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ABSTRACT

The study analysed the decline of print newspapers in South Africa (SA) from
2018 to 2024, using content analysis. It adopted a mixed methods design
situated within a critical realism philosophical framework, combining
interpretivist and positivist epistemological orientations. This approach
enabled the researcher to explore both the quantitative dimensions of
circulation trends and the qualitative implications for the practice of journalism
and democracy in South Africa.

The research relied on secondary circulation data pertaining to the largest and
most influential print newspaper publishers, which collectively represent the
dominant share of South Africa's print newspaper sector, thereby ensuring that
the analysis reflected the structural realities of the industry. To contextualise
and theoretically anchor its findings, the study integrated three complementary
theoretical frameworks: uses and gratifications theory, which illuminates how
shifting audience behaviours and preferences have reshaped media
consumption patterns; technological determinism, which foregrounds the
transformative role of digital technology in restructuring the media landscape;
and agenda-setting theory, which speaks to the enduring and consequential
relationship between the media and public discourse.

The findings painted a picture of an industry in crisis, revealing devastating
circulation declines across major newspaper titles, with a significant number of
long-established publications having either permanently ceased print
operations or transitioned to exclusively digital formats. Interestingly,
community newspapers appear to be bucking the trend. The research
concluded that the preservation of journalism’s democratic function requires
innovative sustainability models that address South Africa’s linguistic and
socioeconomic disparities. The research findings may have significance for
governments, media organisations, society, and individuals who value

journalism’s democratic role.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Newspapers worldwide are experiencing deep structural decline as digital
disruption erodes circulation and advertising revenue, fundamentally
reconfiguring media markets (Angelucci, Cageé, & Sinkinson, 2023). The
democratic consequences extend far beyond media economics. Hayes and
Lawless (2018) provide empirical evidence that, in the United States, citizens
in areas with diminished local news coverage know less about their
representatives, are less likely to vote, and exhibit lower levels of political
efficacy. Abernathy's (2018) landmark study documents the rise of "news
deserts", which are communities without access to local journalism, an offering

that has traditionally been associated with local print newspapers.

Africa mirrors these global patterns while confronting additional structural
constraints that intensify vulnerabilities. The African Media Barometer (2019)
documents declining daily print titles across the continent, from Kenya to
Nigeria to Zimbabwe. The regional patterns are partly driven by limited formal
advertising markets, infrastructure challenges and rapid adoption of mobile-
first digital consumption. These pressures compound existing challenges in
media ecosystems already shaped by low literacy rates, restricted advertising
bases and unreliable distribution networks. South Africa's print newspaper
sector illustrates these converging pressures. Media24, Independent Media,
Arena Holdings and Caxton control approximately 92% of print circulation in
South Africa (Rumney, 2019). Since 2018, major titles have closed, and digital
migration has intensified, reshaping how citizens access news and arguably
impacting the media’s democratic functions.



While existing research has assessed historical trajectories and early digital
disruption, fewer studies concentrate on the period between 2018 and 2024
when smartphone penetration, COVID-19 and intensified commercial
pressures converged to accelerate transformation in South Africa’s print media
sector. This study addresses that gap, positioning the decline of print
newspapers not merely as an industry crisis but as a potential threat to
democratic accountability in South Africa's contested media landscape. As
Bosch and Mutsvairo (2021) argue, media remains a crucial feature of the
country's maturing democracy, making this transformation particularly

significant.

The research employed three theories chosen for their distinct analytical
contributions. McCombs and Shaw's (1972) agenda-setting theory explains
newspapers' power to shape public priorities on issues like corruption and
governance. Technological determinism accounts for the structural forces
driving transformation, showing how digital platforms, mobile connectivity and
social media have fundamentally disrupted print business models and
production routines (Boczkowski, 2004 ). Katz, Blumler, and Gurevich’s (1973)
uses and gratifications theory, treated as a unified theory, addresses the
demand side, explaining why audiences actively migrate to digital alternatives
that better satisfy their needs for immediacy, interactivity and personalisation.

The research adopted an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The quantitative phase tracked circulation
trends, closures and structural shifts until 2024, while the qualitative analysis
interpreted implications for journalism and democracy (Weber, 1990;
Krippendorff, 2018). Purposive (criterion) sampling focused on national and
regional print newspapers across geographic and linguistic segments,
ensuring sectoral variation (Etikan, Musa & Alkassim, 2016; Chiumbu &
Ligaga, 2020). While quantitative data extends to 2024, some of its qualitative

interpretations imply that trends continued beyond this period.



Beyond advancing academic knowledge, this study supports efforts to sustain
quality journalism's role in South African democracy. It generates evidence for
policy debates on journalism sustainability, including platform regulation and
public-interest funding (Picard, 2014; Nielsen, 2016; UNESCO, 2022). This
research expands on growing evidence linking print newspapers’ decline to

eroded democratic participation (Bosch & Mutsvairo, 2021).

1.2 THE CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

This section discusses the state of global media before examining the state of
South Africa’s media environment. It was important to understand this global
context as South Africa’s media trends are not mutually exclusive in relation to

what is happening in the world.

1.2.1 The state of print media globally

Print newspapers have been an important source of information for centuries,
impacting public discourse while informing citizens around the world. However,
in recent decades, the overall print media landscape internationally has
undergone significant transformation. According to Angelucci, Cagé and
Sinkinson (2023), the rapid expansion of digital media has resulted in a
significant reduction in circulation and revenue streams for print media which
has affected both media markets and economies. This global phenomenon is
similarly experienced in the United States, where according to the Pew
Research Centre (2019), daily print newspapers declined from 1,434 in 2004
to 1,279 in 2018. A similar trend is apparent in Asia, with China’s daily print
newspaper circulation dropping from 2,134 in 2010 to 1,934 in 2018 (Asian
Media Information and Communication Centre, 2019). According to the African
Media Barometer (2019), the African continent has not been spared, as the
number of daily print newspapers in Africa decreased from 1,144 in 2010 to
944 in 2018.



Ndlovu (2021:5) describes the profound impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
newspaper operations and worker compensation, citing lockdown measures
that disrupted physical distribution networks and expedited the shift to digital
consumption. Meanwhile, Berger (2018) cautions that the prolonged decline
may contribute to exacerbating information access inequities and undermining
democracy. High-quality journalism carries important democratic
responsibilities such as encouraging public discourse, holding power
accountable, and providing credible information.

1.2.2 South Africa’s print media environment

The patterns in South Africa’s media environment follow global trends, albeit
with national nuances. While the country’s traditional print media declines,
journalism adapts, with new ways emerging to maintain its critical democratic
functions. According to Bosch (2017), the main causes of South African print
media’s decline include digital news dissemination, changing consumer
behaviour patterns, and economic pressure. Multiple triggers combine to
create a challenging environment for traditional print media. Kruger (2017:27)
asserts that South Africa’s economic troubles have prompted advertising
budget cuts, pushing marketing onto digital platforms that provide more cost-
effective options than traditional print advertising.

The advertising industry is increasingly favouring digital platforms that offer
specific audience engagement and conversion rates, which print media
struggles to match despite their established legitimacy. Technological
innovation clearly impacts South Africans’ information consumption practices.
Rodny-Gumede (2015:109) observes that broad mobile phone usage and
increased internet access have transformed how consumers access
information. Smartphone penetration increased from 81.7% in 2018 to 91.2%
in 2019 (ICASA, 2020), shifting audiences and advertising revenue from print
platforms.



These changes raise concerns about journalism's future in South Africa's
media ecosystem, shaped by apartheid-era regulations yet strengthened by
post-apartheid press freedoms (Tomaselli, 2011). While government commits
to press freedom and an "inclusive information society" (GCIS, 2024),
commercial pressures undermine this ambition (Wasserman, 2017). Digital
inequalities particularly affect poorer and rural audiences facing connectivity
barriers, as expensive mobile data constrains citizens' access to diverse news
sources (Chinembiri, 2020).

1.3 PROBLEM STATEMENT

In South Africa, print newspapers have historically played a central role in
informing citizens, shaping public discourse, and supporting democracy. Yet,
from 2018 to 2024, South Africa's print newspaper sector experienced sharp
circulation declines, widespread title closures and a marked shift toward digital
platforms. The trend raises questions about whether the rapid reduction of print
newspapers represents a normal business cycle adjustment or a deeper
structural change with far-reaching implications for journalism, media diversity

and South Africa's democracy.

Existing research documents early digital disruption in South African media but
neglects the post-2018 period when COVID-19, mobile-first consumption, and
intensified commercial pressures converged to accelerate decline. This study
addresses that gap by examining the decline of print newspapers in South
Africa from 2018 to 2024, advancing academic knowledge while supporting
efforts to preserve quality journalism in the country's democratic discourse.



1.4 PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study is to present an expanded understanding of the
decline of print newspapers in South Africa from 2018 to 2024. It has sought
to achieve this through an extensive content analysis of print newspapers in
South Africa. The study was influenced by the researcher’s desire to contribute
to academic knowledge about the challenges facing South Africa’s print
newspaper industry, as well as to provide insights into its potential to adapt to
the changing terrain.

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OBJECTIVES

This section covers research questions and objectives. According to Creswell
and Creswell (2017), research questions and objectives create a framework
that ensure that the research is purposeful, systematic, and meaningful. This
study employs an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design in which
quantitative circulation and closure patterns are first established and then
qualitatively interpreted.

1.5.1 Research questions

This study was guided by five research questions designed to explore both

quantitative and qualitative aspects of print newspapers’ transformation.

Quantitative research questions:
e What has the trend in print newspaper circulation been since 2018?

e How many print newspapers have closed in South Africa since 20187

Qualitative research questions:
e What factors are contributing to the accelerated decline in South Africa’s
print newspapers?

e How are media organisations adapting to these changes?



e What are the implications of print newspaper closures on journalism and

democracy in South Africa?

1.5.2 Research objectives

Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) describe research objectives as benchmarks
for tracking progress and clearly communicating what the research aims to

accomplish.

e To analyse the trend in print newspaper circulation in South Africa since
2018.

e To quantify the number of South African print newspapers that have closed
since 2018.

e To explore the factors contributing to the accelerated decline of print media
in South Africa.

e To describe the strategies used by media organisations to adapt to the
changes.

e To assess the implications of print closures on journalism and democracy
in South Africa.

Objectives 1 and 2 use quantitative measures to track circulation trends and
closures while objectives 3, 4 and 5 apply qualitative content analysis to
industry reports, corporate communications and news articles. This delineation

guides the presentation of findings in Chapter Four.

1.6 LITERATURE REVIEW

Chapter Two provides a comprehensive literature review tracing the historical
evolution of print newspapers. It draws on agenda-setting theory (McCombs &
Shaw, 1972), technological determinism (McLuhan, 1964), and uses and
gratifications theory (Katz et al., 1973) to explain news agenda construction,
technology's influence on media systems, and audience media choices

respectively.



1.6.1 Agenda-setting theory

According to Coleman and Wu (2022), the agenda-setting theory is grounded
in the concept that the media does not dictate what individuals should think but
rather what they should think about. The decline of print newspapers in South
Africa has restructured agenda-setting dynamics, with Wasserman (2020)
noting that online platforms increasingly dictate public discourse. Nkomo and
Bosch (2023) assert that socio-economic issues are historically intertwined
with print newspapers’ agenda-setting abilities, and their decline erodes

essential oversight on power.

1.6.2 Technological determinism theory

Marshall McLuhan (1964) advanced Thorstein Veblen’s (1921) technological
determinism theory, suggesting that technology drives social change (Nerone,
2013). This theory provides a framework for understanding media
consumption in South Africa. Boczkowski (2004) argues that widespread
internet use has drastically impacted news consumption habits, resulting in the
declining popularity of print newspapers. Schudson (2010) argues that the
technologically driven move from print to digital platforms has transformed
public discourse, potentially fragmenting the public sphere, aligning with

McLuhan’s observation that “the medium is the message”.

1.6.3 Uses and gratifications theory

Herzog (1944) conducted one of the earliest studies on uses and gratifications
theory, which was subsequently popularised by Katz et al (1973). The theory
presupposes that individuals actively select communication methods to satisfy
their needs, in contrast to theories that regard audiences as passive recipients
(Rubin, 2009). Scholars who employ this theory acknowledge that consumer
choices have a substantial impact on media consumption patterns and cannot
solely attribute the demise of print outlets to emergent technologies.



1.7 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

A detailed discussion of the research design and methodology is provided in
Chapter Three. The section explains the research design and methodologies
adopted for the study, followed by a description of the data-gathering
strategies employed. The sampling techniques, target population, and units of
analysis are clearly specified, after which the sampling frame is discussed in
order to ensure methodological transparency and rigour throughout the

research process.

1.7.1 Research philosophy and paradigm

This research is situated within Bhaskar's (19795) critical realism framework, a
philosophy that asserts that reality exists independently of human knowledge
but is structured according to real and actual events. Sayer (2000) elucidates
by stating that, while social phenomena have real structures existing
independently of our knowledge, understanding them requires both
quantitative and qualitative investigation. The quantitative analysis established
observed patterns before interpretive inquiry explored underlying causes.
Quantitative methods measured decline through circulation data, revenue
disclosures and employment statistics. These findings then guided
interpretivist analysis of stakeholder experiences and responses. This
integrated approach captured both the measurable dimensions of print decline

and the social mechanisms driving transformation.

1.7.2 Research design

The research employed an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design.
According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2018), explanatory sequential design
is a two-phase mixed methods approach in which quantitative data collection
occurs first, followed by qualitative analysis to help explain the quantitative

results.



The use of this design was essential because understanding the decline of
print newspapers in South Africa required first establishing the scope and
patterns of change before exploring underlying factors and implications.
According to Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010), the explanatory sequential design
makes it easier to describe, implement, and report than concurrent designs.

1.7.2.1 Quantitative research analysis

The research employed quantitative techniques, described in Bryman (2016)
as encompassing data gathering, analysis, interpretation, and presentation of
study outcomes in numerical form. As observed in Singleton and Straits
(2018), the technique proved useful in determining chronological changes, and
comparisons. This involved the collection and analysis of circulation figures
and title closures over the period. The quantitative phase relied on data from
statistics bureaus, supported by time-based media coverage from 2018 to
2024.

1.7.2.2 Qualitative research analysis

Quantitative techniques were complemented by qualitative methods.
According to Patton (2015), qualitative methods generate insights by relying
on descriptions of contexts, events, and behavioural patterns, among other
factors. Qualitative analysis of industry reports and news articles assisted with
understanding the drivers of these patterns and their consequences for
journalism and democracy. This integration strengthened validity,
transferability and reliability while triangulation validates findings by
corroborating patterns (Fetters, Curry & Creswell, 2013).
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1.7.3 Research methods

Content analysis underpinned both the qualitative and quantitative aspects of
this study, with qualitative analysis focusing on meanings and interpretations
and quantitative analysis focusing on frequencies and numerical trends.
According to Weber (1990), the quantitative aspects of content analysis
effectively track measures such as the number of print publications, declining
advertising revenue, and circulation figures, which helps researchers to
identify long-term patterns. This was crucial in this research in consideration

of factors such as COVID-19 and associated economic impacts.

1.7.4 Data collection techniques

According to Creswell and Creswell (2017), data collection involves the
process of acquiring relevant information according to a predetermined
framework that outlines the type of information needed, its origins, collection
techniques, and its treatment. In explanatory sequential designs, quantitative
data is gathered first, followed by qualitative data collection (lvankova,
Creswell & Stick, 20006).

1.7.4.1 Quantitative data collection

The research employed quantitative data collection techniques to establish
numerical patterns of print newspaper decline. Quantitative methods involve
systematic gathering and analysis of numerical data to identify trends and
relationships (Bryman, 2016). Circulation data was sourced from the Audit
Bureau of Circulations (ABC), providing verified readership statistics. Title
closure data was compiled through systematic monitoring of industry
announcements and media reports. Advertising revenue figures were obtained
from the Press Council of South Africa annual reports and Statistics South

Africa publications.
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1.7.4.2 Qualitative data collection

Qualitative data collection complemented numerical findings by capturing
contextual understanding and perspectives. Data sources included industry
reports from organisations such as the South African National Editors' Forum
(SANEF), and publisher annual reports. Documents encompassed strategic
announcements from major newspaper groups and editorial content such as
news articles. News articles covering industry developments were
systematically collected and analysed to identify recurring themes and

interpretative patterns.

1.7.5 Sampling method

Polit and Beck (2017:743) describe sampling as the process of selecting a
portion of the population that represents the entire population. As Taherdoost
(2016) explains, appropriate sampling strategies ensure that research
conclusions drawn from the sample accurately reflect the broader population
under investigation, thereby enhancing external validity and transferability.
This research employed purposive sampling techniques.

1.7.5.1 Quantitative sampling

The quantitative phase employed criterion sampling, described in Patton
(2015) as a form purposive sampling where all cases meeting predetermined,
essential criteria are included in the study. This aligns with the research as the
study focuses on South African newspaper decline from 2018 to 2024. Daily
and weekly newspapers with ABC-verified circulation figures were included,
encompassing titles from major publishing houses including Arena Holdings,
Independent Media, Media24, and Tiso Blackstar (now Arena Holdings).

12



1.7.5.2 Qualitative sampling

Document sampling employed criterion-based selection. Industry reports from
SANEF and the Wits Centre for Journalism were considered. News articles
underwent stratified random sampling, selecting 50 articles per year from three
major business publications (Business Day, Financial Mail, Mail & Guardian)
covering newspaper industry developments. This systematic approach
ensured temporal representation while managing data volume (Krippendorff,
2018).

1.7.6 Population parameters

According to Trochim, Donnelly and Arora (2016), population parameters
define the boundaries and characteristics of the target population from which
samples are drawn. This study assessed the population of South African
newspapers meeting defined criteria and period from 2018 to 2024. As
observed in Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007), the study covered both

qualitative and quantitative components to ensure methodological rigour.
1.7.6.1 Quantitative population parameters

Quantitative population parameters include daily and weekly newspapers with
verified circulation figures reported to the Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC),
ensuring data reliability and comparability (Field, 2018). The population
encompasses newspapers published in official South African languages,
reflecting the country's linguistic diversity (Babbie, 2016). Geographic
parameters include national circulation newspapers distributed across multiple
provinces, as well as regional and provincial titles serving specific geographic
markets. Ownership parameters encompass newspapers published by Arena
Holdings, Caxton, Independent Media, and Media24.
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1.7.6.2 Qualitative population parameters

The qualitative population encompassed documentary sources and textual
materials addressing the decline of South African print newspapers from 2018
to 2024. The main sources include industry reports from SANEF, the Wits
Centre for Journalism, annual reports and financial statements from major
publishers, as well as news articles and academic journals (Scott, 1990;
Rapley, 2007). Time-based parameters require documents published from
2018 to 2024. Geographic parameters focused on sources specifically
addressing South African print media or comparative analysis including South
African cases within broader studies (Morgan, 2022).

1.7.7 Units of analysis

According to Babbie (2016:97), unit of analysis refers to the “what” or “who”
that is being studied and may include texts and social artefacts. The units of
analysis for this research include online news articles, circulation reports, local
and international trends or statements of media reports, as well as press
statements and financial disclosures by publishing groups, providing

comprehensive data sources (Etikan et al, 2016).

