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Introduction to the process 

This survey on the organizing media professionals in a digital economy was the first 
research done in Sri Lanka on this subject. 

The global rapid expansion of the digital economy introduces a number of changes to 
the media industry. These changes force the professional journalist to face a number of 
new challenges, both in terms of their role and working conditions.

 The International Federation of Journalists (Asia-Pacific) has been concerned about the 
professional status of journalists in the digital economy since its 29th conference held in 
2016. 

There was broader debate over the future of journalism and how the structural changes 
in newsrooms could affect the professional organizations of journalists. In keeping with 
these agreements, the South Asia Media Solidarity Network (SAMSN) was established in 
2018 for the Asia Pacific region. 

Lasantha de Silva, Executive committee member, representing the Free Media Movement 
participated in a conference organised by this network. In October 2018, Radhika 
Gunaratne of ‘Lanka News Web’ represented the Free Media Movement for a workshop 
on Digital News Activists held in Bangkok, Thailand. Their experience in participating in 
these workshops was invaluable in making this research a success. 

This project, which addresses the professional working conditions of journalists working 
in digital technology operating systems, is implemented in Africa, Asia, Latin America, 
the Middle East and the Arab countries, as well as Eastern and Central Europe.

The research report identifies a number of important issues including the challenges 
and opportunities related to organizing media professionals in the context of a digital 
economy.  The Free Media Movement hopes that the results of the survey will enable to 
identify the working conditions of the digital journalist's, in particular female journalists 
and the required standards as well as strategies to meet their social responsibility 
requirements.
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1 Background 

   Digital media known as “new media” in Sri Lanka is no longer new to us. It has 
been with us since few decades.  Access to internet based media has been on 
the rise with the improved mobile and broadband coverage, increased number 
of service providers and the increased usage of mobile and other devices etc.   

   Digital media created a paradigm shift in the media world, especially in the 
news production and dissemination. Completely new types of content have 
emerged with a faster and more personalized dissemination capacity, the 
content got uncoupled from the devices enabling reader to pick and choose 
the type of news s/he is interested in, while disregarding the rest. Pros and cons 
of this phenomenon have been debated widely. 

   Although people still watch television and read newspapers for more 
trustworthy news, digital media sector in Sri Lanka is becoming a competitive 
information provider. Thanks to the digital media platforms, news is delivered 
directly to the palmtop, in real time, owing to the competitive advantage of the 
digital technology. 

   Digital media is becoming technologically advanced and increasingly 
competitive to attract a sizable audience. It caters to the public good and 
maintain a healthy economy. Gossip and rumor are popular among the 
audience while becoming extremely hazarders   to the society.  Government of 
Sri Lanka decided to temporarily ban social media few times within the recent 
past because of the misinformation and disinformation concerns during ethnic 
and religious unrests. Audiences are becoming more conscious about the time 
well spent on the internet and looking for trustworthy news sources to fulfill 
information needs. 

   Digital media sector is interplay of all forces such as various audience segments 
and preferences, economy of the sector, journalistic quality and contributions 
etc. Hence, the digital media worker survey is a step taken towards understanding 
the sector and its dynamisms. 



A small scale study of the digital media sector perceptions on selected issues

Digital Media Workers Survey

13

 1.1 About SARD 

   Strategic Alliance for Research and Development (SARD) is a nonprofit 
organization working in the field of development and research. Main mission 
of the SARD is to improve the capacities of the development agencies by 
providing training and research support. 

   Media research and training is one of the main focus areas of SARD and has a 
long history of conducting media research including content analysis, media 
monitoring during elections, surveys and in-depth studies. 

   SARD also facilitated the national level program to develop national policy 
recommendations for media reform in Sri Lanka with the collaboration of the 
Ministry of Media and Information together with three leading universities of 
Sri Lanka.  

 1.2 Objectives 

   Objectives of the study are to understand the digital worker in relation to 
demography, Journalism practice, facilities, challenges and perceived solutions. 

 1.3 Study design

   This research study was planned and implemented by a steering committee 
consisting Free Media Movement (FMM), Sri Lanka Working Journalists’ 
Association (SLWJA). 

   Strategic Alliance for Research and Development (SARD) developed the design 
with the guidance of the steering committee. 

