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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
It is widely recognized that news media are the primary source to which citizens turn for information but
also to develop useful guidelines for political choices. The media, therefore, have great social relevance and
are able to influence essential aspects of democratic life.
The institutional role and the regulatory action of the Italian Communications Authority (AGCOM) in the
media sector, based on institutional mission and the tasks entrusted to it by the establishing Law, are based
on the need to monitor the information system and ensure the protection of information pluralism, both on
the supply and demand side of the news media markets. The constant monitoring of the news system by
AGCOM is part of a global scenario currently characterized by the emergence of negative phenomena such as
the issue of the spread of the so-called “fake news”, and more generally of misinformation. In this perspective,
the Report on the news consumption aims at analyzing the most recent evolution of the sector.
In particular, this Report presents an in-depth analysis of the paths leading citizens to actual acquisition of
relevant information disseminated by the news media. Such analysis was carried out by investigating the
modern access and consumption patterns of news distribution, as well as the factors likely to affect the
aforementioned models.
The study, carried out, inter alia, on the basis of the results of a survey conducted in 2017 by GfK Italia for
AGCOM on a sample of over 14,000 individuals representative of the Italian population, has highlighted some
main evidences.
Based on the assumptions that: (i) information can reach individuals only if they make the decision to acess
media and the further decision to access news contents; (ii) news consumption does not necessarily takes
place in an effective manner, the study shows that:



Almost all the Italian population accesses the media also in order to be informed and over 80% of
citizens access information regularly (every day).



The informative diet of Italians is characterized by a marked phenomenon of cross-media, which by
now concerns more than three quarters of the Italian population. Only television still resists as a
medium with its own catchment (about 8% of the population) of exclusive users (so-called captive).
Finally, there remains a niche of Italians (about 5%) that is not informed at all (at least not through
mass media).
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Television is confirmed as the medium with the greatest informative value, both for access
frequency also for information purposes, and for perceived importance and reliability. Although
less than 20% of individuals read newspapers on a daily basis, the percentage grows among
individuals with a reading frequency less close in time. Even in this case, newspaper access is not
far from the Internet and radio.



The informative power of the Internet is on the rise: more and more people rely on this medium to
search and access news (so as to make it jump to second place in the ranking of media with the
highest access frequency when the purpose of use is informative) and over a quarter of the
population considers it the more important to get information. However, the perceived reliability
of online information sources remains on average lower than the reliability found for traditional
sources.
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Main source of information for Italian citizens (2017; % population)
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The empirical analysis on access to information and on the modalities of consumption of information
contents have also highlighted other salient aspects:



In view of the growing diffusion of devices among the public and the multiplication of opportunities
for use, the patterns of media and information consumption change. If, on the one hand, the
possibility of accessing multiple media (in many ways and moments) increases the possibility of
exposure to information, on the other, the emergence of consumption habits such as simultaneity
in media uses and fragmentation (of audience, time and contents) can favor a superficial and
careless consumption of the news, and increase the risk of misinformation.



There are individual factors that lead to the division into different groups in access to information,
with consequent risks of media exclusion or marginalization of certain segments of the population.
In particular, education and economic conditions appear to be able to perimeter the social niches
that risk, in the case of low school and income levels, to be marginalized in the current
informational ecosystem. In this sense, even in a context in which access and cross-media increase,
policy actions aimed at media inclusion, such as those aimed at favoring the education to media of
potentially excluded social groups, are desirable.
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Effects of individual factors on the use of information



A specific analysis on the informative consumption of minors has highlighted an at least dual social
system: on the one hand, there are portions of minors who do not get informed or are informed
through a single medium - and that lead to questioning the information education process for the
new generations - on the other hand, we observe the existence of other groups of minors with
consistent recourse to a plurality of media and sources of information.

Given the consolidation of the Internet as a primary source of information for citizens, this Report has
provided a specific study on the new dynamics related to the consumption of online news by the Italians,
pointing out that:



Italians access information online mainly through so-called algorithmic sources (in particular
social networks and search engines), consulted by 54.5% of the population, while there is less use
of the editorial sources (websites and applications of traditional and native online publishers).
Moreover, 19.4% of the population indicates an algorithmic source as the most important within
their own informative diet. In particular, the relevance accorded to search engines and social
networks stands out, representing respectively the third and fourth sources of information, often
reputed to be the most important for information, considering all the means of communication
(classic and online).
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Among the algorithmic sources, however, there is a lower perceived reliability, in particular for
social networks, considered reliable or very reliable by less than 24% of those who consult them to
find information.



The Internet plays a major role in the media diet of minors. About a quarter of minors either do not
get informed, or do so using only one mean of information, which is very often the web. The minors,
however, turn out to be large consumers of social networks for information purposes: in fact, more
than half of those who get information on the Internet use them for this purpose (55.8%).

Access to information through algorithmic and editorial sources (2017; % population)

The examination of the characteristics and methods of fruition for informational purposes of the sources
governed by algorithms, in particular of social networks, highlighted lights and shadows, mainly due to the
variety and plurality of online sources, on the one hand, and to the scarce recognition of information on the
web and the tendency of users of the medium to ideological polarization, on the other:



There is a wide variety of online sources that differ in terms of type of publisher (traditional, online
native), phase in the production and distribution chain of the information ecosystem (publishers,
blogs, platforms), dissemination methods (editorial and algorithmic), brand reputation.



Since platforms are often real gatekeepers for access to information, they are an increasingly
important gateway to information for publishers and consumers.

v
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In particular, in a context characterized by the "unpacking" of the information product and a
fragmented use of content (articles, comments, videos, posts, etc.), online platforms act as
intermediaries for access to online information by of the individual, access that very often is also
the result of the incidentality and randomness of the discovery of the news by the same citizen, who
however risks not having full awareness of the nature and origin of the information.



The analysis of the existing relationship between the ideological polarization of social networks
users and their online activities has shown that polarization can have a significant effect on the
greater engagement towards news disseminated by social networks. The link between the conduct
of all information actions on social networks (including those actions with the highest rate of user
involvement) and the polarization has clear consequences on the materialization of phenomena of
spread of radicalized positions and the creation of ideological bubbles.

Relationship between “information actions” (e.g. sharing of news-related content by users) carried out on
social networks and ideological polarization (2017)

Also by virtue of the AGCOM’s powers in this area, part of the Report was dedicated to access to and
consumption of political-electoral information, the latter crucial for the free formation of public opinion. In
this regard, the study found that:
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The ranking of the access frequency of the media used to obtain information does not change when
it comes to political news, for which television and the Internet are confirmed as privileged sources
by the Italians. However, it is found that, in the case of political information, the citizen presents a
less broad and articulate consumption path of the news, that is less cross-media and hybrid between
the various media, compared to general information consumption.



A relationship of trust emerges between citizens and sources of information: the more these are
chosen as primary in accessing current news (international, national and local), the more likely
they are used by citizens to form a political opinion.

Use and importance of media for political-electoral information (2017; % 18 years old and older
population)



The most ideologically-oriented individuals use the Internet quite widely as a means of
communication to learn about political-electoral choices, according to the dynamics that lead to
the formation of the so-called echo chambers, characterized by individuals who only discuss within
a circle of people ideologically close, tracing and sharpening the issues of selective exposure and
confirmation bias. It is noted that the polarization already operates at the level of selection of the
medium, and then “goes viral” as a result of actions performed on social networks by more active
users and the concomitant work of custom algorithms that appear to favor the emergence of
ideological bubbles.
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Index of differentiation between the use of the media for political-electoral choices by level of ideological
polarization of citizens (2017; 18 years old and older population)
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FOREWORD
In the world, 2017 was the year of the emergence of pathological phenomena such as the so-called
fake news, and more generally the misinformation, more and more often transmitted through the
new online platforms.
This recent evolution, if placed in perspective, appears to be the natural development of a global
information ecosystem that for years has shown unresolved structural problems. In the last decade
the news system has started to show difficulties in supporting its costs. First of all, the traditional
media, such as newspapers and magazines, have paid the price. The reduction in revenues
underlying the establishment of an online and free information model has led publishers to cut costs
and investments in the information product, triggering a spiral that has affected the quality of
information and therefore the reputation of the world of media.
On the other hand, the establishment of online platforms has led to the network’s own dynamics network externalities, market balances in which “the winner takes all”, algorithmic customization
of all the processes of generation and distribution of information content, even those relating to
production -, resulting in a process of disaggregation and disintermediation of traditional
information offer and subsequent re-aggregation and re-intermediation by the platforms
themselves (social networks and search engines).
In this context, almost three years ago, AGCOM feared that “the marked decrease in investment risks,
finally, to trigger a negative spiral, in which, due to a decrease in the quality of information, there is an
additional contraction of revenues”. Therefore “in this context, the valorisation of information is a
crucial junction for understanding the future of the Internet and modern democracies1”. The recent
evolution, with the spread of “false or bad information” phenomena and the consequent negative
effects on the democratic system, unfortunately appears to have confirmed these fears.
The Report is in continuity with the previous activities of monitoring of the information system
conducted by the AGCOM’s Department of Economics and Statistics2, setting itself the objective of
analyzing the most recent evolution of the sector. The Report outline follows the aims of regulatory
1Cfr. AGCOM,

Indagine conoscitiva Informazione e internet in Italia. Modelli di business, consumi, professioni, resolution n.
146/15/CONS.
2 See for example AGCOM, Il consumo di informazione e la comunicazione politica in campagna elettorale, February 2016.
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intervention and therefore the institutional point of view of AGCOM, analyzing, first of all, the main
sources of information for Italians, from the point of view of pluralism guarantee, protection of
minors and groups at risk of exclusion or marginalization (see Chapter 1).
The new dynamics concerning the consumption of online news by Italian citizens will be examined,
focusing on possible pathological forms such as those related to polarization, which triggers the
formation of online ideological bubbles and therefore of phenomena of fake news, hate speech and
disinformation (see Chapter 2).
Also by virtue of its expertise in this area, large space will be given to access and consumption of
political and electoral information, the latter a crucial element for the free formation of public
opinion (see Chapter 3).
In order to fully monitor the information system, AGCOM has equipped itself with sophisticated
analysis tools. The data presented here derive, among other things, have been gathered in 2017 by
GfK Italia for AGCOM on a sample of over 14,000 individuals representing the Italian population at
national and regional level (see Annex). This survey represents a unique case on the international
scene as it collects information, for the twenty Italian regions, on all media: TV, radio, newspapers,
Internet.
The availability of a large amount of data allows, in fact, to go beyond the analysis by single medium
and to analyze the informative profiles of the Italians on the plurality of the media. The analysis of
multimedia and cross-media seem to be of fundamental importance in the current informative
context, since, until a recent past, the study of information needs has taken into consideration
specific indicators for each single medium. On the contrary, a study that embraces all media adds
value as it allows to examine how, in everyday life, citizens meet their information needs through a
combination of media, also allowing to ascertain to what extent the online media are in place of the
traditional ones or how much they are complementary to them.

2

1. NEWS ACCESS AND CONSUPMTION
The media convey contents of any kind and, depending on their peculiarities and the degree of interaction
that they allow to be implemented, they are able to perform multiple functions: from entertainment to
information, from promotion to the purchase of products and services, from training at work, up to sharing
and to social relations.
The institutional role and the regulatory action of the Italian Communication Authority in the media sector,
based on the founding mandate and the tasks entrusted to it by the establishing Law, are based in particular
on the recognition of the media as the primary source from which citizens draw information and, therefore,
on the need to monitor the information system and ensure the protection of pluralism, both on the supply
side and on the demand side of the news media market, the last being the specific focus of this Report.
In this last regard, it is widely found that people, to meet the need to get informed, address primarily to the
media, with the intent, in fact, to find relevant news, which can provide useful information on which to base
their choices3, also political ones4. In fact, it is through television, radio, newspapers and the Internet that
each individual acquires all kinds of information concerning current events, politics, economics, culture,
sport, etc. For this reason, media have great social relevance and they are able to influence essential aspects
of democratic life and also to influence the opinions and preferences of individuals.
As a consequence, access to information, even before the actual consumption of it, by citizens depends strictly
on the possibility of access to the media. In other words, access to the media is seen as the possibility of
sharing society’s communication resources, that is to say, the prerequisite for being able to be reached by the
information and contents disseminated through the various media.

See, among others, Strö mberg, D. (2004a), “Mass Media Competition, Political Competition, and Public Policy”, Review
of Economic Studies, 71, pp. 265-284; Gentzkow, M.A., Shapiro, J.M. (2006), “Media Bias and Reputation”, Journal of
Political Economy, 114, pp. 280-316; Anderson, S.P., McLaren J. (2012), “Media Mergers and Media Bias with Rational
Consumers”, Journal of the European Economic Association, 10, pp. 831-859.
4 See, for example, Larcinese, V. (2007), “The Instrumental Voter Goes to the News-Agent: Information Acquisition,
Marginality, and the Media”, Journal of Theoretical Politics, 19 (3), pp. 249-276; Della Vigna, S., Kaplan, E. (2007), “The
Fox News Effect: Media Bias and Voting”, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 122, pp. 1187-1234; Bernhardt, D., Krasa, S.
and Polborn, M. K. (2008), “Political Polarization and the Electoral Effects of Media Bias”, Journal of Public Economics,
92, pp. 1092-1104; Chiang, C.F., Knight, B. (2011), “Media Bias and Influence: Evidence from Newspapers
Endorsements”, Review of Economic Studies, 78 (3), pp. 795-820.
3
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As shown in Figure 1.1, starting from the assumption that information is (correctly) spread by the media,
access to the media represents the first step in the path that leads the citizen to be adequately informed, a
step that 97% of the Italian population performs on an average day.
Once the individual accesses the media, in order to continue the path towards full information, it is essential
that among the contents used there are those of an informative nature. In some cases, however, between
access to the media and access to information disseminated by them, there are factors of exclusion and/or
marginalization (which, among other things, often reside in individual characteristics, see par. 1.4) to stop
the information process of the citizen. This is what still happens to 5% of the population, who do not use any
media to get information.
However, it is worth noting that the peculiarities of the modern information system require us to consider a
further decisive step towards the acquisition of the most complete information possible, which regards the
qualitative sphere of attention in information consumption. This aspect - neglected in most of the studies
conducted both at a national and international level on the use of information, also because of the objective
difficulties in measuring the phenomenon - today is crucial. As a matter of fact, the citizen can access a
plurality of media, can be exposed to a large amount of information, but the consumption of information
takes place in a partial or inattentive way. Compared to the past, today the citizen has available a wide range
of devices to access the media and make use of their contents on multiple occasions. This circumstance, on
the one hand contributes to raising the probability of exposure to the media and, therefore, of exposure (both
active and passive) to information; on the other, favors the emergence of fragmentation in consumption that
can reduce the level of the individual’s attention, with the consequent risk that people will receive
information in a lacking and approximate way.
In the following paragraphs, it will be examined in detail each phase of the citizen’s information path,
highlighting the different models of exposure to the media, access to information and informative
consumption that characterize the habits of Italian citizens, as well as the factors able to influence the
aforementioned models.

