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Update on the Australian media landscape 

As we all know, the Australian media industry has been in a state of turmoil for the past 7 years 

and the upheaval shows no sign of abating any time soon. The latest wave of job losses started 

last week when Fairfax announced that another 125 editorial jobs would go (triggering last 

weeks’ strike) and News Corp terminated 70 news photographers and said that more sub editors 

would go. Ironically, The SMH made a front page booby in the midst of the strike last week 

which proved just how important of sub editors are. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No lack of audience 

The important thing to remember though is that the mainstream media is not suffering from lack 

of readers/viewers (a common misperception). Although newspaper sales have declined hugely 

and revenue has dramatically reduced due to loss of advertising, several recent surveys show 

that people still use the mainstream media as their major source of news (even if they’re guided 

by friends and family on social media in terms of what they actually watch/read/listen to). 

A 2016 report by the News and Media Research Centre (University of Canberra) indicates that 

Australians still use television (broadcast and cable) as their primary news source, with social 

media channels a close second. But while people use social media to find the latest news, they 

still cite mainstream media channels as their main news source. Naturally there is an age 

relationship with younger people increasingly going online for their news, though video still ranks 

highly.  

The latest data from Neilsen shows that News.com.au is still the most popular online news site 

for Australians, with more than 5 million unique viewers per month. 

Spot the error 

https://www.canberra.edu.au/research/faculty-research-centres/nmrc/research/digital-news-report-australia-2016
http://www.nielsen.com/au/en/press-room/2016/entertainment-sites-surge-in-april-digital-ratings-monthly.html
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Australians are very keen on science and health content 

The appetite for science, technology and health stories is still very strong as the table below 

from the News and Media Research Centre shows (2016 data), with health and science 4th and 

5th on the list respectively and well above sports and celebrity news. 
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But! Trust in institutions and media is falling globally 

The latest trust barometer released by market research company, Edelman, in January indicates 

a crisis in trust in institutions that is sweeping the world. Trust in business, government, NGOs, 

and media is at an all time low in almost all developed countries, with Australia showing one of 

the biggest declines globally. The mainstream media gets a particular hammering and this may 

impact on their audience share in future. 

According to Edelman and others, a lack of trust in institutions leads to a belief that “the system” 

is failing and makes people more vulnerable to fear (and a sense that their institutions won’t 

protect them). This in turn leads to support for populist governments lead by larger-than-life, anti-

establishment personalities who capitalise on fear to build their support base. Such populist 

movements are currently being seen in a number of countries. The biggest fears identified in 

Australia are immigration, globalization and the erosion of social values. The social media echo 

chambers that people dwell in then act to amplify these fears. 

Relevant to the echo chamber effect is a trend of increasing trust in “individuals like me” as a 

source of information and news. For the first time since the trust barometer began eleven years 

ago peers, family and friends are considered just as credible as independent experts as sources 

of trusted information.  

 

“…the universal proliferation of fake news on social media is compounded by the 

fact that many people believe that the results from search engines are more 

credible that information collated by editors and journalists.” 

Edelman 2017 Trust Survey - Australia 

 

 

http://www.edelman.com/trust2017/
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State of science journalism 

Though there are no official statistics on the number of science journalists in Australia, the 

AusSMC has been keeping track of their movements informally. We currently have 10 science 

news reporters who work in mainstream media outlets registered with the AusSMC. This is down 

from approximately 50 in 2010. There are others working in the environment, health and 

technology space but these rounds have seen similar (and in some cases worse) declines. Many 

journalists registered with AusSMC are now freelancers who write occasionally for mainstream 

media but are not embedded in news rooms. The consequence of this is that there are now 

fewer journalists left to fight for science stories in editorial meetings and many stories lack 

narrative because they’re being covered by general reporters with little background in science. 

The importance of working with, and helping non-specialist reporters to cover science is now 

greater than it’s ever been. 
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Silver lining from fake news? 

While the Edelman report indicates declining trust in media in Australia there are signs that the 

meteoric increase in fake news that swamped social media networks in the past 12 months have 

actually given a boost to credible media outlets, at least in the US. While a recent Monash 

University study showed that Donald Trump supporters are more likely to believe ‘news’ coming 

from Trump and his support base, there is clearly a growing trend to seek news from reliable, 

credible sources. And this includes old fashioned media outlets doing traditional journalism. 

Subscriptions to The New Yorker increased by 85% in the first month of 2017 and well-known 

American news outlets from the New York Times and The Washington Post to Vanity Fair have 

all seen similar bursts of support and increasing share prices. Many mastheads now use their 

ability to counter fake news and ‘alternative truth’ as a selling point. 

It’s too early to say if a similar reaction will take place in Australia, though interestingly March 

has already seen strong support for Seven West Media with shares up 4.4 per cent, and Nine 

Entertainment, up 3 per cent. And ABC news online and Ninemsn have frequently hit audience 

figures of 6 million per month in recent times. After the usual most visited sites (Google, 

Youtube, Facebook, Wikipedia, Gumtree etc), the current most visited news websites in 

Australia are ABC, news.com.au, nine.com.au and the SMH. So online news is still alive and 

well in terms of audience share. 

 

The upshot 

We clearly need to monitor the situation in Australia in terms of fake news in the science space. 

While most of the fake news being discussed recently is political in nature, it doesn’t take much 

to imagine similar techniques being employed to undermine science, especially when it enters 

the political domain. Of course this has already happened in some fields such as climate 

science. 

Given the enormity of the fake news and “twisted truth“ problem and its potential to do major 

damage to the credibility of science, I believe Australian orgs need to band together and 

collaborate to counter it. We also need to support independent, investigative journalism in any 

way that we can. While credible institutions can now employ journalists to create their own direct 

to public news channels, nothing beats investigative reporting in terms of uncovering falsehoods 

and countering misinformation.  

https://www.scimex.org/newsfeed/fake-news-is-believable-out-of-the-mouth-of-trump
https://www.scimex.org/newsfeed/fake-news-is-believable-out-of-the-mouth-of-trump