 1.4 The study population and sample size

   Employees of the digital news media agencies and the online platforms of the 
print and electronic media in Sri Lanka are the study population of the survey. 
Basic information about the study population such as the number of registered 
and unregistered organizations operating in Sri Lanka, the number of workers 
in the field etc. is not available. Although approximately 5000 people are 
believed to be working in the sector, with the limited budget and the time 
frame, 450 digital workers from both Sinhala and Tamil media are to participate 
in the survey. 
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 1.5 Methodology 

   Due to the absence of a proper directory or a catalogue of digital workers, the 
study was compelled to select a convenient sample through a referral system.  
Digital workers were selected using Snowball method. Snowball sampling or 
chain-referral sampling, is a nonprobability sampling technique where existing 
study subjects recruit future subjects from among their acquaintances. Thus 
the sample units expand like a rolling snowball. This sampling technique is 
often used to access populations that are hidden and difficult to reach. As 
this method of selection does not use any sampling frame, it is subjected to 
numerous biases. 

   Questionnaires were developed to derive qualitative and quantitative answers 
through a semi structured questionnaire administered by the research assistant.  

 1.6 Data processing and analysing 

   The questionnaire included 33 interviewer administered questions which 
included 26 semi structured and 7 open ended questions.  

   Semi structured questions include a list of contemplated answers to each 
question. This enabled the conversion of the qualitative answers into quantitative 
format. Unanticipated answers and the anomalies are also recorded, grouped, 
coded and entered to the system encompassing all possibilities to include, 
even the unexpected and unanticipated ideas. 

   Research assistants have recorded the answers to 7 questions that are open 
ended and converted them to quantitative information. Such perspectives, 
attitudes, and opinions are quantitatively presented to provide a comparison 
using percentages while qualitatively describing the points.   

 1.7 Limitations of the study

   Although the expected sample size of the study was 450, only 254 respondents 
were reachable within the period.  This was due to many reasons as explained 
below. 

   1 unexpected circumstances of the country 

    Unexpected delays have happened during data gathering of the study.  
Firstly, it was the fall of an unusually long New Year vacation of this year that 
took some of the journalists off from their working schedules for a longer 
period.  As usual recovery period after vacation was long and during that 
time the research progressed slowly. 
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   2 Political situations became highly unfavourable for the study and the 
journalists became preoccupied with the situation. 

   3 Easter Sunday terrorist attack and the ethnic and religious unrest afterward 
turned the political and security situation into a highly fragile state.  
Particularly the media was busy and preoccupied again to the extent that 
the study could not progress any further. 

   4 Journalists were contacted over the phone and appointments were made 
to see them for the interview. Most often when the interviewer showed up 
for the appointment, the journalist or the digital worker was absent without 
prior notice. Sometimes journalists broke the interview halfway through and 
it took few days to resume again. So the cost of the interviewing doubled up 
and proved impractical.  

    As a result, the latter part of the study was completed through telephone 
survey method which was more practical in many ways.  Especially, compared 
to the appointments, the telephone calls were easier as time could be fixed 
even after office hours making it more flexible for both the respondent and 
the research assistants. 

    Process took more time than anticipated in such unpredictable situations. 
Therefore, it was decided to end the field work before it reaches the saturation 
point.  

 1.8 Findings of the study 

   Findings of the study are presented in relation to: 1) digital media profile, 
consisting descriptive information about the education, age, experience etc. of 
the journalists. 2) Self-assessment on the working environment of the journalist 
that will include information about the working space, facilities, leave, staff etc.  
3) Perceptions about the digital media sector 4) Economic perspective of the 
digital media sector 5) Rights, ethics and responsibilities 6) Perceptions about 
unions and unionizing. These outcomes are presented below. 
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Findings
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2 Profile of the digital media journalists 

   Journalism is referred to as a public good that the citizens need to make 
informed decisions in a democratic environment. High-quality journalism is a 
timely delivery of accurate, fair and transparent reporting of the facts that help 
citizens to make informed decisions.  Quality of public good seems to be a very 
subjective thing depending on journalists’ interest, knowledge and references 
and even politics. Journalistic interests, knowledge references and politics are 
largely based on his/her education and experience.  Therefore Personal and 
journalistic factors are a significant tool to understand the digital media sector 
and its performances. 

