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4.1.  
LOCAL PUBLIC COMMUNICATION FILLING 
THE GAP FROM VANISHING LOCAL MEDIA.  
A DEMOCRACY DILEMMA IN SWEDEN

Carina Tenor
Gunnar Nygren

In a Swedish municipality building, a former Managing Editor from commercial tel-
evision channel TV4 is working as Head of Communications for the municipality, 
along with several colleagues, all of whom have experience from television broad-
casting. These days, the municipality invests considerable resources into creating 
video content to provide citizens with information, “and we know how effectively 
pictures talk to people’s emotions”. The municipality’s Facebook page has already 
been awarded a prize, and now everyone is hoping for a prize-winning website as 
well, with pictures and videos.

Traditionally, local government has been considered the single most important 
news source for local newspapers. Local media is now experiencing a decline, both 
in the newspapers’ reporting and reach, and local municipalities are at the same 
time expanding their public administration through the strategic use of informa-
tion and communication technology (ICT). Investing in news production is often 
motivated as fulfilling a democratic obligation. One typical comment is: “The citi-
zens have the right to know how their local taxes are being spent”. 

In this chapter, we examine local news from a non-media-centric vantage point: 
how are changes in the local media environment perceived by public communica-
tion officials in local municipalities in Sweden? 

Because they work locally with communications, public officials in Sweden’s 290 
municipalities have unique knowledge of the local news operations. A survey of all 
these municipalities in 2016 asked how they perceived changes in local media cov-
erage of municipalities and their own role. We were surprised already at the begin-
ning of the study by some of the remarks. Posing the well-known question: “Who 
is filling the news gap?”, one of the answers was: “We are”.

In fact, this study shows a variety of strategies that public officials are applying 
as they undertake the role of providing community news. They might be acting as 
public servants, i.e. looking out for local democracy, but they will never be inde-
pendent or able to scrutinize their own organisation. The quotation below is from 
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a former TV4 employee, now head of Communications in a commuting munici-
pality near a large city:

We work with community information in a professional manner – but 
just because it is broadcasting does not mean we are still doing jour-
nalism. It breaks my heart to see local journalism being impoverished.

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the relationship between local political 
power, local media and the citizens in the on-going crisis for local media. The focus 
in this chapter is the role of public information in local municipalities in relation to 
local media, and the consequences for local democracy. 

Questions consider include: How do public officials perceive changes in the local 
media landscape? To what extent are local municipalities and their pubic officials 
taking over parts of the functions from a declining local media – and what can-
not be salvaged? How can the changes in the local media ecology influence local 
democracy and the possibilities for citizens to hold their political representatives 
responsible?

The Nordic model of local media

In Sweden, as in the entire Nordic region, daily newspapers historically have held 
a very strong position. Newspaper reading has for many years been among the high-
est in Europe, and in 2014 Sweden placed second in the EU Barometer of media use 
with 70% of the respondents answering that they read a newspaper every day (Euro-
barometer, 2014). This strong newspaper industry was mostly locally--anchored, 
and the local newspaper was the marketplace for the local community and the 
square for the local public sphere (Weibull, 2000). Local newspapers were never 
under the dominance of national media companies, even during the era when party 
press newspapers were locally connected (Gustafsson, 1996). These local newspa-
pers were also for many years sources of high profits, with local monopolies pro-
ducing returns of 15–20%. 

Press subsidies and a strong public service sector were also important parts of the 
Swedish model. Thanks to state press subsidies, the second-largest newspaper was 
able to survive in many regions. Since the 1960s, public service radio and TV have 
expanded with a network of regional news outlets, and today there are 27 regional 
radio stations and 21 regional news shows airing on public service TV. 

Still, the news in public service channels is more regional than local, and 
public service lacks the strong local connections developed by newspapers 
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(Nygren & Appelgren, 2015). Behind the state support for newspapers and pub-
lic service has been a strong political emphasis on the role of media in democratic 
processes. Since the press subsidies were introduced in the 1970s, state committees 
have many times defined the important role of media in providing information for 
citizens, creating spheres for public debate and scrutinizing all types of power in 
society (Weibull & Wadbring, 2014).

Much like the other newspapers in the western world, newspapers in Sweden have 
been in decline for the past 20 years. About 40% of the circulation has been lost since 
the peak in 1989. Revenue from advertisements has decreased even more, by almost 
50%. Newspapers in the three metropolitan areas have had the largest decrease in 
circulation, especially the two daily tabloids, Aftonbladet and Expressen. Local and 
regional newspapers have managed better, both with regard to advertising and paid 
circulation, but the general trend is still one of decline, even if the development is 
uneven and some regional newspapers still make good profits (Sweden, 2016, p. 80). 

Despite this, there has been no widespread closing of local newspapers in Swe-
den; only two local newspapers closed in recent years (Folket and Dagbladet, both 
the second-largest papers in their respective towns). Instead, there has been a strong 
concentration in ownership. More than every second newspaper/media house has 
changed owners since 2000, and the eight largest groups have increased their share 
of circulation from 71% to 89%. These eight groups now control 76 of 93 daily news-
papers (Ohlsson, 2016). 