1.7.8 Population parameters

Population parameters are the measurable characteristics of an entire
population that researchers aim to estimate through sampling (Gravetter &
Wallnau, 2017). This study focuses on all print newspapers in South Africa
from 2018 to 2024, capturing a critical period of industry transformation. The
population parameters deliberately include publications across South Africa’s
linguistic spectrum. This is in keeping with Chiumbu and Ligaga’s (2020)
findings that language-specific publications often develop unique business

models reflecting particular audience needs.
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1.7.9 Sampling frame

The sample size consisted of the top 20 print newspapers that were selected
based on the highest to lowest circulation and readership. This approach is
particularly appropriate, as it allows for targeted analysis of publications that
represent significant market share and readership. The sampling frame
incorporates both national and regional newspapers, ensuring representation
across different geographic markets and audience segments. This approach
aligns with Krippendorff's (2018) recommendation that content analysis
sampling should capture the full spectrum of materials to reveal patterns and
trends.

1.8  SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

This study is motivated by the researcher’s objective to deepen scholarly
understanding of the challenges facing South Africa’s print newspaper sector.
It also seeks to illuminate the sector's capacity to adapt within a rapidly
changing media environment. The findings may have significance for
governments, media organisations, society, and individuals who value the

democratic role of journalism in South Africa.

Berger (2018) cautions that the decline of print newspapers risks deepening
information inequality, especially for poorer and rural communities already
constrained by limited digital access. Such uneven access, combined with
commercial and technological pressures, may contribute to undermining
democracy. This transformation is observed here through the lens of
agenda-setting, technological determinism and uses and gratifications theory
to show how digital intermediaries, platforms and mobile news habits
reconfigure whose issues surface on the public and policy agenda (McCombs
& Shaw, 1972; McLuhan, 1964; Katz et al, 1973).
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1.9 RELIABILITY, TRANSFERABILITY AND VALIDITY

The quantitative component established rigour by ensuring measurement
validity and reliability of secondary indicators describing circulation trends and
title closures. The study strengthened construct validity by defining key
indicators in line with prior academic research and industry standards (Fourie,
2020). As this study analysed secondary data rather than employing attitudinal
scales, psychometric measures such as Cronbach's alpha were unnecessary;
instead, reliability focused on consistency across time and independent
sources (Bryman, 2016). The research ensured reliability by using
methodologically consistent ABC figures, cross-checking overlapping
indicators across sources, and triangulating discrepancies against industry
analysis to identify trends from anomalies (Hadland, 2018; Krippendorff, 2018).

The qualitative component focused on credibility, dependability and
transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Golafshani, 2003). The study enhanced
credibility through triangulation across multiple documentary sources,
including academic literature, industry reports, and news coverage, to build a
comprehensive, well-grounded picture of print decline in South Africa from
2018 to 2024 (Creswell & Miller, 2000; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Dependability,
which refers to the stability and consistency of the research process over time
(Golafshani, 2003; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015), was enhanced through a detailed
codebook with explicit category definitions, procedures for document selection
and coding, and a trail of decisions and refinements (Bowen, 2009; Neuendorf,
2017; Schreier, 2012). The research addressed transferability through thick
description of the South African media context, including market structure,
ownership patterns, and economic conditions, enabling the applicability of
findings to other markets or developing economies with similar media

ecosystems (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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1.10 STUDY LIMITATIONS

The quantitative phase draws on third-party industry data such as Audit
Bureau of Circulations (ABC), and while the data is audited, it should still be
interpreted as indicative patterns rather than precise indicators. The research
relied on secondary data, therefore it does not establish causal relationships
between circulation decline and factors such as digital migration, advertising
shifts or economic shocks (Babbie, 2016). The study follows Creswell and
Plano Clark's (2018) explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, in which
quantitative descriptions inform a predominantly qualitative content analysis.

However, as Prior (2003) notes, documentary analysis is constrained by the
availability, selection and framing of public documents, and the qualitative
phase in this study is limited to texts produced within institutional and industry
settings, which may reflect organisational interests more strongly than the
experiences of practitioners or audiences. The analysis neither incorporates
primary interviews with journalists, editors or policymakers nor engages
directly with readers, thereby excluding potentially divergent or critical
perspectives on the causes and consequences of print decline. Moreover,
because the qualitative material is confined to a specific period and set of

outlets, it may not fully capture longer-term trajectories.

1.11 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

The research is conducted in accordance with the University of South Africa's
(UNISA) ethics framework and its certification process. The ethical clearance
procedure entails evaluating research approaches, assessing potential risks,
and verifying compliance with ethical guidelines. As this study relied
exclusively on publicly available secondary data and content analysis, the
conventional requirements of informed consent, anonymity, confidentiality,

and privacy did not apply (Vartanian, 2010; Neuman, 2014).
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Several methodological ethics considerations were therefore addressed. All
data sources, industry reports, and academic works were accurately attributed
in recognition of intellectual property rights and to uphold research integrity
(Drisko & Maschi, 2015). The study took care to represent organisations
mentioned in documentary sources accurately and without misrepresentation,
recognising that content analysis of media and industry documents carries an
ethical obligation to contextualise findings rather than reduce complex
institutional decisions to reductive conclusions (Prior, 2003).

1.12 CLARIFICATION OF CONCEPTS

o Digital disruption is the transformation of traditional media models
through technology (Fourie, 2020).

e Media capture refers to undue influence over media content and focus
(Rodny-Gumede, 2018).

o Digital divide refers to disparities in areas such as digital access that
create uneven media transformation patterns rather than uniform
technological effects (Bosch, 2016).

e Misinformation refers to unintentionally false information while
disinformation means deliberately false information (Wasserman, 2020).

¢ Indigenous-language media describes publications serving specific
language communities that have historically played important roles in
cultural identity and political mobilisation (Naidoo & Peterson, 2023).

e Media concentration refers to the consolidation of media ownership,
raising concerns about pluralism (Finlay, 2020).

e Weaponisation of misinformation means the strategic deployment of
false information, usually by people in power (Malila, 2019).

e Media literacy refers to educational approaches designed to empower
citizens against misinformation (misleading information) and disinformation
(false information) (Rodny-Gumede, 2018).

e Mobile-first digital evolution is a distinctive pattern where mobile
technology such as cell phones are the primary access point for consumers
(Donner and Walton, 2013).
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1.13 STUDY DEMARCATION

This research is demarcated to the decline of print newspapers in South Africa
from 2018 to 2024, a timeframe that captures both pre-and-post-COVID-19
dynamics in the sector. The analysis is confined to print titles owned by
Media24, Independent Media, Arena Holdings and Caxton, which together
account for the overwhelming majority of audited print newspaper circulation
in South Africa (Rumney 2019). Within these groups, the focus is on daily and
weekly newspapers with Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC)-verified figures,
published in South Africa’s official languages and distributed nationally or
regionally within the country’s borders. The study examines only newspapers
that originated as print products, although their subsequent migration to hybrid
or digital-only formats is tracked as part of the decline trajectory.
Geographically, the research excludes newspapers published outside South
Africa and thematically it is limited to circulation trends, title closures, and their
implications for journalism and democracy, using secondary data rather than
primary interviews or audience surveys (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

1.14 CHAPTER SUMMARY

Chapter One introduced the research on print newspaper decline in South
Africa since 2018, articulating research questions and theoretical frameworks
for understanding this phenomenon. The study employed a mixed-methods
approach, combining quantitative analysis of secondary circulation and closure
data from the Audit Bureau of Circulations and Press Council of South Africa
with qualitative documentary analysis triangulating evidence across academic
literature, industry reports, corporate communications and news coverage.
The chapter covered purposive sampling for document selection, the study's
significance, rigour considerations, limitations of the observational approach,
ethical considerations, and clarification of key concepts.
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CHAPTER 2

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW

21  INTRODUCTION

This chapter covers the theoretical framework and a comprehensive literature
review. It explores the multifaceted decline of print newspapers in South Africa
from 2018 to 2024, situating this phenomenon within broader theoretical
frameworks and a literature review that covers elucidated historical contexts.
The chapter begins by exploring technological determinism as a lens to
understand how digital innovations have fundamentally altered media

consumption patterns and business models.

The chapter then applies agenda-setting theory to the changing media
landscape, drawing on existing research to analyse how the decline of print
newspapers influences public discourse. The uses and gratifications theory
provides insights into audience behaviour and how consumers actively select
media channels for their informational and social needs. Gaps in existing
research are also identified in the context of the theoretical framework and

some of the gaps manifest in the main literature review.

The literature review section of the chapter explores the historical evolution of
newspapers in South Africa, tracing their role from the apartheid era
(Tomaselli, 2019; Daniels, 2020). Special attention is given to the implications
of print newspaper decline for South African democracy, societal engagement,
and information equity. The literature review identifies gaps in current research
while establishing a foundation for analysing how these transformations may
influence the future of journalism and public discourse in South Africa’s
evolving democracy, as explored by Wasserman and Garman (2014).
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2.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This section discusses theoretical frameworks relevant to the study, including
agenda-setting theory, technological determinism, and the uses and
gratifications approach. Agenda-setting theory posits that media do not tell
people what to think, but rather what to think about, by influencing the salience
of issues on the public agenda (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Technological
determinism argues that technological innovations drive social and media
change, with new technologies fundamentally reshaping communication
systems and practices (McLuhan, 1964; Castells, 2010). The uses and
gratifications approach focuses on how audiences actively select media to
satisfy specific needs, such as information, entertainment or social interaction,

rather than passively consuming content (Katz et al,1973; Ruggiero, 2000).

2.2.1 Agenda-setting theory

Agenda-setting theory is a useful framework for studying the decline of print
newspapers in South Africa from 2018 to 2024, as it provides insights into both
the causes and the democratic consequences of this transformation. Walgrave
and Van Aelst (2006) emphasise that agenda-setting dynamics vary across
media systems and political contexts, which makes the South African case
particularly instructive for understanding how media transformation unfolds in
emerging democracies. Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007) note that
agenda-setting theory fundamentally addresses the relationship between
media coverage and public prioritisation of issues, highlighting that media do
not necessarily tell people what to think, but rather what to think about. This
principle builds directly on Cohen’s (1963) classic observation that the media’s
influence lies in issue salience rather than in prescribing opinions, an insight
that remains relevant when considering how the weakening of print may alter

which issues reach prominence.
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McCombs and Shaw’s (1972) seminal study of voters in North Carolina
empirically validated this claim by showing a strong correlation between issues
emphasised in news media and those the public considered important,
establishing agenda-setting as a central framework for analysing media
effects. Dearing and Rogers (1996) distinguish between three agendas: the
media agenda (topics covered by news outlets), the public agenda (issues the
public considers important), and the policy agenda (priorities of decision-
makers and legislators). Each agenda shifts in response to changes in media
content and broader social conditions, particularly relevant when print
newspapers lose audiences and online platforms assume greater agenda-

setting power.

Takeshita (2006) notes that agenda-setting theory gained prominence as
research moved beyond "minimal effects" assumptions toward recognising
media's impacts on audiences and public discourse. Experimental studies by
lyengar, Peters and Kinder (1982) strengthened causal claims by
demonstrating that manipulated news exposure systematically changes the
perceived importance of issues. Tsfati, Stromback, Lindgren, Boomgaarden
and Vliegenthart (2023) document evolution from simple correlational claims
to complex analysis of causality, contingencies and psychological
mechanisms, establishing agenda-setting as one of media studies' most

influential frameworks.

These perspectives demonstrate that changes in news media structure, such
as print decline and the rise of digital platforms, directly affect which issues
influence South Africa's media, public and policy agendas. Applying agenda-
setting theory allows this study to interpret circulation decline and title closures
as shifts in agenda-setting capacity that affect whose concerns are amplified.
This includes the structure of public debate and how responsive policymakers
are to different population segments or issues.
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2.2.1.1 Levels of agenda-setting

The initial concept of agenda-setting focused primarily on what McCombs
(2005) terms first-level agenda-setting, which relates to the prominence given
to issues. Weaver, McCombs and Shaw (2018) argue that first-level
agenda-setting concerns the way media coverage shapes public perception
through repeated exposure and prominent placement, particularly via
headlines. McCombs and Reynolds (2002) expand on this by introducing
second-level agenda-setting, which proposes that media not only tells people
which issues to think about but also influences how they think about those
issues by emphasising particular attributes. Ghanem (1997) elucidates that
second-level agenda-setting involves two dimensions: substantive attributes
(issue characteristics) and affective attributes (tone or emotional content), both

of which significantly influence public perception.

Empirical studies reinforce these conceptual perspectives. Kiousis (2004) finds
that media frames and tone regarding specific topics significantly shape
audience evaluations, confirming the attribute agenda-setting function across
multiple contexts. Lee and Min (2020) note that second-level agenda-setting
connects closely with framing theory, even though important conceptual
distinctions remain about cognitive processing and interpretive mechanisms.
Collectively, these contributions show how agenda-setting theory has
expanded conceptually through integration with related frameworks and
extension into new domains. McCombs et al (2018) provide a third level of
agenda-setting, “network agenda-setting”, which focuses on how media
influence associations between issues in people’s minds. Scheufele and
Tewksbury (2007) situate agenda-setting within the broader family of
media-effects theories, distinguishing it from framing and priming while
recognising important conceptual interrelationships. Evidence for these levels
of agenda-setting is further strengthened by longitudinal and experimental

research.
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Wanta and Ghanem (2007) demonstrate that changes in individual opinions
over time can be linked to patterns of media exposure, offering compelling
support for agenda-setting effects. Cook et al (1983) assert that experimentally
altered news coverage can influence both public and policy agendas,
underlining the theory’s real-world implications. For this research, the different
levels of agenda-setting are particularly valuable because they offer tools for
analysing not only which issues are prioritised in South Africa’s changing news
environment, but also how print and digital outlets shape the attributes and
interconnections of those issues. As print newspapers decline, the relative
agenda-setting power of traditional print tittes may moderate, potentially
altering which issues are prioritised, how they are framed and how tightly they
are linked to broader policy debates.

2.2.1.2 Cross-cultural applications and South African context

Despite its Western origins, agenda-setting research has demonstrated broad
relevance while revealing significant contextual differences across diverse
media systems. Walgrave and Van Aelst (2006) assert that political structures
and varying degrees of media independence shape how agenda-setting
operates in different cultural settings. Shehata and Stromback (2013) extend
this analysis by demonstrating that media systems with greater ownership
concentration may exhibit stronger agenda-setting effects due to message
consistency across platforms. This is a concern in South Africa, where
commercial media ownership remains concentrated among a few groups.
Jacobs (2019) provides a perspective on the way agenda-setting
responsibilities shifted during the country's democratic transition. This was a
time when media outlets negotiated new relationships with government while
attempting to maintain watchdog functions inherited from the anti-apartheid
struggle. Duncan (2014) describes this period as a hybrid media environment
where commercial imperatives, political pressures and democratic aspirations

intersect.
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Jones (2019) further observes that South Africa's pronounced social and
language divides generate multiple, sometimes conflicting public agendas that
challenge conventional assumptions about unified media and public agenda
alignment. Meanwhile, Bosch (2010) documents the rise of alternative media
outlets, particularly digital platforms and community radio, that contest the
agenda-setting authority of dominant actors by serving underserved language
and geographic communities largely ignored by mainstream print newspapers.
These contributions collectively suggest that while classical agenda-setting
theory remains analytically useful in South Africa, it must be adapted to
account for concentrated ownership structures, post-apartheid political
realignments, linguistic fragmentation and the growing influence of alternative

media that operate outside traditional commercial publishing models.

2.2.1.3 Agenda-setting in digital media environments

The internet has complicated the once-clear relationship between media and
public agendas by increasing the number of potential agenda-setters,
distributing audience attention, and speeding up news cycles (Williams &
Carpini, 2004). Agenda-setting techniques have had to be revisited as a result
of the digital transformation of media landscapes. Vargo and Guo (2017) state
that current agenda-setting research recognises more intricate influence
patterns than initially hypothesised. This includes addressing both vertical
flows (from conventional to digital media) and horizontal flows (across various
digital platforms) of information. Meraz (2009) asserts that social media and
well-known blogs can undermine the agenda-setting capacity of mainstream
media by establishing alternate information sources that split the public’s
focus. Social media platforms have emerged as important alternative agenda-
setting vehicles in South Africa, especially during times of political contestation
like the #FeesMustFall rallies (Ndlovu 2019), illustrating the influence of the
changing media ecosystem on public discourse.
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According to Neuman et al (2014), social media frequently introduces issues
first, reversing the usual flow of influence. In particular, Bosch (2018) looks at
how South African youth are increasingly deriving their news from digital
platforms instead of conventional print sources, resulting in agenda-setting
dynamics that are generation-specific and contribute to the demise of print
media. The different viewpoints indicate that agenda-setting in the digital era
is no longer a linear process flowing from dominant news organisations to a
passive public, but a multidirectional negotiation in which legacy media, social
platforms and users interact to shape issue salience. In the South African
context, the prominence of movements such as #FeesMustFall and the
growing reliance of younger audiences on digital news sources suggest that

print newspapers now operate within a crowded, platform-driven ecosystem.

2.2.1.4 Relevance to the decline of print newspapers in South Africa

According to Wasserman (2020), South African print newspapers once
possessed significant agenda-setting authority; therefore, a decline in print
newspapers represents a fundamental shift for the country. Ndlovu (2021)
asserts that this decline in print correlates with decreased agenda-setting
impact, particularly as digital platforms increasingly launch public discussions
about pressing societal issues. According to Bosch and Mutsvairo (2017),
understanding the agenda-setting migration from print to digital platforms can
help explain not only declining readership but also shifting advertising
revenues. This is supported by Mabweazara (2018), suggesting that print
media’s historical focus on maintaining public attention as a core value
proposition is now challenged by digital platforms. Chuma (2019) questions
whether South African print newspapers’ waning dominance affects political
accountability, arguing that weak traditional watchdogs pose governance
challenges. Duncan (2018) argues that print media collapse disproportionately
affects rural and poor South Africans lacking digital access, exacerbating
information inequalities that threaten democratic participation.
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Jacobs (2019) contends that agenda-setting remains critical for understanding
changes to the media in South Africa. This is because it addresses
fundamental concerns about who decides on which issues gain public
attention in a severely unequal society. Agenda-setting theory evolved from its
original formulation to a sophisticated framework that addresses many levels
of media influence on public perception. According to McCombs et al (2018),
the theory has shown exceptional adjustment to changing media landscapes
while keeping its basic insight into the transfer of importance from media to
public agenda. According to Vargo and Guo (2017), contemporary studies
increasingly recognise multifaceted influences and network effects that

confound the initial linear model.

While agenda-setting research in South Africa has shown how media
structures influence democratic oversight, most of this work focuses on earlier
phases of transformation and does not systematically examine the intensified
digital disruption, smartphone penetration and COVID-19 period after 2018.
Consequently, there is limited research analysis of how the accelerated
decline of print newspapers since 2018 has altered agenda-setting power,
business models and audience behaviour within South Africa’s unequal and
historically specific media environment. This research responds to that gap by
examining circulation trends, closures and adaptation patterns in the

post-2018 period.

