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Preliminary remarks on the following recommendations

These recommendations were developed as part of the research project local journalism
and municipal communication in the digital transformation funded by the Swiss National
Science Foundation. This publication summarizes all the recommendations published
on the project website (http://localmedia.fhgr.ch). All recommmendations are aimed at the
Swiss local media and should help them to develop innovatively and sustainably in a
changing environment. The recommendations as well as those for the local
administrative administration, for the municipalities, can be found on our website

http://localcommunication.fhgr.ch

Methodology

The project local journalism and municipal communication in the digital transformation
was interdisciplinary and international (Switzerland, Germany, Austria, Italy, and France).
Furthermore, a combination of methods was used in this research project. For the
recommendations for the local media presented here, an online survey (2021/2022,
N=473) was first conducted. Twelve local media outlets in Switzerland were then
selected for an in-depth study. A one-day on-site observation (2023) was conducted in
eleven of the twelve local media outlets. In addition, a guided interview was conducted
with all selected local media outlets. The guided interviews were transcribed, translated
into German if needed and coded and analysed together with the field notes of the
observations in the software MAXQDA. The project partners from Germany, Austria,
Italy, and France also conducted guided interviews with selected local media outlets
from their respective countries and submitted one report per country. These
recommendations were then compiled based on the coding of the entire study material

and the reports from abroad.


http://www.localmedia.fhgr.ch/
http://localmedia.fhgr.ch/
http://localcommunication.fhgr.ch./

1.  Brand/image: be visible and tangible

1.1 Live and investigate locally (instead of making phone calls and
surfing online)

"The exchange with the audience takes place when you are there. When you're outside,
at an event, at an aperitif, talking to people, then, naturally, the exchange is there. |
spend a lot of time on the road, | like doing that too. [...] You then also notice a
relativization of the negative trend that is sometimes reflected in the figures. Then you
will be told that you are important, and that people wouldn't want to be without you.
And that's very inspiring.”

(Editor of Ziircher Oberland Medien AG, translated from German)

"When you engage in local journalism, you are forced to know the local well. You have
to experience everyday life alongside the politicians and local personalities. You are
almost forced to live locally. P1%, she lives in the middle of Nyon, in a very centrally
located apartment, she meets people all day long, people who are involved in local life.
She hears things every day when she drinks her coffee or goes shopping. People stop
her to talk to her and confide in her. P2* feels the same way. You seeg, all these things
are connected, you have to be in touch with people here. Local journalism is not the
work of people who spend 12 hours a day researching at their desk and then write
news stories based on excerpts from their browsing on the internet. They must go on
the ground and experience the country. However, there is a lot of journalism today that
is done remotely, sitting behind a computer. A bit like drone pilots who are very far
away from their field of work."
(Nyon Région Télévision responsible, *names of journalists P1 and P2 anonymized,

translated from French)

Anyone who works for a local medium should know the local population and local
stakeholders personally. Local journalism is not just a desk job - it is important to show
your face and network during interviews, research, but also at social events. The best

way to do this is to live in the area yourself. Those who live and work locally have
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contacts that go beyond mere work and office relationships. This is why developments,
especially in the USA, where "local reporters” publish "local" news for media products

nationwide, are extremely worrying.



1.2  Bringing the local media/local media brand to life on site, also
taking unconventional paths

Not only the media professionals, but the medium or its brand itself should be present
and tangible, for example through sponsorship, external events, and marketing
campaigns. In the summer of 2023, Radio Sldostschweiz (RSO) went into offices,
construction sites, etc. in hot weather and handed out free ice cream - from a cool bag
with the editorial logo and equipped with a camera, of course, so that the good deed and

marketing message could be recorded and there was material for a story.

At Radio Fréquence Jura, brand loyalty starts much earlier: The birth of a baby can be
reported to the station. The babies born in the region are then announced in the
corresponding section - in collaboration with the local bank, which makes a deposit into

the baby's account.

Examples:

e RSO ice cream day: www.suedostschweiz.ch/glacetag
e Annoncer une naissance at Radio Fréquence Jura:

www.rfj.ch/rfj/Services/Naissances.html


https://www.suedostschweiz.ch/glacetag
https://www.rfj.ch/rfj/Services/Naissances.html

1.3  Organize events

"We have big entertainment elements three times a year. So, the Easter egg hunt is a
classic for us. [..] It's amazing. In the fall, we do a hunting event, where we hide ten
cardboard animals.”

(CEQ Platform J, formerly Jungfrau Zeitung, translated from German)’

By organizing events, you can make your brand present, leave a good impression on
potential users, and produce content for your medium at the same time. These events
can be events such as a panel discussion, a public tour of your medium or an Easter egg

hunt for your users.

The Jungfrau Zeitung organizes such an egg hunt for a few days before Easter. On each
day, you can follow the clues from the medium and win an Easter egg with gifts, such
as a voucher for an overnight stay. The Nouvelliste offers another example of event
planning: Inits 7 semaine, 1 vallée series, the editorial team visited a different valley each

week and held a discussion round between the local public and the editor-in-chief there.

Examples:
e 71semaine, 1 valée: www.lenouvelliste.ch/les-dossiers/1-semaine-1-vallee/
e Egg hunt at the Jungfrau Zeitung: www.jungfrauzeitung.ch/artikel/188749/

e Mindener Tageblatt with a multi-part video series on the topic of justice/aspired
transmediality by combining it with events such as panel discussions:

www.mt.de/serien/gerechtigkeit

1In the following, the term Jungfrau Zeitung is used because this was still the name of the platform at the time of
the observation and the guideline interview.
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1.4  Maintain stakeholder relationships

"We have a program every Tuesday called ‘Faut voir avec le maire’. This means that
every Tuesday in the Matinale, the mayor of a municipality reports on his village and/or
projects related to his village.”

(Editor-in-chief at Radio Fréquence Jura, translated from French)

"The town of Uster invites us to lunch once a year, the mayor with the town clerk.
That's an important exchange.”

