed duplicates as well as obvi-
ously incorrect addresses. Finally, a total of 7,874 journalistic contacts remained in 
the random sample. In November 2013, we sent emails containing an invitation to 
these journalists. A total of 835 journalists participated in the survey, representing 
a response rate of 10.60%.

Measures

The questionnaire consisted of four subsections measuring (1) journalists’ individ-
ual attributes, (2) journalistic routines and organizational attributes, (3) economic 
attributes of media organizations, as well as (4) the perception and evaluation of the 
influence of PR on journalistic content. In the first section, participants indicated 
their demographics (sex, age, education) as well as their professional positions. 
Furthermore, we inquired about their employment status and whether they have a 
secondary employment in the PR sector (we provided corporate publishing as an 
example, because journalists often fail to consider it as PR work; Koch & Obermaier, 
2014). Journalistic role conceptions were measured by four items (Weaver et  al., 
2007; Willnat et al., 2013; Weischenberg et al., 2006): “informing the audience as 
neutrally and precisely as possible” (M = 4.39, SD = 0.80), “analyzing and interpret-
ing complex issues” (M = 4.52, SD = 0.72), “criticizing grievances in society” (M = 
3.49, SD = 1.19), and “getting involved for disadvantaged people in society” (M = 
2.80, SD = 1.26, 5-point Likert-type scales, 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 
agree).

In the section on journalistic routines and organizational attributes, participants 
specified for which journalistic beat they (mainly) work. Also, we inquired to what 
degree journalists experience time pressure in their daily work routines (“When 
working journalistically I experience a great time pressure”; M = 3.71, SD = 1.06; 
Reich & Hanitzsch, 2013; Weischenberg et al., 2006). We also asked about the appli-
cation of newsroom conventions on the use of PR: “dealing with PR is discussed in 
editorial meetings” (M = 2.78, SD = 1.35) and “ethical codes for dealing with PR are 
applied in the editorial department” (M = 3.40, SD = 1.41; also see Hanitzsch et al., 
2010; Plaisance et al., 2012; Reich & Hanitzsch, 2013). Furthermore, participants had 
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to indicate their perceived constraints in journalistic autonomy: First, they indicated 
whether their journalistic content is counterchecked by supervisors (M = 2.71, SD = 
1.59). Second, participants had to rate the extent of their agreement to the following 
two items: “I consider publishers’ or managers’ interests when producing journalistic 
content” (M = 2.84, SD = 1.32) and “I bring my journalistic content into agreement 
with interests of the advertising department” (M = 2.08, SD = 1.25; also see Hanitzsch 
& Mellado, 2011; Hanitzsch et al., 2010; Nyilasi & Reid, 2011; Reich & Hanitzsch, 
2013). Also, the quality of personal relationships with PR professionals was assessed 
with semantic differentials: distanced to close (M = 2.78, SD = 0.90) and not trust-
worthy to trustworthy (M = 3.26, SD = 0.90). All items were measured on 5-point 
Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree; also see Neijens & 
Smit, 2006; Shin & Cameron, 2003).

In the third section, participants indicated whether they (mainly) work for public 
service media or private media and stated if their main employer is a local/regional 
publication or a publication with (inter-) national reach. Furthermore, the assessment 
of the overall financial situation of the media organization they (mainly) work for 
(positive to negative; M = 2.90, SD = 1.09) as well as the perceived competition the 
media organization is confronted with was measured (5-point Likert-type scales; no 
competition to high competition; M = 3.55, SD = 1.20; also see Beam et al., 2009; 
Hanitzsch & Mellado, 2011).

In the fourth section, participants estimated which percentage of their own journal-
istic content is “free of PR,” “influenced by PR,” and “consisting of unrevised PR.” In 
addition, they assessed the portion of journalistic coverage in Germany that is “free of 
PR” (each item ranging from 0% to 100%). Moreover, participants rated their agree-
ment to the items “PR or professionals have a great impact on my journalistic content” 
(M = 2.40, SD = 1.16), “PR can easily be placed in journalistic publications (M = 3.53, 
SD = 0.97), and “My journalistic work would be much harder without PR” (5-point 
Likert-type scales; M = 2.68, SD = 1.26; also see Hanusch, 2012; Sallot & Johnson, 
2006; Sinaga & Wu, 2007).