2.2.2 Technological determinism

Technological determinism emerged from early 20" century scholars who
positioned technology as an independent force driving social change
according to its own internal logic, a foundational assumption that demands
critical examination when applied to South Africa's print newspaper decline.
Ellul's (1964) seminal analysis of technological society provided foundational
insights, while Mumford (1967) studied the relationship between machines and

human development.
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Veblen (1921) established the core premise of technological determinism by
arguing that technological innovation serves as the primary driver of
institutional change, forcing social structures to adapt to technological
imperatives. Bimber (1990) later critiqued and refined this position. McLuhan
(1964) fundamentally advanced the determinist perspective by proposing that
communication technologies shape human perception and social structures,
encapsulated in the assertion that “the medium is the message”. Meyrowitz
(1985) built upon McLuhan’s media ecology approach, while Lister, Dovey,
Giddings, Grant and Kelly (2009) provided contemporary analysis of these
foundational insights. These foundational works established technological
determinism as a fundamental theoretical framework for understanding media
transformations and broader social change. While this phenomenon has been
observed across global media landscapes, it manifests differently in the South
African context (Daniels, 2014). The South African context reveals both the

explanatory power and limitations of technological determinism.

What emerges from this literature is a more nuanced view: technological
change operates as a powerful but not autonomous force in reshaping South
Africa's print newspaper sector. The sector's trajectory, from 2018 to 2024,
demonstrates that digital disruption intersects with historical inequalities,
ownership concentration, and linguistic fragmentation to produce outcomes
that pure technological determinism cannot fully explain (Hadland, 2012). This
study adopts a modified determinist perspective that recognises technology's
disruptive force while insisting on contextual analysis of how South African-
specific factors mediate, accelerate, or constrain digital transformation. This
approach acknowledges that mobile internet, social media platforms, and
digital advertising economics create genuine structural pressures on print
business models, pressures that individual media organisations cannot resist

through editorial excellence or audience loyalty.
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2.2.2.1 Technological determinism and media transformation

South Africa's media history transforms technological determinism from
abstract theory into concrete analytical instrument. Under apartheid, a tightly
controlled broadcasting system and concentrated print ownership allowed the
state and allied elites to narrow the terms of public debate and marginalise
opposition voices. Jacobs (2002) demonstrates that the post-1994 transition
forced news organisations to renegotiate their role amid political liberalisation,
market pressures and a changing audience. Govenden's (2019) critical
political-economy analysis of print media concludes that, despite formal
democratisation, ownership patterns and content diversity still reflect "token
transformation”, with structural power limiting the emancipatory potential of
new media technologies. The Reuters Institute Digital News Report (2025)
shows that roughly 33% of South Africans used TikTok and 42% used
YouTube for news. Maphiri (2018) also observes that rural youth in Limpopo
prefer online news because they perceive it as cheaper and more accessible,
directly linking technological factors to changing consumption patterns.

Yet the South African case exposes critical limitations in purely technology-
driven explanations. Wasserman and Garman (2014) argue that South Africa's
digital transition has been largely shaped by deliberate policy failures around
broadband access and data costs. Gillwald, Mothobi and Rademan (2018)
document infrastructure disparities perpetuating information inequality across
race, class and geographic lines. Willems (2019) rejects the notion of passive
audiences, showing how people actively appropriate, resist and repurpose
Western digital platforms within specific social contexts. Donner and Walton
(2013) similarly reveal creative adaptations in public access computing that
challenge linear diffusion models. This analysis engages technological
determinism strategically: not as literal description of cause and effect but as
what Feenberg (2002) aptly terms creative acts that force the redesign and

improvement of technical systems.
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Nonetheless, Fuchs (2014) and Mansell (2012) hold that analytical work must
focus on studying the ways power, policy and everyday practice ultimately
determine whether those technological possibilities deepen democracy or
reproduce long-standing exclusions. This research argues that outcomes
depend on social struggles over access, control and meaning, struggles South

Africa's history of contested media transformation illustrates with clarity.

2.2.2.2 Technological advances and social appropriation

Technological determinism faces substantial criticism for oversimplifying the
complex relationship between technology and society. Williams and Edge
(1996) pioneered this line of argument by questioning deterministic
assumptions about technological inevitability, while Lievrouw (2006) showed
that the theory fails to account for social factors in technological development.
Brey (2010) further argues that deterministic frameworks ignore the moral and
political dimensions of technological choice, a blind spot that is particularly
troubling in unequal societies. Critics therefore insist that the theory overlooks
the social contexts from which technologies emerge, as well as the human
choices, values and power dynamics that shape them. Interestingly, Pinch and
Bijker's (1984) study of the bicycles crystalises this perspective by showing
that design changes reflected negotiations between different user groups
instead of a predetermined evolutionary path.

Building on this insight, contemporary scholars increasingly adopt nuanced
approaches that recognise both technological influence and social agency, a
balance that has become essential for understanding digital media. Flew
(2014) illustrates this balance in an analysis of digital media transformations,
while Castells (2010) explains that societal networks emerge from interactions
between technological capabilities and existing social structures. Lievrouw and
Livingstone (2006) drive this synthesis further by proposing frameworks that
accommodate both technological advances and processes of social

appropriation.
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This theoretical evolution has produced notions such as “soft determinism”
which acknowledges technology’s significant role in societal change but insists
that human decisions fundamentally shape technological development and
implementation (Bimber, 1994). Feenberg’s (2002) critical theory of technology
illustrates this, arguing that technologies create constraints and opportunities
that influence social development, yet they remain open to democratic
intervention and redesign. This perspective suggests that societies can
restructure technological systems to serve different social purposes, rather
than treating them as fixed destinies. This viewpoint aligns with this study as it

offers a more productive way to think about technology, power and change.

Limited scholarship has studied, in a systematic and post-2018 way, how
global digital platforms, unequal connectivity and concentrated ownership
interact to reshape South Africa’s print newspaper business models and
patterns of news consumption. This study addresses that gap by applying a
modified technological determinist lens that foregrounds the interplay between
technological pressures and contextual forces, asking not only how technology
disrupts print, but how power, policy and everyday practice determine whether
that disruption deepens democratic communication or reproduces

long-standing exclusions.

2.2.3 Uses and gratifications theory

The uses and gratifications theory offers a particularly productive lens for
understanding present-day media preferences in South Africa. It treats uses
and gratifications theory and gratification theory as part of a single
audience-centred approach which emphasises that individuals actively select
media to satisfy specific informational, social, and identity needs, rather than
passively receiving media effects (LaRose & Eastin, 2004). According to
Palmgreen (1984), scholars often attempt to distinguish between gratifications
sought (motivations for media use) and gratifications obtained (actual

satisfaction derived).
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However, these are merely dimensions within uses and gratifications theory
rather than separate frameworks. As South Africa experiences a decline in
print media, uses and gratifications theory offers valuable insights into why
audiences migrate towards certain platforms. The theory identifies various
needs, including cognitive needs for information acquisition, affective needs
for emotional experiences, and personal needs for status (Papacharissi &
Mendelson, 2011).

According to Quan-Haase and Young (2010), consumers make conscious
decisions based on their gratification needs. Sundar and Limperos (2013)
expand on this viewpoint to include social integrative needs for connection with
others, and tension release needs for escape and entertainment. It is within
this context that Wasserman (2018) argues that South African audiences
increasingly seek gratifications that traditional print media may struggle to
provide. As media technologies evolved, so too did gratification theory,
adapting to explain audience behaviours in increasingly complex media
environments. Traditional gratification identified in early research has
expanded to include new dimensions unique to digital and social media
platforms. LaRose and Eastin (2004) pioneered research into digital-specific
gratifications, while Quan-Haase and Young (2010) identified contemporary
motivations such as mobility, immediacy, interactivity, and content creation

opportunities that influence media choices.

Rubin (2009) acknowledges the framework's utility in studying media choice
but notes its tendency toward individualistic explanations that neglect
structural constraints on access and consumption. McQuail (2010) argues that
the theory's functionalist assumptions risk treating media use as always
purposeful and beneficial, overlooking how consumption patterns may
reinforce inequality or serve ideological functions beyond user awareness. In
other perspectives, Mare’s (2013) research demonstrates that South African
users particularly value social media platforms for their capacity to facilitate
instantaneous participation in public discourse.
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Building on this work, Bosch (2016) shows that users seek platforms that
enable forms of self-expression unavailable in traditional print media. These
perceptions accentuate the instructive power of contemporary gratification
theory for understanding the decline of newspapers in South Africa since 2018
to 2024, suggesting that audiences select and abandon platforms as they
continually search for media environments that better satisfy evolving needs

and expectations.

2.2.3.1 Gratification patterns in South Africa

Wasserman and Garman's (2014) observation that disparities in income,
education and digital access create varied gratification expectations across
different population segments exposes the risks of treating "choice" as
universal when access remains profoundly unequal. High-income urban
populations often seek efficiency, customisation, and interactive features that
digital platforms excel at providing. Those with minimal resources and
intermittent connectivity continue to rely on traditional media not necessarily
by preference but by structural necessity (Chuma, 2014; Mabweazara, 2015),
raising questions about whether "gratifications" adequately captures

constrained media consumption.

Mutsvairo and Ragnedda (2019) identify several ways in which socioeconomic
factors influence not only access to media but also the types of gratification
sought by different demographics in South Africa. Information seeking
represents a primary gratification driving media consumption, particularly for
news content. South African audiences increasingly favour digital platforms for
their ability to deliver immediate, customised, and often free news content.
However, Chuma (2014) and Mare (2013) also suggest that the fixed
publishing schedules and limited space constraints of print newspapers fail to
satisfy contemporary information-seeking gratifications in an era where
audiences expect instant updates and comprehensive coverage.
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Dwyer and Martin (2017) reveal that South African news consumers
increasingly prioritise immediacy, multimedia formats, and the ability to follow
developing stories in real-time, which digital platforms provide more effectively
than print media. The growth of mobile news consumption, particularly among
younger South Africans, also demonstrates the convenience of portability and
accessibility gratifications (Bosch, 2016; Walton & Leukes, 2013). Beyond
seeking information, gratification theory identifies entertainment and escapism

as significant drivers of media consumption.

Walton, Oman, Marsden and Hasbrouck (2012) highlight mobile devices'
effectiveness in meeting entertainment needs among South African youth, who
value access to diverse entertainment options that print cannot match. The
limited entertainment value of print media leads many South Africans to
abandon these formats for digital alternatives that better satisfy entertainment
and escapism gratifications (Bosch, 2016; Chuma, 2014; Wasserman, 2018).
This migration, however, raises critical questions about whether audience
agency or platform design drives gratification patterns, an ambiguity that uses

and gratifications theory arguably struggles to harmonise.

2.2.3.2 Relevance to the decline of print newspapers in South Africa

In South Africa, where historical divisions and geographical distances present
significant social barriers, digital media platforms offer valuable opportunities
for connection that print media cannot provide (Bosch, 2016; Zirugo, 2022).

Digital platforms often excel at fulfilling these needs through features that
enable direct interaction, content sharing, and community formation (Quan-
Haase & Young, 2010; Papacharissi & Mendelson, 2011). Bosch (2016) and
Mabweazara (2015) show how South Africans use social media and
messaging applications to sustain relationships, build interest-based
communities and take part in public discourse. Digital platforms satisfy
connection gratifications through immediate feedback, conversational

interactions, and engagement (Walton & Leukes, 2013; Mare, 2013).
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The shift toward digital platforms for social gratification contributes significantly
to print media’s declining relevance in South African society. In post-apartheid
South Africa, digital media offers valuable platforms for self-expression and
identity that print media’s one-way model cannot match (Bosch, 2016; Zirugo,
2022). Mabweazara (2015) and Hyde-Clarke (2013) assert that South African
consumers value media that allows them to participate in content creation,
express opinions, and engage in identity exploration. In particular, young
South Africans prefer platforms that enable them to receive validation through
likes, comments, and shares (Walton & Leukes, 2013; Bosch, 2016). Print
media’s limited interactivity fails to satisfy identity-related gratifications,
accelerating its decline as South Africans turn to platforms that better support
self-expression and identity (Wasserman, 2018; Chuma, 2014; Bosch, 2016).

Donner and Walton (2013) contend that mobile phones serve as primary
internet access points for many South Africans. Additionally, digital media’s
searchability and storage capabilities are well placed to satisfy practical needs
for information retrieval and reference that bulky print publications cannot
efficiently meet (Mare, 2013; Bosch, 2016). These economic and practical
gratifications prove particularly influential in South Africa’s developing
economy, where resource constraints significantly impact media consumption
decisions (Wasserman, 2018). Overall, the theory suggests that the survival of
print media depends on identifying unique gratifications it can provide that
which digital alternatives cannot easily replicate (Chuma, 2014; Bosch, 2016).
Mare (2013) and Mabweazara (2015) indicate that hybrid approaches that
combine print and digital elements may help traditional media organisations
remain relevant by addressing diverse gratification needs. However,
understanding the multifaceted gratifications driving South African media
consumers remains essential for any strategy addressing print media’s future
viability (Mutsvairo & Ragnedda, 2019).
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2.3 LITERATURE REVIEW

This section analyses the concept of media and traces the historical
development of South Africa’s newspaper industry from the colonial and
apartheid eras through democratic transition into the digital age. The potential
in this section lies in how existing research links financial strain, clickbait logics,
media capture and digital opportunities in general terms, but offers limited,
up-to-date, empirically grounded analysis of how editors and reporters at
legacy print titles actually negotiate these pressures in day-to-day decisions

about story selection, depth, and independence.

2.3.1 The concept of media

According to Hepp (2019), the definition of media encompasses a diverse
array of platforms and technology, not only simple spaces for news
consumption. As societies change, the concept of media evolves to reflect
technical innovation, cultural frameworks, and communication practices
(Naidoo & Peterson, 2023). Livingstone (2009) observes that these
transformations necessitate continual theoretical adjustment, while Deuze
(2011) emphasises how media has become increasingly interlinked with
ordinary life. Media has thus evolved alongside human civilisation,
technological advances and societal needs (Briggs & Burke, 2009).

In ancient cultures, early media forms such as oral storytelling traditions and
manuscript production were the primary means of conveying information.
These oral traditions established fundamental communication patterns that still
impact modern media forms (Ong, 2002). The printing press revolutionised
mass communication, ushering in what many media historians refer to as the
‘print media era” (McLuhan, 1964; Eisenstein, 1979). This technological
innovation significantly transformed the information landscape, making
knowledge more accessible (Naidoo & Peterson, 2023). The twentieth century
saw the rise of electronic media, radio broadcasting, television programming,
and film production (Starr, 2004; Wu, 2016).
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These electronic platforms have provided unparalleled geographical reach,
allowing large audiences to engage with news, entertainment, and educational
content (Scannell, 1996; Douglas, 1999). The theoretical context of “media
effects” also gained traction, with researchers exploring correlations between
media exposure and audience behavioural changes (Lazarsfeld & Merton,
1948). When considered holistically, these perspectives demonstrate that
newspapers cannot be analysed in isolation from broader technological,
economic and cultural transformations. This also applies to the media’s
functions, ownership patterns and audience relationships.

The decline of print newspapers from 2018 to 2024 must therefore be
understood not as a simple 'death of print', as Nielsen (2016) cautions, but as
part of a wider reconfiguration of South Africa's media system in which digital
and mobile platforms assume informational, commercial and democratic roles
historically associated with print (Wasserman, 2020). This framework informs
this researcher's assessment of circulation decline, title closures and

adaptation strategies in the South African newspaper sector.

2.3.2 Origins of modern newspapers

The precursors to modern newspapers originated in ancient civilisations, with
the Romans using Acta Diurna (“Daily Acts”) as early as 59 Before the
Common Era (BCE) to announce important events in public spaces (Stephens,
2007). In Europe, handwritten newsletters called avvisi circulated in Italian city-
states during the 14th and 15th centuries, establishing early information
networks (Raymond & Moxham, 2016). Gutenberg’s invention of movable-type
printing around 1440 revolutionised information dissemination, though printed
news publications emerged only later as occasional news pamphlets covering
singular events like battles or natural disasters (Dooley, 2010). These
publications established crucial precedents for newspapers, including

reporting conventions and information-gathering networks (Weber, 2006).
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The first regularly published newspapers appeared in Germany around 1609
(Stephens, 2007). The industrial revolution brought the steam-powered
printing press, reducing production costs and enabling mass circulation (Briggs
& Burke, 2009). This period saw the emergence of the affordable “penny
press”, transforming newspapers into commercial ventures (Smith, 1979).
During the 20th century, many scholars describe a newspaper “golden age”
marked by high circulation, robust advertising income and strong influence
over public opinion (Nichols & McChesney, 2010).

Meyer (2009) characterises this dominance as a “monopoly business”, in
which newspapers benefited from limited competition and exclusive access to
large audiences, reinforcing their ability to set agendas in public debate.
Critical perspectives, such as Chomsky and Herman’s (1988) propaganda
model, argue that this economic and structural power meant newspapers often
served the interests of political and economic elites, rather than acting as
neutral observers. This historical trajectory is crucial for the present study
because it demonstrates that newspapers have long combined commercial
power with agenda-setting influence, while continually adapting.
Understanding how newspapers evolved from elite information bulletins to
mass-market monopoly businesses helps contextualise the contemporary
decline of print in South Africa, where digital disruption challenges not only a
business model but also an establishment.

2.3.3 The history of print media in South Africa

South Africa’s first printing press arrived in 1784 under Dutch colonial rule, and
it was initially used for government notices rather than news publications
(Fraser, 2008). Botha (2012:23) notes that when Britain took over colonial
control in 1806, it represented a significant shift as the British used newspapers
for communicating government information and promoting colonial cultural
values. The Cape Town Gazette and the African Advertiser are recognised as
South Africa’s earliest newspapers.
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Crwys-Williams (1989:42) argues that the publication actively promoted
government policies and British cultural values while deliberately excluding
indigenous voices, establishing an exclusionary pattern in South African
media. Independent newspapers emerged in the 1820s when British settlers
Thomas Pringle and John Fairbairn established the South African Commercial
Advertiser in 1824. Worden (2012:97) views this development as
fundamentally challenging colonial information control for the first time. Then
Governor Lord Charles Somerset censored and temporarily shut down the
newspaper, yet it successfully established an important precedent for press

independence.

Tomaselli (2019) contends that the Commercial Advertiser actively created the
foundation for South Africa’s tradition of liberal journalism that opposes
government overreach, which later became a defining characteristic of the
country’s media landscape. Dutch-language newspapers developed alongside
English publications to serve Afrikaner communities. Die Zuid-Afrikaan
emerged in 1830 as a powerful voice for Dutch settlers. Giliomee (2010)
emphasises that these publications actively shaped Afrikaner cultural identities
while articulating their distinct political interests. The formation of parallel
media systems serving different language groups became a characteristic

feature of South Africa’s media environment.

2.3.4 Indigenous-language newspapers

Missionary publishing laid foundations for South Africa's newspaper industry
while embedding powerful ideological agendas that would shape the sector's
trajectory for generations. Cagé and Rueda (2016) note that missionary
societies established printing operations in the 1830s, initially producing
religious texts before expanding into newspaper publishing. Yet this expansion
carried profound contradictions. Switzer and Switzer (1979:28) explain that
these operations introduced literacy to African communities while
simultaneously promoting Christianity and Western cultural values.
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The Wesleyan Mission's establishment of Umshumayeli Wendaba (Publisher
of News) in 1837, the first newspaper in an indigenous South African language
(IsiXhosa), represents this dual character. The emergence of independent
Black journalism challenged this missionary paternalism. John Tengo Jabavu's
establishment of Imvo Zabantsundu (Native Opinion) in 1884 marked a critical
shift, creating one of South Africa's first Black-owned newspapers (Cagé &
Rueda, 2016). Jabavu, educated by missionaries, advocated for African
political rights within rather than against the colonial framework.