(Editor of Ziircher Oberland Medien AG, translated from German)

Stakeholder management is particularly important, especially at a local level. Good
relationships with business, politics, etc. can be established, for example, through an
annual informal exchange. Radio Fréquence Jura, for example, cultivates a
professionalized type of exchange with the series Faut voir avec le maire, which invites
the chairperson of a municipality in the Jura to appear on the show every week. This
gives the chairpersons airtime and, especially in small municipalities, the feeling that
they are being considered in the media. The radio, in turn, can build trust and a
relationship with the municipal presidents by visiting them on site and, if necessary,
obtain further interesting information 'off the record’, which can be a source for the next
report. Of course, this relationship building with stakeholders must be managed

professionally - journalistic independence must be always guaranteed.

Example:

e Faut voir avec le maire: www.rfj.ch/rfj/Actualite/Region/20231031-Faut-voir-avec-le-

maire-Val-Terbi.ntml
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2. Optimize the quality of journalistic content

2.1 Thinkabout diversity and milieus

"We have already advertised jobs in such a way that we give preference to people with
a migration background [...]."

(Editor at Bajour, translated from German)

The population throughout Switzerland is characterized by diversity. According to the
Federal Statistical Office (2023), 40% of the permanent resident population aged fifteen
and over had a migration background in 2022. This diversity of society is not yet
(strongly) reflected in many local media. Content should cover topics that appeal to the
entire population as much as possible. This does not necessarily mean that everyone
should always be addressed, but that certain sections of the population should be
deliberately targeted with certain content. Where many expats live, thought should be
given to how this social group can be reached and informed by the medium. tsdiri.ch, for
example, launched the pilot project Tsdri briefing in English by means of crowdfunding.
According to tsdri.ch, the project was very well received, but could not be financed
further. Ideas for involving different sections of the population or promoting
understanding between local residents and newcomers can also be found elsewhere:
Nyon Région Télévision has entered into an advertising partnership with an English
school and is now teaching the language and culture of Great Britain in its own program.
Grabenheinrich (2023) has recently dedicated an entire book to the topic of "Journalism
and Diversity"; other questions are how different milieus in a local society can be
addressed. Saner et al. (2024) also address the topic in a chapter in the anthology on

innovations in journalism.

Examples:

e Tsuri briefing in English: www.wemakeit.com/projects/the-zueri-briefing-in-

english?locale=de

e Do you speak English by Nyon Région Télévision: www.nrtv.ch/programmes/do-you-
speak-english/
11
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e Basic idea of baba news, which is not local, but reports nationally for citizens with a

migration background in Switzerland: www.babanews.ch

e Zug4you, English-language local news for an international audience:

www.zug4you.ch/en/home

e Correctiv, also not local, but an example from Germany, where translations of
investigative content were deliberately produced to reach sections of the population
that are severely affected. www.correctiv.org/aktuelles/neue-
rechte/2024/01/10/geheimplan-remigration-vertreibung-afd-rechtsextreme-

november-treffen/
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2.2  Make a promise of quality: Knowing, communicating, and
complying with the Journalists' Code

It sounds banal, but it should not be forgotten: The term journalist is not a protected
professional title, but there are still some rules that apply in the professional community
of journalists that are intended to protect journalism - including local journalism - and
ensure a certain level of quality. Every local journalist, including freelancers, should know
the journalist code and work according to it. If the code is not followed, consumers may
perceive the media product to be of mediocre quality, which can lead to falling
subscription numbers, which in turn makes it more difficult to sell advertising windows.
Journalistic standards must be adhered to, communicated, and practiced in editorial
offices. This should also be communicated to media users to demonstrate to them how

time-consuming journalistic work is, and which quality criteria are pursued.

Useful links:

e Journalists' code: www.presserat.ch/journalistenkodex/richtlinien/

e Braunschweiger Zeitung with Zwischen den Zeilen, the podcast about working in
local journalism, which focuses on specific editorial offices and media

professionals: www.braunschweiger-zeitung.de/podcast/zwischen-den-zeilen/

e Relevanzreporter Nirnberg with its orientation as an explicitly constructive, value-

and solution-oriented local medium; www.relevanzreporter.de/
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2.3 Accept digitalization, think convergent

" Everything is produced for the web on the web"

(Editor-in-chief at Le Nouvelliste, translated from French)

Digitalization is not coming, it is here. Those who accept this and at least consider digital
paths will work more efficiently in the long term. Meetings with just pen and paper,
without a laptop and documents that can be stored in a cloud and accessed or added
to by others, should be outdated - and not just in terms of the environment. Online
meetings with all participants are, in many cases, more efficient than individual phone
calls one after the other. Depending on the local medium, not everything has to be
produced for the web and on the web, but in most cases local media have several
channels that they use. Convergent thinking should be applied to the content for these
channels: What can be utilized multiple times? What needs to be adapted for which

channel?

Digitalization also offers new opportunities in the way local journalistic content is
produced - local media have discovered the benefits of data journalism and are already
using large data sets to describe local topics. In some cases, new data sets are even

being created with the help of users.

Examples:

e The contents of the Jungfrau Zeitung packaged within an evening TV program:

www.jungfrauzeitung.ch/tv/
e Content of Le Nouvelliste on LinkedIn: www .linkedin.com/company/lenouvelliste/

e Bajour uses crowdsourcing to create information material on locally relevant and
controversial topics such as real estate ownership and its impact on the population
https://bajour.ch/tag/Wem%20geh%C3%B6rt%20Basel

e Bajour uses crowdsourcing to create an underground car park map of Basel:

www.bajour.ch/a/clgm1al5a28971154ixuxlgx3pn/ist-hier-noch-frei-phase-2
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Presentation for the successful handling of data records in a digitally appealing
format from Neue Ruhrwww.nrz.de/region/niederrhein/11-1-millionen-nrw-buerger-

werden-hitzebelastung-spueren-id227869091.html

Transmedia integration of the readership in the content of the Mindener Tageblatt:

www.mt.de/serien/gerechtigkeit

Feedback mechanism on the Merkurist online portal:

www.merkurist.de/mainz/howto

Transmedia production methods of the Duisburg local television station Studio47 in

the Quarta Parete format: www.studio47.de/quartaparete.html
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2.4  Beinnovative - that does not (necessarily) mean futuristic

"I have the feeling that you are letting technical issues slow you down too much."

(external IT employee in a local media meeting, translated from German)

Today, innovation is a buzzword that first needs to be filled with content. Everyone wants
to be innovative, but not everyone succeeds. This is also because for many it is
inconceivable to combine the innovative moment with an old-fashioned technology. Or
ideas are there, but the fear of implementation is holding them back (as in the quote
above). Nevertheless, many local media manage to become innovative or continue to

be so.