   Age distribution of the Sample  

   Age is an important factor in understanding the demographic profile of the 
journalists. However, since this is a non-probability reference based sample 
gathered using snowball method, the age distribution can only be used to 
describe the overall picture of the sector. 256 digital media workers contacted 
using the snowball method or the chain referral sampling method, consisted,   
42% of workers within the age range of 20 to 29 years, 48% of workers within the 
age range of 30 to 39 years, and 9.4% of above 40 years of age. Female worker 
percentage was nearly 10%. This does not mean that the female journalists are 
only 10% of the total but the referred sample consisted only 10%.

 

           Figure 1 : Age distribution of the sample

   According to the findings, 90% of the digital media workers are below 40 years 
of age. 
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 2.1 Educational background of the digital workers 

   Journalistic output of the digital workers, not only decides the quality of 
journalism, it decides the survival of the digital media model and the survival 
of journalism as a whole. Weakening newsrooms alienate the audience and put 
pressure on the economy of the organization at the end, pointing downward 
trends of increased cuts of journalists and further weakening of journalism. 
One of the determinants of quality journalism is the knowledge and references 
of the journalists. Therefore the educational background of the digital workers 
was studied as an important factor. Below table discusses about educational 
levels of the encountered sample. 

 

    Figure 2 : Educational background of the workers

   40% of digital workers in the sample has diplomas as their highest education 
qualifications while second highest category is (29%) having degree as the 
highest education qualification. Third highest category (22%) of digital workers 
has advanced level as the highest education.  Some 0.2% of the digital workers 
in the sample have received more than one type of qualification; for example 
Advanced Level and diploma or diploma and a degree. Insignificantly small 
number of workers has mentioned about professional qualifications.  Majority 
of the digital worker community has not undergone any professional training. 
Senior journalists contacted for the study said that young journalists need to 
be trained properly for the job. 
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 2.2 Knowledge background of the study sample  

   41.4% of the digital workers are from the art stream of education.  35% were 
from the Mass media education. 16% consists of social science, IT and so on.  

  
     Figure 3 : Stream of Education

 2.3 Experiences of the workers  

       

      

    Figure 4 : Duration in the media sector 
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     Figure 5 : Duration in the current organization     

   Digital workers having less than 5 years of experience in the media sector is 
53% .This is nearly half of the digital worker sample. 34% are having 5-10 years 
of experience. This shows that, more than 2/3 of the population in the digital 
media sample is having less than 10 years of working experience. Only 11% 
found to be having more than 10 years of experience.  (Figure 4)

   Most surveyed respondents (54%) have worked for less than 5 years in the 
current organization (Figure 5).  21% are having 5-10 years of service in the 
current organization. Nearly 4 % have served more than 10 years in the same 
organization of which 2% have served more than 15 years.   

   Table 1 : No of organizations worked before

Over 56% of them have worked 
at least in one media organization 
before the current workplace. 20% 
have worked in two organizations 
prior to the current position.  
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 2.4  Fields of occupation 

  

          Figure 6 : Occupation types   

 2.5 News specialization 

           Figure 7 : News specialization

   Majority of the news journalists (36%) were covering all types of news. Their 
work as explained is not specialized or confined to one area but covers different 
subjects events and happenings. 29% of the journalists considered themselves 
as political reporters, while 14% have identified as development reporters, 21% 
work on the other capacities such as IT is recorded as other. 

Sample encountered 
57% of news 
journalists, 30% in the 
technical capacities 
such as IT and 5% with 
administration work. 
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 2.6 Discussion of the journalistic profile of the sample 

   Majority of the sample encountered within the study are below 40 years of age 
with less than 5 years of experience in the field of journalism and have served 
at least in one organization before the present job.  This can be taken as an 
indicator of high mobility. This might be due to availability of better options 
in the field or due to the dissatisfaction.  It can also be treated as a quality and 
counted as experience while it may also work as a weakness. The reason for 
higher mobility and how the mobility and experience impacted the sector in 
Sri Lanka is yet to be studied. 