The South African War (1899-1902) dramatically transformed newspaper
development in the region, deepening divisions between English and Afrikaans
publications, as each supported their respective interests. Print newspapers
experienced significant restructuring after the war. Kriel (2015:203) asserts
that defeat in the South African War energised Afrikaner cultural nationalism,
spurring the creation of new Afrikaans-language publications dedicated to
preserving and promoting Afrikaner identity and interests. Newspapers like Die
Volkstem and Die Burger became powerful vehicles for Afrikaner political
mobilisation, eventually supporting the National Party’s rise to power. The
increasing commercialisation and consolidation of the newspaper industry

coincided with the formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910.

Hadland (2007:137) explains that economic pressures and technological
advances drove the emergence of press conglomerates. The Argus Company
and Nasionale Pers (later Naspers) established market dominance in the
English and Afrikaans sectors, respectively, initiating patterns of media
concentration that persist today. The Black press grew significantly in the early
20th century despite severe legal and economic restrictions. Publications like
Abantu-Batho (The People), established in 1912 as the South African Native
National Congress (later African National Congress) newspaper, provided
essential platforms for challenging racial discrimination (Switzer & Switzer,
1979).
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Limb (2012:78) argues that these newspapers created alternative public
spheres where African political and intellectual leaders articulated demands
for equality and justice beyond colonial and segregationist institutional
constraints. The Chamber of Mines established Umteteli wa Bantu (The
Mouthpiece of the People) in 1920, representing what Sifelani (2018) calls the
ambiguous position of African newspapers that received white financial
backing. While these publications provided employment for Black journalists
and addressed African concerns, they often promoted moderate politics
acceptable to white sponsors.

2.3.5 Print media’s transition into a democratic South Africa

South Africa's transition to democracy fundamentally reshaped its print media
landscape, though not always as resistance journalists had hoped. Roberts
(2025) argues that, when the enemy became the government, anti-apartheid
publications struggled to redefine their purpose. Alternative media were soon
absorbed into mainstream organisations, with their radical edge blunted by
corporate ownership (Wilson & Ahmed, 2022). Language shaped both power
and limitation. Vernacular newspapers like Umteteli wa Bantu and
Mochochonono fostered cultural expression and political debate, while
Afrikaans publications standardised their language and mobilised Afrikaner
identity (Naidoo & Peterson, 2023).

Yet multilingual publishing reinforced a persistent "linguistic hierarchy"
favouring English-language publication (Kumar & Smith, 2023). Women
journalists, especially in the black press, faced intersecting racial and gender
barriers even as they led alternative newspapers during the 1970s and 1980s
resistance movements (Wilson & Ahmed, 2022). Economic concentration
defined the media landscape, and by 1960 just three groups controlled more
than 90% of print titles (Davidson & Cooper, 2023). Post-apartheid Black
Economic Empowerment shifted patterns of ownership but did little to disrupt
this underlying concentration.

41



The relationship between print media and democracy also has deep historical
roots. According to Schudson (2008), print media serves democracy through
three essential functions: it informs citizens, it acts as watchdog and it fosters
dialogue. Print media amplifies marginalised voices; however, ownership
consolidation threatens this diversity (Tomaselli, 2019). Print media's decline
poses significant democratic risks. Shrinking revenue has compelled
newspapers to reduce staff and investigative reporting, weakening the
watchdog role (Hadland, 2020). The shift to digital platforms prioritises click-
driven content over substance, undermining meaningful citizen engagement
(Berger, 2020).

While digital platforms democratise information production through citizen
journalism, they lack editorial oversight, contributing to misinformation,
particularly evident in South Africa's elections (Wasserman & Benequista,
2020). Berger (2020) suggests public subsidies or philanthropy for
investigative journalism, while Tomaselli (2019) advocates hybrid models
combining print and digital formats. Some South African newspapers have
implemented such models successfully, though these efforts must scale to
address systemic challenges (Hadland, 2020).

International examples, such as government interventions in Sweden, public
funding in Canada, could inform strategies, provided they maintain editorial
independence (Pieterse, 2021; Berger, 2020). The future depends on
adaptation. Print media must embrace innovation while maintaining accuracy,
depth, and accountability (Wasserman, 2018). Partnerships between
traditional and digital platforms could enhance reach and impact, ensuring

continued democratic service (Tomaselli, 2019).
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2.3.6 The impact of commercial pressures on content quality

The preceding section has already highlighted the heavy financial pressures
facing the print newspaper sector, and the literature indicates that these
pressures are reshaping content production in ways that may compromise
overall quality. Financial pressures translate directly into changes in how news
is gathered, written, and prioritised, with clear consequences for content
quality. Under-resourced newsrooms increasingly rely on wire services, press
releases and pre-packaged material, reducing opportunities for original
reporting, on-the-ground verification and sustained investigative work (Bosch,
2019; Kruger, 2022).

Budget cuts and staff reduction mean that junior reporters are often required
to produce higher volumes of content to tight deadlines, which heightens the
risk of errors (Daniels, 2020; Wasserman & Benequista, 2017). As a result,
commercially driven news values displace public-interest considerations,
leading to thinner, more episodic coverage of complex policy issues and a
growing gap between the information citizens need and the content that news
organisations can afford to produce. Daniels (2020) identifies a trend towards
what is termed “clickbait journalism” in South African online news, where the
imperatives of attracting advertising revenue through high traffic volumes often

override considerations of journalistic substance.

This observation resonates with broader international literature on how
commercial pressures in digital environments can skew content towards
sensationalism and superficiality. In essence, the migration from print to digital
has accelerated the commercialisation of news values, which has concerning
implications for the media’s ability to facilitate informed citizenship. An
additional dimension of quality concerns relates to editorial independence.
Kruger (2022) documented instances where editorial decisions appear to have
been influenced by advertiser pressures or ownership interests, and politically

connected businesses.
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Consequently, the decline of print newspapers has also heightened
vulnerability to what Rodny-Gumede (2018) terms “media capture”, which sees
economic and political elites exert undue influence over media content and
editorial focus. Mare and Brand (2010) point to case studies of several South
African publications that have experienced apparent shifts in editorial direction
following ownership changes or major advertising arrangements. Bosch (2019)
explains how digital platforms have created spaces for historically
marginalised voices in mainstream print media, potentially enhancing
representational diversity despite the challenges facing traditional
publications. The literature indicates that, since 2018, legacy titles have cut
pages, closed regional bureaus or have gone online, sacrificing much of the

in-depth, locally grounded reporting that once defined print.

2.3.7 The global decline in print media

The global picture of print newspaper declines tells a story of structural
collapse. Between 2010 and 2020, print newspaper circulation in developed
markets fell 42% while digital circulation rose (McNair & Thompson, 2021), a
shift that sounds like simple migration until you examine what has been lost in
translation. Three forces converged to destabilise traditional print media:
collapsing advertising revenue, rising production costs, and competition from
digital-native platforms (Duncan, 2018). The scale is staggering. Longitudinal
research from Davidson, Ellis and Fourie (2023) shows a 63% decrease in
newspaper advertising revenue in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) countries between 2008 and 2022, with digital
platforms capturing approximately 80% of online advertising spending. This
revenue disruption has imposed industry consolidation and cost-cutting. This
trend has particularly affected specialised journalism sectors; Blackwood and
Chen (2022) reported a 48% reduction in resources for investigative reporting

units.
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According to the Reuters Institute’s Digital News Report (2023), only 12% of
consumers below the age of 30 regularly engage with print newspapers,
compared to 68% who primarily consume news through social media. Miller
and Nakamura (2023) further note that digital news consumption among
younger demographics increased by 47% in 2020-2022, accelerated by
improved mobile technology. Henderson and Kumar (2022) demonstrate how
the “free content economy” has fundamentally altered consumer expectations;
73% of global news consumers are unwilling to pay for online news content.
This phenomenon has given rise to what Roberts and Singh (2023) refer to as
the "digital paradox", where print organisations struggle to convert digital
readership into revenue despite the unprecedented reach of online platforms.

What emerges from the global picture is not merely an industry in decline but
a democratic infrastructure eroding. The financial model that sustained in-
depth journalism, advertising revenue supporting newsrooms large enough for
specialised beats and investigations, has fractured. Digital platforms offer
reach without revenue, audiences without sustainability, consumption without
the resources needed to produce what is being consumed. The crisis is not
that people stopped reading news; the economics supporting quality
journalism collapsed before viable alternatives could emerge. This trend has
contributed to what Wilson and Ahmed (2022) identify as “information deserts”,

or regions with severely limited access to professional journalism.

2.3.8 The decline of print newspapers in South Africa

The decline of print newspapers in South Africa mirrors global patterns, but
apartheid's legacy added distinctive complications. Newspapers operated
under severe restrictions, either supporting the regime or resisting it.
Wasserman (2020) notes that the post-apartheid media landscape inherited
structural inequalities and ideological divisions that continued to shape
patterns of ownership, content, and audience engagement long after formal

democratisation.
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Hadland (2018) argues that apartheid media structures created path
dependencies that hampered transformation efforts and complicated digital
adaptation. Botma (2021) emphasises that apartheid’s racial segregation of
media markets established consumption patterns that continue to influence
newspaper viability in the democratic era. In addition, democracy brought
significant regulatory changes to print media. Hadland (2018) points out that
political liberalisation removed many direct forms of censorship but exposed

newspapers to new market pressures as foreign investors entered the sector.

Tomaselli (2019) states that the removal of international sanctions and
increased global integration placed South African print media in direct
competition with global players for the first time, fundamentally altering their
economic foundations. Duncan (2018) adds that regulatory changes in the
immediate post-apartheid period prioritised political liberalisation over
structural transformation, leaving economic concentration largely intact.
Berger (2020) identified initial optimism for print newspapers during the early
post-apartheid period, with rising circulation and advertising revenue as
democracy took hold. However, this growth proved short-lived. Molefe (2022)
observes that the ‘honeymoon’ period for South African print media lasted

barely a decade before structural challenges began to manifest.

Economic rationalisation of newsrooms significantly reduced resources
devoted to investigation, with expensive time-consuming projects increasingly
viewed as unaffordable luxuries rather than core journalistic functions
(Wasserman, 2020). Kruger’s (2022) comprehensive study of South African
newsrooms documents this crisis in stark terms, notably seen in a 61%
reduction in dedicated investigative positions at major print publications
between 2010 and 2020. This decline in investigative capacity poses particular
dangers in South Africa, where investigative journalism has served as a critical
bulwark against corruption and abuse of power. Rodny-Gumede (2018) warns
that deteriorating resources for investigative reporting are dismantling one of
South Africa’s most crucial defences against democratic erosion.
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What distinguishes South Africa's decline from the global trend is not the
trajectory of the collapsing revenue, shrinking newsrooms, declining
circulation, but the compromised foundation from which it began. Unlike many
markets that encountered digital disruption from a position of relative stability,
South Africa entered the digital age already fractured by racial segmentation,
weakened by decades of censorship and oppositional journalism, and
embedded in structural inequalities that democracy had not yet undone.

2.3.9 Implications for public discourse

Wasserman and Benequista (2017) caution that the decline of traditional
journalism models threatens the sustainability of accountability reporting
essential to public discourse functioning. Investigative journalism continues to
experience financial pressures as business models erode. This creates
governance risks in a relatively young democracy still establishing
accountability norms. Nonetheless, digital media has also expanded
participation in public discourse (Bosch 2019; Wasserman & Benequista,
2017). Bosch (2019) illustrates the way social media platforms have enabled
previously marginalised voices to participate more actively in national debates,
challenging the historical gatekeeping function of mainstream media.

This democratisation of voice has particular significance in post-apartheid
South Africa, where media access was historically restricted along racial lines.
Fourie (2020) observes that citizen journalism and digital activism have
become important components of South Africa’s media ecosystem, particularly
around social justice issues and service delivery protests. The quality of
information circulating in digital spaces raises concerns. Matsilele (2020)
demonstrates how misinformation spreads rapidly through digital channels in
South Africa, particularly during periods of social tension or political
contestation. This phenomenon creates new challenges for information

integrity.
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Chasi and Rodny-Gumede (2023) contend that declining resources for
professional journalism, combined with the acceleration of digital information
flows, has created verification gaps that undermine the quality of public
discourse. These dynamics complicate the democratic potential of expanded
digital access. South Africa’s media transformation since 1994 reflects a
complex interplay between democratisation, digitisation, and persistent social
inequalities. The decline of print media and the concomitant rise of digital
platforms has fundamentally reshaped information flows, creating both new
opportunities and significant challenges.

Wasserman (2018) captures this tension by noting that digital media
simultaneously expands the possibilities for diverse voices while creating new
forms of exclusion and fragmentation. As Bosch and Mare (2019) suggests,
the future of South African media requires innovative approaches that harness
digital affordances while addressing persistent structural inequalities. Several
key themes emerge from this review. First, South Africa’s digital transformation
has followed a distinctive trajectory shaped by its unique historical, political,
and economic context. Second, while digital penetration has increased
substantially, significant divides persist along multiple dimensions. Third, the
sustainability of quality journalism faces serious challenges as traditional
business models collapse faster than viable alternatives emerge.

Finally, these shifts carry profound implications for democratic functioning and
social cohesion in a society still navigating its post-apartheid transition (Bosch
& Mare, 2019; Wasserman & Benequista, 2017). Public discourse research
tends to focus on general media trends rather than systematically correlating
the post-2018 print decline to changes in public affairs coverage and
accountability journalism (Hayes & Lawless, 2018; Chuma, 2019). This
indicates a knowledge deficit in determining how the decline of print
newspapers has influenced the quality and diversity of South Africa's public
discourse (African Media Barometer, 2019).
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The decline of print newspapers creates concerning gaps in local reporting and
accountability, particularly in underserved communities where digital
alternatives remain inaccessible to significant segments of the population.
Bosch’s (2010) research establishes significant correlations between the
deterioration of traditional print journalism and the proliferation of
misinformation in South Africa. Bosch and Mutsvairo (2019) assert that the
erosion of professional journalism contributes to information vacuums
increasingly filled by unverified sources on social media platforms, where

misinformation spreads.

Wasserman and Madrid-Morales (2019) present survey data showing that
South Africans who previously relied on print newspapers now increasingly
turn to WhatsApp and Facebook for news, platforms where misinformation
circulates extensively with fewer accountability mechanisms. Mudhai et al
(2016) document a troubling correlation, namely newspaper closures in
smaller South African communities that coincide with increased circulation of
false information about local issues, particularly during periods of social unrest
or political contestation.

The absence of trusted local reporting results in greater vulnerability to
manipulation and rumour. Dwyer and Molony (2019) contend that the loss of
crucial contextual reporting leaves audiences without the interpretive
framework they need to evaluate information critically, creating greater
susceptibility to misleading narratives. This relationship appears particularly
pronounced in communities with lower digital literacy rates, where the
transition from print to digital news consumption occurs without the

corresponding development of critical evaluation skills.
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2.3.10 Digital media development in South Africa

South Africa's earliest digital media ventures emerged in a context of limited
connectivity but significant optimism. Early digital offerings typically consisted
of repurposed print content with minimal interactive features or original digital
material. The Mail & Guardian launched its online edition in 1994, becoming
one of Africa's first digital news platforms in what Berger (2001) describes as
an experimental and aspirational period. Infrastructure limitations significantly
constrained digital growth during this period. Gillwald (2005) notes that dial-up
internet remained prohibitively expensive for most South Africans, with
connectivity concentrated among wealthy, predominantly white urban
populations.

These limitations created what Mabweazara (2015) calls a "diverged media
economy" where print remained dominant for mass communication while
digital platforms served elite audiences. Rather than disrupting existing
inequalities in information access, early digital developments reinforced them.
Nevertheless, this period laid important foundations for future expansion
through regulatory reform, initial infrastructure investments, and early
experimentation with digital formats. The mid-2000s marked a decisive turning
point. Chuma (2019) identifies the convergence of improved connectivity,
smartphone adoption, and social media emergence as critical accelerants of
digital media consumption.

Concurrently, print media began experiencing unprecedented circulation
decline (Harber, 2018). Mobile technology played a central role in this
transformation. Donner and Walton (2013) revealed that mobile phones
became the primary internet access point for most South Africans, with feature
phones and later smartphones enabling digital participation among
populations without computer access. The economic implications proved

severe.
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Finlay (2020) documents that advertising revenue for print publications
declined significantly between 2008 and 2015, creating financial instability
across the sector. These losses were not offset by digital revenue growth, as
Mare (2014) demonstrates that digital advertising in South Africa remained
undervalued compared to print, creating a "value gap" that threatened
journalistic sustainability. This period witnessed significant job losses in
newsrooms, title closures, and consolidation across the print sector,
fundamentally altering the information landscape. Recent years have
witnessed both the entrenchment of digital dominance and accelerated print

decline.

The Reuters Institute Digital News Report (2022) reveals a fundamental shift:
online sources, including social media, now constitute the primary news source
for 76% of connected South Africans. This transformation enabled digital-
native news organisations to emerge as significant players. Rodny-Gumede
(2019) notes that entities like Daily Maverick, GroundUp and News24 have
built substantive digital offerings without the burden of print legacy costs, often
adopting innovative approaches that legacy organisations have struggled to
replicate.

Social media platforms are increasingly functioning as primary news
distributors, fundamentally reshaping information access. Wasserman (2020)
argues that this platform-dominated environment fragments the public sphere
while simultaneously creating new possibilities for participatory media
practices. Citizens can now engage directly with news content through sharing,
commenting, and content creation. For traditional print publications, the
situation has become increasingly precarious. Fourie (2022) document that
several major South African newspapers have ceased print operations entirely
since 2016, either transitioning to digital-only models or closing completely,
while those maintaining print editions have significantly reduced publication
frequency, page counts and staff complement as revenue streams continue

declining.
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Nevertheless, print media maintains relevance within specific demographic
and geographic segments, with Ndlovu (2019) noting that newspaper reading
remains culturally significant in certain communities despite broader decline.
However, serious access disparities persist along socioeconomic, geographic,
and demographic lines. Gillwald, Mothobi, and Rademan (2018) assert that
internet access correlates with income and education levels, with the poorest
40% of South Africans significantly less likely to have regular connectivity.
Chiumbu (2019) points out that digital news models primarily serve middle-
class urban populations, creating information deficits in lower-income and rural

communities historically served by print media.

Data costs present persistent barriers to digital inclusion. Research ICT Africa
(2020) reports that South Africa maintains some of the highest mobile data
costs on the African continent relative to average income, creating significant
affordability challenges. Ndlovu (2021) describes how cost-conscious
behaviour, including careful data rationing, significantly impacts digital news
consumption among lower-income users. Language diversity presents another

dimension of digital inequality.

Salawu (2018) contends that English remains overwhelmingly dominant in
South African digital media despite the country's twelve official languages,
excluding significant portions of the population from full digital participation.
Mdlongwa (2019) suggests that the print-to-digital transition has exacerbated
the marginalisation of indigenous language journalism, as print publications in
these languages have declined without equivalent digital replacements. These
barriers intersect with other dimensions of inequality, further complicating

digital transformation.
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2.3.11 Digital media, misinformation and disinformation

This section shifts from circulation analysis to assess the relationship between
print decline and the proliferation of misinformation in South Africa's
information ecosystem. Wasserman (2020) offers a foundational framework by
distinguishing between misinformation (unintentionally false information) and
disinformation (deliberately false information intended to mislead) and how
both manifest in distinctive ways in South Africa. Reid and Isaacs (2015)
expand by arguing that misinformation in South Africa exploits racial, ethnic,
and economic divisions to amplify narratives of prejudice and distrust. Their
(Reid & lIsaacs, 2015) work suggests that these dynamics diverge from
Western patterns, reflecting South Africa’s particular historical and

contemporary inequalities.