The Jungfrau Zeitung, for example, has completely dispensed with the printed version
of its newspaper, but still produces an e-paper from the online articles, which is
graphically sophisticated and is well received by readers. Bajour has revitalized the
newsletter with its Basel Briefing. Other local media are venturing into new financing
methods, such as tsdri.ch with crowdfunding. More radical transformations in the
direction of innovation can be found at Radio Ticino, which has procured a new radio
computer program where everything important for the station comes together
(advertising, timeslots, etc.). Ergo: There are many areas in which you can be innovative.
Do not be afraid to try out and implement ideas - and to discontinue them if they do not
work (although innovations should always be given some time to be accepted and
used). This costs money and is sometimes an uncertain investment. However, various
foundations offer to finance individual innovations. The public foundation Innosuisse
offers the opportunity to develop an innovation with a university and have part of the
costs financed. Finally, there are possibilities to deduct innovation development costs

from taxes.

Examples:

e Jungfrau Zeitung: here the e-paper is only available online, but is adapted to the

function of a tablet: www.jungfrauzeitung.ch/epaper
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Basel Briefing: www.bajour.ch/?show=briefing

Crowdfunding for tsuri.ch's municipal council briefing:

www.wemakeit.com/projects/gemeinderats-briefing?locale=de

The Innovation Lab of the Tagesspiegel:
www.tagesspiegel.de/gesellschaft/medien/tagesspiegel-startet-innovation-lab-
4033036.htmll

Krautreporter with its cooperative business orientation and ad-free access to

content for members: www.genossenschaft.krautreporter.de/

Radio Stream D, local radio stations in Dusseldorf, are foregoing a traditional
connection to FM and DAB+ in favor of a business model that creates fluid

transitions between radio, podcasts, and streaming: www.streamd.de/radio/
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2.5  Courage to try things out — do not be afraid of Al but use it wisely

"Artificial intelligence, Al, may in the future allow us to focus more on in-depth or
investigative reporting than the work we can currently do with the editorial staff we
have available. In any case, any use of Al will always require verification on our part, on
the part of the journalists. The editorial guideline that | have developed together with
the management is clear: we want to prioritize everything that has to do with current
affairs and regional reporting.”

(Editor at Radio Ticino, translated from Italian)

Al methods are older than the current hype would suggest. With ChatGPT etc., however,
programs have been created that enable low threshold to use for everyone. In the field
of local media, Al methods offer new possibilities: Stock footage, for example, can be
created easily and cheaply, texts can be supplemented with videos or read aloud in local
dialect. However, all Al methods must be used with caution and monitoring. Try out new
Al methods and evaluate them. In which areas (perhaps also marketing, process
optimization, creation of infographics, etc.) does an Al method help you? Despite all the
openness towards Al, it is important that you always make it transparent whether and
in which area Al methods have been used. Also bear in mind that you should not use
sensitive data for Al methods that is not anonymized, that ChatGPT does not (yet) work
with real-time information, that Al methods are susceptible to bias and that Al methods

can produce hallucinations (results that appear correct but are incorrect).

You can also accompany the testing of new Al methods journalistically and make your
findings available to media users as a service (as a kind of clarification and test, as

watson.ch does with Al-generated images).
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Examples:

e Image creation with Al: www.watson.ch/spass/digital/322226460-midjourney-so-

stellt-sich-die-ki-typische-bewohner-bekannter-laender-vor

e [a Matinale audio read with Al: www.lenouvelliste.ch/valais/a-quoi-la-voix-du-

nouvelliste-doit-elle-ressembler-reponse-en-video-1289237

e Magazine Schweizer Journalist:in with scenarios for the influence of Al on different
areas of Swiss journalism: store.oberauer.com/medien/schweizer-journalist-
in/618/schweizer-journalist-in-2023-03

e Sicilian Post's Al method ARIA for generating infographics:

www_sicilianpost.it/en/transforming-news-into-infographics-in-one-click/

e Studio47 with the development of its own Al tools Botcast:
www.studio47.de/botcast.html; ClipSense:
www.studio47.de/services/files/pressemitteilungen/Presseinformation%20280623
%20STUDI0%2047%20erh%C3%A41t%20MIZ-
Innovationsf%C3%B6rderung%20f%C3%BCr%20neues%20KI-Projekt.pdf

e The Al-generated website for a young audience, Brudiland by Vaterland
(Liechtenstein), which clearly declares itself to be Al-generated and an experiment:
https://brudiland.li (see also p. 26)

e Contribution to Al for the newspaper layout of German local media:

https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/wenn-die-ki-das-zeitungslayout-macht-100.html

Useful link:

e SRG principles for dealing with Al (responsibility, transparency, and
confidentiality): www.srgssr.ch/de/news-medien/news/einsatz-von-

kuenstlicher-intelligenz-bei-der-srg
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http://www.studio47.de/services/files/pressemitteilungen/Presseinformation%20280623%20STUDIO%2047%20erh%C3%A4lt%20MIZ-Innovationsf%C3%B6rderung%20f%C3%BCr%20neues%20KI-Projekt.pdf
http://www.studio47.de/services/files/pressemitteilungen/Presseinformation%20280623%20STUDIO%2047%20erh%C3%A4lt%20MIZ-Innovationsf%C3%B6rderung%20f%C3%BCr%20neues%20KI-Projekt.pdf
https://brudiland.li/
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/wenn-die-ki-das-zeitungslayout-macht-100.html

2.6  Betransparent in the creation of (Al) information
"Sometimes there are practical constraints, the opposing side is unavailable or
doesn't want to comment yet. You must make this transparent and then try to contact
the opposing side again the next day or the day after. You must do this on the vector
online the same way as on the vector television.

(Editor at Telebasel, translated from German)

The trust of the readership is the most important asset of a medium. Appreciate the
trust that your users place in you and work to ensure that this trust remains or continues
to be built. Be transparent about your sources and the generation of content; if Al
methods have been used, this should be noted. Zentralplus, for example, works with a
box under each online article where the sources for the article's content are indicated
and, if possible, linked. Watson.ch transparently creates Al-generated images and turns

them into a quiz: which image is real, which is Al-generated?