The State Committee on Media Policy 2016 concludes that the most important 
structural change in the newspaper market is the transfer of power from local media 
companies to the central level of large media conglomerates. In this development, 
there is a conflict between the central pressure for more rational and coordinated 
production and the demand for the newspapers to be locally anchored (Sweden, 
2016, pp. 76–80). With this centralized production, it is still possible to keep many 
titles, although a large part of the content is the same within the same group of 
newspapers (Nygren & Appelgren, 2015).

One important change in this process is the reduction in the number of news-
rooms. Between 2004 and 2014, the number of journalists in daily newspapers 
decreased by 25%, a figure that is even larger in the local offices. More than one-
third of all local offices for newspapers have been shut down over the past ten years 
(Nygren & Althén, 2014, p. 26). This has been part of a centralization of content 
production; local newspapers are increasingly produced and printed in a few places 
with parts of the content being similar in many titles. 

In regional radio and TV, the situation is more complex. The only commercial 
channel with news production (TV4) closed all 21 regional newsrooms in 2014 
arguing that regional news was not profitable and 140 TV journalists lost their 
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jobs. In public service, the situation is more stable. The number of journalists has 
increased slightly, and SVT has opened a number of new local newsrooms in the 
expanding metropolitan areas (Nygren & Appelgren, 2015). 

This crisis for local journalism is similar in many countries in Western Europe 
(Nielsen, 2015), but in contrast to, for example, the UK, Sweden legacy media still 
has a relatively strong position due to the heritage of the Nordic model, with locally 
anchored newspapers and strong public service.

Political power and media independence

In the liberal model of media systems, media is regarded to be the “fourth estate”, 
independent and able to scrutinize political power. State influence and the degree 
of political parallelism is low, and the professionalization of journalism is strong 
(Hallin & Mancini, 2004). The theoretical basis for this independence has been 
formulated in political science, for example by Robert A. Dahl (1989). Two of his 
five criteria for a democratic process are based on the existence of independent 
media – the need for an informed understanding and citizen control of the public 
agenda. This means a need for alternative information sources in society, i.e. sources 
independent from political power. Without these independent sources, democ-
racy becomes an empty shell, according to Dahl. The liberal model of journalism is 
based on these assumptions, expressed by, for example, Kovach and Rosenstiehl in 
Elements of Journalism. One of their nine basic principles is that journalism must 
serve as an independent monitor of power (2001, p. 111). 

The Swedish media system has developed from a different starting point, a tradi-
tion of a party press and close ties between media and the political system (Rydén 
& Gustafsson, 2010). This has perhaps been even more obvious in local journalism 
than in national media. In the 1960s, local newspapers connected to local political 
power were strongly criticised for hiding important information and being a tool 
for local politicians (Furhoff, 1963). In the 1950s and 1960s, it was common for 
the local reporter covering the municipality to also be active in local politics and 
a member of community boards. These ties between local politics and local news-
papers were also visible later, but have gradually been replaced by a professional 
model of relations (Nygren, 1999). 

Strong newspapers and expanding public service were the basis for the pro-
fessionalization of journalism from the 1960s onwards (Djerf-Pierre & Weibull, 
2001). The party press gradually vanished, and the professional journalistic ideol-
ogy replaced old journalists connected to parties (Nygren, 2008). The media sys-
tem developed to be very close to the ideal model described by Hallin and Mancini 
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(2004), as democratic corporatist. The backbone of this system has been the local 
and regional media forming a strong infrastructure for local democracy. This role 
of media gives the political system grounds to argue for both a strong public service 
and some kind of press subsidies to support diversity in the local media landscape. 
In 2017, a new state inquiry suggested that new types of financial media help resist 
the decline of media (SOU, 2016, p. 80).

The corporatist media model emphasises the responsibility of media. Local 
media has been part of the local elite, even after the newspapers’ visible party con-
nections disappeared. This can be seen in a content analysis of media coverage of 
local municipalities, where local officials and politicians have had a strong dom-
inance as a source (Nygren, 2003). The perspective of the authorities dominated 
the news flow, and citizens were portrayed more as passive actors. The local media 
and local politics were for a long time part of the same local establishment (Sjölin, 
1985; Nygren, 2003). This gradually changed at the end of the 20th century and local 
media took on a more independent role, but the commitment to the role of media 
in democracy and political processes is still strong.

Independent journalists and news management

Today, political influence in legacy media is low. Political parties no longer own 
newspapers and media is based on commercial grounds. Reporters seldom men-
tion political actors or political connections to the media company as an obstacle 
for publishing (Dobek-Ostrowska, 2015). The ideal of being a watchdog has evolved 
to be the most important ideal among Swedish journalists over the past 20–30 years 
(Wiik, 2010). On the local level, however, this independence still can be questioned. 
The expanding sphere of hyperlocal media outlets is often produced by semi-pro-
fessionals, who position themselves closer to the local community and local actors 
(Leckner & Nygren, 2016b).