Rodny-Gumede (2018) argues that “fake news” in South Africa is linked with
ongoing social transformation, as misinformation is often used to undermine
democratic processes and institutions. At this opportune moment, this
literature turns the focus to the impact of digital transformation on the
information ecosystem. Mpofu (2021) argues that algorithmic content
distribution prioritises engagement over accuracy and amplifies,
sensationalising information that traditional newspaper gatekeeping would
once have filtered. This reorientation towards user engagement reshapes the

incentives governing content production and distribution.

Mhiripiri and Mutsvairo (2014) contend that digital advertising models reward
clickbait content that is designed to maximise engagement, creating market
forces that actively undermine journalistic integrity compared to traditional
newspaper business models. Mare, Mabweazara and Moyo (2019) assert that,
while print newspapers remain bound by professional codes and media law,
social media platforms function largely outside these frameworks.
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Within this transforming atmosphere, political actors have capitalised on the
decline of print by investing in social media manipulation tactics, including
coordinated inauthentic behaviour and manufactured consensus (Malila,
2019). Consequently, Wasserman and Benequista (2017) find declining public
trust in information sources, with citizens increasingly unsure of ways to
distinguish reliable from unreliable information. Chasi and Rodny-Gumede
(2023) observe that the collapse of established newspapers has removed
institutional reputation indicators that once guided audiences’ assessments of
information quality, making credibility evaluation more difficult.

In response, Wasserman (2020) calls for multifaceted strategies that
acknowledge the cultural and economic specifics of South Africa’s information
ecosystem. Rodny-Gumede (2018) advocates for media literacy programmes
tailored to the country’s multilingual, multicultural context, emphasising
transferable critical evaluation skills. Complementing these measures, Bosch
(2019) propose extending traditional media accountability mechanisms to
digital platforms, including requirements for greater transparency and

algorithmic decision-making.

Mpofu (2021) highlights funding sustainability and weak rural reach as key
obstacles to reform, while Mare (2020) advocates public investment in
community journalism to replace capacities lost with print’s decline. Together,
these perspectives show that links between shrinking print ecosystems and
rising misinformation in South Africa remain under-examined, emphasising the
need for context-specific research on media transitions in developing

democracies.
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24 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter explains the decline of South African print newspapers from 2018
to 2024. It revealed concerns that commercial compromises pose a risk to the
media’s democratic functions, while media ownership concentration increases
vulnerability to capture, threatening editorial independence. It identified
promising developments including digital-native news operations with
innovative funding models and expanded participation through mobile
technology. The relationship between declining print newspapers and rising
misinformation poses a critical concern for South Africa’s democracy, as
professional journalism erosion result in information vacuums filled by

unverified sources on social media platforms.

The chapter concludes that addressing these challenges requires both
industry innovation and policy interventions recognising journalism as an
essential public good. The literature review reveals a clear gap: there is little
recent empirical work on how the combined effects of print decline, rising
smartphone use and shocks such as COVID-19 have reshaped
agenda-setting power, newsroom practices and newspaper business models
in South Africa since 2018. Existing research also offers little insight into how
newsrooms have adapted since 2018 and how these shifts affect content
quality, editorial independence, journalism’s watchdog role, and the space

available for misinformation to spread.
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CHAPTER 3

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

3.1  INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents the research methodology used to examine the decline
of print newspapers in South Africa between 2018 and 2024. The study is
grounded in critical realism as its overarching philosophical framework,
developed by Bhaskar (1975) to bridge the divide between positivism and
interpretivism. It recognises the existence of an objective social reality while
acknowledging that our understanding of it is inevitably partial and context-
dependent (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Content analysis served as the primary
research method, consistent with Krippendorff's (2018) framing of it as a
method capable of operating across both quantitative and qualitative
approaches. Bowen (2009) similarly highlights the value of content analysis for

identifying themes in documentary evidence.

Data collection for this study is based on document analysis, comprising a
systematic review of relevant secondary data sources, as described by
O’Leary (2014). Population parameters and sampling techniques are defined
in accordance with Neuman’s (2014) recommendations to establish clear
study boundaries. The chapter also addresses research rigour, including
validity, transferability and reliability, drawing on Lincoln and Guba’s (1985)

reliability criteria for both qualitative and quantitative components.

3.2 RESEARCH PARADIGMS RELEVANT TO THE STUDY

Bhaskar’s (1975) critical realism posits that real structures and mechanisms
shape media systems, even though they are apprehended through socially
constructed meanings. The approach is well suited to a mixed-methods
research of the decline of print newspapers in South Africa from 2018 to 2024.
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3.2.1 Positivist paradigm

In the context of critical realism, positivist methods provided the quantitative
foundation for analysing the decline of print newspapers in South Africa from
2018 to 2024. This approach enabled measurement of circulation figures,
advertising revenue trends, and closure patterns (Bryman, 2016). Neuman
(2014) observes that positivist approaches excel at identifying statistical
patterns and correlations, which proved essential for tracking the scale and
pace of decline across different publications and time periods.

As observed in Creswell and Creswell (2017), the quantitative methods were
effective in establishing measurable trends and testing relationships between
variables such as the circulation declines, advertising shifts, and demographic
changes. The researcher was aware that solely employing positivist
approaches may neglect the interpretations associated with social factors
(Willis 2007). Hence, this method was integrated with interpretivist approaches
to improve research validity. As Creswell and Poth (2018) argue, research into
media systems undergoing transition demands frameworks that acknowledge
both empirical realities and interpretive complexities.

3.2.2 Interpretivist paradigm

From a critical realist perspective, interpretivist approaches were used to
understand the decline in the context of socially constructed realities.
According to Wasserman (2018), the decline of print newspapers in South
Africa reflects intersecting technological, economic, social, and political forces.
Creswell and Poth (2018) assert that interpretivism acknowledges how society
creates and understands reality from multiple perspectives, making the
paradigm well-suited for studying media changes within specific cultural and
historical contexts.
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Schwandt (2000) describes this approach as treating understanding itself as
interpretive work. South Africa's post-apartheid context, where media
transformation intersects with broader social change, particularly suited
interpretivism. As Bosch (2019) argues, studying media developments in post-
apartheid South Africa requires recognising the distinctive historical trajectory

that has shaped the country's media landscape.

3.3 MIXED METHODS APPROACH

The research adopted an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The design allows the researcher to first collect
and analyse quantitative data, whose findings then inform a subsequent
qualitative phase (lvankova, Creswell & Stick, 2006). As adopted in Mayring
(2004), the qualitative dimensions interpreted meanings and contexts
surrounding the decline of print newspapers. This included analysing materials

such as media industry reports, academic research, and news articles.

The quantitative aspects considered, in the main, circulation figures from The
Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa, verified data on title closures and
other statistical data within the South African print media industry as a means
of triangulation. Riffe, Lacy, Fico and Watson (2019:78) have showed that
these metrics can reveal broad patterns and trends in the decline of print
newspapers in South Africa from 2018 to 2024. According to Drisko and
Maschi (2015:85), another key distinction of mixed methods is the integration
of numerical trends with interpretive analysis, which allows researchers to
understand both the scale and meaning of trends. White and Marsh (2006:34)
assert that numerical analysis is effective in identifying statistical relationships
between variables that affect media transformation.
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3.4 CONTENT ANALYSIS RESEARCH METHOD

This research used content analysis as its main research method. According
to Bowen (2009:27), content analysis is a systematic way of studying written,
visual, and digital materials to draw reliable conclusions. Content analysis was
particularly suitable for this study because it works well for both numerical and
descriptive research. Mayring (2004:266) asserts that content analysis can
navigate complex statistical data whilst also exploring causes of certain trends.
This flexibility made it ideal for understanding the complicated changes
happening in South Africa’s print media industry.

The research followed Krippendorff's (2018:92) six-step process, namely
research design; unitisation; sampling; coding; inference drawing; and
validation. As Krippendorff (2018:24) explains, content analysis also allows
researchers to make reliable inferences from “texts and other relevant data,
including visual materials, audio recordings, digital content, and multimedia
formats”. Hsieh and Shannon (2005) argue that this method provides a
structured approach for exploring documents and written materials to identify

patterns, themes and meanings.

3.5 DATACOLLECTION METHODS

The choice of data collection methods in this study was informed by the
research design, the nature of the research problem, and the type of data
required (Kumar, 2019). Data collection methods are the systematic
procedures researchers use to gather information needed to answer research
questions or test hypotheses (Bowen, 2009). In this study, the primary
approach was document review drawing on secondary data from public
sources, which was complemented by quantitative and qualitative techniques.
This combination aligns with the use of content analysis and enables
triangulation across multiple data sources (Johnston, 2017).
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The research employed quantitative data collection techniques to establish
numerical patterns in the decline of print newspapers. Quantitative methods
involve the systematic gathering and analysis of numerical data to identify
trends and relationships (Bryman, 2016). Circulation data was sourced from
the Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC), which provided verified readership
statistics. Title closure data was compiled through systematic monitoring of
industry announcements and media reports, while advertising revenue figures
were obtained from Press Council of South Africa annual reports and Statistics
South Africa publications.

Qualitative data collection complemented the numerical findings by capturing
contextual understanding and interpretive perspectives. Qualitative sources
included industry reports from organisations such as the South African
National Editors’ Forum (SANEF), Wits Centre for Journalism, and publishers’
annual reports. Documents encompassed strategic announcements from
major newspaper groups and editorial content such as news articles. News
articles covering industry developments were systematically collected and
analysed to identify recurring themes, interpretative patterns, and stakeholder

responses.

3.5.1 Document review

Bowen (2009:27) defines document review as a systematic process that
involves finding, selecting, appraising and synthesising data contained in
documents. The document review process in this study followed the structured
approach outlined by O’Leary (2014), which means documents were identified
through systematic searches in academic databases, media industry
publications, organisational websites, and digital archives. Search terms

included combinations of keywords such as “South African newspapers”, “print

media decline”, “newspaper circulation”, “media transformation”, and “digital

disruption in media”.
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This search strategy is also recommended by Booth et al (2016), as it
combines multiple keyword variations to ensure detailed coverage of relevant
literature. The selection of documents was based on relevance to research
questions, source credibility, and a timeline that starts in 2018. Bowen (2009)
argues that systematic selection principles enhance research quality by
ensuring appropriate data collection. The selection for this study focused on
authoritative sources, including peer-reviewed academic journals, industry
reports from recognised organisations, official communications from media

companies, and reputable news sources.

The evaluation process was aligned with Rapley’s (2007) recommendations to
ensure research validity and reliability. Each document was evaluated for
authenticity, credibility and representativeness. This involved verifying
authorship and origin of documents, assessing information source reliability,
and considering potential biases or limitations in materials. Relevant
information was systematically extracted to capture key details related to
research questions and the data was organised according to thematic
categories (Scott, 1990). Diverse document types were reviewed so as to

ensure comprehensive coverage in relation to the decline of print newspapers.

3.5.2 Secondary data

The research relied on secondary data for both qualitative and quantitative
data. Johnston (2017) defines secondary data as information that others have
collected for purposes that may differ from those of the current research. The
study relied on statistical information on newspaper circulation trends from the
Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC) of South Africa (2018 - 2024 ). Audit Bureau
of Circulations insights are generally analysed by trade media platforms;
therefore, this research also considered those sources. Annual reports and
financial statements from major South African media companies offered
insights into economic performance and strategic responses to industry
challenges.
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Press releases and corporate communications regarding newspaper closures
or strategic updates revealed perspectives on market conditions and
adaptation strategies. Academic papers provided theoretical frameworks and
analytical perspectives. Policy documents and regulatory frameworks affecting
print media revealed governmental interventions regarding media regulation
and support. News articles reporting on significant developments in the South
African newspaper sector provided contemporary accounts of industry events
and stakeholder responses (Bowen, 2009; Vartanian, 2010).

The study further incorporated market research findings by collecting data from
audience surveys, consumer behaviour studies, and media consumption
research. Andrews et al (2012) contend that such data offers critical
information about the shift from print to digital news consumption. The study
gathered technological adoption metrics, including information on internet
penetration, smartphone usage, and digital media consumption. Existing
reports from research and academic institutions as well as industry
associations were also considered. Johnston (2017), and O’Leary (2014)
argue that the combination of document review and secondary data collection
provides a robust foundation for content analysis on the decline of print
newspapers in South Africa from multiple perspectives.

3.6 STUDY POPULATION

The research population comprised all print newspapers published in South
Africa between 2018 and 2024, along with the associated documents, reports,
and analysis concerning these publications. The population included
newspapers across different categories, encompassing daily, weekly and
weekend publications. The research considered national, regional and local
newspapers and publications in various local languages. The boundaries were
2018 and 2024, capturing the recent trends of print newspaper decline in South
Africa. This timeframe enabled consideration of developments before, during,
and after the COVID-19 pandemic (Daniels, 2020; Ndlovu, 2021).
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The geographical scope covered newspapers published and distributed within
South Africa, excluding international publications that may have circulated
throughout the country but were primarily produced for other markets
(Wasserman, 2020; Bosch, 2019; Duncan, 2018). The population included
mainstream commercial newspapers, community newspapers, and niche
publications that followed the newspaper format. The ownership categories
were newspapers owned by major media outlets such as Media24,
Independent Media, Arena Holdings, and Caxton, as well as independently
owned publications that met the criteria (Wasserman, 2020; Salawu, 2018).

3.6.1 Media24

Media24, operating as a subsidiary of Naspers, is ranked as the second-
largest media business in South Africa after Multichoice (Kemp, 2023). Dlamini
and Daniels (2023) identify Media24 as an umbrella for a wide range of
newspapers, magazines, and online news platforms that cover several
languages, predominantly English and Afrikaans. According to the Reuters
Institute (2023), Media24 is Africa’s largest publisher, printer and distributor of
magazines and books and is also the continent’s largest newspaper publisher
with around 3,000 employees.

3.6.2 Independent Media

Independent Media owns 20 of the country’s print and digital news titles. The
company was previously owned by the Irish Independent News and Media plc,
before being purchased by a consortium led by the Sekunjalo Investment
Group and renamed Independent Media (Pty) Ltd (Freedom House, 2022).
The media stable has been operating for over 100 years and its geographical
reach spans newspapers in metropolitan cities such as Durban,
Johannesburg, Pretoria and Cape Town. Its vernacular publications include
Isolezwe, which is largely available in the KwaZulu-Natal region and has
become South Africa’s leading vernacular publication (Kemp, 2023).
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3.6.3 Arena Holdings

Arena Holdings (formerly Tiso Blackstar) has established itself as one of
Africa’s largest English-language news publishers in print and online. Arena
was acquired by Lebashe Investment Group in 2019 for R1.05 billion
(Wikipedia, 2023). Arena’s media stable comprises major newspapers such
as Sunday Times, Business Day, Financial Mail, The Herald, Sowetan, and
Daily Dispatch, along with online platforms including TimesLIVE,
SowetanLIVE, BusinessLIVE, DispatchLIVE, HeraldLIVE and Vrye Weekblad
(Breitenbach, 2024).

3.6.4 Caxton

Founded in 1980, the scale of Caxton’s newspaper operations is particularly
notable, with the company’s newspaper division either owning or co-owning 88
titles, operating from fifty offices in eight of South Africa’s nine provinces with
a combined print run of over two million copies (Caxton, 2024). Caxton’s
community newspaper stable includes long-established titles such as the
Sandton Chronicle, Southern Courier, Rosebank Killarney Gazette and
Roodepoort Record, many of which have been published since 1978. This
comprehensive definition of the study population ensured that the research
captured the full spectrum of print newspaper transformations in South Africa
from 2018 to 2024 (Neuman, 2014; Babbie, 2016; Polit & Beck, 2017).

3.7 SAMPLING APPROACH

According to Patton (2015), a sampling approach refers to the overall strategy
researchers use to select cases, participants, or units for study from a larger
population. This section addressed the sampling techniques, including
sampling, target population, units of analysis, population parameters and the

sampling frame.
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3.7.1 Purposive sampling

Teddlie and Yu (2007) argue that purposive sampling techniques are well-
suited to mixed methods research because they enable researchers to select
information-rich cases that address specific research objectives across both
qualitative and quantitative strands. Palinkas (2015) notes that a sequential
use of purposive sampling helps ensure that the qualitative and quantitative
components address complementary aspects of the research question. The
study uses criterion sampling, a form of purposive sampling that Patton
(2015:238) defines as selecting "all cases that meet some predetermined

criterion of importance".

3.7.1.1 Quantitative sampling

The quantitative phase employed criterion sampling, a purposive sampling
strategy particularly suited to this study's focus on newspaper decline. The
predetermined criterion was straightforward: daily and weekly newspapers
operating in South Africa with Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC)-verified
circulation figures published between 2018 and 2024. This criterion-based
approach served multiple methodological purposes. First, ABC verification
ensured data reliability. As Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) note, the quality
of purposefully sampled data depends heavily on clearly specifying selection
criteria. Second, focusing on established publications with verified circulation
data enabled longitudinal comparison, essential for tracking decline patterns.
The sample encompassed titles from major publishing houses including Arena
Holdings, Independent Media, Media24, and Tiso Blackstar (now Arena
Holdings), representing the consolidated ownership structure characterising
South African print media. Teddlie and Yu (2007) argue that criterion sampling
is most effective when all studied cases represent individuals or entities that
have directly experienced the phenomenon under investigation.
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In this context, all sampled newspapers experienced the industry-wide
challenges of digital disruption, revenue decline, and changing consumption
patterns during the study period. While the limitation of this approach lies in its
focus on established publications with formal circulation auditing, Palinkas
(2015) observes that the criterion strength lies in systematically capturing
cases that illuminate the phenomenon of interest rather than representing all
possible cases. Given the study's focus on print newspapers, established
publications with verified circulation data most directly addressed the research

questions.

3.7.1.2 Qualitative sampling

The qualitative phase also employed criterion sampling for both industry
reports and news articles, ensuring that all analysed documents directly
addressed print media sustainability and industry transformation during the
study period. Industry reports underwent criterion-based selection with two
essential requirements: publication between 2018 and 2024, and substantive
engagement with print media sustainability challenges. Documents meeting
these criteria were sourced from authoritative organisations, including the
South African National Editors' Forum (SANEF), Wits Centre for Journalism
and Media Monitoring Africa. The temporal criterion (2018-2024) aligned with
the study's focus on recent newspaper decline, while the content criterion
(substantive engagement with sustainability) excluded peripheral mentions of
print media in reports focused primarily on other topics. News articles
employed similar criterion-based logic. Articles were selected if they met three
criteria: publication between 2018 and 2024; and substantive coverage of
newspaper industry developments. As Neuendorf (2017: 87) notes, the
criterion-based approach ensured that every analysed article directly
addressed how South African newspapers were experiencing and responding
to decline. One practical challenge was managing sample size while

maintaining the criterion-based approach.
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To address this, the study implemented a temporal distribution strategy:
articles meeting the content criteria were selected proportionally across each
year of the study period, ensuring representation of evolving discourse while
preventing any single year from dominating the sample. This maintained the
criterion-based logic, while introducing temporal balance. In practice, articles
were included if they devoted at least three paragraphs to newspaper industry
developments or if the industry issue constituted the article's primary focus.
Brief mentions in broader business news roundups were excluded. This
operationalisation ensured consistency while maintaining the study's focus on

meaningful industry discourse rather than peripheral coverage.