Examples:

e Box with references under each article at Zentralplus: www.zentralplus.ch

e Raising awareness of Al images at Watson.ch:
www.watson.ch/digital/chatgpt/709418232-erkennst-du-das-ki-generierte-fake-

foto-hier-kannst-du-dich-testen
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3. Become aware of the organizational structure and
restructure if necessary

3.1  Clearly separate editing and publishing

"Since I've been here, for eight or nine years, I've never had any pressure from my
publisher”

(Editor-in-chief at Le Nouvelliste, translated from French)

The separation of publishing and editorial may be more difficult in smaller local media
than in large national media houses, which have entire departments for the two business
units. Nevertheless, and especially in local media, it is important to separate the financial
and organizational affairs of the publisher (including advertising) from the content
reporting of the editorial team. This in turn also promotes credibility and can be

communicated to media users.

Example:

e Complaint against the Davos newspaper regarding the non-separation of editorial
and advertising content: www.presserat.ch/complaints/trennung-zwischen-

redaktionellem-teil-und-werbung-meinungspluralismus/
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3.2  Promote team cohesion / recognizing changing employee needs

"We discuss topics and news to be developed together in editorial meetings, and the
discussion is open and democratic. Every journalist has a point of view, which can be
different. It's not like | arrive and say: do this, do that. | always try to think about current
events together with the team to find out the best way to present a story. In the end, of
course, | decide, that's my job."

(Editor-in-chief at Radio Ticino, translated from lItalian)

Particularly since many local media work with numerous freelancers, it is especially
important to promote cohesion within the media company. Teams that get on well
together also work well together. It is important to create a sense of unity, even with
home office, part-time workers and journalists who often work outside the office, in the
local area. If the working atmosphere is poor, there is a greater chance of high staff
turnover, which is always a loss of resources (knowledge, time for training new

employees).

Examples:

e At the Jungfrau Zeitung, a large meeting is held once a month with all journalists
from the entire catchment area of the medium. This is followed by a brunch for the

whole team - to exchange ideas, discuss content and promote team building.

e AtRTR, there is a big online meeting in the morning where everyone reports on what
they are currently working on (online, radio, social media). This also reveals potential
synergies that could be exploited and promotes a sense of community among
those who work in completely various parts of the canton of Graubinden and speak

different Romansh idioms.
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3.3  Limit dependencies on individuals

"If | were to die now, we would have a problem”

(IT manager of a local media outlet, translated from German)

Local media must make do with few resources and are therefore dependent on the
cooperation of particularly committed individuals. There is nothing wrong with
committed cooperation. However, it becomes difficult, even dangerous, for local media
if they become too dependent on individuals. Whether it is in newspaper production or
IT - if only one person knows their way around a certain area, this can end in disaster for
the local medium. Make sure that several people in the company are trained for all work
steps and in all systems or programs and can take over said tasks in an emergency

(failure, termination).
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3.4  Rely on external observation to rethink processes

Through research on local media throughout Switzerland and in neighboring countries,
the research team of this research project? repeatedly found that many local media
outlets produce high-quality work. At the same time, each medium offers the possibility
of making individual, simple adjustments to further improve the product. An outside
perspective by people who are not part of the organization is often helpful for this.
Sporadic advice (Grubenmann & Weber, 2022, p. 32), a review by the public, researchers
or students can all be helpful as well. New employees or interns can also be involved in
this: They can be asked at the start of their employment and again after a few weeks
which features of the company and its work processes have struck them positively or
negatively, where they see potential for optimization or for which areas they have
innovative ideas. A breath of fresh air helps you to regain a more complete perspective

again.

Examples:

e Establishment of an external quality commission with experts, which regularly
evaluates the journalistic content and discusses it with the editor-in-chief, such as
the program quality assurance commission at Telebasel: https://stiftung-
baselmedia.ch/organe/

e Project-related cooperation with experts at universities, example: observation of the
ZDF editorial team Kulturzeit, virtual participation in editorial meetings and program
criticism with subsequent implementation of individual suggestions.?

e Establishment of a readers' advisory board at the Berliner Morgenpost: readers can
apply to give regular feedback on the product to the editor-in-chief

www.funkemedien.de/de/presse/berliner-morgenpost-gruendet-leserbeirat

2www.fhgr.ch/localcommunication
3 This is current research by Dr Mirco Liefke: https://www.polsoz.fu-
berlin.de/kommwiss/arbeitsstellen/kommunikationspolitik/team/wimis/mliefke/index.html
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3.5 Keep the organization lean: journalism first also for bonus systems

The organizations of established local media, which were taken over by a group, were
larger in the past with corresponding differentiation and hierarchical levels. In some
cases, journalists' jobs were cut during the integration process, but not the management
and hierarchy. This is dysfunctional as many resources as possible should be put into
journalistic production. Therefore, when downsizing, make sure to keep as many
journalistic positions as possible and adjust management. In the case of financial
incentives via bonuses, there should be transparency for all employees as to the criteria
according to which these are awarded. Experienced and new employees should have
equal opportunities to achieve the relevant targets. You should also make financial flows
in your company transparent. This will also reduce the risk of employees with a certain

management position taking advantage.

Examples:

e Republic's finances can be viewed online: www.republik.ch/2023/11/10/der-fokus-

liegt-auf-stabilitaet

e Bad example rbb and the Schlesinger case: www.deutschlandfunk.de/schlesinger-
rbb-fag-100.html
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4, Know and address you users and target groups

41  Clearly define the target audience and rethink the audience

"We have developed personas. And of course, they are different for television than for
other vectors. They have different names, they look different, they behave differently.
And the personas for the TV vector are older than those for online.”

(Editor at Telebasel, translated from German)

Clearly define your target audience and be aware of its diversity. If you serve different
channels with journalistic content, think about which content you want to bring to which
target group via which channel and in which way. Creating personas can help you with
this. Consider not only who you want to reach, but also what the usage patterns and
preferences of these people are. Le Nouvelliste, for example, offers its users the option
of personalizing the website according to their own preferences (Ma une). The
Liechtenstein medium Vaterland is experimenting with a new Al-generated site,
Brudiland, which reformulates its news for a young target group. Telebasel has two
completely different brandings in its television presence (Telebasel) and its online news
presence (baseljetzt). Many CH Media-stations are similar: TV and radio stations are
marketed under their original names (e.g., Radio Pilatus), while the convergent online
presence with radio, TV and text content is marketed under the Today label
(PilatusToday).