Results

Perception and Evaluation of PR’ Influence on Journalistic Content

The sample consisted of a total of 835 journalists, of which, 61.5% are male, with a 
mean age of 45.02 years (SD = 10.41 years); 80.9% had a university degree and 
already had 18.11 years (SD = 10.01 years) of experience working journalistically. 
Hence, in these characteristics, the sample resembles the structure of journalists in 
Germany former studies revealed (e.g., Weischenberg et al., 2006). The first research 
question (RQ1) was concerned with journalists’ perceived influence of PR on jour-
nalistic content and with their evaluation of this impact. When asked about their own 
work, participants considered more than two thirds of their journalistic coverage to be 
free of PR (M = 68.43%, SD = 26.30%). Correspondingly, about one third of their 
journalistic content was perceived to be influenced by PR (M = 27.95%,  
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SD = 23.51%); 5.31% (SD = 10.59%) of their news coverage was, on average, said to 
consist of unrevised PR.

Accordingly, a majority (58.2%) of the participants (fully) disagreed that PR 
have a great impact on their journalistic work in general.1 Yet, 18.7% (fully) 
agreed that PR influence their news coverage to a great extent. Nevertheless, PR 
materials are not assessed as entirely negative: One third (29.4%) of the partici-
pants (fully) agreed that PR materials facilitate the production of journalistic 
content; 48% did not agree on that (at all). In addition, half of the participants 
(fully) consented that it is easy for PR professionals to place PR in journalistic 
publications (55.7%); only 13.4% (fully) refused that PR can easily be placed in 
news coverage.

In contrast to their estimations concerning the influence of PR on their own 
work, participants considered less than half of the news coverage published in 
Germany to be free of PR influence (M = 44.76%, SD = 20.98%). Therefore, they 
assessed their own journalistic content to be less determined by PR than the German 
news coverage in general, t(756) = 26.10, p < .001, d = 0.99.2 This considerable 
difference may be due to a third person perception: People believe that communica-
tions exert a stronger impact on others than on themselves (Atwood, 1994; Davison, 
1983; Gunther, 1991; Gibbon & Durkin, 1995). In this case, journalists believe that 
their colleagues are more susceptible to PR messages than they are. This is in line 
with third person research in general, showing that people believe that they are less 
likely affected by persuasive communication than others (Perloff, 1999). This result 
can be explained by an illusory superiority stating that individuals tend to ascribe 
themselves more positive characteristics and behaviors than others (Alicke, 1985; 
Hoorens & Harris, 1998). The third person perception is more pronounced when the 
media influence is perceived as being undesirable (Atwood, 1994; Perloff, 1999); 
because journalists view the influence of PR rather negatively, this might explain 
the large effect sizes (Aronoff, 1975; Hanusch, 2012). Nevertheless, the question 
remains whether participants overestimate PR influence on other journalists or 
whether they underestimate the PR influence on themselves. In the first scenario, 
journalists perceive others to be more dependent on PR than they really are and, 
thus, underestimate others’ independence. In the second scenario, journalists over-
rate the independence of their news coverage from PR to keep a positive self-per-
ception. To provide a detailed answer to this question, further research is needed.

Taken together, to answer RQ1, German journalists perceive a considerable amount 
of their own journalistic content and an even greater amount of the overall news cover-
age in Germany to be influenced by PR. However, this influence is not perceived 
entirely negative, because journalists also appreciate PR as a valuable contribution to 
their work.