There has been another simultaneous development within the public authori-
ties, namely that of a professionalization of communication. This is part of a gen-
eral development in society where news management has become more important 
for all kinds of actors in order to influence the public image of their organisation 
(Falkheimer, 2012). For local and regional authorities, it is also part of an increased 
market-liberal perspective, where the public image is important for the develop-
ment of the area. Also, in the organisational structures of the public sector, market 
mechanisms make the public image more important as public schools and health 
care compete for customers. Citizens have become customers, and in that process 
news management becomes more important in the public sector (Nygren, 1999).
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The result has been a rapid increase in public communication in local communi-
ties. In ten years (2004–2014), the number of communicators has more than dou-
bled, and today they outnumber the total size of local newsrooms. For example, in 
Gothenburg, Sweden’s second largest city, there are 145 communicators employed 
by the city, far more than the number of reporters on the only daily newspaper, 
Göteborgsposten. In Gävle, a mid-size town with two local newspapers, there are 
3 journalists employed to improve the identity of citizens in Gävle. “Media does not 
have a monopoly on telling the story of what is happening in our town”, the Head 
of Communications explained (Sundling, 2015).

Strong sources at the local level

The municipalities in Sweden differ in both size and scope. For example, the smallest 
municipality has a population of 2,500, while the largest, the capital Stockholm, has 
923,000 inhabitants. These disparities aside, the municipality is a local political arena 
for how to use taxpayers’ money, a provider of welfare services and a big employer. In 
the 1990s, even more operations were transferred from the national government to 
the municipality sector. The local council is therefore an important source for local 
news, facilitated through the Freedom of Information Act, which dates back to 1766.

In the 1990s, as much as one-third of the local news articles were estimated to 
contain reporting on the activities of the local government. A study of 20 local and 
regional Swedish newspapers in 1998 found 211 articles in one day (7–20/title), 
with a higher number in the smaller outlets. On average, 2.25 of these articles made 
the front page (Nygren, 1999). In the period 2001–2015, a key word search in the 
Retriever database (archive for newspaper and online publishing) indicates that 
15–20% of the local news contains some aspect of local politics (Bergvall, 2015).

The role of the Swedish municipality reporter has changed over time, from 
a silent note-taker in political board meetings in the 1960s to writing more inde-
pendent, critical articles in the 1980s and still in the 2000s. (Ekström, Johansson, 
& Larsson, 2006). A shift in the work methods towards more interviews is consid-
ered one factor that altered the balance between local journalists and politicians/
officials, but the news flow was still mostly initiated by sources in the local author-
ities. In a study of municipality news in local newspapers from the late 1990s six 
out of ten news articles were initiated by the municipality and only two out of ten 
from the news editor (Larsson, 1998). Another study shows that one-third of the 
articles could be considered investigative in some aspect, but only one out of ten as 
scrutinizing. It seems like the reporter often was occupied by routines of covering 
on-going public affairs, rather than doing investigative journalism (Nygren, 1999). 
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In an interview study with local journalists and local public officials and politi-
cians from the late 1990s, Larsson sees similarities in the symbiosis between special 
reporters and their sources at national institutions – but locally an even stronger 
emphasis on reciprocity. He calls this the hypothesis of a latitude playing field (i.e. 
spelrumshypotes). In this interplay, both counterparts are allowed to act in their 
own interest, temporarily assuming a more dominant position. The relationship 
is described as a mutual understanding of each other’s professional values and its 
importance for local democracy. Representatives of the local government were also 
more positive towards the specialized reporter on local affairs, not only because of 
their deeper knowledge, but also due to more predictable reporting. 

News media can be regarded as a channel for messages from the local council to 
the citizens. In order to do more challenging investigative and independent jour-
nalism, the reporter probably would have to leave the limited latitudinal playing 
field. The conclusion is that municipality reporters could not actually be described 
as totally independent from local power (Larsson, 1998). 

Despite this mutual dependency, local media serves an important role as a watch-
dog for local power. During recent decades, there have been a large number of 
cases where local media uncovered the abuse of public funding when leading pol-
iticians used public money for private consumption. Local newspapers have also 
revealed corruption in politics and public housing (Citron, 1999; Nygren, 1999; 
Citron, Carlquist, & Hjelmgren, 2014). Research in local media has also defined 
the watchdog function as more than just doing this kind of investigative journal-
ism. Being a watchdog is more than producing one kind of media content – even 
the very presence of the media has an effect on the level of corruption. Media inde-
pendently choose what subjects to cover, thus creating a public arena where critical 
voices are heard and legitimated beside the voice of power (Nygren, 2003). Even if 
local media seldom produce large investigative stories, their role as an independent 
watchdog in the local community is important.