4
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Figure 1.1 – Citizen’s information path
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1.1. EXPOSURE TO MEDIA
Given the above premises, before addressing the issue of access and consumption of information, it will be
examined the exposure to media (regardless of the purpose, informative and not, underlying access), bearing
in mind that changes in the access modalities, the availability and use of a plurality of devices also cause
changes in the way the contents are accessed, including those of an informative nature.

Figure 1.2 – Access to the media on the average day (2017, % of population)

91.3
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49.7
28.5

Television

Radio

Internet

Newspapers

Taking into account data collected by GfK Italia (see Figure 1.2), it results how, in 2017, television confirms
its communicative relevance, reaching 91.3% of the population on the average day and ranking first. It is
followed by the radio, which, with 51.8% of the population reached on the average day, is placed before both
the Internet that, in any case, has an access frequency on the average day of 49.7%, and the newspapers, that
are accessed by 28.5% of the reference population.
The data shown above can also be interpreted in the light of the different characteristics of the products
conveyed by media. If, on the one hand, newspapers are the only media that, net of advertising, offer content
(text-based, with images/photos, which may be associated with audiovisual content in the digital version)
entirely dedicated to information (generalist or specialized), on the other hand, for TV, radio and Internet,
the information content is only a part of what they offer. More generally, while the newspapers are

6
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characterized by an innate ability to satisfy essentially the need for active information from the public, access
to other media is only partly driven by the demand for information. In this sense, in the case of television, a
large part of scheduling meets entertainment purposes, through the broadcast of films, TV series, shows,
reality shows, sporting events, etc., where the share of television content reserved for information is, on
average, lower.
The amount of information broadcast varies from channel to channel: ranging from those that do not provide
information in their offer (for example, thematic channels such as those for children and young people or
dedicated to cinema) to the so-called all news channels, for which the entire programming is based on the
alternation between news and in-depth information. Generalist channels tend to include information content
in their scheduling that may have a different information tone (not only news and news programs but also
information and in-depth programs, in addition to the so-called infotainment programs). Programs offered
by the radio are mainly characterized by musical and entertainment programs, while the information
programs (including radio news, also sports, thematic and related to public services, in-depth sections,
inquiries, debates and radio commentary) typically take less space. The Internet offer consists of an extended
and heterogeneous set of products/services of communication, entertainment, information, interaction
between individuals, etc. available through websites and applications, which, according to the specific needs
of the user, are distinguished in vertical type services (i.e. aimed at meeting a specific need, such as
information or entertainment), or horizontal type (designed to support a variety of purposes, such as portals,
search engines, social networks)5. By virtue of the intrinsic characteristics of the web, the flexibility in uses
(work, leisure, sharing, information, etc.), as well as the diffusion of connection devices among the
population, the opportunities for Internet access increase and the Italians claim to be more and more
dependent on the vehicle: in fact, only 20.7% claim to be able to renounce it.
By examining in detail the behavior of the population with respect to exposure to the media during different
time slots of the average day (see Figure 1.3), different models of use emerge.

5

See AGCOM, Indagine conoscitiva sui servizi Internet e sulla pubblicità online, Resolution n. 19/14/CONS.
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Figure 1.3 – Exposure to TV, radio and Internet during different time slots of the average day (2017)
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Figure 1.3 shows how the curve of exposure to television, which however is above the exposure curves of the
other media during almost the entire day, presents an irregular pattern, with peaks in certain time slots. This
occurs in a marked way between 12 and 15 p.m. (with a maximum value between 13 and 14 p.m.), and
evening hours, between 19 and 23 p.m. (with a peak between 21 and 22 p.m.), time slots in which individuals
generally spend more time at home, which is still the favorite place to access the TV. Conversely, the lowest
level of exposure is recorded in the morning, between 9 and 12 a.m.; during this time slot the use of the
medium is lower than that of the Internet. In any case, even in terms of duration of exposure to the medium,
television largely maintains the record compared to other media, recording an average daily consumption of
245 minutes6 (see Figure 1.4).

6 Some

studies, moreover, have shown how the total time spent in watching TV presents a positive correlation with the
amplitude of the repertoire of television channels followed by individuals. Other works have also found that the choice
of television programs may depend on the availability of individuals (measured in terms of time spent) watching
television. For a review, please refer to Elaine, J. Y., Webster, J.G., (2006), “Channel Repertoires: Using Peoplemeter Data
in Beijing”, Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 50(3), pp. 524-536.
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Historically, the radio, unlike the TV, is a medium used mainly outside the home and on the move,
accompanying consumers during their daily trips. This feature, as shown in the previous figure, affects the
performance of the audience during the day. The exposure to the radio, in fact, is concentrated mainly in
particular time slots, during the morning and the afternoon, the so called drive time, while undergoing a
contraction at lunchtime and, even more so, dinner. Regarding the trend of exposure to the radio, it is worth
noting, moreover, as for all the time slots of the day the curve is also below that of the Internet. This trend since, as shown above (see Figure 1.2), the percentage of access to the radio, on average in one day, is higher
than the frequency of Internet access - indicates a certain variance of the radio listeners between one time
slot and the other. Moreover, the duration of exposure to the radio during the day is on average lower than
that of the Internet (see Figure 1.4). Specifically, the time spent by the population on radio consumption on
the average day is equal to 46 minutes, not even half the time spent surfing the web (110 minutes).
Compared to TV and radio, the curve of the Internet is flatter, without particularly marked peaks during the
day. This is primarily due to the high penetration from all places: although the connections from the domestic
environment are the most common among the population (58.2%), those on the move are 40.1%, those from
the workplace 21% and 2% from school and university. Furthermore, access to the network does not remain
limited to a single physical space, but increasingly occurs from a plurality of areas: 35.2% of individuals, for
example, are connected both at home and on the move, about 20% from home and from the workplace, 15.8%
from home, on the move and from the workplace 7. On the other hand, the overtaking of the mobile devices
on the house ones is by now confirmed8 for the Internet connection. The connection made through mobile
devices is not an exclusive attribute of the connections in mobility, but it is also typical of connections from
places, such as home or work, where it would be possible to use fixed devices, so that, considering the
connections made from home, 10.5% of individuals connect from a tablet, 33% from a smartphone and only
17.1% from a desktop PC. Similarly, even for connections from work, the smartphone exceeds the PC (12.6%
vs. 8.5%).
Ultimately, the different models of exposure to the media illustrated above show the existence of
complementarity phenomena in the consumption of the media, on one side, and simultaneity in uses and
cross-media, on the other. As for the first aspect, just think of the television and radio. The TV viewing and
the radio listening show curves with tendentially opposite trends, due to the place and the occasions of
consumption, so as to be complementary for individuals.

The data refer to the connections made during the seven days prior to the survey.
Taking into account the connections made from any place (home, work, public places, school/university, street, car,
etc.), we observe how the population that connects from mobile devices such as smartphones or tablets is equal to 51%,
exceeding the share of those who connect from the computer (46.4%). A minority of the population also connects via a
television or a console.
7
8
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Regarding the second aspect, it is noted that the use of the media can vary in the degree of attention and
active involvement placed by the user and contemplates the possibility of carrying out other actions
simultaneously with the use of the medium, including the joint consumption of several media. In the case of
TV, for example, the data available indicate that 37.9% of citizens associate the viewing of television programs
with activities related to the programs themselves, such as televoting, online research of additional
information on transmissions, participation in discussions and sharing of comments/opinions on social
networks, which often act as catalysts of interest. Moreover, 26.2% of the population, while watching TV, are
dedicated to reading newspapers, magazines or books, while 57.3% of individuals make phone calls or send
messages. Radio listening also can be associated with other daily activities (often the radio is listened to while
driving or moving, while getting ready, in some cases while working) and to the joint consumption of other
media, Internet in particular, which can also be done using the same device. It can be said, therefore, that
these phenomena of cross-mediality and simultaneity in uses contribute to increase the consumption of
media, especially for entertainment purposes, but risk reducing the consumer’s attention to the contents to
which he/she is exposed. And if the contents are informative ones, that to be adequately assimilated require
a certain level of attention and a greater reflexive effort, a superficial and inattentive consumption can
represent a critical factor. In broader terms, although each medium has specific qualities and structural
characteristics that can favor certain experiences to the detriment of others, what they have in common is
the fact of attracting portions of the public. Given that for each individual the “supply of attention” is limited,
thus qualifying as a scarce resource, some scholars have coined the term “attention economy”9 precisely to
characterize the information age in which, preparatory to the achievement of any objective of a political,
economic or social nature, is to attract the attention of increasing shares of the public.
On the other hand, as will be discussed more in detail below (see paragraph 1.4), the patterns of consumption
of the media can assume different connotations depending on the individual characteristics of the users (age,
gender, education, employment, income). This is because, for the use of the media, a number of prerequisites
are required - including the ability to understand the contents disclosed; the possession of specific devices
and the ability to use them; the availability of economic resources (necessary for connection to the network,
for the purchase of equipment, or content) - which are not uniformly distributed among the citizens.
In this regard, a first analysis, which examines a specific individual factor, the generational one, highlights the
emergence of differences in the consumption habits of the media based on the age class they belong to (see
Figure 1.4).

T.H., Beck J.C. (2001), The attention economy: Understanding the new currency of business, Boston, MA: Harvard
Business School Press.
9
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Figure 1.4 – Time of exposure to media on the average day, by age (2017; minutes)

Figure 1.4 shows how the duration of exposure to TV, although high for all age groups, is much higher than
the average for older people (presumably due to the longer time spent at home) and below the average for
the population up to 44 years. In the case of the Internet, while for the younger sections of the population the
time spent online is close to two hours on the average day, for individuals between 45 and 64 years old it
goes down to 107 minutes and is drastically reduced (72 minutes) for people older than 65. The average time
devoted daily to listening to the radio, which compared to the first two media has a lower variability by age,
is above average for the middle sections of the population, i.e. those of working age, and is reduced for the
extreme ranges (young and mature population). Finally, the time spent on the average day reading
newspapers, much lower than other media, is higher than the average only for the highest age group: 39
minutes for the population over 65, while it remains under the half an hour for individuals up to 44 years.
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1.2. ACCESS TO INFORMATION
The previous paragraph has taken into account the peculiarities that characterize the exposure to the media,
an action that, as anticipated and schematized in Figure 1.1, is the first step in the path that leads the
individual to the effective acquisition of information. In other words, people having the possibility to access
the media, actually have also the possibility to obtain information.
As widely recognized in national and international literature, as well as at legislative, normative and
regulatory level, the media, representing the primary vehicle of information, play a fundamental role in the
process by which individuals construct their own vision of reality. In fact, they arouse ways of thinking,
stimulate certain behaviors (consumption, investment, voting, etc.), favor the creation of tastes and
preferences, contributing, in practice, to the formation of public opinion.
Access to the media, as seen, however, represents only a prerequisite for access to information. In order for
the latter to reach an individual, it is essential that he/she makes the further choice to use the information
content made available by TV, radio, newspapers and the Internet, that is, accesses the media for information
purposes.
Taking into account this latter aspect, hereinafter it will be examined the access to media with the purpose
of seeking information related to national, international and local current news. In this regard, to meet the
need for information, citizens can turn to a single medium or use a combination of media, so each medium
can have a different informative value for individuals. Furthermore, access for information purposes may
occur with different temporal frequencies: some individuals access information in a regular way, with a daily
frequency (one or more times during the day), others intermittently, with a more rare frequency in time.
As a preliminary point, from the data collected through the survey conducted by GfK Italia for AGCOM it
appears that, in Italy, about 95% of the population actively gets informed10 on at least one medium among
TV, radio, newspapers (paper and digital) and the Internet. In other words, almost all Italians search, or even
just access, news about what is happening in Italy, in the local reality in which they live (region, province or
municipality), or news that crosses national borders (see Figure 1.1).
Analyzing the frequency with which the Italians get information on at least one medium, it is noted that a
large portion of the population, just over 80%, is constantly looking for information content, so as to declare
to look for them constantly, that is to say daily. As the time interval considered increases, the percentage of
subjects who declare that they have access to at least one medium to acquire the news naturally grows: if, for
example, the reference is the week, 92% of citizens will be informed within seven days.

10 Unless

otherwise indicated, individuals who get information by means of a specific medium are those who declare to
use that medium for information purposes at any frequency (daily, weekly, monthly or less frequently).
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In order to deepen in greater detail the ways in which access to information occurs, first a discussion of access
to each medium is presented; later the composition of media combinations chosen by citizens to get
information is analyzed.
1.2.1

Access to each media to get information

Almost all of the Italian population, as explained above, access at least one medium with the precise intent of
finding information. However, each medium presents a different informational force according to which the
ranking of preferences granted by citizens to the media when the purpose is to get informed changes with
respect to access to the media for any other purpose (entertainment, communication, sharing, etc.).
In particular, Figure 1.5 shows how television has the information primacy, both in absolute terms and also
in terms of access frequency. Today, as in the past, TV is not only the most widespread medium in Italy, but
also the privileged gateway to access to information. In this sense, those who declare to inform themselves
daily through TV represent 68.8% of the population, and this percentage exceeds 90% if we consider the
access frequency in a wider time horizon (which goes from “less than one once a month” to “every day”).
Figure 1.5 also shows the reduction of the gap between TV and Internet in access when it is aimed at finding
information. When access is restricted to information purposes, the Internet leaps to the second place,
surpassing the radio, which instead appears as the second most commonly used medium by the population
regardless of the purpose of the use of the medium (see Figure 1.2). Specifically, 41.8% of individuals access
the Internet every day to get information, to which must be added a further 28.4% who use it less often.
These values, as will be explained in detail in the second chapter, confirm the growing importance of the
network in the national information ecosystem and the progressive shift towards media diets characterized
by the flexible consumption typical of digital media. Moreover, the rise of the Internet as a source of
information also reflects the specific nature of the online information offer, which is characterized by the
abundance and personalization of content, found in sites/applications of both traditional and native online
publishers and news aggregators and social media.
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Figure 1.5 – Use of the media for news (2017, % of population)

The stability of the television medium and the advancement of the Internet are not phenomena that are
observed only in Italy, but are found in all economically advanced countries, according to the most recent
data from the Digital News Report 2017 published by the Reuters Institute11, which highlight also the sharp
reduction in the frequency of access to newspapers.
In our country, the printed paper, although it records a share of less than 20% of individuals who consults it
to get informed every day, gains ground (60.1% of the population) if we consider a reading frequency less
close in time, still reaching access levels not too far from those of the Internet (70.2%) and the radio (66.2%).
However, for more frequent access, the difference with TV and the Internet appears to have reached a very
significant gap (a distance equal to 51 and 24 percentage points respectively).
With reference to access to get informed through the radio, it is found that 24.6% of Italians access it daily.
In fact, among the types of radio programs listened to by individuals, listening to the radio news rank in third
place (20%), preceded by listening to music (38.4%) and entertainment programs (21%).