   However, it is worth mentioning here that Rebuilding Public Trust, (2016) 
quoting Dr. Ranga Kalansooriya’s findings on a research study, stated that the 
standard of the Sinhala and Tamil news rooms are of very poor quality. Reporting 
formats have hardly gone beyond single sourcing and failed to bring strong 
analytical and journalistic skill to the work by bringing contrasting viewpoints.  
Hence, not only the number of years or the number of organizations worked, 
but the culture of the news room should also be studied as determinant of an 
effective journalism. 

   Findings about the education of the journalists also yield substantial amount 
of interest.  Majority of the digital journalists are with a diploma as their highest 
education.  29% possess a degree as the highest qualification. However, 
percentage of journalists having mass media as a subject is only 35%.

   Media education is widely accepted as a relevant qualification for journalism 
in Sri Lanka. However, only 35% of the sample is qualified in mass media 
education. Having stated that, the professionals in Sri Lanka are critical about 
the media education in the country. ‘Rebuilding Public Trust; an assessment of 
the media industry and the profession in Sri Lanka’ (2016), points out that, the 
absence of international standards in journalism is directly attributable to the 
state of journalism education in the country

   Few senior journalists participated in the study were critical about young 
journalists for their lack of understanding of the news culture, journalism 
practices, knowledge and the responsibility of the journalism. High mobility 
of the journalists is also seen as negative by the seniors. According to them, 
financial gains motivate them to move from one job to another, without getting 
through knowledge of the news culture in a serious manner. 

   Majority is found to be covering news in general without having any specialized 
interest or study. 
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   Hence, how the majority of journalists that are very young, with limited 
educational or professional training, and having less than 5 years of experience 
and with a non-specialized reporting practice impact the sector has to be 
studied.  Such in-depth understanding will provide better design of advocacy 
campaigns targeting to improve the quality of the sector.  

   In-depth study of news selection and framing process of journalists will 
provide a better insight on the relationship between the journalistic decisions, 
education, professional training, and news room culture. 

3 Working environment of the digital media sector

   Satisfactory work environment is a right of any employee and a necessary 
condition for a self-employed. However taking a complete audit of the facilities 
in the organization was not practically possible and out of the scope of the 
project.  Instead, work environment was assessed using the perceptions of 
the journalists about their working conditions. Salary, leave and vacation, the 
support services and staff etc. were taken as the determinants to explain the 
work condition and facilities. This was done in agreement with the steering 
committee of the survey.   

   Apart from the journalists’ self-assessment, some visual documentation of the 
physical work environment was envisioned in the original design which was 
found to be impractical, given the circumstances during the field investigation.   

   Therefore the availability of a decent work environment was assessed and 
presented below, based on the journalists’ perception on work space, leave, 
staff and the salary.
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 3.1 Work place related facilities

                           Figure 8 : Availability of an office

   83.5% work in an office provided by the agency. 14% of the sample has their 
own office, while 2% have no specific place as an office (Figure 8).  

 

  

          Figure 9 : Perceptions about the workplace facilities 

   Majority (68%) of the respondents are happy or satisfied about the facilities they 
have irrespective of the workplace types described above. 17% are very happy 
about the work facilities while only 6% believed that the facilities in the work 
place is weak. Only 0.8% thought the facilities are very bad as opposed to 8% 
who thought it is excellent. In conclusion, 93% were positive and happy about the 
working condition of the workplace. The work facilities mentioned here mainly 
included the internet facilities, computers, data availability and cameras etc.  
Unlike the electronic and print media, digital media need minimum infrastructure 
to perform better owing to its internet based technology. Workers of foreign news 
media web sites reported to have excellent facilities as reported.  
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 3.2 Salaries of the digital workers 

     Figure 10 : Salaries of the digital workers   

   Opinion about the salaries of the digital workers is discussed in the figure 10.  
53% are happy about their salaries. Further elaborating on the answer, many 
have articulated the fact that it is good in comparison to ‘others’ and also in 
the given situation, but not sufficient in absolute sense. Explaining it further 
they said that everyone in the profession find it difficult but not as bad as some 
other professions. 29% describe the salaries as very good and nearly 2% believe 
the salaries are excellent. All together 84% believe that salaries are good. Nearly 
17% think that the salaries are weak of which 4% think that the salaries are 
bad. In summery the vast majority (84%) is satisfied with the salary or the 
income while a minority (17%) is unsatisfied. Those who were extremely happy 
belonged to the foreign news media and the NGO-based web media agencies.  