Methods

The material of this empirical study contains responses from all of Sweden’s 
290 municipalities, in 21 regional counties. Information about the study and the 
questions were sent in advance by e-mail, informing participants of a follow-up 
telephone call, but also giving the option to answer in writing if the respondents 
preferred this instead. This led to 154 telephone interviews and 136 e-mail conversa-
tions from the period between November 2015 and June 2016, a 100% response rate.
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The main objective of the study was to create a database of local Swedish news 
media titles. The questionnaire (see Appendix) therefore aimed to map traditional 
and new local media outlets in the respondents’ municipalities (facts) but also 
the perceived experiences of the changes and the current state of local journal-
ism (views) as well as changes in the local government’s communication (internal 
strategies).

The respondents in this study are public officials, working with information 
and communication duties towards the press or in general. The supposition that 
they often have a good overview and knowledge of the local media and journal-
ists proved to be productive. Due to the disparities of Swedish municipalities, the 
officials answering the questionnaire hold different work positions, depending on 
whether there was a Communications department in the actual local council organ-
isation (Tenor, 2016).

Likewise, the size of the municipality matters for public officials’ possibilities to 
obtain knowledge of all the smaller media outlets and start-ups. Personal and pro-
fessional background, age, employment terms and experience are also important 
when comparisons with the past and views on journalism were made. The per-
spectives also vary; some interviewees distinctly said that they expressed their own 
personal views, while other referred to on-going discussions among both public 
employees and politicians in the local government.

The questions about changes in the media coverage and internal strategies were 
voluntary. Many of the interviewees, however, did show a great deal of dedication to 
these matters and were keen to share their experiences and views on the changing 
media landscape. Only about 15 respondents chose to inform us on local media out-
lets without further commenting. However, the material is comprehensive, and as 
new responses were added, they did not alter or bring any new perspective as such 
to the views on local journalism or internal communication strategies. 

The material was successively compiled into overviews of 21 counties. Finally, 
the observations and comments on changes and strategies were summarised into 
different themes in order to answer the research questions of this chapter. 

The quotations in this paper are anonymized, except for the respondent’s work 
title and the municipality’s classification according to the Swedish Association of 
Local Authorities and Regions (2017).

How do public officials perceive changes in the local media landscape
In general, public officials mainly aim their expectations related to everyday report-
ing on the journalists of the regional or local newspaper. There is simply a smaller 
number of daily local news in regional radio and television broadcasting compared 
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with newspapers and their online editions. Public service is therefore perceived 
as doing more episodic coverage and/or a reporting on breaking news. However, 
in areas where public officials express discontent with the newspaper’s online pay 
wall, public service was sometimes described as increasingly important for demo-
cratic reasons.

The mapping of the Swedish media landscape also illuminated a broad range of 
smaller players. The project identified almost 190 titles outside the big media com-
panies, from the traditional free sheet to the online news start-up. The free sheet, 
even the advertorial leaflet, could be regarded as an increasingly important chan-
nel for local updates, especially in terms of reach. Initiatives like local news sites 
and small subscription newspapers were welcomed, but seldom described as filling 
the news gap left by the withdrawal of traditional newspapers. This was the case 
even in small municipalities, fortunate enough to have a hyperlocal news site run 
by a professional journalist.

[The site] is fulfilling the need rather well, but at the same time, per-
haps due to the fact that it is not traditional, it is experimenting a little 
bit more with journalism. The site is good, but not really the same. You 
could say it fills half of what the regional newspaper left. 

(Head of Communications in a municipality near  
a medium-sized town)

Another common and spontaneous remark was the increasing importance of social 
media in the local media landscape. Much of the exchange of local news and views 
were now perceived to operate on Facebook. In Sweden, local Facebook groups 
seem to be thriving in almost every village, town and city. Some of these groups 
were described as decent and self-regulating, others as more of agenda-setting as 
well as rumour mongers. A common approach was to stay up-to-date on the activ-
ities in the larger local groups, but avoid interfering. The view on social media as 
a phenomenon varies a lot in the interview material, and the stance is both complex 
and sometimes contradictory. Expressly supporting the ideals of free speech, pub-
lic officials could still get frustrated watching commotions caused by, in their view, 
unsubstantiated facts on public affairs.

Social media outrage can be caused without any reason. As a represen-
tative of a local government and responsible for the use of taxpayers’ 
money, I think supervision is important – but it should be done with 
credible sources and through thorough investigations. 

(Communicator in a municipality near a small town)
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There are several examples of public communications officials who are concerned 
about the effects of citizens getting information through social media instead of the 
channels for professional journalism, as well as the difficulties to make amendments:

Earlier, you just contacted the newsroom, now you don’t have a clue 
how the misinformation is continuously spreading. 

(Head of Communications in a municipality near a large city)

To summarise thus far, an increasing importance of regional public service broad-
casting, local free sheets and social media as well as an emerging, but still modest, 
sector of other local news operations are all examples of changes in the local media 
landscape noted by public communications officials in Sweden. 

Nevertheless, and not surprisingly, the major effect on the local coverage is due 
to the decline of the local newspaper. Among Sweden’s 290 municipalities there 
is a broad range of experiences, from status quo to stressed-out reporters or total 
abandonment.