11

Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, Digital News Report 2017, www.digitalnewsreport.org, pp. 10-11.
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In conclusion, the analysis of the above data shows that each medium registers a penetration of use to get
information of at least 60% of the population. However, if one looks at the portion of those who regularly get
informed (every day) through a certain medium, the numbers are drastically reduced and the differences
between the media are sharpening, revealing the different informative weight taken by each of them for the
citizens.
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Box 1.1 - Devices used to access information on the Internet: a comparison between Countries
Thanks to a collaborative activity that the Italian Communication Authority started with the Reuters Institute for the
Study of Journalism at the University of Oxford, it was possible to make use of the research conducted at the beginning of
2017 by YouGov on news consumption in more than thirty Countries. (including Italy) belonging to the five continents.
For Italy, the sample considered consists of 2,011 adult individuals (aged 18 or older) belonging to the population using
the Internet. Therefore, the data presented below (see Figure 1.6) cannot be considered representative of the entire
population, but only of a part of it, the one that usually surfs the web.

Uni ted Kingdom

United S ta tes

58.8

56.3

Fra nce
Smartphone/tablet

9.9

6.8

9.4

14.3

51.4

49.6

46.8

53.0

51.8

6.7

10.9

50.0

54.7

62.2

64.2

68.5

Figure 1.6 – Devices to access online news (2017; % of Internet users)

Germa ny
Pc/laptop

Ital y

Spa in

Smart Tv

Source: Agcom processing on 2017 Reuters data

Figure 1.6 compares the penetration of different devices to access online information in five European Countries in
addition to Italy. The data show that mobile devices such as smartphones and tablets are the most used in all the
countries being compared, except for France and Germany, where access to news via the computer, even if with small
deviations from the mobile devices, is still the predominant mode.
Also in our country, where until a few years ago there was a prevalence of the use of computers to make use of
information online12, the overtaking of mobile devices is consolidated, not only as an instrument for accessing the
Internet, but also for access to news.
Moreover, among Italian Internet users, 37.8% access news from a single device, while 36.1% do so from at least two
devices.
As for the use of Smart TV (intended as the use of information services “on demand” or news app via TV), in all European
Countries there are levels of diffusion close to 10%, except Spain (14.3%).
12

See AGCOM, Indagine conoscitiva su informazione e internet in Italia, op.cit., pp. 197-198.
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1.2.2

Multiple access to the media to get information

Another aspect of interest to be investigated is the behavior of the consumer about the decision to access
several media to get information. In terms of informational pluralism and its protection, it is important to
understand whether citizens choose to find information by accessing a single medium or a plurality of media.
Given that the various media may not convey the same information, having access to several media, an
individual is more likely to reach (actively or passively) the information, just as he/she has more
opportunities to know different points of view and guidelines on basis of which to form their opinions.
In this regard, Table 1.1 highlights complementary relations in the use of the various media for information
purposes. More specifically, the table shows the composition of the information diet of the users of each
medium, noting how, for all categories of users, the option to find news by accessing more than one medium,
rather than just one of them, results to be widely the privileged one.

Table 1.1 – Number of media used for information purposes, by category of users (2017; %)
Number of media
to get informed

Tv users
to get information

Internet users
to get information

Radio users
to get information

Newspaper readers
to get information

4

46.3

59.5

63.1

69.5

3

26.7

23.7

28.1

22.8

2

18.6

13.6

7.8

7.1

1

8.5

3.2

1.0

0.6

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

The largest percentage of those who declare to use only a medium to get information is recorded for TV
viewers (8.5% of the total of individuals who declare to get informed through TV), for which, in parallel,
compared to other categories of users, use of all media to obtain information (46.3%) is less frequent
(although in any case high).
The tendency towards complementarity is marked for those who get informed through newspapers: 69.5%
of them, in fact, also use TV, radio and the Internet to get information; while less than 1% of the newspaper
readers excludes other media from the information mix.
Compared to newspapers readers and radio listeners, the exclusive use of the medium for the search for news
grows in the case of users who get informed on the Internet: as a matter of fact 3.2% of them entrust their
information activity only to the web.
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Ultimately, television is the only medium to have a significant niche of users (8.5%) completely exclusive (socalled captive audience); the users of radio and newspapers access at the same time more than one medium,
while the web is in a still intermediate position.
Examining in detail the different combinations of media used by the Italian population to access information,
the data available (see Figure 1.7 and Figure 1.8) indicate that 41.8% of the Italian population consults all
media to obtain information. About a quarter of Italians use three media including TV, radio, newspapers and
the Internet; 18% of the population satisfies their demand for information by resorting to two media, while
about 11% of citizens use only one medium.

Figure 1.7 – Combinations of media used to obtain information, by access frequency (2017, % of
population)
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More specifically, almost 25% of the population can only obtain information through traditional media (TV,
radio or newspapers), while 26.2% of the population is generally informed by means of combinations of
media that include both traditional and online sources.

Figure 1.8 – Media combinations with which citizens can get information (2017, % of population)

Quotidiani

The combinations of media that are chosen most frequently by the population to get information, as shown
in Figure 1.8, always include television: in particular, the one which includes TV, radio and Internet, is chosen
by 10.6% of citizens. The combinations of TV and Internet follow (8.6%); that of TV, radio and newspapers
(used by just under 8% of the population), and TV, newspapers and the Internet (preferred by 5.7% of
citizens). Next to 4% are, then, the population shares that get informed through the combinations of TV and
radio, and TV and newspapers.
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If the analysis is limited to regular access to information, Figure 1.7 shows that a significant portion of the
population, 19.3%, declare that they do not get informed every day. On the other hand, only 5% are informed
on a daily basis by consulting all media. It is also noted that, while 38.4% of individuals entrust the daily
search for news to a combination of traditional media alone, 6.6% do it using exclusively the Internet.
Ultimately, the previous analysis shows the inception in Italy of a marked phenomenon of cross-mediality in
access to the media for information purposes, which now affects more than three quarters of the Italian
population. Only television still resists as a medium having an own basin (about 8% of the population) of
exclusive users (so-called captive). Finally, there remains a niche of Italians (about 5%) that does not get
informed at all (at least not through mass media).
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1.3 NEWS CONSUMPTION
In the previous paragraph, access to the media was analyzed in order to obtain information, noting that the
informational diets of most Italians are composed of sources belonging to several media. However, carrying
out the action to access the media, even if it involves a plurality of media, cannot be considered sufficient in
itself to guarantee the individual an adequate degree of information, in-depth analysis and, ultimately, an
understanding of the current affairs issues.
As anticipated, in addition to accessing the media, and making them their own to use informative content,
the individual must take a further step, i.e. to consume such content effectively, devoting proper attention to
it and implementing a cognitive effort necessary for the concrete understanding of the news (see Figure 1.1).
In this perspective, the emergence of certain models of media use, such as cross-media and simultaneity in
the uses of the media (see the paragraph 1.1), if, on the one hand, leads to an increase in citizens’ access to
information sources, on the other hand, can increase the risk of superficial and careless news consumption.
The same risk manifests itself in cases of fragmentation of news consumption, which may concern both the
consumption of information sources present on different media, and the consumption of different sources
within the same medium13. The trend towards this habit of consumption has spread in particular with the
emergence of digitization and, therefore, with the extension of the information offer of traditional media also
to other platforms, on the one hand; and the proliferation of information disseminated online by professional
and non-professional sources, namely the unpacking of the information product into several parts and the
re-aggregation of content, on the other. The fragmentation can concern three factors: the audience, which is
dispersed in the many information channels currently available; time, a limited resource that, compared to
the past, can be allocated among a larger number of news sources (with the risk that each of them can be
consulted in a quick and superficial manner); and the contents, increasingly used in a non-linear way, in the
form of fragments conveyed in different ways on different platforms (with a phenomenon of “unpacking”).
These phenomena, affecting the attention, the level of deepening and critical evaluation reserved to
information, make the citizen more exposed to the danger of misinformation, of confusion between news of
real events and fake news, of social fragmentation that the fragmentation of information consumption risks
to become, generating ideological bubbles (or echo chambers) within which narratives can be self-referential
and information polarized (for a more in-depth analysis of these issues in the context of political information,
see Chapter 3).
In any case, measuring the effectiveness of consumption and the degree of attention placed by an individual
in the use of information presents objective difficulties, linked above all to the qualitative nature and to the
See, for example, Webster JG., Ksiazek T.B., (2012), “The Dynamics of Audience Fragmentation: Public Attention in an
Age of Digital Media”, Journal of Communication, 62, pp. 39-56.
13
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subjective sphere of the informative experience of each person. Having said that, in the analysis that follows,
it was decided to take into account the indicator of the source considered as the most important to obtain
information, considering that, within the information diet, the greatest perceived relevance of a source can
be interpreted as an index of a greater attention given to the use of the information disseminated by the
source itself and therefore can constitute a reliable indication (so-called proxy) of its actual consumption.

Figure 1.9 – Main source of information for Italian citizens (2017, % of population)

From a general point of view, data on the news consumption shown in Figure 1.9 show that the largest
portion of citizens, almost half of the Italian population, considers television channels as the most important
source from which to find news. The following sources refer to the Internet, for which about a quarter
(26.3%) of citizens indicate a typology between websites/apps of traditional publishers, native online news
outlets, social networks, search engines, news aggregators and portals, blogs as the most relevant source for
information. For 17.1% of Italians, newspapers are still the most important source of information, which,
therefore, due to the perceived informational importance, exceed the radio. In fact, only 8.4% of the
population gives to listening to radio programs a priority role for their own information.
As mentioned above, alongside access, an increasingly role is played by the attention with which information
is consumed from the mass media. Figure 1.10 shows the results of an exercise that crosses the previous data
on the most important source (Figure 1.9) with those on access to media for information purposes (Figure
1.5). In other words, the following figure is intended to estimate a relative measure of information
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effectiveness of the mass media, that is to say the percentage of users of the medium that actually consumed
information.

Figure 1.10 – Estimation of the actual news consumption among media users (2017; % of users of
the medium)

The results show a different perspective and in some ways opposed to the previous one, giving threedimensionality to the analysis of the information system. On the one hand, newspapers are accumulating a
marked delay with respect to TV and Internet in terms of penetration among the population (see Figures 1.2,
1.5 and 1.9), on the other hand their actual news consumption is close to 100%. In other words, newspapers
are read by an increasingly narrow (17% do it every day) and mature (Figure 1.4) niche of population, which
however pays particular attention to this activity.
On the other hand, low levels of attention are often associated with the great and ever increasing success of
the Internet as a means of mass information. In this last case, in fact, news consumption often takes place in
a disintermediate manner (for example through social networks, see Chapter 2), by means of applications
where news is confused with other information, and at the same time with other activities. Therefore, actual
consumption does not reach two thirds of online information users.
Television is in an intermediate situation, with higher levels of consumption of the Internet but much lower
than newspapers. Finally, the radio is confirmed as a means of light entertainment, where the information,
when it is used, is mainly during travel, so with levels of attention decidedly lower than in other media.
By increasing the level of granularity of the analysis, it is possible to grasp the specific characteristics that
characterize the actual consumption of the single types of information sources present on each medium. In
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the following paragraphs, it is therefore proposed a discussion on the importance of the different categories
of sources focusing, in particular, on those afferent to TV and printed paper, while referring to Chapter 2 the
discussing of news consumption on the various online sources of information.
1.3.1

Consumption of national and local information sources

An exercise of particular interest in the study of news consumption is to evaluate the different importance of
national and local information sources. For this exercise only traditional sources were taken into account (TV,
radio and newspapers), as in these cases there is a precise correspondence of national sources with local
ones (local and national TV, local and national radio, local and national newspapers).

Figure 1.11 – Main traditional sources for information: local vs. national (2017, % of population)

Figure 1.11 shows that 57.6% of the population is informed through national sources. This percentage drops
to 16.1% in the case of local sources.
Approximately three quarters of all national information sources considered most important is attributable
to television, 19% to newspapers and only 8% to radio.
A much lower, but not marginal, part of the population, 16.1%, declares, as mentioned, that the most
important source for information falls between television channels, radio stations or daily newspapers with
local diffusion (pluri-regional, regional, provincial or municipal). In this case, the greatest impact on the total
number of information sources indicated as most important is exercised by the newspapers (39.1%), which
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also exceed the television channels (36.6%), still confirming the historical vocation of newspapers in the field
of local information14.
1.3.2

Reputation and perceived reliability of different sources of information

Access to and effective consumption of news are related to the perceived quality of information transmitted
by the media, intended as the level of trust or confidence given by the consumer to the different media. When
individuals choose to access a medium to obtain information, they are likely to do so because they consider
the source reliable, on the basis of the reputation it has and their personal experience. All the products
offered by the media, including informational ones, are characterized by being experience goods, that is to
say products whose value can only be determined as a result of their use. Consequently, a subjective
assessment of the quality and reliability of an information source (a newspaper, a television channel, a radio
station, an online newspaper, etc.) is given following repeated consumption.
The degree of reliability recognized to each source of information, therefore, can be considered an indicator
of citizens' satisfaction about the consumption that the latter actually make of information disseminated by
the media.
In this regard, Table 1.2 gives an account of the image that individuals have of different information sources
and, therefore, of the perceived quality of the same. In this sense, it is worth specifying that, in the case of
reliability, the analysis must necessarily take into account the details of the individual information sources,
since it is not possible to bring back to the medium a univocal trust judgment: the same individual, in fact,
could find reliable an information source of a medium and not reliable another source of the same medium.
Specifically, in the table, for each source of information on a medium, both the percentages related to the
reliability judgment calculated on the total population and the frequencies calculated on the total users of a
given source of information are given. The first values, taking into account the opinion expressed by the entire
population, can be interpreted as a measure of the reputation claimed by a source of information among all
Italian citizens; the latter, being based on the judgment expressed only by those who actually used a source
for information, can be understood as a measure of quality and reliability perceived through direct
experience.
The reading of the data shows that the information sources referring to traditional media generally register
greater trust on behalf of citizens, where web sources, even in the opinion of those who use them to get

On the role of local newspapers see Drago, F., Nannicini, T., Sobbrio, F. (2014), “Meet the press: How voters and
politicians respond to newspaper entry and exit”, American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 6(3), pp. 159-88.
14
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informed, are perceived as less reliable on average. This evidence appears to be in line with what has
previously emerged about the actual consumption of media information (see Figure 1.10).
Table 1.2 – Perceived reliability of each source of information (2017; %)
Reliability
Medium

Television

Radio
Newspapers

Internet

Information source
% population

% users of the source
for information

National free-to-air channels

40.0

42.8

Local free-to-air channels

25.3

30.9

Pay-TV- channels

29.6

42.4

National radios

33.8

40.0

Local radios

27.9

37.0

National newspapers

31.4

38.8

Local newspapers

28.6

37.2

Newspapers websites/apps

30.4

36.4

Search engines

29.3

36.6

News aggregators and portals

25.1

31.9

Social networks
Native online news outlets/other news
websites
Blog

18.7

23.6

15.9

20.6

14.4

19.0

Note: the reliability of an information source is equivalent to a rating of 4 or 5 on a scale of 1 to 5 (i.e. "reliable" or "very reliable").