 3.3 Staff of the media agency 

   

         Figure 11 : Perceptions about the workplace 
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   Media involves higher number of human resources and the digital media 
assumed to be running with comparatively a limited staff that is often cited as 
a factor affecting the quality of reporting. However 72 % of the study sample 
seems to disprove that notion and have an adequate staff. Nearly 14% think 
they have a very good number of staff followed by 4% that think they have 
excellent number of human resources to carry out the tasks. On the contrary 
8% think the staff is weak while 3% believe the situation is bad.  In conclusion, 
the majority (90%) think they are doing well while 10% believe the situation 
needs attention. 

 3.4 Leave, vacation, and other benefits 

 

   Figure 12 : Leave, vacation and other benefits

   69 % believes that the benefits are sufficient or average. Nearly 6% think the 
benefits are excellent while 9% think the benefits are good. Altogether 85% are 
of the opinion that the benefits are above average while nearly 15 % believe the 
benefits are not sufficient. This shows that leave, vacation and other benefits 
are good/average for many in the field while equal amount of minorities fall in 
the extreme ends between very good and very bad.  

 3.5 Discussion about the work environment other facilities and salaries  

   Majority of the journalists are happy about the working facilities, leave and 
availability of other staff support in the team. However, as discussed, salaries 
may not be the best, but satisfactory in comparison to other media. While the 
facilities, staff, leave and salaries are average and satisfactory for the majority, 
mostly working for foreign news media and the NGO funded media, some 
minorities are still falling into extreme categories. Negative extreme category 
of people needs support for self-organizing and collective bargaining. 
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4 Perception about the sector 

 4.1 Description of Digital media 

  

Figure 13 : Description of Digital media 

   Since there is no commonly agreed definition for digital media, the term has 
been used to refer to technological aspect of media and the cultural and social 
aspects of media, interchangeably. However during the research design, the 
steering committee was also exerted on what to consider as digital media and 
what to leave out of the scope of the project. The steering committee of the 
research decided to include the web and the digital platforms of traditional 
media. However, it was also decided to gather information on journalists’ 
perspective of what is digital media, to assess what the journalists and the 
digital workers culturally believe to be digital media. Web is culturally and 
socially described by 25% as digital media, while blog is described as digital 
media by only 19%. You tube is considered as digital media by 18%, digital 
platforms of legacy media by only 13% official Facebook pages by 15% and the 
personal Facebook pages by 11%.  

   Web is considered as the digital media by the majority and seems to be the 
most prevalent definition of the digital media. All the other forms of digital 
platforms are considered as digital media by less than 20% for each category. 
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 4.2 Role of the digital media as information provider

   Demand for information has been on the increase as never before. Easy access 
to information through internet and the increased affordability of devices 
such as smart phones has increased the consumption of news. Whether digital 
media perceived the increased demand for information as an opportunity was 
assessed.  

   As figure 14 highlights 67% believe that the opportunities are utilized by the 
sector for the better while 32% - nearly half unfortunately believe otherwise. 
Democracy needs journalism. Citizens will not be informed without relentless 
reporting and critical analysis by media. While some digital workers were critical 
of the sector for failing to fulfill its responsibility some were also critical about 
their own behavior.

   70% believe that they use the opportunity to the best of his/ her ability to utilize 
the opportunity to provide quality news to the public. (Figure 15) However 30% 
of journalists were critical about their organizational practice.

   Some of them blamed the organization while some are critical about politics. 
However, a part of the digital worker sample is not happy about how they 
utilize the information demand for the betterment of the society.  

Figure 14 : Demand for information and the  
media response

Figure 15 : Perceptions about their own 
practice
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 4.3 Assessment of the future of digital journalism

 

    Figure 16 : Assessment of the journalist about the future of the digital journalism

   Majority of the respondents have refrained from answering the question about 
assessment of the future. 