3.7.2 Target population

The target population consisted of the top 20 print newspapers in South Africa
based on circulation figures. This population is from media groups
representing approximately 92% of total print circulation in South Africa
(Reuters Institute, 2023). Media24 contributed publications such as Rapport,
Beeld, City Press, and Daily Sun to the sample. Independent Media
publications included /solezwe, The Star, Cape Argus, The Mercury, Cape
Times, and Sunday Independent. Arena Holdings has publications such as
The Sunday Times, Business Day, Sowetan, The Herald, and The Daily
Dispatch. Caxton contributed The Citizen, the Sandton Chronicle, Rosebank
and Killarney Gazette, Roodepoort Record, and Zululand Observer. As
Wasserman (2020) demonstrates in the analysis of media concentration
effects, regional and community titles often have a systematic effect
throughout the broader media industry.
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3.7.3 Units of analysis

Babbie (2016) defines units of analysis as the specific objects or phenomena
about which researchers collect data and draw conclusions: the “what” or
‘who” being studied. Guided by Neuendorf’'s (2017) emphasis on combining
micro- and macro-level perspectives in media research, this study defined its
primary units of analysis at two levels: individual newspaper titles and their
parent media companies. Following Schreier’s (2012) guidance on systematic
content analysis, each documentary source relating to these units was
assessed for relevance to the research questions, credibility and alignment
with the study period. Industry data included Audit Bureau of Circulation (ABC)
reports and media coverage, supplemented by corporate communications
from media houses and policy documents from the Independent
Communications Authority of South Africa (ICASA) and the South African
National Editors’ Forum.

At the title level, the analysis distinguished between strategies adopted by
mass-market and business-focused newspapers. At the corporate level, media
companies formed a further unit of analysis, allowing examination of
ownership-level decision-making and financial performance through annual
reports, Competition Commission submissions, strategic announcements, and
records of mergers and acquisitions (Wasserman, 2018). This layered
approach responds to Neuendorf's (2017) call for analytical triangulation in

media research by linking newsroom-level practices to broader dynamics.
3.7.4 Population parameters

Population parameters were an essential framework for defining the scope of
the research. According to Gravetter and Wallnau (2017), a clear definition of

parameters enhances study validity and ensures systematic data collection.

This research followed four distinct parameters to be discussed below.
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3.7.4.1 Time-based parameters

The research focused on documents and data from 2018 to 2024. The selected
timeframe aligned with Neuman’s (2014) recommendations for longitudinal
parameter setting when studying changes that occur over extended periods. It
also captured the COVID-19 pandemic’s unprecedented impact on media
consumption patterns and the subsequent adaptation strategies that emerged
across the South African newspaper industry.

3.7.4.2 Geographical parameters

The analysis restricted its focus to newspapers published and distributed
within South Africa, following what Coombs (2022) established as best
practices for bounded case study research. The researcher supplemented this
approach by incorporating global perspectives into the main literature review,
recognising the potential impact of broader influences (Ebneyamini &
Moghadam, 2018).

3.7.4.3 Language parameters

The study encompasses publications across South Africa’s linguistic spectrum
as being essential for representative sampling in multilingual contexts
(Gravetter & Wallnau, 2017). The importance of language diversity in media
ecosystem analysis has been extensively documented, with Chiumbu and
Ligaga (2020) demonstrating how language-specific publications develop
distinct business models that reflect audience needs and cultural contexts.

3.7.4.4 Format parameters

The research specifically targets print newspapers; however, it also tracked
format changes of newspapers which started as print. This parameter design
follows Neuman’s (2014) guidelines for maintaining analytical clarity by
probing specific transformation processes rather than conflating different
media development trajectories.

69



These methodologically grounded parameters collectively ensure that the
research maintains analytical focus on the decline of print newspaper in South
African (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2017; Neuman, 2014; Babbie, 2016).

3.7.5 Sampling frame

According to Bryman (2016), a sampling frame is the actual list or source from
which researchers draw their sample. Bowen (2009) explains that the sampling
frame serves as the operational representation of the target population,
providing the basis from which individual units are selected for inclusion in a
study. The sampling frame in this research consisted of a specific subset of
documents and data sources selected through purposive sampling to address
the research questions (Babbie, 2016; Patton, 2015; Etikan et al, 2016).

The sampling frame includes the following.

e Circulation reports: Quarterly and annual circulation reports from the
Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa (ABC) from 2018 to 2024.

e Annual reports and financial statements: Reports from Media24
(Naspers), Independent Media, Arena Holdings and Caxton covering the
period 2018 - 2024, offering insights into financial performance and
strategic priorities.

e Industry analysis: Analysis from SANEF, the Press Council of South
Africa, and the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism about the state
of media.

e Academic publications: Peer-reviewed journal articles, research papers,
and books studying South African media transformation published between
2018 and 2024, providing theoretical frameworks and empirical analysis.

e News coverage: Articles from media trade publications including
Marklives, Bizcommunity, The Media Online, and Journalism.co.za and
other mainstream news outlets reporting on significant developments in the

newspaper industry.
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e Corporate communications: Press releases, statements, and interviews
from newspaper publishers and media executives discussing industry
challenges.

e Policy documents: Regulatory frameworks, policy papers, and
government communications related to the media sector in South Africa,
providing context for the legal and policy environment affecting

newspapers.

The sampling frame deliberately includes materials representing diverse
perspectives to enable triangulation (Patton, 2015; Babbie, 2016).

3.8 PLAN FOR DATA COLLECTION

The data collection plan included five distinct phases that Creswell and Poth
(2018) recommended for qualitative document analysis, incorporating
systematic approaches that Bowen (2009) and O’Leary (2014 ) established for
rigorous data collection.

3.8.1 Phase 1: Preliminary identification

The first phase involved the identification and cataloguing of potential data
sources relevant to the research questions. This began with database
searches across academic platforms including the University of South Africa’s
(Unisa) digital library, ResearchGate, Google Scholar, EBSCOhost, and
African Journals Online, using predetermined keywords and search strings
related to print newspaper decline in South Africa. Industry resource
identification formed a critical component of this phase, encompassing key
sources such as the Audit Bureau of Circulations of South Africa, media
company websites, industry associations, and trade publications that regularly
reported on newspaper developments (Hart, 2018; Ridley, 2012).
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3.8.2 Phase 2: Document selection and acquisition

The second phase involved the selection of documents for analysis based on
the purposive sampling approach that Bowen (2009) and O’Leary (2014)
endorse for qualitative research. Each source was evaluated against
predetermined criteria, including relevance to research questions, credibility of
the source and author, and timeframe alignment. Sources that met these
criteria were selected for inclusion in the analysis. The acquired documents
were organised in a digital SharePoint filing system with consistent naming

conventions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).

3.8.3 Phase 3: Development of analytical framework

The study developed an analytical framework to guide the systematic
extraction of information from the documents. The process began with
codebook development, creating a comprehensive framework that specified
the categories, themes, and variables to be recorded during document
analysis. Data collection instrument design involved standardised forms and
templates for recording information extracted from each document (Schreier,
2012; Krippendorff, 2018).

3.8.4 Phase 4: Systematic data extraction

O’Leary (2014) outlines an analytical framework that guided the systematic
extraction of data during this phase. The researcher evaluated documents with
particular attention given to content relevant to the research questions and
data recording followed codebook categories (Krippendorff, 2018). The
researcher followed Bowen (2009) and O’Leary’s (2014) emphasis about the
importance of cross-referencing to identify connections, contradictions, or
complementary information across documents, thereby enriching the analysis

and supporting triangulation.

72



3.8.5 Phase 5: Data organisation and preparation for analysis

Data compilation involved organising collected material according to study
goals, themes, and temporal development, which reflected established
organisational techniques. Following Neuendorf's (2017) quality assurance
protocols, verification techniques were employed to demonstrate relevance,
accuracy, and consistency across sources through systematic review of
acquired data. Preliminary categorisation then organised data based on
emerging patterns and themes, an approach that Hsieh and Shannon (2005)

recommend as ensuring essential groundwork for more extensive analysis.

3.9 STUDY VALIDITY, TRANSFERABILITY, AND RELIABILITY

This section outlined several strategies that this study employs to enhance
validity, transferability and reliability.

3.9.1 Validity

Validity in qualitative research requires the assurance that findings are sound
and cogent (Creswell & Miller, 2000). The research established credibility
through triangulation, systematically checking information across diverse
sources, including academic literature, industry reports, corporate
communications, and news coverage to develop a comprehensive
understanding of print decline in South Africa from 2018 to 2024 (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2011). The study prioritised thick description, providing detailed
accounts of contexts, processes, and events to enhance analytical accuracy
and depth. According to Geertz (1973), thick description involves explaining
not merely what happens but the circumstances surrounding events. The
research actively sought to identify viewpoints that contradicted emerging
patterns in the data, recognising that exploring contradictory perspectives
strengthens analytical rigour (Patton, 2015).
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Following Berger’s (2015) recommendations, the research focused on
awareness of potential biases, assumptions and personal background
influences that might shape the analysis. This study embraced transparency
about analytical decisions and acknowledged the researcher’s perspectives,
incorporating reflexive approaches encouraged by Alvesson and Skoldberg
(2017). The strategies ensured the research maintained rigorous standards

while recognising the inherent complexities in media transformation.

3.9.2 Transferability

Transferability refers to the extent to which findings from one research context
can be applied to other settings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and enhances
transferability through detailed contextual information, theoretical linkages,
comparative elements, and specification of limitations (Maxwell, 2013; Polit &
Beck, 2010). The research provided information about the South African media
context, including historical backdrop, regulatory environment, economic
conditions, and technological landscape. Where relevant, the study included
comparative insights from other media markets, emphasising both unique and
shared aspects of print newspaper reduction. Flyvbjerg (2001) and Eisenhart
(2009) argue that this improves transferability by detecting prospective
patterns that may appear in different situations.

3.9.3 Reliability

According to Golafshani (2003), reliability in research relates to the
consistency and soundness of research methods and findings. This study taps
into Merriam and Tisdell's (2015) methods to improve reliability, such as using
a codebook, maintaining an audit trail, procedural consistency and systematic
data management. A codebook with explicit definitions guided the content
analysis process, while detailed documentation of research decisions and
analytical processes provided a transparent record of how the findings
emerged.
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The research process followed systematic protocols for document selection,
data extraction and analysis. Neuendorf (2017) and Schreier (2012) argues
that such structured processes improve the reliability and consistency of
content analysis. Through employing these techniques, the study attained
methodological rigour. Creswell and Miller's (2000) recommendation to
combine several quality assurance processes increased the overall reliability
of the research process and findings.

3.10 DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

The analysis of data followed a systematic approach that combined qualitative
and quantitative techniques to address the research questions. The analysis
process involved several interconnected phases, moving from initial data
organisation to thematic analysis and interpretation (Schreier, 2012;
Krippendorff, 2018).

3.10.1 Qualitative content analysis process

The codebook guided the systematic discovery and categorisation of relevant
material within the collected documents, with initial codes extracted based on
the study’s research questions and theoretical framework. Following Saldafa’s
(2021) advocacy for combining deductive and inductive approaches,
supplementary codes emerged organically from the data, facilitating both
theoretical engagement and responsiveness to unexpected patterns. These
codes were then organised into overarching themes and subthemes that
captured significant patterns within the dataset. The thematic development
process followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) systematic approach to thematic
analysis, involving multiple iterative phases that refined themes through
consolidation of related concepts and analysis of complex relationships to
establish a cohesive analytical framework. This process ensured that
emerging themes accurately represented the data while maintaining
theoretical coherence.
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Subsequently, themes underwent time-based and geographical analysis to
identify trends, contradictions and evolutionary changes in South Africa’s print
newspapers. As Altheide and Schneider (2013) emphasise, contextual
analysis within document-based research requires careful consideration of
broader environmental factors. Therefore, themes and patterns were
considered within South Africa’s complex media ecosystem, accounting for the
historical, economic, political, and social forces that have shaped print
journalism’s trajectory. This contextualised approach aligned with the
interpretive frameworks advocated by Denzin and Lincoln (2011).

3.10.2 Quantitative elements of analysis

The content analysis employed a mixed methods approach that integrated
qualitative techniques with quantitative components, following Creswell’s
(2009) framework for methodological integration. The quantitative elements
included frequency analysis to identify dominant narratives within documents
and trend analysis using industry reports and circulation statistics to establish
performance patterns over time. Drawing on Neuendorfs (2017)
methodological guidance, the research incorporated comparative metrics to
assess newspaper trajectories and adaptation strategies, alongside
correlational analysis to study relationships between factors such as
digitisation and circulation performance.

Building on Hadland’s (2018) recommendations for rigorous media analysis,
statistical methods including time series analysis were applied to circulation
data to determine decline rates across different publication categories. This
quantitative integration, grounded in Krippendorff's (2018) content analysis
methodologies, strengthened the qualitative findings by providing measurable
evidence of newspaper decline and enabling systematic comparisons across
publications and timeframes. The mixed methods framework aligns with
Creswell and Clark’s (2018) principles for rigorous research design, ensuring
that both narrative patterns and statistical trends contributed to the

understanding of South Africa’s print media transformation.
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3.10.3 Integrated analytical approach

The research employed an integrated analytical approach that combined
qualitative insights with quantitative patterns, following Creswell and Plano
Clark’s (2018) mixed methods principles where different analytical techniques
enhance one another through iterative processes. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie
(2004) describe this as a methodological integration that creates analytical
synergies. Together, these approaches offered a more comprehensive
understanding than either could provide independently. The analysis followed
an approach where quantitative findings about circulation trends informed
qualitative exploration of adaptation strategies and broader implications. This
created what Fetters, Curry, and Creswell (2013) describe as an analytical
sequence where each phase builds upon previous insights. This enhanced
both methodological coherence and interpretive comprehensiveness.

The findings from different analytical methods were systematically compared
to identify areas of convergence and divergence, strengthening
methodological triangulation (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). The
explanatory connections established between qualitative and quantitative
elements proved particularly valuable for understanding the mechanisms and
processes underlying observed decline patterns. As Bryman (2006) and
Greene (2007) argue, this approach enables explanatory insights that
illuminate both the ‘what’ and ‘why’ of complex phenomena such as media

transformation.

3.10.4 Interpretive framework

The interpretation of analytical findings was guided by the theoretical
frameworks outlined in Chapter 2, with technological determinism, agenda-

setting theory, and uses and gratification theory serving as primary conceptual

lenses.
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These theoretical perspectives provided essential frameworks for making
sense of the data and connecting specific findings to broader understandings
of media transformation. Tracy’s (2013) methodological guidance informed the
process of linking empirical observations to theoretical concepts, ensuring that
interpretation remained grounded in established scholarly frameworks while

remaining open to new insights.

Contextual sensitivity was a fundamental consideration, with findings being
interpreted within South Africa’s specific historical, political, economic and
social context. Wasserman’s (2018) emphasis on understanding media
change in South Africa through attention to the country’s unique post-apartheid
transformation processes guided this contextual approach. The work of
Tomaselli (2019) and Rodny-Gumede (2019) informed the recognition that
media transformations manifest differently across different settings, requiring

careful attention to local nuances.

Tracy’s (2010) advocacy for multi-perspective approaches enhanced the
theoretical value of the interpretation. Following Fairclough’s (2013) critical
discourse analysis principles, the interpretation studied how different
explanations reflected interests, assumptions, and power relations. This critical
dimension, reinforced by Alvesson and Skoldberg (2017), enabled a more
nuanced understanding of how print media transformation was constructed
and represented. Practical considerations guided how the findings were
interpreted, focusing on their relevance to journalism, media policy and
democratic communication in South Africa (Maxwell, 2013). These approaches
enabled a contextually grounded understanding of the print newspaper decline
in South Africa, contributing to both scholarly knowledge and practical insights
for media stakeholders.
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3.11 CHALLENGES OF THE STUDY

The research methodology encountered several challenges that required
adaptive responses to maintain the integrity and comprehensiveness of the
study. Acknowledging these challenges enhances methodological
transparency and contextualises the research findings appropriately (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2015; Creswell & Poth, 2018).

3.11.1 Data limitations

Inconsistent reporting formats complicated longitudinal comparisons while
proprietary information restrictions limited access to internal financial and
strategic documents, compelling greater reliance on public sources
(Wasserman, 2020). Information gaps during the COVID-19 era contributed to
challenges as some publications were almost non-operational, limiting the
availability of circulation data. Limitations in language and geographical
representation were relatively common among all media groups. To address
these constraints, the study employed compensatory strategies including data
source triangulation, transparent acknowledgment of limitations, and focused
analysis on well-documented cases while noting potential bias (Maxwell,
2013).

3.11.2 Methodological challenges

Several methodological challenges emerged during the analysis process. The
evolving media terminology presented complexities, as inconsistent usage of
terms such as “digital disruption” and “media convergence” required careful
attention to conceptual consistency (Chermak, 1997). Bias posed another
challenge, with different stakeholders presenting perspectives that reflected
their interests. This necessitated contextual analysis and systematic
triangulation of sources (Prior, 2003). The consolidation of print titles into digital
formats created difficulties in tracking individual publication performance over
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time, as traditional circulation metrics became less reliable indicators. These
challenges were addressed through developing detailed codebooks,
maintaining regular reflexive practices throughout the analytical process, and
transparently documenting analytical decisions to ensure methodological rigor
(Neuendorf, 2017).

3.11.3 Contextual challenges

Media concentration in South Africa remains a challenge, requiring deliberate
inclusion of alternative perspectives from independent outlets and civil society
(Daniels, 2020). COVID-19 disruptions required careful distinction between
pandemic-specific and structural effects documented by scholars such as
Ndlovu (2021). The research addressed these challenges through contextual
sensitivity, explicit acknowledgment of underrepresented perspectives, multi-
faceted data collection and triangulation to maintain scholarly integrity (Tracy,
2010; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).

3.12 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter presented a comprehensive methodological framework for
investigating print newspaper decline in South Africa from 2018 to 2024. This
was grounded in critical realism supported by interpretivist and positivist
approaches. Content analysis served as the primary research method and
data collection relied on document review and secondary data collection, to
gather information from diverse sources and enable triangulation across
different materials. The study population encompassed all South African print
newspapers between 2018 and 2024. Validity, transferability, and reliability
were ensured through multiple strategies including triangulation, researcher
reflexivity, and technical consistency. Despite acknowledging methodological
challenges, the methodology remained robust through its multi-faceted

approach, source triangulation, and transparent limitation acknowledgment.
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CHAPTER 4
PRESENTATION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

41 INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents the research findings on the decline of print newspapers
in South Africa from 2018 to 2024. Drawing on the mixed methods design
outlined in Chapter 3, the findings are organised into three distinct sections:
quantitative findings (Section 4.2), qualitative findings (Section 4.3), and an
integration of both strands (Section 4.4). The quantitative component
addresses Research Question (RQ) 1 and Research Question (RQ) 2 by
analysing circulation trends based on secondary numerical indicators from the
Audit Bureau of Circulations. The qualitative aspect addresses Research
Question (RQ) 3, Research Question (RQ) 4 and Research Question (RQ) 5
through analysis of industry reports, corporate communications, policy
documents and news coverage that interpret the drivers. Section 4.4 then
triangulates these findings to show how quantitative patterns and qualitative
narratives converge and diverge in explaining the trajectory of South Africa’s

print newspaper sector from 2018 to 2024.