Journalistic Routines and Organizational Attributes

Because journalistic routines and organizational attributes are considered to be poten-
tial determinants of PR influence on journalistic content, the respective variables are 
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described separately first. Time pressure in journalists’ daily work routines as well as 
newsroom conventions may affect their dealing with PR. A total of 61.6% of the par-
ticipants (strongly) agreed that they have to work under a great time pressure, whereas 
only 13.1% (strongly) opposed that statement. About one third of the participants 
(strongly) stated that dealing with PR is discussed in editorial meetings (34.1%); yet, 
44.5% of the participants do not discuss the handling of PR the editorial department. 
However, half of the participants reported that ethical codes concerning the handling 
of PR are applied in the editorial department they (mainly) work for (53.2%); one 
third (strongly) disagreed that these codes are valid in their editorial department 
(27.2%).

Concerning restrictions to the autonomy of journalistic work, news coverage of 
one third of the participants is counterchecked by their supervisors (33.9%), 
whereas half of the participants (fully) agreed that supervisors do not control their 
work (52.9%). Moreover, our data show that 41.0% of the participants (fully) 
agree to not consider the interests of publishers or managers when producing jour-
nalistic content. Yet, 32.4% of the participants (fully) agreed that they take those 
interests into account in their news coverage. Furthermore, two thirds (66.4%) of 
the journalists (fully) agreed that they do not consider the interests of the advertis-
ing department with their journalistic content. However, 16.1% of the participants 
(strongly) consented to bring their journalistic content into agreement with inter-
ests of the advertising department. Hence, economic interests are indeed taken into 
consideration for the production of journalistic content (also see Hanusch et al., 
2015).

Finally, we find that the personal relationships between journalists and PR profes-
sionals are perceived positively: 37.8% of journalists stated that their relationship with 
PR professionals is (very) trustworthy; however, only 15.9% of the participants do not 
have a trustworthy relation to PR professionals (at all). In addition, 16.8% of the par-
ticipants assessed their personal relationships with PR professionals as (very) close, 
whereas one third (30.9%) described the relationships with PR professionals as (very) 
distanced.

Determinants of the Perceived Influence of PR on Journalistic Content

This study was mainly interested in explaining determinants of the perceived influence 
of PR on journalistic content. Therefore, we calculated a linear ordinary least squares 
(OLS) regression (forced entry) with the estimated percentage of journalists’ own 
news content free of PR as dependent variable. We decided to include this variable 
because it showed an adequate variance and covers all forms of PR influence on jour-
nalistic content, from determining the idea of a news item up to delivering parts of the 
actual journalistic content or being included unaltered. Journalists’ individual  
attributes, journalistic routines, and organizational attributes, as well as economic 
attributes of the media organizations the participants (mainly) work for were entered 
as predictor variables (Table 1).
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Table 1.  Linear Regression (OLS) Predicting the Percentage of Own Journalistic Content 
Assessed to be free of PR.

Predictors
Unstandardized 

coefficients B (SE)
Standardized 
coefficients β

Journalists’ individual attributes
  Sex (0 = male, 1 = female) −1.10 (2.11) −.02
  Age  .01 (0.10) .01
  University degree (0 = no, 1 = yes) −2.22 (2.51) −.03
  Journalistic position (0 = non leading, 1 = leading) 2.76 (2.06) .05
  Journalistic role conception: Disseminator 2.62 (1.36) .08†

  Journalistic role conception: Interpreter −1.84 (1.56) −.05
  Journalistic role conception: Adversary 1.53 (1.04)  .07
  Journalistic role conception: Populist mobilizer 1.83 (0.93)  .09*
  Employment status (0 = employed, 1 = freelance) −6.94 (3.64) −.07†

  Secondary employment PR (0 = no, 1 = yes) −7.41 (2.96) −.10*
R2 = .14***
Journalistic routines and organizational attributes
  Beat (0 = hard topics, 1 = soft topics) −.53 (.31) −.06†