Specifically, the free-to-air national television channels confirm their primacy, not only for audience but also
for reliability. Among the television sources, pay channels also stand out for their perceived quality, which
are widely trusted by those who use them (also) to find news. On the other hand, less positive feedbacks are
obtained by local television channels, which are reputed to be less reliable not only than other traditional
local and national information sources, but also than some online sources.
Similar opinions of reputation and quality are found in the daily newspapers, considered reliable or very
reliable by a portion of users close to 40%.
With reference to the Internet, which also for access and importance collected for information purposes (but
not for actual consumption) is placed behind only the TV, it is observed that most of the online sources are
perceived reliably by less than a quarter of those that use them to get information. These include social media
and native online news outlets, which, despite being increasingly used by citizens to access information (see
Chapter 2), close the ranking for reliability. A greater level of trust is recognized to the websites of
newspapers (which in any case can count on the notoriety and reputation of their historical publishing
brands) and to the search engines, which have perceived reliability values similar to those of radio and local
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newspapers, and to aggregators of news and portals, judged reliable or very reliable by 32% of those who
use them to search for news.
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1.4 RISKS OF EXCLUSION AND MARGINALIZATION IN ACCESS TO INFORMATION
Access to and consumption of the media requires that certain conditions are verified - economic, cultural,
social, technical and infrastructural. These requirements, which often pertain to the individual sphere of
citizens, are not homogeneously distributed among the population, so that each medium does not distribute
information to each individual uniformly. In other words, the content of a medium can reach only those who
access it, but access depends on a series of individual characteristics - such as gender, age, income,
employment, schooling - that vary significantly among the population. For example, this is the case of pay
television: access to these services is strongly conditioned by the economic background of the citizen;
moreover, the interest in paid content varies according to the age, gender and level of education of
individuals.
Therefore, the existence of factors that impede access to the media by a portion of the population
automatically jeopardizes the possibility that the information conveyed by those media reaches that part of
the population, generating risks of exclusion and/or marginalization, and problems for pluralism and the
functioning of the democratic system itself.
To verify whether and to what extent some individual characteristics (such as gender, age, qualification,
income, employment situation, geographical area of residence) influence the use of the media for information
purposes, an econometric model has been elaborated that at the same time allows to isolate the single effects
of the variables and to overcome the problems of spurious correlation between the variables.
Based on the number of media used to obtain information, the following three categories of citizens have
been identified:


“Excluded” (0 media), i.e. citizens who are excluded from information (by not accessing any media to get
informed);



“Marginalized” (1 medium): this group is made up of individuals who meet their information needs
exclusively through one information medium;



“Cross-media” (2 or more media), composed of individuals who get informed by combining two or more
media.

Once these categories were defined, the individual factors related to gender, age, education, employment
status, income, geographical area and size of the municipality of residence were considered. These factors,
as mentioned, are potentially suitable for influencing the dynamics of access to the media by Italian citizens.
The results of the econometric models are summarized for simplicity in Figure 1.12, which shows the
positive, negative or zero effect of the individual variables considered on the number of media used by
citizens to obtain information.
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Figure 1.12 – Effects of individual factors on the use of information

Among factors taken into account, gender, age, education, professional status and income are significant. The
remaining factors, such as the geographical area of residence as well as the number of the population of the
municipality in which citizens live which, that in the reading of many social phenomena however constitute
discriminating elements, in this case, do not have statistical significance.
In particular, it can be observed a negative relationship between the female gender and the number of media
used to get informed, so that, compared to men, belonging to the female gender on the one hand increases
the likelihood of not getting informed, that is to find themselves in the group of “Excluded”, on the other it
reduces that of being in the group of “Cross-media” consumers.
As far as the age is concerned, the estimates of the model show how, by checking for all the other factors, the
increase of the age increases the probability of access to a greater number of media to meet the information
needs.
However it is above all education and income that affect the citizens' belonging to the various news
consumption groups. Moreover, the literature is consistent in highlighting how inequalities intended in a
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broad sense, i.e. situations of social disadvantage and exclusion, translate into conditions of exclusion or
marginalization from media. Once these social groups are excluded from the public debate, they risk being
further discriminated against by social and political interventions, triggering a vicious circle of economic
poverty, social exclusion and medial marginalization15.
To better quantify the effect of education and income, it was considered appropriate to use the estimate of
the marginal effects of these variables on the dependent variable. In practice, the marginal effect indicates
how the probability of information changes, in correspondence with a variation of each of the variables
considered (see Figure 1.13 and Figure 1.14).
Regarding the level of education achieved by the individual, Figure 1.13 suggests that a higher educational
level may result in greater vivacity of interests such as to encourage individuals, other things being equal, to
obtain information through the use of more resources. For example, the transition from low education to high
education decreases the probability of information exclusion or marginalization of 14%.

15 When the media coverage and the

responsibility of politicians are also taken into account, it emerges that "voters who
do not have access to the media risk being neglected by politicians, so as to reduce social welfare"(Prat, A., Strö mberg,
D. (2013), “The political economy of mass media”, in Acemoglu, D., Arellano, M., Dekel, E. (eds.), Advances in Economics
and Econometrics: Tenth World Congress, 2, Cambridge University Press.).
In other words, access to the media on behalf of voters is not only important because it affects the dissemination of
information among citizens, but also because it influences decisions on public spending. In this sense, it has been
observed that public spending is greater for groups in which many access the media (Strö mberg, D. (2004), “Radio’s
Impact on Public Spending”, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 119, pp. 189-221). Similarly, Besley and Burgess (2002)
show how access to newspapers has influenced the disbursement of funds during disasters. (“The Political Economy of
Government Responsiveness: Theory and Evidence from India”, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 117, pp. 1415-1451).
See also Strö mberg, D. (2004), “Mass Media Competition, Political Competition, and Public Policy”, Review of Economic
Studies, 71, pp. 265-284.
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Figure 1.13 – Impact of education on news consumption (probability)

Note: “Lowest news consumption” means the use of 0 or 1 medium to get information (exclusion or marginalization); “Highest news
consumption” means the use of 3 or 4 media to get information (cross-media).

Taking into account the income perceived by citizens, Figure 1.14 clearly shows the direct relationship
between economic condition and the probability of obtaining information: when income is high, it is very
probable to access many media, vice versa in the case of areas of poverty the probability of exclusion or
marginalization increases.
More specifically, an individual with low income records the highest probability of being in the group of those
who do not get informed or who do it with only one medium, while the same exhibits the least chance of
being in the group of those who meet their demand of information addressing at least 3 media. On the other
hand, exactly the opposite holds true for an individual with a high income. For example, having a high income
increases the probability of the citizen to access all four media by 16%.
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Figure 1.14 – Impact of income on news consumption (probability)

Note: “Lowest news consumption” means the use of 0 or 1 medium to get information (exclusion or marginalization); “Highest news
consumption” means the use of 3 or 4 media to get information (cross-media).

Ultimately, the analysis carried out allowed not only to identify the positive, negative or zero effects deriving
from certain individual variables on the number of media with which we get informed, but also to simulate
any changes in the number of media consulted, at the change of specific factors, ascertaining that the weak
subjects not only at the economic level (low income), but also from an educational point of view (low level)
show, compared to the entire population, a greater probability to fall into the group of citizens who do not
get informed or get informed by a single medium. On the contrary, a high income level and a high educational
qualification are factors of protection from a situation that could be considered as information exclusion or
vulnerability.
In the light of these results, there is a high risk of social exclusion in accessing and using information and
therefore in shaping public opinion. In particular, education and economic conditions appear to be able to
perimeter the social niches that risk, in the case of low education and income levels, to be marginalized in
the current informational ecosystem.
In this sense, even in a context in which access and cross-media increase, policy actions aimed at medial
inclusion appear necessary, such as those aimed at encouraging media education for potentially excluded
social groups.
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Box 1.2 – News consumption by minors
The Italian Communications Authority plays an important role in the field of child protection, entrusted by the legislator
when it was established (see Article 1, paragraph 6 letter b) n. 6 of the law n. 249/1997). This function is particularly
complex in view of the ongoing transformations underway in the media system, which require increasingly precise and
up-to-date interventions with respect to the new technologies and services16. In this perspective, it is extremely
interesting to focus on the news consumption models adopted by this segment of the population.
Preliminarily, it is observed that (Figure 1.15), compared to the other age groups, the class of individuals aged between
14 and 17 registers within itself the largest share of subjects who do not get informed (12.6%, this value is equal to 5%
for the total population).
An additional share of minors, equal to about 10%, accesses only one medium to get informed. This value is also higher
than that found for all the other age groups, with the exception of people over 65.
Ultimately, about a quarter of minors either do not get informed, or do so using only one medium (very often the web,
see Chapter 2).
Figure 1.15 – News consumption by age groups (2017; % of individuals in the age group)

Looking more closely at the composition of the informative diet of minors (see Figure 1.16), on the other hand, we see
a prevalence in the consumption of more than one medium for information purposes: in fact, 20.2% of them use 2 means
among TV, radio, newspapers and the Internet, 15.8% use three, while 41.3% use all four media.

16

For more information, refer to AGCOM, Libro Bianco “Media e Minori” 2.0, January 2018.
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% of individuals aged 14-17

Figure 1.16 – Composition of the information diet by the under-18 (2017; % of individuals aged 14-17)
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From Figure 1.16 it also emerges the role of the Internet as a privileged medium of minors. In fact, considering the boys
and teenagers who rely on only one medium to get information, most of them choose the Internet. If adolescents - as
the Users and gratifications approach states - play an active role, being selective with respect to the choice of media and
the use of content, the use of the Internet for informational purposes is clearly in line with their needs, interests and
capacity.
The data also indicate that the younger audience is still tied to the television to get informed: three-quarters of those
who use 2 media use TV alongside the Internet.
The scenarios described above open the way to two orders of considerations.
On the one hand, the evidence of significant portions of uninformed minors leads to questioning the process of
education to information for the new generations: if the principle that habits and attitudes are formed from an early age
is true, the existence of a proportion of uninformed minors opens up the risk of having, in the future, adult citizens less
aware, poorly educated to critical thinking, less oriented to research and in-depth information, and therefore more
exposed to the risk of social exclusion and marginalization.
On the other hand, the consistent appeal by minors to a variety of media can be interpreted in a positive sense, as a start
of that process of empowerment of critical skills and experiences that makes minors active subjects in the information
process.
In conclusion, the youth world appears to be characterized by an at least dual structure, that is distinguished by the
simultaneous presence of groups characterized by a marked media fertility or by a pronounced aridity in the use of
information sources.
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2. ONLINE NEWS CONSUMPTION
In the previous chapter a study was conducted on the path that leads the citizen to effectively acquire the
information disseminated by the media, investigating the patterns of access and consumption of information on
all media, and the emergence of critical issues and factors of exclusion in the various phases of the information
process.
Among the main results derived from the empirical analysis, it emerged the informational strength of the Internet,
so that more and more people rely on the web to find information and the web is permanently in second place
(after only television) for access frequency when the purpose of use is just that of information. Furthermore, the
Internet is the preferred medium for younger generations to get information (see Box 1.2).
In light of this evidence - as well as the diffusion, particularly in the digital environment, of models characterized
by fragmentation in the use of information content that can favor superficial consumption of news and increase
the risk of disinformation - it was considered appropriate to carry out a specific study on online news
consumption.
Therefore, in this chapter, after a preliminary description of the sources of information on the Internet, we will
examine the access and consumption patterns peculiar to online information and the individual characteristics of
users of information sources on the Internet.

2.1 INTRODUCTION: ACCESS MODE TO ONLINE INFORMATION
Access to information in the digital ecosystem takes increasingly different forms and solutions for the citizen:
algorithms, apps and news aggregators redefine the consumption of information content in an incisive manner.
On the other hand, the offer of online newspapers (daily and periodical press, but also radio and TV, and native
online news outlets) is increasingly conveyed through digital platforms (social networks and search engines); in
this unprecedented context, new formats for online news such as videos emerge17 (see, for example, the growth
of the video sections of the newspaper sites and the recent agreements between publishers and social platforms
for the experimentation of direct videos), with the consequence of a certain confusion in the news consumption
so that hard news (current affairs, politics, news, etc.) tend to become more and more confused with soft news
(for example relating to gossip)18.

17Kalogeropoulos,

A., Cherubini, F., Newman, N. (2016), The Future of Online News Video, Reuters Institute for the Study of
Journalism.
18 On the production of hard and soft news in the digital context, see Boczkowski, P. J. (2009), “Rethinking hard and soft news
production: From common ground to divergent paths”, Journal of Communication, 59(1), 98-116; Bennett, W. L. (2016), News:
The politics of illusion, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
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Figure 2.1 – Access mode to online information

As already highlighted by AGCOM19, the significant changes to the information production process, which also
affect the journalist’s professional role20, and the new ways of disseminating news can have significant
consequences on the quality of information, as evidenced by the recent proliferation of the phenomenon of
misinformation, and in particular of the so-called fake news21, and the ability of citizens to form a free and
informed opinion regarding local, national and international events, a central theme in this Report. On these
issues, the Italian Communications Authority recently established the “Technical Roundtable aimed at
safeguarding media pluralism and fairness of information within online platforms”, which aims to promote selfregulation of platforms and the exchange of best practices for identification and contrast of online disinformation
phenomena. At the table, which is unique worldwide, representatives of online platforms (Google, Facebook,
AGCOM, Indagine Conoscitiva su Informazione e Internet in Italia. Modelli di business, consumi, professioni, op. cit.
In this respect, see AGCOM, Osservatorio sul giornalismo: seconda edizione, February 2017.
21The debate on the so-called fake news and on the issues of misinformation is very broad. On the topic, see, among others,
Quattrociocchi, W., Vicini, A. (2016), Misinformation. Guida alla società dell’informazione e della credulità, Milan: Franco
Angeli; Alcott, H., Gentzkow, M. (2017), “Social Media and Fake News in the 2016 Election”, Journal of Economic Perspectives,
31 (2), pp. 211–236; Vargo, C., Guo, L., Amazeen, M.A. (2017), “The Agenda-Setting Power of Fake News: A Big Data Analysis
of the Online Media Landscape from 2014 to 2016”, New Media & Society, journals.sagepub.com; Wardle, C., Dearkashan, H.
(2017), Information Disorder. Toward an inetrdisciplinary framework for research and policy making, Council of Europe; Jack,
C. (2017), Lexicon of Lies. Terms for Problematic Information, Data&Society. See also the recent intervention by representatives
of Facebook: Chakrabarti, S. (2018), Hard Questions: What Effect Does Social Media Have on Democracy?,
https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2018/01/effect-social-media-democracy/?frame-nonce=bd5e374778.
19
20
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Wikipedia), of all major national publishers (newspapers, radio and TV), of the journalistic profession, of the
advertising component, of trade associations, including those representing consumers, as well as academic
institutions and research centers participate22.
Following the path traced by AGCOM with previous analysis23, we can see that there is a large and growing part of
the Italian population that uses web services (online publications, social platforms, search engines, blogs, etc.) to
learn about what happens in the world, in Italy and on its territory (local information). Between June 201524 and
April 2017, this share is decisively in further increase, having passed from 62% to 70% of the population (see
Chapter 1, see Figure 1.5).
Analyzing the paths through which the citizen is informed on the web, data (see infra) highlight how social
networks (together with search engines) represent the main gateway to online news (36.5% of the population),
according to a trend already highlighted by the previous survey, and ongoing worldwide25.