4.2 QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH FINDINGS

4.2.1 RQ1 (Quantitative): What has the trend been in print newspaper

circulation since 201872

Table 4.1: National circulation trends, 2018 - 2024

Year Event YoY Change ‘
2018 Early warning -4.4% YoY

2019 Accelerating crisis -9.1% YoY

2020 System breakdown Data collection failure
2021-2023 Stabilisation attempts Limited data

2024 Renewed crisis -17.3% YoY

Data source: ABC Circulations data 2018 - 2024
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The analysis of Audit Bureau of Circulations (ABC) data reveals that South
African print newspapers experienced severe and accelerating circulation
decline between 2018 and 2024, marking one of the steepest contractions
since the democratic transition. The decline trajectory demonstrates clear
acceleration across the period. In 2018, early warning signals emerged with
circulation declining 4.4% year-on-year, indicating nascent structural
pressures. ABC (2019) data for Q4/2019 shows total newspaper circulation
declining 4.7% quarter-on-quarter and 9.1% year-on-year

The year 2020 marked a system breakdown, largely consistent with the
devastating impact of the COVID-19-related shutdowns. The disruption proved
so severe that ABC's data collection mechanisms failed, resulting in no reliable
year-on-year figures for 2020. This data gap itself constitutes a significant
finding, indicating that the COVID-19 crisis exceeded the monitoring capacity
of industry measurement systems. Between 2021 and 2023, limited data
availability suggests industry attempts at stabilisation, although
comprehensive circulation tracking remained compromised. The absence of
reliable longitudinal data during this period hampers precise quantification but
likely reflects both operational challenges within publishing houses and
continued COVID-19 impacts.

The crisis reignited with renewed severity in 2024, when year-on-year decline
reached 17.3%, the steepest recorded since 2018. Longitudinal analysis
indicates that several leading dailies experienced cumulative circulation losses
approaching 80% across the 2018-2024 period. This represents one of the
most severe contractions in South African print media history since the
democratic transition, comparable in magnitude to disruptions caused by
political upheaval during the apartheid era. The evidence suggests that

conventional strategies are proving insufficient to arrest the decline.
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4.2.2 Group-level circulation trends

This section presents circulation data by media group, showing the specific
impact of decline on each major publisher.

¢ Independent Media

ABC circulation data (2018 - 2024) reveals severe losses across major dailies.
Cape Argus declined from 27,946 copies in Q1/2018 to approximately 8,000
in 2024 (70 - 75% loss), while Cape Times fell from 29,994 to 8,000 - 9,000
copies over the same period. Pretoria News experienced the steepest decline,
dropping from 7,500 to just over 1,900 copies (approximately 80% reduction).
The Star declined from roughly 45,000 to an estimated 15,000 - 18,000 copies
(60 - 65% loss).

e Media24 (Naspers)

ABC data reveals Media24's strategic retreat from print. Daily Sun collapsed
from 141,187 copies (Q1 2018) to approximately 45,000 - 50,000 (early 2024),
over 65% decline, before print cessation was announced (Manson, 2024).
Afrikaans titles showed relative resilience. Die Burger, the highest selling daily
in Q1 2024, recorded 24,160 copies, down 49% from approximately 47,420 in
2018. City Press fell from 58,566 copies (2018) to 25,000 - 30,000 (early 2024),
a 50 - 55% reduction, before closure.

e Arena Holdings

Arena Holdings' portfolio demonstrates that upmarket positioning could not
insulate titles from severe contraction. ABC shows Sunday Times declined
from 260,132 copies (Q1/2018) to 86,314 (Q3/2023), a 67% drop, while
remaining the top weekend publication. Business Day fell from 20,350 to
14,128 copies over the same period (31% decline), and Sowetan collapsed
from approximately 70,120 to 23,567 copies (66% decline).
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e Caxton and community titles

Local newspapers demonstrated contrasting resilience. ABC Q2/2024 data
shows titles within Caxton’s portfolio recorded a 48.9% year-on-year
circulation increase, suggesting community-based, advertising-supported
models withstood national pressures. ABC Q4/2020 data reveals free and local
newspapers comprised over 78% of total circulation, emphasising relative
strength in hyperlocal formats despite a tough market.

4.2.3 The impact of COVID-19 on circulation

COVID-19 dramatically intensified existing structural decline. Regulatory
flexibility allowed publishers to withhold ABC submissions if COVID-19
materially affected circulation, and only seven of 27 daily newspapers
submitted figures in Q2 2020, signalling the scale of disruption.

4.2.4 RQ2 (Quantitative): How many print newspapers have closed in
South Africa since 20187

Industry analysis by ABC (2024), Breitenbach (2024), and BDO South Africa
(2024) estimate that 15 to 20 print newspapers across major groups (Media24,
Independent Media, Arena Holdings and Caxton) have either ceased print
operations or transitioned to digital-only formats since 2018. The most
significant event occurred in late 2024 when Media24 announced the
discontinuation of Beeld, Daily Sun, Rapport and City Press in print as part of
a digital-first strategy, what Gavaza (2024) described as the largest
simultaneous closure of print titles in South African media history. Several
newspapers adopted e-edition-only models. Breitenbach (2024) reports that
Volksblad became the first e-edition-only daily to receive ABC auditing and
verification, establishing a new category within South Africa's audit system.
Diamond Fields Advertiser shifted from daily to Friday-only publication, while
Son Wes moved from daily to weekly (McLeod, 2024; Gavaza, 2024).
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4.3 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH FINDINGS

4.3.1 RQ3 (Qualitative): What factors are contributing to the accelerated
decline in South Africa’s print newspapers?

4.3.1.1 Technological disruption and mobile-first consumption

Documentary evidence consistently identified technological disruption,
particularly mobile-first digital adoption, as a central driver of print decline.
Kemp's (2023) digital landscape analysis shows that by early 2023, South
Africa had tens of millions of internet users, social media users and mobile
connections. The Reuters Institute’s (2023) analysis highlights that mobile
devices have become the primary gateway to news, with South African
audiences increasingly accessing information through smartphones and social
platforms. The evidence depicts a shift in audience expectations towards
immediacy, interactivity and personalisation, rendering traditional print
products comparatively slow, inflexible and less convenient (Wasserman,
2020). Publishers and industry commentators argue that this technological
reconfiguration makes digital transformation a survival imperative rather than

an auxiliary channel (Berger, 2020).

4.3.1.2 Economic pressures and advertising disruption

Escalating production costs combined with declining advertising revenue have
destabilised traditional print business models. Breitenbach (2024) documents
cover-price increases of up to 138% for some titles, driven by steep rises in
paper, printing and distribution costs of up to 45%. BDO South Africa's (2024)
industry analysis show these print cost increases far outpaced Statistics South
Africa's general consumer inflation figures, intensifying financial pressure on
publishers. As advertisers migrate to digital platforms offering targeted metrics
and lower prices, newsrooms face severe staff reductions to maintain marginal
profitability (McLeod, 2024).
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This is a vicious cycle: higher cover prices implemented to offset falling
advertising revenue further depress circulation, pushing more readers towards
free digital news and intensifying financial strain.

4.3.1.3 Changing consumer behaviour and the role of Al

Audiences expect free access to online content and remain reluctant to pay for
news subscriptions. UNESCO's (2022) media sustainability research and Pew
Research Centre’s (2019) digital news studies confirm that this global pattern
applies to South Africa. Sonni (2024) illustrates how paywalls conflict with the
reality that social and digital platforms provide abundant news content at no
direct cost, weakening the perceived value of legacy media products. Atrtificial
Intelligence has become integral to news production and distribution. Twipe
(2023), Trattner et al (2022) and Manisha and Acharya (2023) document Al's
role in automated reporting, data-driven personalisation and targeted content
recommendations. Generational research shows Generation Z relies heavily
on social media and influencers for news, often trusting peers over traditional
journalists (Roberts & Singh, 2023).

4.3.1.4 Structural challenges and platform dominance

The Competition Commission's (2023) estimates that between R300 million
and R500 million in potential revenue is diverted annually from local news
organisations to global digital platforms, particularly Google and Meta. These
findings frame platforms as powerful competitors capturing disproportionate
economic value, constraining resources available for local journalism.
UNESCO's (2022) media diversity studies and algorithmic research reinforce
concerns that platform-dominated distribution ecosystems prioritise
engagement over accuracy, reducing media plurality and increasing
vulnerability to misinformation. Civil society organisations including Media
Monitoring Africa (2023) and the South African National Editors' Forum (2024)
argue that this structural imbalance exacerbates challenges facing print

newspapers already weakened by circulation decline and revenue loss.
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4.3.2 RQ4 (Qualitative): How are media organisations adapting to these

changes?

4.3.2.1 Digital-first strategies and organisational restructuring

Major news organisations have adopted digital-first strategies, investing in
websites, mobile applications, social media channels and WhatsApp-based
distribution networks (April, Maubane & Odendaal, 2023; BDO South Africa,
2024). These transformations involve newsroom reconfiguration around
central digital desks, cross-platform content production and upskilling
journalists in multimedia and data-driven reporting. Digital transformation,
however, has required painful restructuring. SANEF (2020) reports extensive
programmes involving voluntary severance, retrenchments and title
consolidation. At one point during the period under review, Media24
announced that up to 510 positions were at risk in its stable. These risks frame
restructuring as necessary for survival but acknowledge substantial costs:
reduced local coverage, loss of institutional memory, and geographic gaps in

journalism capacity.

4.3.2.2 Revenue diversification and hybrid funding models

Publishers have responded by experimenting with diversified revenue models.
Roper (2023) documents strategies including digital subscriptions,
membership schemes, branded content, sponsored events and donor support.
Daily Maverick's voluntary membership model, in which readers contribute
financially to support independent journalism, illustrates what Roper (2025)
characterises as a broader shift towards audience-supported funding models
that bypass traditional advertising dependence. Scalability, however, remains
severely constrained. Kemp's (2023) market analysis identifies South Africa's
relatively low digital advertising rates as a fundamental limitation, while BDO
South Africa (2024) emphasises that uneven income distribution restricts these

models' viability outside urban middle-class markets.
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Kemp (2023) cautions that digital migration pursued without robust strategic
adaptation risks undermining sustainability rather than securing it, a concern
echoed in BDO South Africa's (2024) assessment that many publishers
conflate digital presence with viable business models.

4.3.2.3 Innovation in content formats and localisation

Publishers are investing heavily in multimedia formats to differentiate offerings
in crowded digital environments. BDO South Africa's (2023, 2024) industry
assessments document increased adoption of podcasts, video, interactive
graphics and data visualisations as engagement strategies. McLeod (2024)
and Breitenbach (2024) report that publishers view multimedia capability as
essential for competing with social platforms and digital-native outlets.
Community and regional newspapers have pursued different adaptation
strategies, leveraging proximity as competitive advantage. Caxton's (2024)
local newspaper portfolio demonstrates how hyperlocal reporting, community
events, municipal governance, local business coverage, creates value that

national digital platforms cannot replicate.

ABC's (2024) Q2 data showing 48.9% year-on-year circulation growth among
local titles supports what Lebone Litho (2024) characterises as the "localisation
dividend": community newspapers' ability to provide advertising and news
tailored to specific geographic markets insulates them partially from national
decline. Rather than abandoning print entirely, many organisations pursue
integrated print-digital strategies. Lebone Litho's (2024 ) analysis of production
trends reveals publishers retaining print editions to maintain brand presence
and advertiser relationships while using digital platforms for immediacy and
audience growth. BDO South Africa (2024) frames this as a transitional rather
than binary approach, with print serving legacy audiences and revenue
streams while digital builds future sustainability, though the viability of this

dual-track model remains uncertain given continued print contraction.
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4.3.2.4 Trust, quality and professional identity

Publishers position editorial quality and trust as print newspapers’ competitive
advantage in crowded digital environments. The Conversation (2023) confirms
that legacy print outlets maintain higher baseline trust than digital-only
competitors despite errors and controversies. Media24’s and Arena Holdings'
subscription campaigns explicitly market this trustworthiness, framing paid
journalism as reliable information investment. Structural realities, however,
undermine these quality claims. Wits Journalism (2023) documents
"juniorisation", where experienced journalists are replaced by junior staff

following retrenchments.

SANEF (2024) reports that smaller teams face intensified production
pressures, degrading fact-checking and investigative capacity. The Press
Council of South Africa (2023) notes increased corrections correlating with
under-resourced newsrooms unable to maintain editorial oversight. This
tension is fundamental. Publishers market quality while cutting resources that
produce it, what BDO South Africa (2024) identifies as an unsustainable
contradiction. Wits Journalism (2023) warns that these risks eroding the
credibility advantage print claims as its primary competitive edge.

4.3.3 RQ5 (Qualitative): What are the implications of print newspaper

closures for journalism and democracy in South Africa?

4.3.3.1 Democratic participation and local accountability

The democratic implications of print decline have been extensively
documented internationally. Pew Research Centre's (2019) tracking studies
confirm these patterns persist and intensify as closures accelerate. Darr, Hitt
and Dunaway (2018) show that local newspaper closures correlate with
reduced political knowledge and lower voter turnout, while Abernathy (2020)
demonstrates that the absence of local journalism shifts citizens toward
national rather than local issues.
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These international findings resonate with South African scholarship on print
media's democratic role. Wasserman's (2020) analysis emphasises
newspapers' essential function in supporting post-apartheid democratic
discourse, informed citizenship and accountability mechanisms. Unlike
international contexts where robust digital alternatives often exist, SANEF
(2023) documents that many South African communities, particularly rural and
low-income areas, lack both viable print and affordable digital news access.
Media Monitoring Africa's (2023) research on information access confirms
these patterns, showing deepening inequalities in who can access quality

journalism.

Wasserman (2020) synthesises these concerns, arguing that print decline
without viable digital substitution threatens the foundation of informed
democratic participation in South Africa. The combination of international
evidence on local journalism's democratic necessity and South African-specific
barriers to digital alternatives creates what SANEF (2022) characterises as a
"democratic information crisis", uneven access to journalism risking uneven
democratic participation precisely when South Africa's democracy requires
robust public discourse.

4.3.3.2 Impact on professional journalism and newsroom capacity

While circulation data measures decline in percentages, newsrooms measure
it in lost jobs and degraded conditions. Wits Journalism's (2023) longitudinal
study documents the predictable pattern: substantial job losses and
downsizing. Experienced journalists face retrenchments, replaced by younger,
lower-paid staff carrying heavier workloads under tighter deadlines. The
implications on quality are both predictable and concerning. Satchwell,
Duncan, Malila and Goga (2022) independent ethics panel makes the
connection explicit: reduced editorial oversight, inadequate training, and

relentless speed pressures directly stem from the resource constraints.
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Newsrooms that once employed dedicated fact-checkers and multiple layers
of editorial review now operate with skeletal structures. The contradiction at
the heart of this crisis is stark. As Satchwell et al (2022) observe, the same
economic pressures compelling cost-cutting simultaneously demand higher-
quality journalism to justify subscriptions and attract paying audiences.
Wasserman (2020) identifies this as journalism's "productivity paradox": more
content, more platforms, higher standards, fewer resources. It is a formula
designed to fail. SANEF (2024) predicts that the industry is consuming its own

foundation.

4.4 INTEGRATION AND TRIANGULATION OF QUANTITATIVE AND
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH FINDINGS

441 Convergence between numerical trends and thematic narratives

The evidence converges from multiple directions. ABC circulation data (2018-
2024) provides the quantitative foundation: double-digit annual losses, 60 -
80% cumulative declines across major titles, 15 - 20 closures or digital-only
transitions. BDO South Africa (2023, 2024) documents escalating production
costs outpacing cover price increases, McLeod (2024) tracks advertising
revenue migration to digital platforms, and multiple sources confirm mobile-
first consumption patterns rendering print delivery obsolete. The statistics and
narratives align as traditional print business models collapsed under
converging pressures. One segment defied the trend. Community newspapers
grew 48.9% year-on-year even as national dailies imploded (ABC, 2024). This
exception illuminates rather than undermines the pattern. Lebone Litho (2024)
and Caxton (2024) show that hyperlocal content, coverage of municipal
governance, community events, local business, creates value digital platforms
cannot economically provide. Geographic proximity generates competitive
advantage where news is genuinely local. These titles survive by occupying a
market niche insulated from forces destroying national publications, their
resilience proving the broader rule.
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4.4.2 Addressing the research questions through integrated evidence

Integrating quantitative and qualitative evidence answers the study's research
questions comprehensively while revealing structural crisis requiring policy
intervention. ABC (2018 - 2024) quantifies the crisis: 17.3% year-on-year
decline, 60 - 80% cumulative losses, 15 - 20 closures, addressing RQ1 and
RQ2. Industry reports (SANEF, 2024), technological analysis (Reuters
Institute, 2023), and economic assessments (Competition Commission, 2023)
explain causation: digital disruption, platform dominance, and audience
migration driving these patterns and organisational responses (RQ3 and RQ4).
Implications for democracy emerge from integration (RQ5).

Wits Journalism (2023), Satchwell et al (2022), and Wasserman (2020)
document how economic collapse produces newsroom degradation, reduced
fact-checking, compromised investigations, professional exodus. These
effects compound ownership concentration (Duncan, 2018), language
inequalities, and platform misinformation (Media Monitoring Africa, 2023),
systemically threatening local accountability, information quality, and public
trust. Triangulation reveals structural, not cyclical, decline. The 2018 - 2024

trajectory represents perpetual business model failure.

BDO South Africa (2024) confirms digital adaptation cannot compensate for
structural shocks; the Competition Commission (2025) shows R300 - 500
million diverted annually to platforms. Market forces will not restore
sustainability. Coordinated intervention becomes necessary. SANEF (2024),
UNESCO (2024) and Berger (2020) advocate platform regulation, public-
interest funding, and press sustainability mechanisms alongside innovative
business models addressing South Africa's specific constraints, inequality and
connectivity barriers documented by Chinembiri (2020). Without intervention,

print decline continues eroding democratic information infrastructure.
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45 CHAPTER SUMMARY

This chapter has presented the research findings of the mixed methods
content analysis, distinguishing clearly between quantitative results on
circulation trends and newspaper closures and qualitative insights into the
causes, adaptation strategies and democratic implications of print decline. The
next chapter interprets these integrated research findings in relation to the
theoretical framework and existing literature and formulates conclusions and
strategic recommendations for South African media organisations,
policymakers and other stakeholders.
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CHAPTER 5

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter synthesises the research findings, draws conclusions in line with
the research questions, and advances strategic recommendations, outlining
options for South African media organisations, regulators and stakeholders to
address the challenges confronting the print newspaper industry.

5.2 SUMMARY OF CHAPTERS

Chapter One explored the global and South African print media landscape to
contextualise newspaper decline since 2018. It established the problem
statement, research purpose, objectives and questions, and outlined the
theoretical framework, methodology, significance, reliability considerations,
limitations and ethical considerations. Chapter Two focused on the theoretical
foundations: agenda-setting theory, technological determinism and uses and
gratification theory. The literature review critically evaluated South African print

newspapers’ evolution from colonial origins through apartheid to democracy.