Examples:

e Ma une, personalized page of Le Nouvelliste: www.lenouvelliste.ch/pages/ma-une/

e Different appearances on TV and online: www.telebasel.ch/ & www.baseljetzt.ch/
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e Ippenbirener Volkszeitung: Content is personalized in the app by ivz.medien GmbH &
Co. KG using Al services: www.medienanstalt-
nrw.de/presse/pressemitteilungen/pressemitteilungen-2023/2023/default-

9b6543a81f-1/media-innovation-prozessautomatiserung-und-ki.html

e The Al-generated site for a young audience, Brudiland by Vaterland (Liechtenstein):
https://brudiland.li
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4.2  Create user loyalty (even among children)
"The children of today are the local media users of tomorrow."

(German proverb, modified)

Create a bond between the users of your medium and you. Be it by covering club work,
children's drawing competitions or content for families and children - there are many
ways to connect with the local community. Ideally, you will already create a connection
or positive association with your brand among children, which makes them more likely
to use it in the future. Volat from Austria has developed a special type of user
engagement: everyone who visits the Vorarlberg news website can playfully collect
Landle points and then redeem them for prizes or entries into prize draws. This type of

gamification is reminiscent of analog point collection at retailers, for example.

Examples:

e Children's sub-website of RTR: www.rtr.ch/uffants
e My association from Telebasel: telebasel.ch/broadcasts/my-association

e Country points at Vol.at: www.vol.at/news/tp:vol:laendlepunkte
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5. Master technology, not being mastered by technology

5.1 Find a balance between own platforms and dependence on other
platforms

If you disseminate your information via different channels, these can also be non-
company platforms such as Instagram, TikTok or Facebook. Even if you are not the
owner of these platforms, define clear rules that apply to the discussions under your
posts, a so-called netiquette. If you delete posts or have them deleted because they
contradict your netiquette, you can refer to it and thus prevent any inquiries. Think about
whether and how you moderate discussions on external platforms. Platforms such as
Instagram can bring you clicks, attention and, ideally, visits to your main channel. But
also, be aware that by using external platforms, you are dependent on them. If the
algorithm behind it is changed and now blocks the word "mountains’, all your local

content relating to mountains will no longer be visible to users.

Ergo: Use external platforms consciously, with a strategy and clear rules for your users.

Example:

e Netiquette of Radio Fréquence Jura: www.rfj.ch/rfj/Entreprise/Charte-de-

moderation.html
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5.2  Rethink the financing of new IT systems

The digitalization of previously analogue products or the further development of digital
offerings requires major IT investments. The costs of IT work for local media should
always be carefully considered. As many resources as possible should be invested in
journalistic work and not in IT or administration. It must be weighed up what makes
more sense for a local medium: covering all the technical work with internal IT staff or
purchasing working time and products from IT companies? The former may often seem
cheaper at first glance but can turn out to be a financial or personnel mistake, as the
internal IT department will be overburdened by the further development of digital
products. This in turn can lead to the need to hire more employees who are not
journalists and cause additional expenses, or the launch of a new product can be
delayed, which can be detrimental to the brand depending on the company's

communication.

One promising solution could be collaboration in the non-journalistic sector. For
example, the We.Publish foundation provides a technological infrastructure freely
accessible as an open-source project that can be adapted to one’s individual needs. This
makes it possible to share the IT costs among all companies using the tool. The
combination of this foundation and direct access format guarantee that no media

company can dominate the other companies by controlling the IT.

Examples:

e We Publish Foundation: www.wepublish.ch/de/ueber-uns/
e Google Initiative: www.newsinitiative.withgoogle.com/de-de/about/supporting-local-

news/
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5.3  Simplify subscription systems

"Let's be honest, when | go to a local newspaper [...] why do | have to spend nine euros

on a trial subscription? I'll never come back to this site anyway [..]

(In his podcast Boomercringe #3 [36:05] Jan Bohmermann gets upset about the fact
that he can't get paid content from local media more easily online, translated from

German)

Media consumption behavior has changed significantly with digitalization - brand loyalty
and usage time are decreasing (Buschow & Wellbrock, 2020). Subscriptions often no
longer correspond to the logic of this new usage behavior; it would simply be too
expensive to always buy a subscription if you are only interested in one specific piece of
content from one medium. For a medium to still generate revenue with its content, it is
advisable to set the threshold for paid content as low as possible. In addition to
subscriptions, it should also be possible to purchase individual content with just one
click (e.g., via payment systems such as Twint etc.). Complicated payment processes

with email confirmation etc. should be simplified.

Subscription associations of several media providers or alliances would also be an

option (news flat rate).

Example:

e KONTEXT, the weekly newspaper with options for individually tailored financial
contributions to the medium in the form of one-off donations, monthly solidarity
contributions or an annual membership: www.kontextwochenzeitung.de/ueber-

uns/kontextunterstuetzer.html
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6.  Work together

6.1 Consider collaborations with publishers, enter cooperations where
everyone involved can gain added value

Away from the "lonly wolf [sic]", towards the "power of the pack’, as described by
Lugschitz et al. (2024). Use synergies and - where it makes sense - do not shy away from
collaborating with other local media outlets. Many Swiss local media outlets are
currently asking themselves the same questions or facing the same problems. In the
case of expensive purchases such as a new CMS, it may be worthwhile collaborating
with another local medium or entering a partnership with a foundation. A particularly
good example of this is the cooperation approach of We.Publish (see examples below).
To find out which local media outlets in Switzerland have similar issues to yours, it is
imperative that Swiss local media network more closely - even across language borders.
Zuriost even regularly exchanges information across national borders with the Leipziger
Volkszeitung. Following the example from Austria with the V+ subscription, where you
get content from different media (albeit from the same publisher), local media in
Switzerland could also join to form subscription associations. This would then go in the
direction of a news flat rate or a general subscription, as proposed by Grubenmann and
Weber (2022, p. 35).