As mentioned earlier, the everyday reporting on a local government is mainly 
expected from the local newspaper. The necessity to fill local pages is one practi-
cal explanation.

In the printed edition of the regional newspaper, there is one page dedi-
cated to our municipality six days a week. That makes it, of course, in 
their interest to get information from us, the local government, in order 
to fill the page. The radio fills it anyway, so to speak. 

(Communication strategist in a municipality near a small town)

The coverage of local politics and matters that affect citizens is of course seen as an 
important mission for the local reporter. However, practical reasons can further 
enhance the priority given to municipality news, such as an urge for news updates 
on a daily basis, even in areas where nothing much happens. “In a rural area, the 
news from the municipality is sort of big news, it’s not the same thing in a big city”. 
Open access to a lot of information also makes it easier to obtain news from the 
public sector compared to other sectors. As a result, the public communicator can 
experience a smooth operation: 

We don’t even have to send press releases; they take the information 
straight from the updates on our official web site. (...) It is incredibly 
convenient. 

(Communicator in a municipality near a medium-sized town)
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As will later be clarified, opinions on the ideal relationship between the public 
communications and the newsroom do differ among the respondents. Journalis-
tic work routines described above as “convenient” could also be remarked upon 
as alarming. 

But let us go back to the experienced changes in the coverage of local and regional 
newspapers. Some of the public officials describe how local newspaper journalists 
still visit the municipality building on a daily basis, taking a short stroll from the 
local newsroom across the street. The purpose is often to check the daily incoming 
mail at the registrar’s office, but also to chat with employees or the local mayor – in 
a similar way as described in a study of 18 Swedish municipality reporters in the 
1990s (Nygren, 1999). These examples are becoming rare, however, and are rather 
a depiction of the past, as one of the respondents pointed out: 

The local journalists are gone. You do not find them in the corridor any 
more, trying to peek into my room and the documents on my desk. 
Now, the reporters only arrive if something big has happened. 

(Administrative director in a municipality near  
a medium-sized town)

Parts of the densely populated area around Stockholm have been described as news 
deserts (Nygren, 2003). In this area, when public officials refer to “the local paper”, 
they are mostly referring to the growing sector of weekly local free sheets, most of 
them belonging to the Mitt i and Direktpress chains. The work routine of these local 
journalists is often described in similar terms as in other parts of the country. When 
one of the respondents reflects on the differences, it has more to do with the num-
ber of staff and the frequency of publishing.

Our relationship with the media is OK. They call us to become informed 
on different matters, and we sometimes send them press releases. But, 
of course, they don’t have the same possibilities to cover us as a local 
newspaper with six editions a week and a big newsroom would have. 

(Head of Communications in a commuting  
municipality near a large city)

The decline of the newspapers has affected the local coverage in most parts of 
Sweden. Decreasing resources have led to fewer journalists – but there are some 
distinctions to be made in how the public officials describe the consequences of 
downsizing and centralization of newsrooms. 
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The comments can be grouped into four different attitudes:
1. Respect and/or sympathy. The public employee sees “their” local journalist 

really making an effort to maintain quality, despite enlarged geographical 
areas and additional multichannel work tasks – like filming, live reporting 
and social media interaction. Local newsrooms are severely diminished, but 
still appreciated as doing a decent job and keeping their integrity.

2. Disappointment and dejection. Many municipalities experience fewer vis-
its from reporters, or journalists present only during office hours. In some 
cases, the lack of a local newsroom, or even a dedicated reporter, enhances 
the feeling of being invisible or relegated to the periphery. Some respondents 
would define their municipalities as news deserts, abandoned by the media. 
“We do not exist, it is as simple as that”.

3. Astonishment and disrespect. The newspaper is still delivering news – but 
what news? In the process of downsizing and the search for online revenues, 
traditional newspapers can be considered to have lost their self-confidence 
and original purpose. Superficial subjects and click-baiting headlines are 
two concerns. One communicator said: “There is more news about giving 
away bouquets or voting for the cutest kitten than of serious reporting on 
important society matters. Why they do this is beyond my understanding. 
It is sad” (Communicator in a municipality near a medium-sized town).

4. Contentment or gratitude. As implied before, a lot of reporting is being done 
on the municipalities of Sweden, and some local public officials describe the 
state of the local coverage as sufficient or even good. Aware of the develop-
ment in other parts of the country, they can express gratitude for still not 
having lost their local newspaper or local reporter. One of those municipal-
ities has less than 6,000 inhabitants: “It makes you wonder what will happen 
to the coverage of such a small municipality as ours without a local journal-
ist. Having one today is quite remarkable“(Communicator/administrator in 
a municipality near a small town).

A lot of reporting can of course be efficiently done from a distance, but many inter-
viewees describe an increasing orientation towards the centres of the regions. This 
movement is not exclusive for the sparsely populated areas and local newspapers, 
it is also found at the national level. Cities like Gothenburg and Malmo are also 
experiencing an increasingly centric perspective in the national media, with a sin-
gle-eyed focus on the capital Stockholm.