  Time pressure in journalistic work −1.61 (.92) −.07†

  Dealing with PR discussed in editorial meetings 1.01 (.74)  .05
  Ethic codes for dealing with PR applied in 

newsroom
1.59 (.74) .09*

  Countercheck by supervisors  .91 (.64)  .06
  Interests of publishers or managers considered −2.06 (.87) −.10*
  Content in accordance with advertising 

department
−5.53 (.92) −.27***

  Close relationship with PR professionals −2.75 (1.20) −.10*
  Trustworthy relationship with PR professionals −2.99 (1.22) −.10*
R2 = .16***
Economic attributes of media organization
  Ownership (0 = public service, 1 = private) .14 (.41)  .01
  Local/regional (0), (inter-) national publication (1) .50 (.51)  .04
  Financial situation  .41 (0.93)  .02
  Competition  .65 (0.83)  .03
R2 = .003
Intercept 83.10*** (11.05)  
Total R2 = .30  
Total R2

Adjust = .27  

Note. Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) ≤ 1.77, Durbin-Watson = 1.94. OLS = ordinary least squares;  
PR = public relations.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

RQ2 inquired how demographics as well as the professional position affect the 
(perceived) influence of PR on journalistic content. However, neither sex (β = −.02, 
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p = .60), age (β = .01, p = .91), education (β = −.03, p = .38), nor participants’ pro-
fessional position (β = .05, p = .18) significantly predicted the amount of their 
journalistic content free of PR. Referring to H1a, sharing the journalistic role con-
ception of a neutral disseminator slightly decreased the influence of PR on journal-
istic content (β = .08, p = .05), which was contrary to our expectations, whereas the 
primary communicative goal to interpret news did not affect the influence of PR on 
journalistic content at all (β = −.05, p = .24). Hence, there is no support for H1a. 
Also, journalists’ role conception as adversary did not predict the portion of jour-
nalistic coverage free of PR (β = .07, p = .14). However, the journalistic role con-
ception of a populist mobilizer, aiming to engage themselves for the disadvantaged 
in society decreased the impact of PR (β = .09, p = .05). Therefore, H1b can only 
be partially supported.

On the contrary, employment status (β = −.07, p = .06) increased the influence of 
PR; however, this support for H2a is only on a p < .10 significance level. A secondary 
employment in the PR sector (β = −.10, p = .01) also increased the impact of PR, sup-
porting H2b.3 PR journalists might be less inhibited to use PR for their journalistic 
coverage and also reuse thematic ideas of their PR activities for their journalistic work 
(Koch & Obermaier, 2014; Obermaier & Koch, 2015).

Both mainly working for soft compared with hard news beats (β = −.06, p = .09) 
and experiencing time pressure (β = −.07, p = .08) slightly increased the perceived 
influence of PR on news coverage; these effects predicted by H3a and H3b, how-
ever, emerged only on a p < .10 significance level. In contrast, the newsroom con-
vention of discussing on how to deal with (current) PR did not influence the perceived 
composition of their journalistic work (β = .05, p = .17); the application of ethical 
codes concerned with the handling of PR, however, positively affected the portion 
of the own journalistic coverage free of PR (β = .09, p = .03). Thus, there is only 
partial support for H3c. A regular countercheck of journalistic content by supervi-
sors did not affect the influence of PR (β = .06, p = .16); hence, there is no support 
for H4a. However, taking into account interests of publishers or managers (β = −.10, 
p = .02) and considering the interests of advertisers (β = −.27, p < .001) increased 
the perceived influence of PR, supporting H4b. Also, the personal relationships with 
PR professionals affected the perceived PR influence: The closer (β = −.10, p = .02) 
and more trustworthy (β = −.10, p = .01) the personal relationships between journal-
ists and PR professionals were, the greater was the impact of PR on their journalistic 
work, supporting H5.

RQ3 was concerned with the degree to which economic attributes of media organi-
zations determine the influence of PR. However, working for public service broadcast-
ing compared with private media organizations did not affect the perceived influence 
of PR (β = .01, p = .73); also, working for a local/regional compared with an (inter-) 
national media organization yielded no effect (β = .04, p = .33). The same applied to 
both the perceived financial situation of the media organization (β = .02, p = .66) and 
the assessment of the degree of competition faced by the media organization (β = .03, 
p = .44). Hence, economic attributes of media organizations did not affect the per-
ceived influence of PR in this study.