Examples:

e We. Publish: The non-profit foundation offers an open-source CMS that can be used
by various media for a license fee. The tool is constantly being developed further
and allows content to be exchanged on request. This allows smaller media to

reduce fixed costs by sharing IT development costs.
e \/+subscription at Vol.at: www.vol.at/abo-vplus
e Local journalist exchange in Germany: www.deutschlandfunk.de/bdzv-aktion-

reportertausch-lokaljournalisten-in-der-fremde-100.html
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6.2  Enter cooperation with universities, enable research for and with
young talent

For the further development of different areas of your local medium, cooperation with a
university or university of applied sciences may be an option. In a student project, issues
relating to process optimization or new target group-oriented content could be
addressed. On the one hand, this offers you a view from the outside, an often-cheaper
option than the same offer on the open market and the opportunity to get to know
potential future employees. For example, the Zircher Oberléander has worked with ETH
Juniors to develop a standardized filing system. One type of cross-publisher training can
be found at the Italian Sicilian Post. The medium organizes multi-day workshops on
journalism topics. This not only provides media professionals with further training, but
also allows them to network. As early as 2022, Grubenmann and Weber called for "initial
funding for new training and further education programs with a specific focus on local

journalism/new needs of local publishers" (2022, p. 32).
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7.  Enable and promote training and further education

7.1 Utilize employees’ strengths, allow lateral entry

"As a career changer, you usually have three months of training at the headquarters.
This is in Chur and you get to know all the editorial offices. The aim is to learn the craft
of a reporter, which at the beginning is mainly the designed reports. However, you also

get an insight into all other forms of radio journalism. You can't practice everything in

detail, but you get a three-month crash course in journalism. And then you go to the
region and mainly report on current affairs that are happening there. That's because

that's what you've practiced the most. All the other forms of reporting come later”
(Producer and editor Surselva/Grischun Central of RTR, translated from German)

While local media across Switzerland are struggling with the poaching of their notable
talent by larger media houses, they should reconsider new ways of acquiring employees.
Entry-level positions should be created for career changers. The skills that new
employees bring with them should ideally be integrated into the editorial team. For
example, Bajour decided to include a new employee's podcast under the Bajour brand.

Another option is to retain talented freelancers and one day take them on as employees.

Example:

e FErnsthafte Gesprache becomes part of Bajour:
www.bajour.ch/a/NVNNOOIHrY2tyg7E/podcast-ernsthafte-gespraeche-mit-

dominik-muheim
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8.  Beaware of the players in local communication and their
interaction

"Information services provided by the municipalities cannot replace independent local
journalism. [...] Resources are constantly flowing out of the system that can only be
rebuilt in the future with a great deal of additional effort. The longer we wait, the more
advanced this structural dismantling becomes.”

(Grubenmann & Weber, 2022, p. 29, translated from German)

Local communication is made up of the communication of the local media and the local
administration. Current developments are shaking up the former symbiotic relationship
between the two players - and in many places a relationship of dependency between the
local media and the local administration is appearing (e.g. financially). The strong
development of their own communication instruments by local administrations seems
to make local media partially obsolete. In fact, however, the local media, like the entire
media system, have a different task than the administration in their communication: they
should stand for the fourth estate in a democracy, research, report, inform and be
critical. If this role in the state is lost, this poses a long-term threat to a functioning
democracy. The results of our research show the extent of the current discrepancy
between local media and municipalities regarding the assessment of the importance of

local media for the municipalities (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Importance of local media for the municipalities (in %)
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Statement: The municipalities are dependent on the local media to fulfill their
information mandate. (Local media: N= 162; municipalities: N=402) (Burger et al., 2023,

p.717)
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9.  Know the players and network

9.1 Create links with regions and communities, especially in times of
crisis
"During Covid, we had enabled local artists to give a concert. So that has nothing to do
with the editorial team, [...] but | think it's a project that wasn't bad for the company. So,
the artists sometimes came and played live with the guitar in the studio.”

(Editor-in-chief at Radio Fréquence Jura, translated from French)

The USP (Unique Selling Proposition) of local media is that they report on local issues
and potentially can connect the local population. This requires a strong, visible
connection to the region. The exceptional situation during the coronavirus pandemic has
increased trust in the media (First & Rieser, 2023, p. 146) as the population wanted
reliable information from the media - in local terms, from the local media. In this
situation, the local media had a special responsibility in terms of providing information,
but also in terms of promoting (a sense of) local cohesion. While Radio Fréquence Jura,
for example, made its studio and airtime available to local musicians, Telebasel visited
local small businesses, portrayed them, and thus supported local companies that have

suffered the most from the pandemic.

Outside of times of crisis, it is just as important to establish local ties and thus keep
close contact with the local population. Bajour achieves this with the Basel Person of the
Day section, in which someone from the population is prominently featured every day,
including the reason for the honorary title. Both well-known and unknown members of
Basel society can become Basel Person of the Day. The Nouvelliste in Valais relies on
listening to the population: with the new newsletter La Matinale audio, users receive the
most important news of the day on their phone and can have the articles read to them -
by the voice of the region, an artificially generated voice that speaks the Valais dialect of

French.
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Examples:

e Basler*in of the day at Bajour: www.bajour.ch/

o Newsletter read aloud with a voice that stands for the region at Le Nouvelliste:
www.lenouvelliste.ch/valais/a-quoi-la-voix-du-nouvelliste-doit-elle-ressembler-

reponse-en-video-1289237

o Ostsee-Zeitung with the face of the day, a section for community building through
active representation of its members within the newspaper in the form of short

portraits: www.ostsee-zeitung.de/themen/gesicht-des-tages/

e Dresdner Neue Nachrichten with its transmedia involvement of the readership in
connection with a print series in the form of online ranking of readers' photos and a

photo story, thus additionally involving the target audience: www.t1p.de/dnn-liebe

e Westdeutsche Allgemeine with its mini-series on systemically relevant professions
in the Corona pandemic, experience reports as protocols in first-person form with
integration of topic-relevant statements from politics:
www.waz.de/staedte/muelheim/wichtig-aber-unterschaetzt-jobs-in-muelheim-in-
corona-zeiten-id228724939.html

e Tactile.news/Radio Euskirchen with the concept of an interactive piece of furniture in
public space that uses Al to create a semi-autonomous outdoor studio:

http://www.tactile.news/startseite/dialogbox/

e Merkurist, interactive and participative topic generation and feedback loop: users
create so-called 'snips' as suggestions for topics in the respective region, the
community can then vote (‘O-ha! Button'). As soon as enough positive reactions
have been collected, there is the possibility that the topic will be researched and
reported on by the Merkurist editorial team. Reports based on Snips are then freely
accessible on the region's homepage. Funding via advertisements and sponsored

content; www.merkurist.de/mainz/howto Involve the state in funding.
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9.2 Promote mutual understanding between municipalities and local
media

Until recently, the media and politics needed each other, but today we find an imbalance
of power between the two players (see Figure 1). In the meantime, social media,
dedicated websites, and the general professionalization of local government
communication have made it possible for municipalities to no longer be dependent on
the local media to reach the largest possible number of residents with their information.
In our research, there was even some talk that municipalities and local media were no

longer working together at all.