The concentration of ownership in the Swedish media industry has also had 
its effect on local reporting. The description of the local media in the study often 
sounds like this: Yes, we have two (or three) different newspapers here, but the 
content is almost similar. More and more local articles are run in several different 
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newspapers, belonging to the same media company. This is not always considered 
negatively, as some public officials welcome the idea that news from their commu-
nity gets more widely spread in the area.

What is possible for public communications
Keeping citizens informed on public affairs has previously been, of course, an 
important task for local governments. ICT provides new possibilities for citizens 
and the local council to interact, which also demands more work staff in the sector 
of public communications. The increasing number of public employees informing 
citizens in relation to the decreasing number of local journalists has led to a public 
debate in several areas in Sweden. The public officials, not surprisingly, regard the 
comparison as somewhat unfair. The two trends should be seen as separate results 
of the digital revolution, not one responding to the other. Many public employees 
work with web- based services, and the purpose is not to overpower the resources 
of local journalists, but to meet the demands of the citizens. However, this respon-
sibility can sometimes be extended to “journalism”, especially in municipalities, 
which consider the local newspaper to have abandoned them. 

Other public officials, content with the local reporting, did express less of a con-
cern for developing new information strategies. Still, “taking the initiative” is one 
well-used expression by public communicators in different contexts. It could refer 
to officials admitting errors instead of trying to hide them, as part of a professional 
work ethic. 

It could also be used in terms of defining the local community. Sometimes, “tak-
ing the initiative” means publishing an official version of a reported news story, 
or even trying to anticipate forthcoming publishing based on questions asked by 
reporters, with the suspicion being that the coverage probably will be misleading 
and negative. 

Combining this with the four different attitudes towards local media changes, the 
main approaches that were observed can be described as follows:

1. Respect and/or sympathy. Working as professional communicators, but also 
trying to facilitate the work of the local journalists.

2. Disappointment and dejection. Develop channels mainly outside the legacy 
media, with a focus on updating the citizens on local affairs. 

3. Astonishment and disrespect. Develop channels mainly outside the legacy 
media, and publish their own version of news stories, e.g. in order to amend 
the public image of the local council.

4. Contentment or gratitude. Not experiencing any urgent need to change com-
munications strategies.
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These groups should not be seen as categorical; facilitating the work of local jour-
nalists and developing channels outside legacy media do not have to be contradic-
tory. Some of the communicators had no complaints about the local coverage – but 
considering the decreasing readership, they still wanted to put more resources into 
providing information directly to citizens. 

Facilitating the work of journalists can be done in various manners: by providing 
accurate information without delays, ensuring access to local politicians and man-
agers for interviews and encouraging an open climate in the local government. But 
the service can also be more practical, such as providing the local news outlets with 
ready-to-publish press releases. 

As mentioned before, some of the interviewees were former journalists, in some 
ways working with a similar approach: conducting interviews, taking photographs, 
writing as correctly and interestingly as possible. The results are sometimes offered 
as a service to local news outlets. 

These examples of free “journalism” came mostly from smaller municipalities 
in sparsely populated areas. But as the interviews proceeded, it became more and 
more evident that many municipalities in Sweden have begun to apply strategies to 
compensate for the lack of resources in local media.

It is perhaps not surprising that some of the free sheets gladly publish news 
articles on public affairs that are produced by the local council, who is also their 
big advertising client. But many interviewees described the increasing use of their 
press releases in subscription newspapers as well. Entire articles, including text 
and photographs that are published on the municipality’s website are sometimes 
copy-pasted by some of the local newspapers without a news editor even asking 
for permission. 

As referred to earlier, some of the public officials actually describe the official 
website as the most vital provider of local news in the area. In one example, a for-
mer local journalist was employed as a “public writer”, to report on local events in 
a fair and independent way. 

We write about everything, big and small, meaning information from 
the local government of course, but also other news, from local associ-
ations, businesses, the parish and so on. 

(Communicator in a municipality near a medium-sized town)

But changing the role is not always a smooth operation. The respondent in another 
municipality remarked: “There is still an internal self-perception that news is some-
thing in the newspaper, nothing we can produce ourselves” (Communicator in 
a municipality near a small town).
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To produce local news is not an overall ambition among the Swedish munici-
palities. Even without journalistic pretentions, many official websites contain ele-
ments resembling online journalism: news updates, current alerts, articles, videos, 
live broadcasting and so on. Many of the interviewees remark that they themselves, 
or a colleague, used to work as a journalist. They now use their professional tool kit 
to adopt the messages from the local council to mediatized citizens.

However, some respondents witness that efforts to launch websites for news 
stories, or actually evaluating e online visitor behaviour, have led to discourag-
ing conclusions. Even if readership is decreasing and the citizens’ media habits are 
becoming more and more diverse, the local newspapers, print and online, still seem 
to have a superior reach in many local areas. This has led some municipalities to 
the insight that traditional media still plays an important role in reaching citizens.