1046	 Communication Research 45(7)

General Discussion

The present study focused on the perceived influence of PR on journalists’ news cov-
erage. By identifying determinants of the perceived influence of PR on journalistic 
content, it shed light on why findings on how PR influence journalistic content vary so 
much (Cameron et  al., 1997; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996). This builds on previous 
research that only focused either on specifying the amount of news coverage influ-
enced by PR or on describing different aspects of the relationships between journalists 
and PR professionals (Jo & Kim, 2004; Lewis et al., 2008; Shin & Cameron, 2003; 
Waters et al., 2010). The present study also explained how the determinants of the 
impact of PR on journalistic content act both on the individual and organizational 
level, incorporating constraints that journalists face within the media organizations 
they work for (Hanitzsch & Mellado, 2011; Weaver, 2015). By testing these determi-
nants together in a single model, the results of the present study were able to compare 
of the strength of their impact on the influence of PR on journalistic content.

Overall, while journalists considered the influence of PR on their coverage to be 
moderate, assessing about one third of their own news coverage to be affected by PR, 
they estimated far more of the German news coverage in general to be influenced by 
PR (Cameron et al., 1997; Sallot & Johnson, 2006). This third person perception is due 
to an illusory superiority, by which journalists minimize the influence of PR on their 
own news coverage while assuming that others use PR more (Davison, 1983; Gunther, 
1991; Hoorens & Harris, 1998). However, PR was not assessed as purely negative, as 
one third of the participants considered PR to be a useful information subsidy (Aronoff, 
1975; Gandy, 1982).

This study shows that PR’ influence on news coverage is affected by both the attri-
butes of individual journalists and by journalistic work routines (Shoemaker & Reese, 
1996). With regard to journalists’ individual-level attributes, neither demographics nor 
professional position were associated with the use of PR. However, a journalistic role 
conception of populist mobilizer was associated with less influence of PR on one’s 
news coverage. Trying to more actively shape news coverage, these populist mobiliz-
ers may be more aware of the usage of PR and be more wary of relying on it. This 
result empirically supports the idea that journalistic role conceptions can directly 
affect journalists’ use of PR materials (Donsbach, 2004; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996; 
van Dahlen et al., 2012). In contrast, being a journalist with secondary employment in 
the PR sector was associated with a greater influence of PR. This finding could reflect 
the scarcity of resources that PR journalists face, their more positive attitude toward 
PR, or an inadvertent effect of producing PR content and news reporting on the same 
topics (Koch & Obermaier, 2014; Obermaier & Koch, 2015). In sum, individual-level 
variables do affect the impact PR materials have on journalistic content. These effects 
were shown to mainly stem from an active journalistic role conception or from sec-
ondary employment in the field of PR.

Concerning the influence of work routines in the editorial departments for which 
journalists work, neither counterchecks by supervisors nor the convention of a regular 
discussion of how PR content is being handled correlated with the influence of PR 
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(Hafez, 2002; Himelboim & Limor, 2005). However, in cases where journalistic ethi-
cal codes for the handling of PR were applied in the editorial department, PR had less 
influence on news coverage. In contrast, mainly working for soft news beats was asso-
ciated with more influence of PR. Also, journalists who needed to cater to the eco-
nomic interests of publishers or management, or who took into account the interests of 
advertising clients, relied more strongly on PR in creating their coverage (Hanusch 
et al., 2015). Furthermore, having close and trustworthy personal relationships with 
PR professionals increased PR influence on journalistic content. These findings offer 
empirical evidence that the personal relationships between journalists and PR profes-
sionals can affect journalistic content (Curtin, 1999; Jo & Kim, 2004; Pincus et al., 
1993; Shin & Cameron, 2003). Furthermore, certain journalistic routines and organi-
zational attributes may also affect the impact of PR on news coverage; in particular, 
close and trustworthy relationships with PR professionals, editorial conventions, and 
taking into account the interests of publishers and advertising clients yielded substan-
tial effects.