In the long term, this is critical in terms of democratic theory: if local administrative
communication becomes stronger with its own media-like products to the detriment of
local media, the fourth estate of democracy is de facto eliminated. A democracy cannot
function if an administration markets and scrutinizes itself while giving the appearance

of neutral reporting.

This means that not only sensitization is needed (Grubenmann & Weber, 2022, p. 35) but
a resensitization to the importance of local journalism within a democracy. Mutual
understanding must be promoted. The local administration, local politicians and local
media professionals must get to know each other (again) and build a basis of trust.
Mutual visits, combined with an appearance in the media, are a good first step in this
direction. There are also other points to consider regarding the tension between local

media and local government:

9.2.1 Cover communities broadly in reporting

Many municipalities are currently dissatisfied with the local media and the (non-existent)
media presence of the municipalities. However, the unique selling point of local
journalism is precisely the reporting from local areas and the associated relevance of
events at the micro level, which reflect the direct experiences of the residents of
municipalities. Due to national mergers, increased savings and dwindling local editorial

offices, there is a concentration on the centre. As a result, an essential quality of local
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media is being lost, and smaller municipalities and their residents are thus losing their
public presence alongside it. This development should be counteracted to avoid further

loss of relevance in the communities.

A single article about small communities may only bring in a limited number of readers,
but in total this also adds up to a respectable sum. It should also be borne in mind that
a diverse local presence contributes significantly to a positive image. Such a reputation
is important to generate subscription, crowdfunding, etc. revenues or to receive financial

support from the municipalities.

9.2.2 Know and respect the differences between journalism and public
relations

Journalism and public relations, which also includes community communication, are
often not readily recognizable; for example, when communities publish their own
community newspapers, and these appear like local journalistic products. It is therefore
important to know the system boundaries. Journalism is the independent selection of
topics and the preparation of topics with the aim of informing, bringing readers together,
but also criticizing. Municipalities have an information mandate; they are therefore
obliged to inform their citizens about notable events in the municipality and want to
reach as large an audience as possible with their communication. Where local media
are withdrawing, municipalities are increasingly beginning to coommunicate via their own

channels.

However, this community communication should not lead to journalism being weakened
even further, for example by community newspapers increasing the attractiveness of
their community/official news with journalistic reports, for example from the Keystone-
SDA news agency or citizen journalistic contributions. This weakens the existing local

media.

In such a case, it is better if journalism and municipalities cooperate and use their own
strengths. Local media can also provide the editorial section for community-owned

newspapers, while communities can provide their official news; similar models are also
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conceivable online. At the same time, municipalities can at least indirectly support
media companies by buying publishing services from local media companies, for
example for the distribution of their municipal news. The question of system boundaries
will become increasingly important in the future: Where does the local media's remit
begin and where does the municipalities' duty to inform end? Such system boundaries

need to be defined.

9.2.3 Critically analyse the content provided by the municipalities

Public relations work in the municipalities is becoming increasingly professionalized,
which means that media releases are largely provided at a high-quality level. At the same
time, local media are often under pressure to save money. In this dynamic, it is important
that a core task of (local) journalism - to critically examine the content provided and not
simply publish it without comment and with slight adjustments - is kept. Municipal
representatives rightly expect a journalistic classification of events and decisions on the

municipal side by the editorial offices of the local media.

9.2.4 Actively address communities as critical partners

Although some municipalities have reservations* about the local media, many municipal
representatives are nevertheless genuinely concerned that critical reporting on topics
relevant to the municipality is guaranteed. Accordingly, there is an expectation that
representatives of the local media will become active here and take a critical look at
individual issues. Municipal representatives without fear of contact with the media are
needed. For this, it is helpful to know the press council guidelines and to familiarize
yourself with the working methods of journalists. At the same time, there is a need for
professionally equipped editorial staff in the local media who deal with topics at

municipal level in a well-founded manner.

41n 2024, there was a new level of escalation in Switzerland in this regard, with the municipality of St. Niklaus
publicly communicating that it would refrain from passing on information to the Walliser Bote in the future:
www.persoenlich.com/medien/gemeinde-boykottiert-lokalzeitung
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Examples:

e Faut voir avec le maire: www.rfj.ch/rfj/Actualite/Region/20231031-Faut-voir-avec-le-

maire-Val-Terbi.html

e Local politics meets SWR in Rhineland-Palatinate:

http://www.swr.de/unternehmen/kommunikation/kommunalpolitik-rp-trifft-swr-
2023-100.html
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9.3 Integration and social cohesion with content

Local politics, local administration and the local media have a common goal: to preserve
democracy and promote social cohesion. Be aware of this. A mutual approach is
necessary. The views on the importance of their own work diverge greatly between local
media and municipalities, as our research shows (Figure 2 & Figure 3). For serious
reporting, local media are dependent on receiving contact persons and information from
the municipalities promptly. It is in the interest of the municipalities to communicate
their own activities extensively. It should be desirable for both the municipalities and the

local media to reach as broad a section of the population as possible.
Figure 2: Suitable contact persons (in %)
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® Local media m Municipalities

Statement: The municipalities provide the local media with the desired contact persons
in suitable time in the event of inquiries. (Local media: N=162, municipalities: N=399)
(Burger et al,, 2023, p. 69)
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Figure 3: Information procurement time (in %)
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Statement: The municipalities provide information to the local media within a reasonable
period of time in response to media inquiries. (Local media: N=164, municipalities:
N=409) (Burger et al., 2023, p. 70)
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9.4  Financing: you cannot do it alone

"It must therefore also be clarified whether the aim of media funding is to lead
publishing houses to sustainable, self-supporting financing, or whether we as a society
want to afford and support journalism that is oriented towards the common good -

similar to agriculture or cultural funding.”