This experience is confirmed by a recent national survey on the use and impor-
tance of local media (Leckner & Nygren, 2016a). It found that the website of the 
municipality is not used very often, with only six per cent of the population using 
it several times a week, and these being mostly those under 50 with other digital 
news habits. But a larger share considers the municipality website to be impor-
tant, namely 30% of the population. Even if the use is not frequent, people see it as 
important for service information and updates.

Social media – Giving publishing power to the municipality
Social media seems to alter the picture, or at least even out the odds. If citizens do 
not regularly visit the official website of the municipality, news can travel through 
shared links. Nearly every municipality in Sweden (but not all) have official social 
media accounts and aim to increase the number of followers in order to reach out 
with important information. 

One strategy is to simply pay Facebook for geographically targeted advertis-
ing, while another is to share popular content. One successful example is the small 
municipality that posted a picture of the Northern lights, which resulted in over 
100,000 interactions. This was not its primary intent but rather a strategy to increase 
future reach. 

Even the inhabitants are sometimes described as local news providers, as they 
are sharing information and spreading links in social media. Some municipalities 
even used their official social media account for sharing links to news media, when 
a story has a connection with the area, for example coverage of a local sports hero 
winning a competition or an article informing about delays in public transport.

One local communication official in a small town described a special situation, 
where a refugee accommodation would open in the area. Instead of relying on the 
local news channels, public staff were on duty until midnight two nights in a row 
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to respond to the citizens’ questions and concerns through official social media 
accounts.

But mainly, social media is described as a great way for local governments to 
spread positive news and also gain the traditional media’s attention: “I share some 
news on Facebook, and the next minute I have a local reporter on the phone” (Com-
municator in a commuting municipality near a medium-sized town).

Consequences for local democracy
As public servants, many communicators express high expectations for the media 
fulfilling its role as watchdog, i.e. to challenge the system in order to make it better. 
The public officials and the local journalists could very well have their disagreements. 

Sometimes we cooperate other times I find them annoying – nothing 
to do anything about, only to accept. 

(Communicator in a rural municipality)

At the same time, public communicators and journalists often share values, such 
as the importance of local democracy and well-informed citizens. The lack of 
resources in the local media often leads to press releases getting published, perhaps 
only with some minor changes, sometimes leading to mixed emotions: being satis-
fied with the public message getting published as well alarmed by the lack of criti-
cal questions in doing so: 

I am not sure this is something positive. The result is that things are 
described as we want them to be, but is that good for the community?

(Communicator in a municipality near a large city)

Many of the democratic values are expressed implicitly by the respondents, like 
“independent journalism is important for democracy” and “investigations are for 
the common good”. In a more practical sense, phrases about the benefits of jour-
nalism are to keep the public officials alert, challenged and encouraged to do a bet-
ter job, “anything else would be boring”. The role of watchdog is also mentioned: 

Having a local newspaper gives us some kind of guarantee that (...) 
well, it makes things sound, to know that they are present and chec-
king up on us. 

(Communication manager  
in a commuting municipality near a large city)
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Even though public servants might describe themselves as dedicated to openness 
and democracy, they are well aware of the limits in their work. “We have to put 
everything in a positive light. Therefore, journalism is needed” (Communicator in 
a commuting municipality near a medium-sized town). Some also distance them-
selves from colleagues in the municipal building, sometimes perceived as being 
mostly relieved by less pressure from journalists. 

At the same time, the local officials seem to feel a certain responsibility to com-
pensate for the shortcomings of the local news media by offering content to chal-
lenged media outlets or targeted social media audiences. This coverage is not always 
limited to public affairs. This study shows a variety of strategies from the local 
government sector in the wake of declining local newspapers. A local community 
without local media is rather unthinkable for public officials. Viewing themselves 
as public servants of local democracy, they take more responsibility for providing 
news to the community 

At the same time, this presents them with a democratic dilemma. In their view, 
necessary preconditions for a democratic society are not only to share and provide 
easily accessible information on public affairs to the citizens, but also to be inves-
tigated, or at least reported on, by independent journalists. “We can improve our 
information strategies, but we will never be able to scrutinize ourselves”. (Informa-
tion secretary in a municipality near a medium-sized town)

Unable to fulfil this role, many public servants express major concern about 
the future. 

We talk about this quite a lot, both public employees and politicians. 
What will happen in the future? Who is going to have a voice? The 
loud? The rich? 

(Head of Communications in a medium-sized town)

Conclusions

The aim of this chapter is to investigate the relationship between local municipali-
ties and the local media and the consequences for local democracy. The questions 
to be answered is how public officials perceive changes in the local media landscape, 
to what extent local municipalities and their pubic officials are taking over parts of 
the functions from a declining local media – and what cannot be salvaged – plus 
how the changes in the local media ecology can influence local democracy and the 
possibilities for citizens to hold their political representatives responsible.
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The survey of all 290 Swedish local municipalities confirms the view of a local 
journalism in crisis. The public officials perceive a local media landscape where 
coverage is diminishing and fewer journalists are working more remotely to cover 
the local community and local politics. This influences the quality of local coverage; 
it becomes more superficial with distance. Journalists are more seldom present in 
the local community, and public communicators often see how the local newspa-
per publishes “information subsidies” from their own communication department. 