The “Technical Roundtable aimed at safeguarding media pluralism and fairness of information within online platforms”
was established by resolution no. 423/17/CONS of 6 November 2017. The initiative, which follows the analytical activity
carried out by AGCOM on the online information system, aims at establishing a forum for the comparison of support and
monitoring of self-regulatory initiatives carried out by the main economic actors involved. The Technical roundtable is also
open to the contribution of experts, universities, research centers and trade associations. The Technical roundtable began its
work with the first plenary meeting on 4 December 2017, and is continuing its activities aimed at encouraging the definition
of self-regulatory initiatives for the main digital platforms and the emergence of market solutions to the above-mentioned
problems.
On these topics see also resolution no. 309/16/CONS with which AGCOM launched the sector inquiry on “Digital platforms
and the information system”.
23 See, for example, AGCOM, Il consumo di informazione e la comunicazione politica in campagna elettorale, op.cit.
24 Period of detection of the survey to which the Authority Report referred to in the previous note refers. It is reminded that
this survey was conducted through a questionnaire of 50 questions concerning the frequency and modality of access to
television, radio, newspapers and the Internet, submitted to a sample of 11,000 individuals, representative of the Italian
population (from 14 on).
25 In this respect, see Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (2017), Digital News Report 2017, op. cit.
22
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Box 2.1 – The algorithms of digital platforms and information
The algorithms are logical subsystems based on mathematical functions present in various types of software. In the field of
online information, algorithms are presented as powerful tools used in particular, but not only, to filter the available
information and to present it to users according to an order, often customized, deriving from the application of certain criteria.
In the first instance, we can distinguish five categories of algorithms used by digital platforms with reference to the
information ecosystem:

Web search: these are algorithms of indexing and presentation of open content present on web pages in HTML format,
with reference to the answers to queries made by users (typical of Google - PageRank - and other search engines);

Creation of news feeds on social networks: this second type of algorithms, including that of Facebook (EdgeRank),
determines the visibility of each content within the social networking platform and the personalization of the News page (the
news feed) of each user, based on certain characteristics of the post and the user/page that posts it;

Recommendation systems: these are selection algorithms that suggest certain contents to their users in a personalized
way;

Control and removal of contents: they are algorithms that intervene automatically, making a classification of the post
based on the subject matter and its orientation;

Automatic classification of news: these are algorithms typically based on the functioning of platforms that aggregate
news (e.g. Google News).
Algorithms are therefore decisive in determining the ways in which users can use information, significantly orientating the
success or otherwise, in terms of audience, of one news item or one publisher in respect to another one. In this sense, they
also have a significant value in determining the choices on the supply side of publishers and journalists. As a result, changes
to key algorithms can profoundly change the online information ecosystem, both on the demand side and on the supply side.

In particular, social networks have allowed, for the first time, the entry into the information ecosystem of sources
unrelated to the classic information circuit: ordinary users, non-professional pages/information accounts,
pages/satirical accounts, etc.: it is in this new disintermediate context that phenomena related to the diffusion of
fake news affirm themselves26.
On Facebook, which is the main social network in Italy to get information (used for this purpose by 30% of citizens,
see paragraph 2.3 and in particular Figure 2.16), information content produced by publishing organizations and
users assume the same relevance27, since the algorithm (EdgeRank) at the base of the news feed sorts and presents
An important contribution, useful to distinguish fake news, satire, and other similar phenomena on the web and, in
particular, on digital platforms, is represented, among others, by Zimdars, M. (2016), False, Misleading, Clickbait-y, and/or
Satirical “News” Sources, mimeo.
27 With significant consequences in particular for the informative diet of youth population groups (see paragraph 4 of this
chapter).
26
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the contents to show on the basis of characteristics such as proximity of contents (enhancing the posts of friends),
the engagement obtained by them (in terms of likes, reactions , shares and comments), and so on.
Box 2.2 – Facebook Instant Articles
Facebook Instant Articles is a mobile publishing format, available since May 2015 and open to all publishers since April 2016,
which allows to distribute information content on the application of Facebook more quickly: it is, in particular, a format that
allows publishers, or any interested entity or organization managing a Facebook page, to distribute articles that load and are
displayed ten times faster than the standard. Interactive articles, i.e. published through Instant Articles, are classified in the
News section with the same criteria used to classify standard articles on the mobile web. Interactive articles do not affect
organic coverage on Facebook and are handled like other news published by publishers on the platform. The difference
compared to other articles is that those made with Instant Articles are opened and read by users directly within the Facebook
application and not on publishers' sites.
Publishers can sell and publish their adverts directly with multimedia features elaborated in interactive articles and retain
full revenues. However, there are strong limits to the advertising formats available and no access to user profiling data is
allowed.
Figure 2.2 – Facebook Instant Articles

Moreover, the user who accesses Facebook can find news or, more likely, bump into them incidentally28, through
multiple sources: newspaper pages, native Facebook pages, links to news shared by friends with related comments
and discussion. In all these cases, to view this content in their news feed, the user will have to follow (putting a

Pew Research Center (2013), The Role of News in Facebook. Common yet incidental, http://www.journalism.org/
files/2013/10/facebook_news_10-24-2013.pdf.
28
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like) the pages mentioned or become friend with users who share those news. In other cases (think of sponsored
articles), it will be enough for the user to be in the target identified by the page/publisher and he/she will find on
his/her feed news marked by the specific notice that indicates its advertising nature. If the user surfs not from the
desktop, but from mobile (typically through devices such as smartphones or tablets), he/she will first be able to
access Facebook via a browser, or, more typically, through the relevant application29. In that case, the user who
follows pages of publishers (traditional, native digital or Facebook native) will be able to access the news even
taking advantage of the Instant Articles option - to which many publishers have joined - which allows more rapid
page load times and better viewing experience (see Box 2.2).
The user who surfs the Facebook application or site will thus be able to read news and current news, or even
editorials of well-known journalistic signatures, between the updating of the status of friend/acquaintance and
the sponsored pages of new activities in their own city, with significant effects on their ability to properly decode
the news and form their own opinion on the matter. Sometimes, it will then be the user to access a publisher’s
page, other times it will be the algorithm (see Box 2.1) to decide which source to put in the foreground, with
obvious consequences on how to form opinion about news. This problem is particularly evident in the electoral
periods, when the voter is offered at the same time news and comments on the progress of the political campaign,
sponsored posts coming from the Facebook pages of candidates, voting statements of their friends, and various
articles shared widely by their acquaintances (see the study on the consumption of political-electoral news in
Chapter 3 of this Report).
While Facebook has allowed the entry into the information circuit of non-professional sources, Instagram30 (used
for information purposes by 6% of Italian users, Figure 2.16) marks the entry of the visual component into the
information landscape. Typically known as a platform for self-expression, especially for younger users, and widely
used by the most sought influencers from leading fashion, cooking and leisure brands, Instagram has recently
been discovered by political figures31 and journalists32, so as to overcome Twitter in the online information diet of
Italians.

In December 2016, 89% of Italian users of mobile devices with an Android operating system surfed through the app, rather
than through a browser (comScore (2017), Internet in Italia – I trend del 2017).
30 The social network Instagram has been active since 2010. In 2012, it was purchased by Facebook.
31Cepernich, C. (2014), Nomfup e Pete Souza su Instagram. Lo storytelling visuale di Matteo Renzi e Barack Obama, mimeo.
32 36% of Italian journalists stated that they were using Instagram in 2016 (AGCOM, Osservatorio sul Giornalismo - II edizione,
op.cit.).
29
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Figure 2.3 – Instagram profile of political figures

Although only 5.8% of users access Twitter for information purposes (see again Figure 2.16), the microblogging
platform still remains a strong reference for politicians, journalists and influencers of various kinds, with which
citizens can get in touch to stay up to date on their activities.
Citizens can access the news by following the accounts of information sources (for example, newspapers),
journalists and other characters of whom they become followers, or even through the retweets of other accounts,
belonging to friends and acquaintances, who share news.
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Figure 2.4 – The Twitter account of a newspaper

Twitter, despite a waning trend of its users33, remains a very popular platform for a niche of users interested in
politics and current affairs, a place of election and reciprocal dialogue between the so-called web influencers34
(see Box 2.5).
In the informative diet of Italians, a relevance equal to that of social networks is the one of search engines, also
used for information purposes by 36.5% of citizens (see Figure 2.13). In particular, on Google, the main search
engine in Italy (used by 95% of search35 users), users can access the news, doing research on current issues (even
through simple keywords such as “names of candidates”, elections or referendum), and finding a selection within
the search results, or even opening the special section “News” for a more complete picture of recent or less recent
news. Also in this case, it is relevant the role of the search algorithm (PageRank, see Box 2.1), which allows Google
to return personalized results for each user36.

33 In February 2014, in Italy, the number of unique Twitter users in the month amounted to 9.3 million. This figure dropped
to 8.2 million in September 2017 (v. AGCOM, Osservatorio sulle comunicazioni, n. 4/2017).
34 Bakshy, E., Hofman, J. M., Mason, W. A., Watts, D. J. (2011), “Everyone’s an influencer: quantifying influence on twitter”,
Proceedings of the fourth ACM international conference on Web search and data mining, pp. 65-74, ACM; Ceron, A., Curini, L.,
Iacus, S. M. (2016), “First-and second-level agenda setting in the Twittersphere: An application to the Italian political debate”,
Journal of Information Technology & Politics, 13(2), pp. 159-174.
35 Source: Global Stats Counter, December 2017.
36 In this regard, we highlight the growing importance, also in the information sector, of SEO (search engine optimization)
techniques, which influence the preparation of articles and services for 42% of the Italian journalistic population (percentage
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Figure 2.5 – Searching for information through Google

For users who access the search engine via a mobile device, however, there is the possibility to read the articles
positioned within the search results of any query on a current topic in the so-called AMP format (Accelerated
Mobile Pages), which facilitates the consumers’ visualisation, considerably reducing page load times (see Box 2.3).

lower only to web analytics tools, similar to user comments and higher than social networks) (AGCOM, Osservatorio sul
giornalismo – II edizione, op. cit.).
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Box 2.3 – Google AMP
The AMP project, born in February 2016, is based on a new protocol, Amp HTML, built to make web pages much lighter and
easier to load, especially on smartphones and tablets. AMP is an open project, which all operators can use and the source code
of which can be found on the GitHub platform.
Figure 2.6 – Google AMP

From the experience of using smartphones, it turns out that search results of a query on a topical issue are very different
between PC and mobile, and that with the scrolling option, Google basically offers the user who surfs on mobile devices a
press review on the chosen topic more immediate than that obtained with Google News. AMP does not provide the possibility
for publishers to use any advertising format, but enables new forms of advertising in direct /programmatic, in sticky ads, in
promoted content, as well as in video ads.
Figure 2.7 – Operation of the AMP pages
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Other functions in Google can also be relevant for the formation of opinions and news consumption by citizensusers: for example, the so-called “autocomplete”, function or completion which suggests to users terms related to
the keywords entered in the query research (e.g. an adjective linked to a political subject), or the knowledge bar,
that is the information panel that associates certain basic information on certain characters (usually taken from
the relevant Wikipedia page), appearing at the top of the results of research. Google also aggregates news through
the Google News search service, through which it offers users extensive information coverage obtained by
combining sources from around the world. Through Google News, the user finds news in the foreground, selected
by themes, proposed by the editors of the main national newspapers (and not only that), and news selected on
the specific needs of the user (for example, news related to their territory).

Figure 2.8 – Google News

News aggregation platforms and portals, such as Google News, are now important sources of information for
Italian users, given that 16.4% of citizens declare to use them for this purpose (see again Figure 2.14).
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Finally, with Newsstand (in Italy known as Google Play Edicola), Google offers users of mobile devices that use an
Android operating system a news aggregation application, through which they can access a press release. Also in
this case, there is a personalized selection of the news within the personal collection.

Figure 2.9 – The homepage of Google Play Edicola

Remaining in the universe of Google, and referring to the new relevance assumed by video formats in the
dissemination of news, it should be noted the increasing presence of videos uploaded to YouTube which is
accompanied by great attention from the main news providers to the birth of dedicated information channels in
which they can directly upload their video content. Citizens are increasingly using video format, and YouTube is
one of the most used web platforms, with 11.2% of users consulting it for information purposes (Figure 2.17).
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Figure 2.10 – The YouTube account of a national newspaper

Users more accustomed to online consumption through mobile mode also use, in their diet information,
aggregation applications of news or social magazines that provide them with a wide personalization of the
information offer according to their own thematic and geographical interests, and they often provide alert news37
functions, in an increasingly complex and indefinite expansion of the repertoire of sources through which citizens
build their own model of exposure to information, integrating an increasing number of options38.
The most famous application of social magazines internationally is certainly Flipboard, born in 2010, which
aggregates the material identified by different sources (sites of newspapers, blogs and social networks), making
its layout as if it were a personal digital magazine.
Clearly, even traditional publishers, to reach users on the move, have designed their own applications that are
flanked by increasingly evolved and dynamic websites, and enriched with video sections (sometimes called “TV”),
which allow to produce content closer to the television format, and therefore easier to use for the consumer, still
used to consider television as the most important source of information (see Chapter 1). Moreover, video formats
are very attractive for the purpose of selling online advertising.

The alert news functions provide for the sending of a notification on the user’s mobile device to inform the consumer of
fresh news on general topics of currents affairs and news or on subjects of specific interest.
38 See Hasebrink, U., Popp, J. (2006), “Media Repertoires as a Result of Selective Media Use. A Conceptual Approach to the
Analysis of Patterns of Exposure”, Communications, 31, pp. 369-387; Hasebrink, U., Domeyer H. (2012), “Media Repertoires
as Patterns of Behaviour and as Meaningful Practices: A Multimethod Approach to Media Use in Converging Media
Environments”, Participations. Journal of Audience and Reception Studies, 9 (2).
37
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The online services of traditional publishers (radio and television, and newspapers and magazines) reach a total
of 37.1% of Italian citizens39. They are flanked by the native online news publisher, used by 9% of Italians (Figure
2.14), which, not having their own established publishing brand, achieve notoriety and credibility, especially by
channeling their information through the main digital platforms (Google and Facebook, in particular).