   Question about how confident they are to work in this sector in the future 
received the following responds. 33% of the respondents stated that they are 
confident about their capacity to work in the digital media sector in future.  No 
one has responded negatively. Most of them were referring to the experience 
in the field and networking skills etc. as the reason for self-confidence.  67% has 
opted not to answer the question.

   In response to the future of the sector, 22% think that digital media sector has 
a clear future in Sri Lanka. Only 0.2% state that future of the sector is not clear. 
Nearly every one believe that the digital media sector will grow its audience, 
improve the technology and the country will have cheaper access to internet 
in future and the future therefore is clear. 76% has opted not to answer the 
question.  

   How the digital media sector will grow economically and how the employees or 
workers will benefit in the future was discussed. 80% has opted not to answer 
the question. Most of the respondents were not very clear about the financial 
dynamics of the sector. 20% agreed to the fact that they can earn a sufficient 
income and   digital media sector does not provide sufficient economic security 
for the workers as agreed by 0%. 
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   For the questions about audience responses and social acceptance of the 
digital media, 70% of the respondents opted not to answer the question about 
social acceptance and said that, how the digital media news is perceived by the 
society is not yet clear to them. 25% were of the opinion that the society accepts 
digital media as a trustworthy media model. Therefore how the audience and 
the society in general perceive the digital media has to be further studied 
as audiences are becoming a major stakeholder of the sector and becoming 
strongly influential.  

5 Digital media as an economic model 

  

  

       Figure 17 : Digital media as an economic model

   Respondents were asked to comment about digital media as an economic model 
in order to understand how the digital workers perceive digital economy as a 
sector and how they relate to the concept. Here the respondents were asked to 
consider the overall situation. Answers were grouped into few categories and 
presented as figure 15. Most of the respondents did not answer the question.

   Stability as a business model, income and other benefits of the employees, social 
acceptance as a media model, service that has a demand from the audiences, 
and the job security were the main categories of answers. 

   18% of the total who answered the question, believed this as a successful 
business model, while no one believed otherwise. Out of the 18% who answered 
the question about the income, 14% stated that digital media provide better 
salaries or income for the staff while 4% believed the sector cannot do that.  Of 
the 17% answered about social demand, 13% think that the digital media as an 
institution have gained social acceptance and prestige which has an economic 
value. Only 4% believed otherwise. 15% believed that the demand is increasing 
for the digital platforms while, 4% did not believe so. 13% believed that digital 
media has job security for the employees and many other benefits (12%).
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 5.1 Who will benefit by the media economy? 

   42% believe that the workers benefit from the model while 35% believes that 
the organizations benefit economically from the media activities. 16% believe 
that some other parties will be benefited economically from the media work 
while 3% believe no one will benefit from the media. 

 5.2 Is Digital media beneficial to the organization in any way other than the 
economics?  

            Figure 19 : Digital media benefits other than economics?

Figure 18 : Who will benefit by the media 
economy?

Question about the benefits of 
the digital economy was to assess 
the attitude about the economic 
sustainability of the digital media. 

43% believed that the workers will 
benefit from the economics of the 
organization. None has believed 
the opposite; that the journalist 
will not benefit from the economic 
sustainability. Economic model of 
the digital media means to most 
journalists the ability to pay better 
to the journalists. 
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   Mainly the respondents from the digital platforms of the electronic and print 
media highlighted the fact that digitalization upgrades the organization and 
prepare for the competition. It ensures the survival of the organization by 
increasing the reach and popularity. Modernization of the agency is a vital 
need and an efficient way of doing that is going digital.  It also creates Prestige 
and value and creates a brand name for the agency.  Therefore 63 % of the total 
responses were that the digital media is beneficial to the organization in many 
ways other than economics.

   Public education, serving the people’s right to receive information, countering 
the fake news and developing a discourse on development are some of those 
mentioned as benefits. Some respondents were of the opinion that digital 
platforms increase the viewership and therefore beneficial tool to increase the 
political power of the agency which is beneficial not only in economic terms.  

   14% believe that the digital media expect only economic benefits and the 
journalists were of the opinion that the gossip has become so popular in the 
web and increase the economy through the viewership.  SMS, subscriber fees, 
likes and shares also intend to increase the revenue and only the investors will 
be benefited at the end.