(Grubenmann & Weber, 2022, p. 29, translated from German)

This last point is less a recommendation than an observation. In the longer term, Swiss-
wide local journalism that serves a diverse audience is not possible without some kind

of state intervention. The state is needed in two areas: Promotion and regulation.

o State funding: Local media should be supported more broadly - not just
via start-up funding that expires after two years, but rather a form of
sustainable support that promotes local journalism that is necessary and
useful in terms of democratic theory. Such support can also be innovative,
for example following the example of the UK, where the BBC directly
supports a local journalist to cover local politics. This concept could also
be adapted to state funding. It would also be conceivable to establish a
local journalist project based on the model of the Federal Agency for Civic
Education (Germany). This would actively help local media professionals
to network (through events or the published magazine on local journalism,
Drehscheibe). Some other specific support measures have already been
described by Kaufmann et. al. (2019) proposed: initiatives and projects
(e.g. public tenders for funding programs, individual projects, etc.), training
and further education, exchange and cooperation, infrastructure
(hardware, software, etc.), scouting (market observation at home and
abroad) (Kaufmann et al. 2019, p. 5-6). A first initiative in this area is
currently being carried out by the Mercator Foundation under the title

'Cooperation instead of consternation'. See the Mercator Foundation® .

> www.stiftung-mercator.ch/journal/kooperation-statt-konsternation
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o Regulation: The state must define clear rules for local communication so
that the local administration and local media know what content is within
their remit (regulation of the content of official communications).
Otherwise, local administrative communication will continue to
professionalize by producing ever more extensive content (information
offerings), even including content from the Keystone-SDA news agency.
This is possible in many cantons, as it has so far fallen into a legally
diffused area. However, this carries the risk of further weakening local
journalism and potentially independent reporting. With the disappearance
of local media and the simultaneous strengthening of local administrative
communication with its own media-like products, the fourth estate of
democracy will be continuously weakened and will de facto disappear in
the medium term. A democracy cannot function if, on the one hand, the
administration increasingly stages itself in the media and, on the other
hand, simultaneously assumes the function of the controlling authority
and gives the appearance of neutral reporting.

o The cantons should therefore review their regulations for municipal and
administrative communication and limit the possibilities for editorial
contributions from municipalities to the municipalities' statutory
information contribution. The canton of Bern, for example, has
corresponding regulations (Justiz-, Gemeinde- und Kirchendirektion des
Kantons Bern, 2010) or Germany. There, the (German) Federal Supreme
Court has ruled that municipal publications must be limited to factual
information and must not provide "press-like reporting on social life in the
municipality" in order to functionally distinguish themselves from

journalistic media (Bundesgerichtshof, 2018).
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Examples:

e Advertising rules for political parties within municipal gazettes:
www.tagblatt.ch/ostschweiz/toggenburg/toggenburg-in-kirchberg-duerfen-parteien-
neu-im-gemeindeblatt-inserieren-ein-fdp-kantonsrat-findet-ganz-duennes-eis-
1d.2486959?reduced=true

e Simple question in the St. Gallen Cantonal Council on political commentaries in

official bulletins: www.ratsinfo.sg.ch/geschaefte/5797

e BBC funds local journalist: https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/lokaljournalismus-in-

grossbritannien-bbc-bezahlt-100.htm

e Localjournalist project of the Federal Agency for Civic Education:

www.bpb.de/veranstaltungen/reihen/lokaljournalistenprogramm/

e New cooperation funding from the Mercator Foundation in Switzerland:

www.stiftung-mercator.ch/journal/kooperation-statt-konsternation

Useful link:

e Report with proposals for media promotion in the canton of St. Gallen:
www.researchgate.net/publication/338137384_Medienforderung_im_Kanton_StGall
en_Zusammenstellung_und_Evaluation_der_Moglichkeiten_einer_lokalen_Medienfor

derung

47


https://www.tagblatt.ch/ostschweiz/toggenburg/toggenburg-in-kirchberg-duerfen-parteien-neu-im-gemeindeblatt-inserieren-ein-fdp-kantonsrat-findet-ganz-duennes-eis-ld.2486959?reduced=true
https://www.tagblatt.ch/ostschweiz/toggenburg/toggenburg-in-kirchberg-duerfen-parteien-neu-im-gemeindeblatt-inserieren-ein-fdp-kantonsrat-findet-ganz-duennes-eis-ld.2486959?reduced=true
https://www.tagblatt.ch/ostschweiz/toggenburg/toggenburg-in-kirchberg-duerfen-parteien-neu-im-gemeindeblatt-inserieren-ein-fdp-kantonsrat-findet-ganz-duennes-eis-ld.2486959?reduced=true
https://www.ratsinfo.sg.ch/geschaefte/5797
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/lokaljournalismus-in-grossbritannien-bbc-bezahlt-100.html
https://www.deutschlandfunk.de/lokaljournalismus-in-grossbritannien-bbc-bezahlt-100.html
https://www.bpb.de/veranstaltungen/reihen/lokaljournalistenprogramm/

Conclusion

These recommendations are intended to help facilitate sustainable local
communication in Switzerland, particularly by and on the part of the local media. The

key points for the local media are

e Think along with the diverse audience and making minorities visible.

e Allow collaboration with other local media where it makes sense, especially in IT
and other production costs, to invest as many resources as possible in internal
journalism.

e Focus on transparency when using Al methods in local media work.

e Maintain a local presence - report on communities, portray the diversity of village
life, report on communities — and, of course, investigate and write critically but

not with the intention of gaining clicks at the price of polarization.

For local media to follow all these recommendations, it is essential that they firstly still
exist and secondly have the necessary resources to conduct investigative work on the
ground. This raises the question of how local media should be financed. We propose
that local media should in future be seen as a merit-based good - like cultural funding,
for example. Local journalism must be part of the critical local infrastructure and be able

to perform high-quality work on the ground as the fourth estate.

It is important not to forget the municipalities and their duty to inform. For municipalities
and local media, clear system boundaries are needed between the municipality's duty to

inform and the remit of journalism.

Further recommendations with a focus on the municipalities can be found at

http://gemeindekommunikation.fhgr.ch
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