Figure 2.11 – The Facebook page of a native online news publisher

The issue of how to access online sources of information on behalf of citizens (direct vs. indirect, i.e. intermediated
by the platforms) becomes straightforward for the web information ecosystem. In previous studies and surveys,
AGCOM has already pointed out how digital platforms are real gatekeepers for access to information, or gateway
increasingly necessary for users-citizens: because the platforms represent a point of reference for directing and
connecting the user with a wide range of services and products on the web40, today they represent a necessary
In particular, 15.4% of the population uses websites/apps of national newspapers, 17.1% websites/apps of local
newspapers, 47.5% websites/apps of magazines and periodicals, 8,6% national TV websites/apps, 7.8% local TV
websites/apps, 6% local radio websites/apps, 5.3% national radio websites/apps.
40 See AGCOM, Indagine conoscitiva sul settore dei servizi Internet e della pubblicità online, op. cit.
39
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point for publishers to reach consumers41, clearly affecting the strategies for the distribution of information
contents by the publishing groups42.
As shown in Figure 2.13, taking into account the main websites of newspapers, access to information varies greatly
depending on the type of publisher. Firstly, the strength of the traditional publishers’ brand43 is moving into a
more direct relationship to citizens’ access to its services: by averaging traffic from the two main platforms (Google
and Facebook), direct access is worth 64 % for Repubblica and 60% for Corriere, falling to 32% for TGCOM, and
much lower percentages for native online news outlets (25% for CityNews and 16% for Fanpage). The latter
therefore appear to be more dependent on the gatekeeping role of the platforms and related algorithms.
In any case, for all publishers, be they traditional or digital natives, access to their services and information content
derives mainly from the platforms, which always present incoming traffic data greater than the direct ones (socalled Logon, see again Figure 2.13).
Users’ access to information content, including publishing brands, through digital platforms, involves a series of
non-negligible issues, on other occasions reported by AGCOM44 and that international research on news
consumption has recently highlighted45. In particular, access to news through digital platforms is not always
associated with a correct attribution of the sources from which they come, while direct access to the site/app of
the publisher is certainly linked to the reputation of the news outlet46.

See AGCOM, Indagine conoscitiva su Informazione e Internet in Italia. Modelli di business, consumi, professioni, op. cit.
Caplan, R., Boyd, D. (2016), Who controls the Public Sphere in an Era of Algorithms? Mediation, Automation, Power, Data &
Society.
43 On the presence of the main online publishing brands, refer to Box 2.4.
44 See AGCOM, Indagine conoscitiva sui servizi Internet e sulla pubblicità online, op. cit. and Indagine conoscitiva su Informazione
e Internet in Italia. Modelli di business, consumi, professioni, op. cit.
45 See, in particular, the results of an analysis on British users (whose frequency of access to social networks for information
purposes is comparable to that of Italians) reported in Kalogeropoulos, A., Newman, N. (2017), “I saw the news on Facebook”.
Brand Attribution when Accessing News from Distributed Environments, www.digitalnewsreport.org. The study has shown
that the correct attribution of the source of information of a news not only depends on the type of access to the news (the
correct attribution is higher in case of direct access to the news or related editorial site, compared to access cases through
aggregators, search engines and social media), but that in the case of access via the platform, is linked to the fidelity to the
publishing brand, the type of news that the publisher carries (higher if it comes to newspapers that spread hard news) , the
type of news read (higher if it is an editorial), and to the age (higher for younger users).
46 On this point, see the research by Pew Research Center (2017), How American Encounter, Recall and Act Upon Digital News,
http://www.journalism.org/2017/02/09/how-americans-encounter-recall-and-act-upon-digital-news/.
41
42
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Figure 2.12 – Inbound traffic flows for major publishers’ websites (December 2017; % of desktop users)47

Source: AGCOM calculations based on comScore data

The data on traffic flows testify once again that access to online information by citizens is an uncertain mix
between user’s intentionality, accidentality of the algorithm, speed of reading/viewing and the randomness of the
discovery of the news, that generate access paths and news consumption in the increasingly complex and
differentiated digital ecosystem.

47 The data presented refer to the comScore Source/Loss function, which allows to analyze, with reference to desktop users,
the steps related to the entry and exit of the selected site. When access is not direct as the first step of surfing online (Logon),
but occurs after visiting a particular site/platform (e.g. Google or Facebook), this does not necessarily mean that the user has
followed a link from that site/platform, but simply that before arriving at the publisher he/she visited that site/platform. The
data considered refer to the entire web domain of the publishing brand and not to the homepage alone.
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2.2 ACCESS AND CONSUMPTION OF ONLINE INFORMATION SOURCES
The analysis of the digital sources through which citizens get information bears witness to the strong presence of
digital platforms in the media diet of citizens, accompanied by a lower presence of publishing brands (see Figure
2.13). In particular, 54.5% of Italians get informed through tools governed by algorithms (social networks, search
engines, aggregators, in general digital platforms), while 39.4% of the population get informed by using websites
and applications of publishers (daily and periodical press, radio and television, and native online news outlets).
Figure 2.13 – Access to information through algorithmic and editorial sources (2017, % of population)

The comparison between access to information through editorial sources and through algorithmic means can be
read from a double perspective. First, from the point of view of the ways in which access to information occurs. As
already highlighted in the previous paragraph, in the case of direct access to editorial sources, the motivation
coincides with a direct intent to find information from the publishers’ websites, which is an expression of the
reputation of the latter perceived by users (built, for traditional publishers, around historical informative brands).
In the case of algorithmic sources, in a context characterized by the “unpacking” of the information product and
by a fragmented use of content (articles, comments, videos, posts, etc.), digital platforms act as intermediaries for
accessing information on behalf of the individual. The access very often is also the result of the accidentality and
randomness of the discovery of the news by the citizen himself, who however risks not having full awareness
about the nature and origin of the information.
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Box 2.4 – Online publishers: traditional news outlets vs native online news outlets
Focusing on traditional publishers with online offerings as well as on native online ones, the ranking of the top 20 publishing
brands for unique users highlights: a clear record for printed paper - which in Italy has historically covered digital territories,
well before the advent of digital platforms, and of the explosion of the use of audiovisual content on the web -; a good
performance of the press agencies, who clearly took advantage of the new context to also address directly the public
interested in quick and easy to read updates on the main events of news, politics, current affairs, sports, etc.; a good
performance of the native online news outlets, belonging to large publishing groups (Huffington Post Italia, local version of
the famous aggregator of the American blogger Arianna Huffington, made in collaboration between the Huffington Post
Mediagroup and the Editorial Group GEDI) or new web publishers (such as Fanpage, a native online news outlet founded in
2010 by CiaoPeople MediaGroup).
Table 2.1 – Main online publishing brands (October 2017)
Ranking

Brand

Unique users (000)

Page views (000)

Pages per person

1

La Repubblica

9,682

225,414

23.3

2

Corriere della Sera

9,226

190,228

20.6

3

Il Messaggero

7,863

81,743

10.4

4

TGCOM24

7,630

117,723

15.4

5

La Stampa,it

6,472

91,010

14.1

6

CityNews

6,001

60,304

10.0

7

ANSA

4,787

46,991

9.8

8

Il Fatto Quotidiano

3,952

30,782

7.8

9

Quotidiano,net

3,891

29,264

7.5

10

Fanpage

3,649

23,575

6.5

11

Il Giornale

3,102

32,225

10.4

12

Libero Quotidiano

2,616

31,103

11.9

13

Quotidiani Espresso

2,386

38,803

16.3

14

Huffington Post Italia

2,316

10,058

4.3

15

Il Post

2,179

7,135

3.3

16

Leggo

1,890

21,813

11.5

17

Lettera43

1,669

6,166

3.7

18

Il Mattino

1,606

18,368

11.4

19

Rai News

1,596

17,053

10.7

20

Adnkronos

1,355

3,622

2.7

Source: Audiweb, Category: News & Information (Current Events & Global News)
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In a panorama that sees the major television publishers still late, the TGCOM24 all news outlet of the Mediaset group stands
out, it has been able to propose an online information offer in line with the new trends in news consumption.
Instead, coming to the main publishing brands used through Facebook, and in particular through the related application (on
Audiweb’s ad hoc survey methodology, see AGCOM, Sector inquiry on systems for detecting audience ratings on mass media,
Annex A to Resolution No. 236/17/CONS), there is a clearly positive performance for the native online news outlets, certainly
more ready to seize the opportunities of the new online distribution environment (in this sense see also paragraph 2.1 and,
in particular, Figure 2.12).
Table 2.2 – Main publishing brands for the Facebook in-app browsing (October 2017)
Brand

Parent

Unique users (000)

Page views (000)

Pages per person

Fanpage

Ciaopeople

5,389

88,098

16.35

La Repubblica

Gruppo GEDI

5,245

26,612

5.07

Huffington Post Italia

Gruppo GEDI

3,436

16,455

4.79

Corriere della Sera

RCS MediaGroup

2,740

12,026

4.39

Quotidiani Espresso

Gruppo GEDI

2,496

16,594

6.65

La Stampa,it

Gruppo GEDI

2,207

7,282

3.30

Il Fatto Quotidiano

Editoriale il Fatto

2,055

15,251

7.42

DireDonna

Triboo

1,945

12,677

6.52

Il Messaggero

Caltagirone Editore

1,845

9,415

5.10

TGCOM24

Mediaset

1,754

5,649

3.22

Vanityfair,it

Conde Nast Digital

1,703

5,534

3.25

Il Mattino

Caltagirone Editore

1,617

10,908

6.74

SkySport HD

Sky Italia

1,599

6,097

3.81

Radio Deejay

Gruppo GEDI

1,401

4,870

3.48

Leggo

Caltagirone Editore

1,017

5,301

5.21

Wired

Conde Nast Digital

769

1,526

1.99

Fox Networks

21st Century Fox

723

3,522

4.87

Il Gazzettino

Caltagirone Editore

671

4,210

6.27

Il Sole 24 Ore

Il Sole 24 Ore

441

1,179

2.67

Fonte: Audiweb, survey in-app Facebook browsing and Instant Articles

Secondly, the fruition of information driven by an automated process differs totally from that which underlies the
human editorial process: when it comes to digital platforms, it is the algorithms at the base of their functioning
that automatically establish the prioritization of the contents shown, on the basis of automatic updating
mechanisms and predetermined criteria (including, for example, the proximity of the contents and the
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enhancement of the posts of friends, reactions, shares and comments of users), which generally do not include
aspects such as credibility, journalistic quality, relevance in terms of public interest48 of the content/news.

Figure 2.14 – Most important online sources for information (2017, % of population)

The prevalence of the frequency of access to the algorithmic sources compared to online editorial ones for
information is further strengthened by the importance recognized by individuals to the former, which can be
considered an indication of the actual consumption that users make of the aforementioned sources for
information purposes (see Chapter 1). In this regard, Figure 2.14 shows that 19.4% of the population indicate an
algorithmic source as the most important within their informative diet. In particular, the relevance accorded to
search engines and social networks stands out, which (after the free-to-air national television channels and the
paper and digital national newspapers) respectively represent the third and fourth sources of information
repeatedly considered the most important to get informed, considering all the media (classic and online). It is
interesting that among the algorithmic sources those of active research (search engines), have a greater relevance
than the more passive ones (social networks).
Significantly lower, although overall not far from other traditional sources, is the perceived importance of
48 See McQuail, D. (1992), Media performance: mass communication and the public interest, Thousand Oaks (CA): Sage; Napoli,
P. (2011), Audience evolution: New technologies and the transformation of media audiences, New York: Columbia University
Press.
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publishing sources on the Internet (4.9% of the population), among which the sites and applications of
newspapers reach the highest value (3.6% of the population).
However, as anticipated in the previous chapter, the perceptions of users appear on average less rewarding for
sources of information on the Internet than those found in other media, when they relate to the reliability and
trust placed in them. Among the algorithmic sources, there is a lower reliability perceived especially for social
networks, considered reliable or very reliable by less than 24% of those who consult them to find information. In
this regard, some international research has shown that the lack of reliability of digital platforms in general as
information sources depends on the perception by citizens of a poor capacity of the same platforms to separate
facts and fiction49, or from the fear of users of losing relevant information due to the personalization of news
related to the role of algorithms50.

Figure 2.15 – Perceived reliability of online information sources (2017; %)

Note: the reliability of an information source is equivalent to a rating of 4 or 5 on a scale of 1 to 5 (i.e. “reliable” or “very reliable”).

49
50

Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (2017), Digital News Report 2017, op. cit.
Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (2016), Digital News Report 2016.
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Among the editorial sources, sites and applications of newspapers are reputed to be trustworthy by double the
population compared to native online news outlets, also due to the lower direct access to them (see Figure 2.12)
and, therefore, the lesser recognition of their own publishing brand due to the difficulty of attributing to them the
origin of the numerous news items read especially through social networks (see the previous paragraph), and
often subject to “viralization”51.

2.3 SOCIAL NETWORK AND ONLINE INFORMATION
Social networks (like search engines) are the main online source used by Italians to access information on current
international, national and local affairs (see Figure 2.13). Despite the importance given by citizens to these new
tools of communication and social relations, they at the same time exhibit some critical aspect due to the above
described problems in terms of perceived reliability, accidentality of access to information, possible proliferation
of fake news, low user capacity to attribute news to specific editorial sources.
In view of the growing importance of social networks for information and the critical aspects that may accompany
consumption, therefore, it was considered to dedicate this paragraph to the specific deepening of the use of social
platforms for informational purposes.
As for the individual social networks used to get information, Figure 2.16 shows that the Italian population, if we
exclude the Reddit52 case, shows a rather similar distribution of preferences, albeit with structurally inferior
levels, to that of the United States, where the access to social networks for information purposes has been growing
for many years53. In particular, Facebook firmly confirms the first position for access frequency in both countries,
followed by YouTube. The third and fourth position of the ranking are inverted for Italy and the United States,
where Instagram exceeds Twitter for diffusion among the Italian population (for a Twitter analysis from the side
of news consumption and production, see Box 2.5).