Still, legacy media is regarded to be the most important local media despite 
downsizing. New hyperlocals fill part of the gap left behind by declining newspa-
pers, but they cannot be compared to daily news delivered by professional journal-
ists. Hyperlocals are published less frequently and often are also regarded as having 
lower quality. This development of hyperlocals is similar to that in many other 
European countries, new semi-professional local media developing in areas where 
legacy media retreat (Williams & Harte, 2016). In metropolitan areas, weekly free 
newspapers are the only type of local media and they have a more professional level 
of coverage. Local authorities in large cities regard them to be “their” local media, 
when the large daily legacy media do not cover local issues. 

Naturally, there is a variety throughout Sweden. The views on local journalism 
also vary; and the comments have been grouped into four different attitudes 1) Sym-
pathy and respect for the struggling journalists, 2) Disappointment and a feeling of 
dejection, 3) Astonishment and disrespect, but also 4) Contentment and gratitude. 
In the latter, the officials often comment that they have noticed that other munici-
palities no longer have local journalists, and they are thankful that they still do have 
journalists covering them. The study shows that the municipalities’ strategies for 
public communication are also in part connected to this perception of quality in 
local journalism. To some extent they see a need to overtake the functions of declin-
ing local media, especially if they are disappointed or disrespectful (group 2 and 3).

But what is possible for public communicators in relation to this development? 
Here there is a clear ambivalence among many of these public servants. On one 
hand, they perceive their own role as becoming more important, the channels of 
public communication in municipalities are expanding to give citizens the infor-
mation they need, both as users of public services and as citizens in a democracy. 
Increased public information mostly on the websites of local municipalities can 
partly compensate for decreased local journalism. Some of the communicators see 
themselves as colleagues to journalists, and some in fact are former colleagues. 
Also, social media, mostly Facebook, is widely used to communicate with citizens.

On the other hand, there is a common understanding among many communica-
tors that they cannot be independent watchdogs of local authorities. This is a kind of 
democratic dilemma – public communication can more easily spread the message 
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of all good new initiatives taken from local politicians, but they cannot apply criti-
cal eyes to this kind of news. This leads to concern when newsrooms publish press 
releases without questions. Even though they get their official message through, 
communicators can view this in the broader perspective as a loss for local democ-
racy. This dilemma is articulated in many ways by communicators convinced that 
society needs strong, independent media organisations to scrutinise local power, 
but they cannot do anything but fulfil their own tasks in public information.

This leads to the last research question of consequences for democracy. History 
shows a close relationship between local newspapers and local politicians and offi-
cials in municipalities. Given this, it is not surprising that public communication 
officials in the municipalities try to take over some of the tasks of media as news-
rooms are downsized and local media offices close. Communication officials in the 
municipalities also share the ambivalence of journalists towards social media in 
terms of the risk for rumours and fake news spreading in local society.

There are also risks associated with this development. Professionalization gave 
journalists increased autonomy in relation to local power in politics and other 
spheres in local society. According to theories on the role of media as the fourth 
estate (Dahl, 1989; Kovach & Rosenstiehl, 2001), this development of weaker local 
media and stronger communication departments is negative for democracy in sev-
eral aspects: The control over the political agenda in the local community remains 
in the hands of the local municipality and the politicians. The watchdog role of 
journalism becomes weaker, and this creates greater possibilities for corruption 
and the abuse of power. Citizens become less informed about the more negative 
aspects of local power and have fewer opportunities to influence decisions in local 
government.

Weak or disappearing local media cannot be replaced by public communication 
officials, even if the intentions behind increased resources for communication in 
the municipalities are good. Public officials will never dig deep into corruption or 
controversial local political issues. They can achieve some kind of autonomy, but 
this is also challenged by news management strategies in a more market-driven 
public sector. The result is that public communication is unable to fulfil any of the 
four levels of the watchdog function, described in earlier research on local journal-
ism (Nygren, 2003).

There are also some uncertain factors in this development. It is too early to say 
that legacy media is disappearing, since they are still present in a majority of munic-
ipalities and public officials still regard their coverage as the most vital. For how 
long, though, depends on the future development of the media industry. However, 
new hyperlocals such as free newspapers, local blogs and websites are also emerg-
ing, offering citizens alternative information. Social media, -- for example local 
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groups on Facebook --, offer new platforms for local information, even if it is sel-
dom produced with journalistic standards (Firmstone & Coleman, 2015; Leckner 
& Nygren, 2016b). 

In the long run, new platforms can empower active citizens to build platforms 
for alternative public information. They will probably not be the same or as well-de-
veloped as professional journalism in the 20th century, but they will still offer pos-
sibilities for independent local communication – together and in parallel with an 
increased role of public officials in public communication. This will be close to what 
Chadwick describes as a hybrid media system (2013), where old and new media 
platforms develop their roles and functions in relation to new affordances of tech-
nology and economy.
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