Chapter Three expanded on the research design and methodology. It adopted
a mixed-methods approach combining interpretivist and positivist perspectives
through content analysis, systematic document review and secondary data
collection techniques. The chapter described the study population of
newspapers from major South African publishing groups, explained purposive
sampling techniques and target population selection, and addressed validity,
transferability, reliability, data analysis approaches and inherent limitations in

content analysis methods.
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Chapter Four presented the research findings. It documented devastating
circulation declines across major titles, with publications closing or
transitioning to digital-only formats, and explored contributing factors including
technological disruptions, economic pressures, consumer behaviour changes
and structural challenges. It also assessed adaptation strategies such as
digital transformation, revenue diversification and operational consolidation,
and evaluated implications for journalism and democratic participation in South
Africa’s evolving media landscape. Chapter Five summarises the research
findings and presents recommendations and conclusions based on the overall

results.

5.2.1 Summary of main findings

This section synthesises the research’s main findings by integrating
quantitative data with qualitative analysis, highlighting the central patterns that
emerged across the five research questions and linking them to literature on
digital disruption, agenda-setting, technological determinism, and uses and
gratifications. Audit Bureau of Circulations data shows a dramatic collapse in
South African print newspaper readership between 2018 and 2024: circulation
fell by 4.4% in 2018 and by 9.1% in 2019, with the COVID-19 pandemic then
disrupting industry tracking systems and leaving no reliable figures for 2020
and only partial data for 2021 - 2023.

The decline intensified sharply in 2024, when circulation dropped by 17.3%,
the steepest annual fall in the period, and some major newspapers had lost
roughly 80% of their readers, marking one of the most severe declines in South
African print media since the advent of democracy. The findings show that this
decline is driven by interlinked structural factors rather than a single cause,
including mobile-first digital consumption patterns, rapid audience migration to
online platforms, and the diversion of advertising revenue to global technology
companies (Pieterse, 2021; Gillwald et al, 2018).
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The COVID-19 pandemic intensified these pressures by disrupting print
distribution networks and accelerating shifts to digital news consumption
(Ndlovu, 2021; Daniels, 2020). Media organisations have responded with a
range of adaptation strategies, but these have not fully offset structural losses:
publishers increasingly pursue digital-first models, invest in online platforms,
and experiment with paywalls, membership schemes and branded content, in
line with global trends (Kuing, 2015; Nielsen, 2016), while extensive
cost-cutting, title consolidation and reduced print frequency raise concerns
about long-term impacts on journalistic quality, institutional memory and

investigative capacity (Mabweazara, 2015; Hadland, 2018).

The findings also highlight an important exception to the overall pattern:
community newspapers display relative resilience, with some titles recording
year-on-year circulation growth despite the broader crisis. The research
concludes that the decline of print newspapers has significant implications for
journalism and democracy in South Africa, as reduced circulation, closures
and newsroom cuts erode watchdog functions, weaken agenda-setting
capacity and deepen information inequalities, especially for poorer and rural
communities with limited digital access (Duncan, 2018; Berger, 2018;
Wasserman, 2020). The integrated analysis further indicates that market
forces alone are unlikely to restore print sustainability.

Industry audits and competition inquiries show that global platforms capture a
substantial share of advertising revenue, while digital audience growth at
legacy outlets has not yet compensated for losses in print income (Competition
Commission, 2025; BDO South Africa, 2024). These findings reinforce
arguments that a combination of platform regulation, public-interest funding
and targeted support for local and community journalism is required to
safeguard journalism’s democratic role in South Africa (SANEF, 2024;
UNESCO, 2022).
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5.3 DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

Building on the summary of main findings presented in Section 5.2.1, this
section discusses how the research results answer each research question
and how they relate to the theoretical framework and existing literature. It
interprets the observed circulation declines, closures, causal factors,
organisational adaptations and democratic implications through the lenses of

agenda-setting theory, technological determinism and uses and gratifications.

5.3.1 What has the trend been in print newspaper circulation since
20187

The purpose of the first research question was to analyse the trend in print
newspaper circulation in South Africa from 2018 to 2024. The research
findings revealed a catastrophic decline across all major media groups, with
circulation figures showing decreases of 60 - 80% for individual titles between
2018 and 2024. The Audit Bureau of Circulations data indicated that total
newspaper circulation declined by 9.1% year-on-year in Q4 2019, with daily
newspapers experiencing a 14% annual decline (Breitenbach, 2020). The
crisis deepened during COVID-19, with Q2/2020 seeing average decreases of
40% for daily newspapers (Van der Vyver, 2021).

Year 2024 witnessed a sharp deterioration in Q2, when circulation reported a
17% year-on-year decrease, with quarterly declines escalating to nearly 14%
(BDO South Africa, 2024). Independent Media experienced the most severe
declines, with flagship titles such as Cape Argus falling from 27,946 copies in
Q1 2018 to approximately 8,000-10,000 copies in 2024, representing a 70 -
75% deterioration (Manson, 2018). Media24’s strategic decisions led to
discontinuing several major publications including Daily Sun, Rapport, and City
Press in late 2024 (TimesLIVE, 2024).
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Arena Holdings indicated that even upmarket positioning could not necessarily
shield publications from collapse, with the Sunday Times declining from
260,132 in Q1/2018 to 86,314 by Q3/2023 (Manson, 2023). Remarkably,
Caxton’s community newspaper network showed resilience, validating
Wasserman and De Beer’s (2005) argument about the resilience of hyperlocal

content strategies.

5.3.2 How many print newspapers have closed in South Africa since
20187

The objective of the second research question was to quantify the number of
South African print newspapers that closed since 2018. Industry analysis
revealed that major media groups including Media24, Independent Media, and
Arena Holdings have ceased or transitioned between 15 to 20 print
newspapers since 2018. These changes encompassed complete operational
termination and conversion to digital-only formats. The most significant
transformation occurred in late 2024 when Media24 announced cessation of
printing several flagship publications including Beeld, Daily Sun, Rapport, and
City Press as part of their digital-first strategy (Breitenbach, 2024).

Complementing these closures, numerous publications pursued digital
transformation rather than complete closure, with Volksblad becoming the first
e-edition-only daily newspaper to receive Audit Bureau of Circulations auditing
and verification (Breitenbach, 2024). Operational restructuring emerged as
another adaptation strategy, with publications like Diamond Fields Advertiser
transitioning from daily to Friday-only publication (McLeod, 2024).
Consolidation proved equally significant, with several major integrations
including absorption of Pretoria News into The Star and combination of
weekend editions into single Saturday editions whilst maintaining online
presence (Gavaza, 2024). BDO South Africa’s (2024) assessment positioned
these consolidations as pivotal transitions in the country’s media landscape.
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5.3.3 What factors are contributing to the accelerated decline in South

Africa's print newspapers?

The research identified multiple interconnected factors driving this
transformation. Technological disruption emerged as a primary force, with
Kemp’s, (2023) comprehensive digital landscape analysis revealing that South
Africa began 2023 with 43.4 million internet users and 25.8 million active social
media users. Economic pressures proved equally challenging, with
Breitenbach (2024) reporting that cover costs of some publications increased
by 138% whilst advertising revenue declined dramatically. The Competition
Commission of South Africa’s (2025) analysis revealed that between R300
million and R500 million annually is diverted from local news organisations by
digital platforms, creating unsustainable economic conditions. Consumer
behaviour changes reflected fundamental shifts in media engagement, with
UNESCO (2024) noting that audiences remained resistant to paying for digital
news despite proliferation of paywalls and tended to expect free access to

content online.

The Media Online (2020) illustrates how paywalls contrasted the reality that
digital and social platforms made daily news freely and instantly accessible,
eroding the value proposition of legacy media. The shift to digital media
reflected fundamental changes in consumer engagement, with immediacy,
interactivity, and personalisation now prioritised over the scheduled,
standardised formats of print media (Sonni, 2024; Pew Research Centre,
2019). Structural challenges included what UNESCO’s (2024) media
landscape analysis identified as legacy funding and operational models
restricting accelerated migration to new platforms. Building on this foundation,
Kemp’s (2023). digital transformation research showed that migration
fundamentally undermined financial sustainability unless organisations

strategically adapted their operations.
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5.3.4 How are media organisations adapting to these changes?

The goal of the fourth research question was to describe the strategies used
by media organisations to adapt to the changes. Media organisations
implemented comprehensive adaptation strategies, thereby fundamentally
restructuring traditional business models. Digital-first approaches became
central, with April, Maubane and Odendaal’s (2023) analysis of newsroom
transformation documenting how South African media organisations
systematically restructured to prioritise digital content, investing substantially
in online infrastructure whilst upskilling journalists. BDO South Africa’s (2024)
industry assessment reinforced these findings, observing that digital
transformation of South African media houses was characterised by strategic
integration of mobile applications, WhatsApp distribution networks, and robust
social media presence essential for engaging younger and increasingly

diverse audiences.

Revenue diversification emerged as another critical pillar of survival, with
traditional print advertising revenues in steep decline. South African
newspapers explored alternative income streams such as digital subscriptions,
membership models, branded content, and live events (Wasserman, 2018).
The Daily Maverick successfully implemented a voluntary membership
programme, encouraging reader contributions to support independent
journalism, reflecting broader trends where publications experimented with
hybrid funding models blending advertising, reader revenue, and donor
support (Roper, 2025). Cost containment measures saw media organisations
consolidating operations, reducing staff numbers, and streamlining production
processes (BDO South Africa, 2024). The shift to digital workflows enabled
more efficient news production, with journalists increasingly working remotely
and editors coordinating teams via digital tools. Innovation in content focused
on multimedia formats such as podcasts, short-form video, and interactive

digital features to enhance audience engagement (BDO South Africa, 2024).
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The integration of print and digital platforms became characteristic of the South
African media landscape, with organisations offering digital editions alongside
traditional newspapers using cross-promotional strategies to maximise reach
(Lebone Litho, 2024). However, effectiveness varied significantly, with
community-focused publications demonstrating greater resilience through

hyperlocal content strategies as compared to metropolitan dailies.

5.3.5 What are the implications of print newspaper closures on

journalism and democracy in South Africa?

The intention of the fifth research question was to assess the implications of
print closures on journalism and democracy in South Africa. Wasserman
(2020:2) observes that South African media has played significant political and
social roles since the end of apartheid, drawing on constitutional guarantees
of freedom of expression and vibrant civil society to support democratic debate
and crucial watchdog functions. The decline of print newspapers therefore
posed direct threats to these democratic functions. The institutional analysis
by Wits Journalism (2020) illustrates that print sector decline contributed to
significant job losses and transformed newsroom demographics, resulting in
younger and less experienced journalists taking on greater responsibilities.
The phenomenon of “juniorisation” alongside decreased funding contributed to
the application of journalistic standards being undermined and included

aspects such as fact-checking protocols and adherence to ethical codes.

Satchwell, Duncan, Malila and Goga (2021) presented an independent report
on media ethics in South Africa, identifying systemic challenges including
reduced capacity for editorial oversight, inadequate training provisions, and
increased demand for rapid turnaround times for publication in competitive
digital contexts. Wasserman’s (2025) analysis of digital media transformation
also illustrated the complexities introduced by digital platforms, with journalists
addressing misinformation and refuting inaccuracies, which contributed to

compromised quality of public-interest journalism.
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The consolidation and closure of newspapers had major implications for media
diversity and plurality of voices available in public discourse, potentially
undermining the democratic function of free media. Wasserman’s (2023)
analysis indicated that the dominance of a few large media companies raised
concerns regarding editorial independence. Mutsvairo and Mare (2022) argue
that a predominance of English-language publications further compounded
literacy disparities and reinforced historical patterns of exclusion. However, the
Reuters Institute’s (2024) findings revealed a paradox: despite high-profile
editorial errors and concerted efforts by agents of misinformation to undermine
media credibility, recent data indicated modest increases in overall trust in
news in South Africa, suggesting the journalism’s democratic functions may
prove more resilient than specific institutional forms through which they have
traditionally been delivered.

5.4 CONCLUSIONS

This study explored the decline of print newspapers in South Africa from 2018
to 2024. It analysed circulation trends, newspaper closures, contributing
factors, adaptation strategies of media organisations, and the implications for
journalism and democracy. Through comprehensive content analysis and
industry data review, the following research questions were systematically
addressed:

e What has the trend in print newspaper circulation been since 2018?

e How many print newspapers have closed in South Africa since 2018?

e What factors are contributing to the accelerated decline in South Africa’s
print newspapers?

e How are media organisations adapting to these changes?

e What are the implications of print newspaper closures on journalism and

democracy in South Africa?
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The purpose of the first research question was to evaluate circulation trends
in print newspapers since 2018. Instead of maintaining stable readership
through strategic adaptation and community engagement, South African
newspapers experienced extensive and persistent decline across all major
media groups. This represents one of the most profound media
transformations since the democratic transition, indicating structural rather
than cyclical changes in media consumption patterns. The objective of the
second research question was to analyse the extent of newspaper closures
since 2018. Major media groups including Media24, Independent Media, and
Arena Holdings have ceased or transitioned print newspapers since 2018. The
most significant transformation occurred in late 2024 when Media24
announced the cessation of printing flagship publications including Beeld,
Daily Sun, Rapport, and City Press, which was the largest simultaneous

closure of print newspapers in South Africa.

The aim of the third research question was to assess factors contributing to
accelerated decline. Multiple interconnected forces have converged to
undermine print media viability. Technological disruption through widespread
smartphone penetration shifted news consumption patterns towards mobile-
first immediate access. Economic pressures exacerbated unsustainable
financial conditions while extensive revenue continues to be diverted from local
news organisations by digital platforms, creating revenue displacement. The
goal of the fourth research question was to evaluate adaptation strategies
employed by media organisations. Publishers have implemented
comprehensive transformation approaches including digital-first strategies
with mobile applications and social media presence, revenue diversification
through membership models and branded content, cost containment through
staff reductions and operational consolidation, and innovation in multimedia
content including podcasts and interactive features. The intention of the fifth

research question was to assess implications for journalism and democracy.
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The decline poses significant threats to democratic participation and
professional journalism. The research concludes that the crisis facing South
African print newspapers represents a fundamental transformation requiring
systematic intervention. The challenges undermining print media sustainability
can be partly addressed. Print media sustainability challenges can be
addressed through platform regulation for fair revenue distribution, public
interest journalism funding, digital literacy initiatives, and media diversity
preservation. Furthermore, sustainable media transformation requires a multi-
stakeholder approach involving government policy support, industry
collaboration, community engagement, and audience education to preserve
the democratic functions of professional journalism whilst embracing

technological innovation and evolving consumption patterns.

5.5 STRATEGIC RECOMMENDATIONS

The evaluation of print newspaper decline confirmed the existence of
fundamental structural weaknesses in traditional media business models and
their failure to adapt effectively to digital transformation. The following
recommendations address these shortcomings and challenges whilst

recognising journalism’s democratic importance.

e |t is recommended that media organisations should focus on developing
sustainable competitive advantages rather than simply migrating existing
solutions to digital platforms. The resilience of community newspapers
suggests that deep local engagement, hyperlocal content and strong
community relationships provide robust market positions that global
platforms cannot easily replicate. Publications should prioritise building
authentic community service and quality journalism that serves specific

local needs.
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Collaboration rather than competition between news organisations could
help address resource constraints whilst maintaining editorial diversity.
Shared infrastructure for printing and distribution could reduce costs whilst
preserving independent editorial voices. Media organisations should
explore cooperative arrangements that allow smaller publications to access

professional services, printing facilities and distribution networks.

Investment in journalist training and professional development becomes
more critical as newsrooms shrink. Journalists require broader skill sets
including digital production, data analysis and audience engagement
techniques whilst maintaining traditional journalistic value propositions.
Media organisations should prioritise continuous professional development
programmes that help journalists adapt to multimedia storytelling, social
media engagement and digital verification techniques without

compromising editorial integrity.

Revenue diversification strategies should focus on building sustainable
funding models that blend commercial, philanthropic and reader support.
The Daily Maverick’s membership model demonstrates that South African
audiences support journalism they value, thereby challenging assumptions
about their willingness to pay for news. Publications should experiment with
subscription models, membership programmes and sponsored content
while maintaining editorial independence and generating sustainable

revenue.

Media organisations should advocate for policy interventions that address
structural inequalities in the digital advertising market. The Competition
Commission’s findings regarding platform revenue extraction justify
regulatory responses that could include requirements for platforms to
contribute to local journalism funding or provide more transparent revenue-
sharing arrangements with news producers whilst respecting free market

principles.
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e It is recommended that the government should consider tax incentives or
direct subsidies for public-interest journalism, similar to models
implemented in Canada. Such support should focus on preserving editorial
independence whilst ensuring sustainable funding for accountability
journalism. Media literacy education represents another important policy
area, particularly given increased vulnerability to misinformation as

identified in the research.

e The preservation of the democratic functions of journalism requires
innovative approaches that acknowledge technological realities whilst
addressing the persistent inequalities and linguistic diversity characterising
contemporary South Africa. Future sustainability depends not on
preserving existing institutional forms but on developing new models that
can deliver accountability, information, and public discourse that
democracy requires in the digital age.

5.6 STUDY LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

This study’s reliance on content analysis of publicly available documents,
whilst methodologically sound, contributed to limitations in understanding the
full scope of transformation processes. The research captured formal
announcements and publicly reported circulation figures but could not access
internal strategic documents or private financial information that might reveal
additional adaptation strategies. The focus on major media groups may
underestimate the diversity of adaptation strategies employed by smaller,
independent publishers. Future research could benefit from case study
approaches exploring successful and unsuccessful adaptation attempts
across a broader range of publication types and ownership structures. The
scope of the 2018 to 2024 period may be insufficient for understanding longer-

term adaptation outcomes.
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Media transformation is an ongoing process, and ultimate success or failure of
current adaptation strategies may not become apparent for several more
years. The study’s focus on South Africa limits the ability to generalise the
findings to other African countries with different media systems, regulatory
environments and economic conditions. Comparative research exploring the
decline of print newspapers across multiple African countries could provide
broader insights into regional patterns and context-specific factors. The
research also occurred during a period of extraordinary global disruption as a
result of COVID-19, which may have accelerated transformation patterns in
ways that make findings less applicable to standard operating conditions.
Future longitudinal research could help distinguish between pandemic-specific
effects and underlying structural changes.

5.7 CONCLUSION

In conclusion, it is acknowledged that this study of the decline of print
newspapers in South Africa from 2018 to 2024 represents the examination of
one of the most significant media transformations since the democratic
transition of 1994. It demonstrates that whilst traditional print media institutions
may experience existential challenges, journalism’s democratic functions
remain socially valuable and potentially economically sustainable through
alternative models. The intersection of global digital disruption with local
historical, economic, and social factors creates unique challenges requiring
context-specific solutions rather than the simple adoption of adaptation
strategies that are premised on the global North. The preservation of
journalism’s democratic functions will require innovative approaches
acknowledging technological realities whilst addressing persistent inequalities
and linguistic diversity characterising contemporary South Africa. While the
future form of print media remains somewhat uncertain, the need for quality
journalism, democratic accountability, and informed public discourse persists
and requires concerted efforts to ensure South African democracy remains
worthy of its constitutional foundation.
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