For example, a recent study on the US population has shown that the likelihood of trusting an online publishing brand also
depends on trusting the person who shares the news through digital platforms, the environment in which the user comes in
contact with the relative contents (The Media Insight Project (2017), “Who shared it?”: How Americans decide what news to
trust on social media).
52 Reddit is a social news and entertainment site, where registered users (called “redditors”) can publish contents in the form
of text posts or hyperlinks (links), to which other users attribute an evaluation, which determines their position and visibility
on the pages of the site. The contents of Reddit are organized in different areas of interest. The political “subreddits” have
been the subject of numerous studies on the 2016 US presidential elections and, more generally, on the climate of political
discussion in the USA (see for example Nithyanand, R., Schaffner, B., Gill, P. (2017), Online Political Discourse in the Trump
Era, https://arxiv.org/pdf/1711.05303.pdf).
53As pointed out by many Reports produced by the Pew Research Center.
51
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Figure 2.16 – Fruition of social networks for information purposes: Italy vs USA (2017, % of population)

Source: AGCOM elaborations on GfK for Italy data and Pew Research Center, News Use Across Social Media Platforms 2017 for USA

Box 2.5 – Social network usage by Italian journalists and citizens: the Twitter case
Social networks are increasingly important in the information system, considering the percentages of access recorded (see
Figure 2.13 and Figure 2.16). The relevance of social networks, in any case, does not only affect the demand side of
information, but also concerns the information supply side, in particular the journalistic component.
Making a comparison between the use of social networks by citizens and their use by journalists (see Figure 2.17) it emerges
that although the latter have a trend of use of these sources, obviously also for professional purposes, higher than that of the
population, it is with reference to Twitter that this difference becomes particularly marked.
As already highlighted by AGCOM, it is on Twitter, in particular, that journalists retrieve information, post and retweet their
own articles, of the newspaper/s they work with, of fellow journalists, monitor online discussions, dialogue with each other
or, more rarely, directly with the citizens, in a continuous search for the creation of professional reputation, according to ways
of use characterized by a so-called light engagement towards their audience and from the interest in developing metajournalistic narratives (see AGCOM, Observatory on Journalism - II Edition).
With reference to the other social networks, Figure 2.17 also shows a marked difference (even if less pronounced than
Twitter) also with regard to LinkedIn. This is because LinkedIn is a vertical, professional platform, i.e. it is a social network
web service mainly used in the development of professional contacts (through publication and dissemination of one’s own
curriculum vitae) and in the dissemination of specific contents related to the labor market. For other social media the
differences appear less accentuated, with Facebook being characterized, on the contrary, to be the platform addressed to all
citizens.
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Figure 2.17 – Index of differentiation between the use of social networks by journalists and users

Note: the index takes values greater than 100 in the case of greater use of social networks by journalists; values below 100 in the case of greater use of
social networks by users; and values equal to 100 in the case of equal use by journalists and users
Source: AGCOM, Observatory on Journalism - II Edition, and Audiweb

In light of the relevance and peculiarities of the medium, for users who get informed on social networks, the main
information actions performed and the relative frequency of performance were investigated.
From the graphical representation of the results (see Figure 2.18) it emerges how the informative actions carried
out more often by those who get information through social networks are clicking on the link of the news,
expressing appreciation (“like”) on it and sharing news posted by others, all actions, therefore, per se suitable for
promoting the dissemination of news and triggering “viralization” of information contents. On the other hand,
users tend to post their photos or videos of a news and participate in a discussion on the news, that is to interact
and take part in a more in-depth debate on current affairs, news and politics.
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Figure 2.18 – Information actions carried out on social networks (2017; % of individuals who get informed on
social networks)

Another aspect of interest concerns the relationship existing between the ideological polarization54 of social
network users and their online activities. As an estimate (so-called proxy) of the level of polarization, the degree
of political participation was considered, intended in its broadest sense55, distinguishing in particular between
citizens who have a high participation and therefore have a structured and defined ideological vision and those
who, on the contrary, do not show any degree of adhesion to a movement or a political party or to participate in

54 By ideological polarization we mean the individual result of that social process of separation and fragmentation of the
population into distinct groups, separated and not communicating with each other on divisive issues of a political nature. See
Sunstein, C. R. (2002), “The Law of Group Polarization”, Journal of Political Philosophy, 10(2), pp. 175–195; Idem (2017),
#Republic. Divided Democracy in the Age of Social Media, Princeton University Press.
55 The analysis carried out refers to a notion of rather broad political participation, in which the individual’s propensity to
perform activities typical of the life of political parties and movements is considered. In political science, there are two main
readings of the concept of political participation. The first, more restricted, tends to limit political participation to certain
types of action, in particular those aimed at influencing decisions, policy-making, and government action; in this sense,
political participation is defined as the set of “legal activities of private citizens that are more or less directly aimed at
influencing the selection of government personnel and/or its actions” (Verba, S., Nie, N., e Kim, J. (1978), Participation and
Political Equality, New York: Cambridge University Press). The second one is a broader reading and considers political
participation as “the involvement of the individual in the political system at various levels of activity, from total disinterest to
the ownership of a political office” (Rush, M. (1992), Politics and Society: An Introduction to Political Sociology, Harvester
Wheatsheaf: Prentice Hall. Political participation in this second meaning can therefore be considered a good approximation
of the level of ideological polarization.
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political demonstrations. Figure 2.19 shows that those with a higher polarization rate exhibit a marked increase
in the frequency of all information actions carried out on social networks. In fact, the analysis conducted by means
of a probability representation (so-called odds)56 - which, for each social network information action, reports the
majority of cases (between “yes/conduct of the action” and “no/no conduct of the action”) recorded for each class
of users (in this case, broken down by level of ideological polarization) - it emerges that the majority of users with
high polarization tends to perform all information activities on social networks, including those with a greater
degree of active involvement (posting photos and videos of a news and participating in the discussion on news).
Otherwise, among the less polarized users, there is a majority of preferences only for three information actions
carried out on social networks (i.e., click on news link, express appreciation and share news posted by others).

Figure 2.19 – Relationship between “information actions” (e.g. sharing of news-related content by users) carried
out on social networks and ideological polarization (2017)

In line with the sectoral literature, the data presented above show how the polarization can have a significant
effect on the greater commitment (engagement) towards the news disclosed by social networks57. Moreover, the
The representation of the odds (probability) makes it possible to analyze the relationship between a dichotomous variable
(in this case, the seven variables related to the information actions of users who get informed on social networks, whose four
response modalities have been re-aggregated in a binary way: yes = enough + often; no = never + rarely), and a categorical
variable with two or more answers (in this case, the scale of political participation).
57A comparative analysis on five European nations (including Italy) and USA, based on data from a survey aimed at Internet
users prepared for the Digital News Report 2016 by the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, demonstrates a greater
engagement towards social media news from citizens who use more social networks, which are more politically polarized
and have a strong interest in hard news (Kalogeropoulos A., Negredo S., Picone I., Nielsen RK (2017), “Who Shares and

56
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link between the conduct of all information actions on social networks (including those actions with the highest
rate of user involvement) and the polarization has clear consequences on the materialization of virality
phenomena related to the spread of radicalized positions58: in a context in which the activities of the most
polarized users are combined with the deployment of customized algorithms of aggregation and sharing of ideas
it is easier that ideological bubbles and echo chambers are created59 (in this sense, see Chapter 3, paragraph 3.3).
Figure 2.20 – Relationship between “information actions” (e.g. sharing of news-related content by users) carried
out and trust in social networks (2017)

By shifting the attention on the informative behavior of users who get informed through the different social
networks based on the reliability placed in this source (see Figure 2.20), it emerges that citizens with a high level
of trust in social networks perform all information actions more often, and how, moreover, all the informative
actions (with the exception of posting own photos and videos of a news) are carried out by the majority of this
category of users. Otherwise, consistently with their perceptions, those who have little trust in social networks
are led to limit the information actions performed on them, which in most cases is limited to the opening of the
link to a news.

Comments on News ?: A Cross-National Comparative Analysis of Online and Social Media Participation, “Social Media +
Society, 3 (4).
58 See Turkle, S. (2015), Reclaiming Conversation. The Power of Talk in Digital Age, New York: Penguin Books; Sunstein, C.
(2017), #Republic, op. cit.
59 Del Vicario, M., Vivaldo, G., Bessi, A., Zollo, F., Scala, A., Caldarelli, G., Quattrociocchi, W. (2016), “Echo chambers: Emotional
contagion and group polarization on facebook”, Scientific reports, 6, 37825.
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2.4 CHARACTERISTICS OF USERS WHO GET INFORMATION ONLINE
By defining in a more detailed way access to online information for citizens, and by cross-referencing Internet
access data for information purposes with the main generational cohorts, there is an evident variability depending
on the age of individuals (see Figure 2.21). In particular, an inverse relationship between age and access to online
information appears to emerge; this relationship appears to be non-linear: in fact, the generational cohorts of
Millennials and Generation X have a similar access frequency (respectively 86.9% and 84.5%), frequency that
starts to decrease significantly for Boomers (individuals between 45 and 64 years, with a probability of 75.1%)
until drastically reduced to 37.5% for the more mature cohorts (the so-called Matures).

Figure 2.21 – Access to Internet to get informed, by age (% of individuals in a given age group)

A more detailed examination of the types of sources consulted online by the various groups of the population for
information purposes (see Figure 2.22) reveals that access to algorithmic sources (social networks, search engines
and portals/aggregators) is more common for all age groups of up to 64 years old rather than editorial sources
(websites and app of newspapers, magazines, TV and radio, and native online news outlets). For people over 65,
the tendency is reversed; they tend to get information on the Internet by consulting mainly publishing sources,
informing themselves in a way more similar to the traditional media (newspapers in particular).
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Figure 2.22 – Index of differentiation between access to algorithmic and editorial information sources, by age
(2017)

Note: the differentiation index assumes values greater than 100 in the case of greater fruition of the algorithmic sources to obtain
information online; values lower than 100 in the case of greater fruition of the editorial sources to obtain information online; and values
equal to 100 in the case of equal fruition of the two types of sources to obtain information online.
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Box 2.6 – Modes of online news consumption of minors
A specific in-depth examination is here deserved to access to online information by minors (14-17 years), also because of the
relevance of the Internet within their own informational diet (see Chapter 1, Box 1.2).
Compared to the widest age group of Millennials (aged 14-34), minors access the Internet to learn about national,
international and local current affairs in a slightly inferior way (81.5% vs. 86.9%), but they are big consumers of social
networks for information purposes: in fact, more than half of those who get information on the Internet use them for this
purpose (55.8% of minors vs. 50% of Millennials).
Coming to the information actions carried out on social networks, we observe how minors are less likely, both compared to
the total population, and compared to the 18-34 year-old category, to carry out both information actions with the lowest
intensity (click, put like or post the link to a news) and those with a high rate of intensity (participate in a discussion on a
news and post their photos or videos of a news). On the contrary, minors tend to perform actions with an intermediate rate
of user involvement, such as sharing links to news posted by others and commenting on news. These two actions appear
typical of a new way of constructing the public debate from below, but also a new way of interacting and understanding the
news on behalf of young people, which can influence the formation of personal opinion also for the purposes of politicalelectoral choices, when this category of subjects will reach the right age to be able to participate in electoral consultations.
Figure 2.23 – Informative actions on social networks by age groups (% of individuals who get informed on social networks)
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In addition to age, other socio-demographic variables that affect access to online information such as, in particular,
the level of education and income, have been taken into account.
In the first case (Figure 2.24), it is evident that as the level of education increases, even more significant differences
emerge compared to those highlighted with the increase in the age of citizens. In particular, if access to information
concerns only a third of users for subjects with a low level of education, almost all graduate individuals get
informed about national, international and local facts through digital media. Therefore, digital exclusion appears
to be strongly correlated with cultural and educational phenomena.

Figure 2.24 – Internet access for news consumption, by education (2017; % of individuals in the education
group)

Differences in access to online information among individuals with different levels of income are significant but
less pronounced (Figure 2.25). In this case, it ranges from 64% of the poorest classes to 77% of the most wealthy
classes of population.
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Figure 2.25 – Internet access for news consumption, by income (% of individuals in the income group)

The significant differences in access to online information by categories of subjects distinguished by age, level of
education and income suggest that the digital divide is above all a socio-cultural issue, linked to the need to possess
some prerequisites (such as ability to understand the contents disclosed and the ability to use certain devices and
platforms) certainly more common among the younger, educated and higher income population.
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3 INFORMATION STYLES AND POLITICAL ORIENTATION
In line with previous analyses on news consumption on the various media (traditional and online) conducted
by AGCOM60, also in this Report the attention is focused on the consumption of political news61.
The motivation of this specific interest is connected to the Italian Communications Authority’s important
institutional duties in the field of protection of informative pluralism62 and equal treatment of political
subjects during the election period63. In this field, AGCOM, in addition to strictly disciplining the methods of
applying the par condicio on traditional media (television, in particular), has recently translated the general
principles underlying these rules in the digital context64.
As it will be argued in this chapter, in fact, the technological and market evolution has led the information
ecosystem to radical changes about how citizens participate in the political debate, especially during the
election period. The knowledge of the new dynamics of formation of political and electoral choices on behalf
of Italian citizens through media is of primary importance in a phase in which the Italian Communications
Authority has recognized the role of digital platforms in the information system65 and its impact in terms of
pluralism, promoting innovative forms of self-regulation66. In a public debate, marked by the often hurried
use of terms such as fake news and misinformation67, knowing the real trends in news consumption aimed
at voting decisions, including hybridization, cross-media, television primacy, access dynamics of old and new
media, must certainly guide the AGCOM's action on the protection of information pluralism.

See, for example, AGCOM, Il consumo di informazione e la comunicazione politica in campagna elettorale, op. cit.
to questions on the acquisition of political information. Some of the questions
addressed to the respondents refer, in particular, to the last electoral campaign carried out at the time of the survey
(that is, that of the constitutional referendum of 4 December 2016).
62 The law n. 249 of 1997, establishing the Italian Communications Authority, and the Legislative Decree of 31 July 2005,
n. 177 and subsequent amendments and additions (Consolidated Text of Audiovisual and Radio Media Services) identify
in the protection of information pluralism one of AGCOM’s fundamental institutional duties.
63AGCOM is the owner of the regulatory, supervisory and sanctioning powers in terms of equal access of political
subjects to political communication (distinguished in political communication, political information and self-managed
political messages) pursuant to Law no. 28 of 2000, known as par condicio.
64 See “Linee guida per la parità di accesso alle piattaforme online durante la campagna elettorale”, defined within the
“Technical Roundtable aimed at safeguarding media pluralism and fairness of information within online platforms”,
already presented in Chapter 2 of this Report.
65 See AGCOM, Indagine Conoscitiva Piattaforme digitali e sistema dell’informazione, op. cit.
66 See again the “Technical Roundtable aimed at safeguarding media pluralism and fairness of information within online
platforms”.
67 See paragraph 2.1.
60

61 The data presented in this chapter relate
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Therefore, a specific in-depth study was carried out, addressed only to adult citizens, concerning the
processes of formation of political opinion during the electoral period68.

3.1 POLITICAL-ELECTORAL INFORMATION
The percentage of those who declare to get informed about politics with at least one medium (equal to 85%),
whether traditional or digital, far exceeds that of those who do not get informed (15%; Figure 3.1). This value
should be compared to 95% of the Italian population who declare to get informed in general (see Chapter 1),
a value that rises to 97.8% excluding, as in the analysis of this chapter, minor citizens69.