Finally, the economic attributes of media organizations such as ownership, finan-
cial situation, and reach of publications were not significantly associated with the 
level of influence PR had on news coverage. However, this may be due to the fact 
that we measured these attributes indirectly, through journalists’ perceptions. 
Journalists may not actually be fully aware of the situation, instead inferring it based 
on constraints that they experience in their work routines. Therefore, it is important 
to replicate this study using objective measures to assess the economic attributes of 
the media organizations.

While these results do contribute to this area of research, they also have certain 
limitations. First, although our random sample of journalists was drawn from a com-
prehensive directory of German journalists, and our sample shared the same demo-
graphic profile of the population of interest (Weischenberg et al., 2006), we cannot be 
sure that our sample was entirely representative. The rather low response rate of 10.6% 
further limits the representativeness of the sample, because journalists sharing certain 
characteristics may have systematically declined to take part in the survey. Second, 
using self-reports from journalists to gather data can be problematic, and the honesty 
of even well-meaning participants must be assessed critically. Journalists are sensitive 
about their use of PR, especially as they generally view PR in a negative light, and may 
have been tempted (even unconsciously) to minimize their reliance on PR (Aronoff, 
1975; Hanusch, 2012). Although we hoped that our online survey methodology and 
the assurance of anonymity would decrease participants’ likelihood to be dishonest, 
even participants who tried to be honest might lack the ability to assess themselves 
accurately and might, therefore, view themselves in an overly positive light, underes-
timating the influence of PR on their own journalistic content (Kewley, Larson, & 
Miyoshi, 2007; Reich, 2010). Moreover, journalists may not always be aware of the 
interests and actions of the advertising department or the management. We also hoped 
that because we were mainly interested in identifying the determinants of the per-
ceived influence of PR, as opposed to journalists’ assessment of the actual influence of 
PR on news coverage, this source of bias would be minimized—however, it could not 



1048	 Communication Research 45(7)

be removed entirely. Finally, as our results are limited to a German context, it would 
be intriguing to replicate this study in other countries.

Although our results provided preliminary evidence for the determinants of the 
influence of PR on journalistic content, several questions remain. First, the present 
study did not differentiate between various ways that PR could influence news cover-
age, such as suggesting ideas, promoting specific issues for coverage, or shaping the 
argumentation. While our rather broad conceptualization including every possible PR 
influence that journalists could experience was adequate for the present study—which 
was one of the first to test the determinants of the influence of PR on journalistic con-
tent—it would be valuable to determine what factors are associated with specific types 
of influence. Specifically, we believe that the influence that PR was found to have on 
the journalistic content produced by freelance and PR journalists, as well as the influ-
ence of personal relationships between journalists and PR professionals, would both 
be fruitful areas to explore in greater detail. Also, future studies could test for other 
variables possibly influencing the PR impact on journalistic content (e.g., professional 
education or work-related stress).

In sum, the present study demonstrated that PR do affect journalistic content, jour-
nalists are aware of this influence, and the extent this influence is strongly associated 
with several individual and organizational attributes. We hope that this study will raise 
awareness regarding the relationship between journalism and PR and will inspire more 
research on what factors determine PR’ deep impact on journalism.
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Notes

1.	 Agreement means checking 4 or 5, while disagreement means checking 1 or 2 on a 5-point 
scale.

2.	 Mean and standard deviation of the perceived percentage of the own news coverage free 
of public relations (PR; M = 68.35%, SD = 26.30%) slightly differ from the ones reported 
above. This is due to the fact that only participants are taken into account that provided an 
assessment of the portion of journalistic content free of PR in Germany.

3.	 A total of 16.8% of the participants have a secondary employment in the PR sector.
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