   20% of the respondents were somewhat agreeing to the statement, highlighted 
the fact that only ‘some’ political allies and ideologies are benefited. However, 
if those allies and their intentions are good, result will be beneficial to the 
agency. However, they think, that, the intentions are bad most of the time and 
the results are also bad to the media and to the workers. 

6 Digital media Rights, standards

 6.1 Effectiveness of the existing standards 

   Business model is not the only thing that is being challenged in the media 
landscape; the product is also at stake. While the business model was broken 
by the outside challenges, the product, or the quality of the content, is being 
criticized to be eroded from inside of news organizations. Therefore existing 
standards of media have become the hot topic by the sector itself in Sri Lanka. 

   This subset of media ethics is widely known to journalists as their professional 
"code of ethics". While mostly shared elements such as the principles 
of truthfulness, accuracy, objectivity, impartiality, fairness, and public 
accountability apply to all, some codes of conduct have different elements 
unique to the agency. Codes of conduct decide the quality of the acquisition of 
information that is considered as newsworthy and its subsequent dissemination 
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to the public. Therefore the idea of codes of conduct is presented to the 
respondents as a set of standards and requested to respond. The topic about 
the ethics and standards seems to have become a highly charged topic among 
the public debate, due to recent political and religious outbursts.  Therefore the 
topic gained enthusiasm among the digital workers.  

   Figure 20 : Standards of the digital media sector

 6.2 Necessity for new standards

  

   Figure 21:  Whether the digital media need standards

51% of respondents were of the 
opinion that the existing standards 
are not satisfactory while 6% of 
the total respondents believe that 
the existing standards are not at 
all satisfactory. Therefore majority 
(56%) think the standards are 
unsatisfactory while 43% consider 
that the standards are satisfactory. 

While 56% (Figure 20) agreed that 
the existing standards are not 
sufficient, 62% (Figure 21) said yes 
to the need for new standards. Not 
only those who think the existing 
standards are not sufficient but 
some of those who believe the 
standards to be sufficient also 
have raised the need for a new 
set of ethics. Therefore the need 
for new standards is not entirely 
related to the prevailing lack of 
satisfaction but to the need of new 
ethics that will help them face new 
challenges. 
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   New standards should be developed with the involvement of the government 
was the opinion of 45%; according to them without governments’ support 
such regulation cannot be imposed properly. However government should do 
it with the support of the media sector. 38% of the respondents consider that 
the standard should be developed by the sector without any involvement of 
the government. 

   17% were opposed to any new standards and believe that any kind of new 
standards can be limiting the journalistic freedom and it will be politically 
beneficial in controlling media.  

 6.3  Most valued rights of the digital journalists.   

  

    Figure 22 : Most valued rights of the digital journalists

   Freedom of association, collective bargaining rights, protection for unions, 
equality, social justice and democracy etc. are some internationally acclaimed 
rights of the journalists. How the digital media in Sri Lanka perceives about 
rights was studied. 

   43% have responded highlighting the right to be free, independent and 
of service to the democratic values. They pointed out the need to express 
independent opinions directly, right to serve the citizens, public service, create 
a voice for the people, and create a platform for pubic discourses, right to be 
independent right to be free from personal attacks, from organizational policies 
and politics, etc. 
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   22% were concerned about the personal and economic benefits. Right to 
be paid fairly, sufficient value to the competency, social security, economic 
benefits such as ability to obtain loans, a decent salary, a set salary standard, 
safety net were the mostly discussed issues.  

   7% were concerned about the advantages related to the media structure. Right 
to act fast, work from anywhere – flexibility of work structures, right to access 
such as data for downloading and uploading, technical competency were the 
rights they admire.  

   3% have valued professional respect, while 6.2% were concerned about the 
security. They were concerned about the right to refrain from assault, going 
missing, free from personal attacks, free from stress, tension and hacking.

   Considering the kind of rights admired most, it is evident that the journalists are 
more inclined towards democratic rights of the journalists and of the audiences 
as well. However, the collective bargaining rights and protection for workers 
and unions etc. are not mentioned. 