Figure 3.1 – Access to political information (2017; % of population 18 years old and over)

For more information about the survey, see the Methodological Appendix to this Report.
Given that the specific question on the media used to learn about political-electoral debates was submitted only to
people aged 18 years and over, differently from previous chapters, the elaborations presented in this chapter (as well
as comparisons with data related to general information) exclude minors.
68
69
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The reasons why citizens are less informed about politics than about current affairs can be many, such as, for
example, the lack of interest or time to devote to this type of information, the lack of confidence in politics or
the awareness that politics is an overly complicated topic70. Moreover, citizens can have such an ingrained
ideological vision as to avoid to devote more time to political deepening.
In this sense, as already highlighted by AGCOM, as well as by several studies on the choice of voting of citizens,
it should be noted that, in addition to the media, what acts as a whole mechanism for determining the
electoral choices of citizens, are even and above all friendship, parental and personal networks, even online
(such as their social networks), capable of deeply orienting citizens’ decisions71.
Figure 3.2 compares the information profiles of individuals, in terms of combinations of media used to access
information, both when people get informed about current issues and when they get informed about politics.
It is clear that, compared to general news, for political information, citizens are more widely distributed on
two categories: on the one hand, those who prefer to turn to traditional media only (43.8% political vs. 24.8%
general); on the other hand, those using digital media only (12.9% political vs. 1.7% overall).

See ISTAT (2017), Annuario Statistico 2017, p. 489.
Refer to the pioneering empirical studies of Lazarsfeld, P. F., Berelson, B., Gaudet, H. (1944), The people’s choice: How
the voter makes up his mind in a presidential election, New York: Duell, Sloan and Pearce; di Katz, E., Lazarsfeld, P. F.
(1955). Personal Influence, The part played by people in the flow of mass communications, New York: The Free Press.
In digital electoral campaigns, interpersonal communication has returned heavily to the limelight: digitization and
technology allow, in fact, current campaigns a high degree of scientific management of this instrument also for
organizational purposes. See.Kreiss, D. (2012). Taking our country back: The crafting of networked politics from Howard
Dean to Barack Obama. Oxford University Press; Cepernich C. (2017), Le campagne elettorali al tempo della networked
politics, Roma-Bari: Laterza.
On the link between social networks, interpersonal ties created on these platforms and electoral mobilization, refer to
Aldrich, J. H., Gibson, R. K., Cantijoch, M., Konitzer, T. (2016), “Getting out the vote in the social media era: Are digital
tools changing the extent, nature and impact of party contacting in elections?”, Party Politics, 22(2), 165-178.
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Figure 3.2 – Combinations of media used by citizens to get general and political information (2017; % of
population 18 years old and over)

On the other hand, the phenomenon of hybridization of news consumption72, particularly accentuated by the
general issues of current affairs, is very attenuated in the case of the use of information tools to guide one’s
political-electoral choice: in fact, more than 70% of individuals get information by combining traditional and
digital media in a variety of ways, data that fall to 28% when it comes to political and electoral information.

72Chadwick,

A. (2007), “Digital network repertoires and organizational hybridity”, Political Communication, 24(3), pp.
283-301; Idem (2017), The hybrid media system: Politics and power, Oxford University Press.

71

REPORT ON THE NEWS CONSUMPTION

Box 3.1 – Consumer profiles in political information by age groups
The consumption profiles related to the political-electoral choices show an uneven distribution among individuals, in
terms of age class they belong to.
In fact, from a generational point of view, preference for traditional media alone increases with age, reaching a maximum
value of 67% in the case of Matures (over 65). On the contrary, the use of digital sources alone is an inverse function of
age: it is higher in the younger classes of the population, with a value of 26% in the case of Millennials73 and is about
2% for those over 65.
Instead, the mix of traditional and digital sources is a phenomenon that has no particular inter-generational differences:
the minimum value of 14.1% of the Matures evidently suffers from the use that the most adult classes of the population
make of the Internet.
Figure 3.3 – Access to political information on media by age (2017; % of population 18 years and over)

The strong tendency to use the Internet to form their own political and electoral opinions on behalf of the Millennials is
a phenomenon of interest to AGCOM in the light of the particular dynamics of consumption of political information
online that will be explored later (see paragraph 3.3).

As already anticipated, since the questions related to the media to get informed about the political-electoral debates,
were submitted only to citizens aged 18 and over, the elaborations for the Millennials generation exclude minors.
73
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3.2 MEDIA USED TO GET INFORMATION ABOUT POLITICS
Data from survey conducted for AGCOM show that television still represents the political information channel
favored by Italians. Going into more detail, television, indicated by 50.5% of Italians entitled to vote, is
confirmed at the top of the ranking of the media, not only with reference to general news consumption (see
Chapter 1), but also for the political-electoral choices. In the panorama of the television world, the national
channels affirm their undisputed record, representing the source of information for 38% of citizens (see
Table 3.1). In any case, the role of the local area appears not irrelevant if we consider that the territorial
television offer reaches around the 14%.

Table 3.1 – Media used to get information in the political-electoral choices (2017, % of population 18 years
old and over)
Media

% voters

Traditional

66.3

Television

50.5
National channels
Local channels

Radio

37.6
13.9
13.9

National radios
Local radios
Newspapers

10.0
6.0
24.1

National newspapers
Local newspapers
Internet

15.8
13.4
34.0

Algorithmic sources

27.8
Social network
Search engines
News aggregators and portals

Editorial sources

14.9
14.4
6.9
8.0

Newspapers websites/apps
Native online news outlets/other news
websites
Other online sources

6.6
3.3
8.0

Blog
Websites/blogs of political parties and
movements
Other

4.5
4.3
10.5

Note: multiple choice question. The sum of the values is not equal 100.
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Internet, with a share of 34%, placing second in the ranking of the media used to learn about political issues
and electoral debates, emerges strongly as a means of discussion and information on these issues. As already
done with regard to news consumption on current national, international and local issues, also in this case
the contribution of each digital sources should be distinguished within the Internet, following a
differentiation between algorithmic and editorial sources.
In fact, the informative consumption aimed at creating political opinions or at the fulfillment of electoral
choices, passes primary through those digital sources governed by algorithms (Algorithm web sources),
rather than through the websites or app of newspapers or other sites of online information (web publishing
sources): 28% compared to 8%. The other online sources such as blogs, even those of political parties and
movements, show values (8%) in line with the editorial sources.
Coming to the detail of sites attributable to the algorithmic online sources, social networks (15%) are more
successful, followed by search engines (14%), while news aggregators and portals, such as Google News, are
used for specific purposes of forming the voting opinion by 7% of individuals.
The newspapers, indicated by 24% of the Italians, represent the third most used medium for political
information. It is interesting to highlight how, by examining individual information channels, national
newspapers, with 15.8%, still represent an important source through which individuals get informed about
political choices, second only to free national television channels (37.6%). Local newspapers align
themselves with local television channels (13.4% vs. 13.9%) indicating that there is substantial uniformity
in the preferences of citizens to get informed about territorial politics between television and publishing
media.
The radio is confirmed, also for political information, the last in the ranking of sources (14%), also in light of
the not high proportion of its schedule dedicated to information programs, including electoral ones.
The choice of a medium rather than another to get information and, therefore, to orient one’s own choices in
the political-electoral field is also linked to the judgment on the importance of an information channel or on
the reliability attributed to it. In this regard, it is interesting to examine how the use of single sources varies
among the population in cases where that channel, among the multiplicity of possible alternatives, is
considered the most important source for information.
Data in Figure 3.4 clearly indicate that, for all items, the proportion of individuals who use a medium to form
an opinion that will guide their political-electoral choices increases when that source is recognized as “the
most important”. Ultimately, a relationship of trust emerges between citizens and sources of information:
sources that are chosen as primary in accessing current news (international, national and local news) are
also more likely to be used by citizens to form a political opinion.
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Figure 3.4 – Use and importance of media for political-electoral information s (2017; % 18 years old and
older population)

The identification of the medium, as already seen in the first chapter on the consumption of news or current
events, appears to be conditioned by the reputation that the various communication channels have with
citizens.
In order to deepen this relationship, an econometric exercise was carried out to assess if and how the
probability of use of a particular information source varies according to the reliability of the same, once the
main demographic and socio-economic variables of citizens are taken into account (gender, age, education,
employment status, income).
The results of the estimates, shown in Figure 3.5, represent values of probability of use of one of the sources.
The figure, in particular, compares two sets of values, referring to the probability of using the media as source
of political information when the judgment on the reliability of the same is high or low74. Sources most used
74 The

term “high reliability” refers to the “very reliable/reliable” judgment, while “low reliability” refers to the opinions
“not very reliable/not reliable at all”.
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by citizens to get informed (see Table 3.1) are taken into account: television channels (national and local),
newspapers (national and local) and algorithmic and editorial digital sources; moreover, analyzing a political
topic, also the sites/blogs of political parties and movements are considered.

Figure 3.5 – Probability of use of the source by citizens for political-electoral choices and degree of
reliability (high or low; %)

The graph shows, first of all, the significant relationship between citizens’ trust in the media (in terms of
perceived reliability) and access to sources for information on politics. In fact, in all cases, the probability of
access to the source is much higher in the case where the citizen considers highly reliable the source itself:
on average the probability of access to a medium decreases by about two thirds (-61%) moving from high to
low reliability, with peaks of over 80% for local newspapers.
Secondly, the analysis carried out highlights in all its evidence the centrality, for the purpose of political
information and not only that, of national television channels. Not only do these, as we have seen, present a
higher probability of access, but even if the perceived reliability falls, the reduction in access is less than
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elsewhere (from 37% to 22%, equal to a decrease of 41%) and absolute level (22%) remains however higher
than that of other sources (also in the hypothesis of high perceived reliability of the other sources).
Moreover, web sources, and in particular those governed by algorithms (social networks and search engines),
even if they start from high probabilities of news consumption (in the case of high reputation), are then more
sensitive to reputational shocks. In the case of a lower perceived reliability, the probability of consultation,
as an information source, drops for these sources, on average, by more than two thirds (-68%) compared to
a significantly lower reduction for all the editorial ones (-59%).
Finally, with the same media (television and newspapers), local information sources suffer more from
reputational problems. In this case, any reduction is, on average, over 70% (-71%) while for national means
it is less than 50% (-49%).
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3.3 POLITICAL INFORMATION AND POLARIZATION
Another interesting aspect to examine is the link between the information resources used to form one’s
political-electoral choices and the level of ideological polarization. Similarly to the analysis in Chapter 2 (see
paragraph 2.3, to which reference should be made for a more detailed methodology) on social networks, we
proceed to estimate the level of ideological polarization of citizens using information on their degree of
political participation75. The aim of this analysis is to verify the existence of possible informative
consumption trends for political-electoral purposes by politically more or less active citizens, and therefore
more or less ideologically polarized. In particular, we focused on TV and on the Internet, which represent the
two most relevant media for information in Italy both on a general level (see paragraph 1.2.3) and on the
political-electoral choices (see previous paragraph).
Figure 3.6 shows an analysis of the correlation between the level of ideological polarization of citizens
(intended in the sense specified above) and the average access to the two media. Specifically, the figure shows
how the differences between the use of the two main sources of information for the level of ideological
polarization emerge in particular for the Internet, not for television. The politically more active individuals,
and therefore more polarized also from the ideological point of view, use the Internet as a medium to get
informed about the political-electoral choices, according to the dynamics that lead to the formation of the socalled echo chambers, characterized by individuals who discuss only within a circle of people ideologically
close, tracing and sharpening the problems, widely explored by media studies, of selective exposure and
confirmation bias76, with non-trivial consequences on the construction mode of the public debate.
Considering what has already emerged in Chapter 2, it results in a framework in which the polarization
already operates at the level of selection of the medium, then “going viral” as a result of actions performed
on social networks by more active users and concomitant work of custom algorithms that appear to favor the
emergence of ideological bubbles.
These results refer to the overall use of the two media by Italian citizens, without prejudice to the existence
of possible differences, also marked ones, between the different sources belonging to the same medium.

On the definition of ideological polarization and on the assimilability of this concept to the level of political
participation, see notes nos. 54 and 55 in Chapter 2.
76Quattrociocchi, W., Scala, Sunstein, C. (2016), Echo Chambers on Facebook, https://ssrn.com/abstract=2795110.
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Figure 3.6 – Index of differentiation between the use of the media for political-electoral choices by level of
ideological polarization of citizens (18 years and over 18 population)

Television

Internet
154

Higher use of
medium

124

119
112
100

100

97

Lower use of
medium

87

88

No ideological polarization

Low ideological
polarization

Medium ideological
polarization

High ideological
polarization

Note: the differentiation index assumes values greater than 100 in the case of greater use to get information about the political
choices, respectively than TV and Internet, by individuals with different degrees of ideological polarization with respect to the
average of the reference population; values less than 100 in case use is minor; and values equal to 100 in the case of equal rate of use
for political and electoral purposes.

In fact, going into detail (Figure 3.7), we note that the link between high level of ideological polarization and
consumption for the political-electoral choices of the different categories of media is evident for all three
types of online information sources but with degrees of intensity and very different distribution schemes. In
particular, this link is quite relevant in the case of the so-called other sources, which include blogs and sites
of political movements and parties, media already naturally linked to a specific political choice, confirming a
very deep-rooted link between politically active citizens and the use of online media to orient, or better to
confirm, the own voting decision.
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Figure 3.7 – Individuals using online sources for political-electoral choices and level of ideological
polarization (% 18 years old and older population)

As for the other categories, if the platforms governed by algorithms and online publishing sources are much
more used by individuals with a high degree of ideological polarization than the average Italian population,
it is in particular search engines, aggregators, and above all social networks - which, as already highlighted,
represent the main access points also for the use of the websites of the main newspapers (see Figure 2.12) that represent a suitable context, due to their peculiar characteristics of presentation of content to users
according to automated and personalized criteria 77, to the use of political and electoral content by the most
ideologically oriented citizens.

77 The Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism reports that, even among Internet users in different countries, those
who take care in an aware and personalized way of their own feed on social networks with explicit information purposes
are still a niche: for example, only 17% of reference population declares to have modified their feed to follow more of
an editorial organization, and only 19% said they had deleted or blocked one because they did not like content or news
from that source(Digital News Report 2017, pp. 43-44).
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Therefore, in line with what has been highlighted above (paragraph 2.3), Internet news consumption, even
more in the case of the use of the medium for the formation of the political-electoral choice, seems to be
strongly linked to the dimensions of the ideological polarization of the users.
In light of these first empirical evidence, the Italian Communications Authority, in the Sector Inquiry on The
Online Platforms and the News Media System, is proceeding with further studies aimed at investigating more
in depth, also through a combined demand-supply analysis, the correlations between media diet and political
information. In this context, the identification of indicators aimed at highlighting the link between the level
of use of certain information sources and the degree of ideological polarization of Italian citizens will also be
evaluated.
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