 6.4 Discrimination against the Digital journalists

   Traditional mass media were criticized for creating inequalities by being biased, 
serving government interests, accumulating far too much power in the hands 
of industries and creating knowledge gaps among their various audiences. 
Journalism contributed to gender and race discrimination in news rooms 
and to accepting informal news selection rules in favor of those in power and 
weakening democracies.

   With the digital media, most of these inequalities survived and new ones 
occurred. Knowledge gaps have transformed into digital divides, advertising 
revenues have migrated to social networking sites, which challenge traditional 
news journalism, In addition, algorithmic selection, surveillance, big data and 
the Internet of things are creating new forms of inequality that follow the 
traditional patterns of class, gender, wealth and education disparities.

   Four ways of discriminations are found discussed in the literature. The first 
concerns the equality of social relations between people working in the 
media: how well are the genders, different minority groups or opinion groups 
represented in the professions of journalists. 

   The second approach asks how different social groups and strata are represented 
in and through the media: Do less-wealthy and marginalized groups receive 
fair and equal representation in the media compared with those in powerful 
positions? 
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   The third way is to analyze the differences between social groups in relation 
to media access as well as their competence in using information for personal 
and common benefit (information gap) and the fourth approach is based on 
the assumed role of the media in bringing us a daily account of what is real and 
‘normal’, including establishing the normality of inequality.

   Respondents were asked to discuss about discrimination against digital media, 
as an open ended question and the answers are categorized to see the most 
prevailing opinions about the topic.

   Most number of workers (33%) agree that the discriminations are coming 
from within. Independent ideas are always discriminated, opportunistic and 
personally biased information are allowed most times, misleading information 
gets prominence and gossips are valued highly and the journalists that report 
gossip get opportunities. Idea behind the criticism is that the organizations 
discriminate journalists by creating inequality of social relations between 
people working in the media. 

    Figure 23 :  Types of discrimination

   30% believe that the digital media is being discriminated because of the 
sector, based on technology. Journalists believe that they can be fast and 
can be accurate because of the simple internet technology in comparison to 
traditional media. But the same qualities of the media that facilitate urgency, 
creativity and competitiveness by its technological nature are discriminated 
and labeled as untrustworthy. Technological advancement has invented low 
cost and powerful media platforms such as blogs and Whatsapp, but the very 
possibility also has become the reason for discrimination.
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   Digital media, according to the responses, is not considered equal to the other 
media and never get invited to cover special events such as sports, oversees 
events, visits of state guests, President and Prime Minister Coverage etc. they 
believe that the digital journalists are not recognized as serious journalists.   The 
web media considered to be inferior to the legacy media is an attitude unique 
to Sri Lanka. This attitude also questions the trustworthiness of the digital 
news. Biggest criticism is about the assumed role of the media in bringing us a 
daily account of what is real and ‘normal’. According to the respondents, what is 
reported in the digital media is biased. This can be categorized as establishing 
the inequality as normality by academic norms.

   19% of the respondents have focused their attention on discriminations that 
are political in nature. Journalists elaborate that the political situations strain 
digital journalists in many ways, as online news is always treated with doubt 
and unreliability. Political views are treated and labeled as propagandist 
media. Therefore web news reporters, as stated earlier, become the victims 
of the political situation in Sri Lanka. Public opinion about web journalists as 
propagandist has also believed to create another kind of discrimination against 
digital media. 

   The respondents are of the opinion that the general trust in social and political 
institutions is declined in Sri Lanka. Recent politics and social developments 
is said to benefit only the governing elites. The legacy media are also seen as 
part of the elite formation, and journalists are distrusted to the same degree as 
politicians. New media has now gotten in to the same plight in Sri Lanka and 
according to the responses of the digital media itself; it has now become one 
of the highly distrusted social institutions. 

   However In a healthy democracy, the news media must enjoy public trust in 
order to serve as the main source of public information. Digital media sector 
urges for a radical change and work towards rebuilding public trust. 
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 6.5 The suggestions to minimize/ prevent discrimination against digital media

 

 

    Figure 24 : Suggestions to minimize/ prevent discrimination against digital media

   Most number of respondents (38%) have suggested that improving the 
awareness of the public is the best solution. Therefore they expressed the 
need for public education process in this regard. 34% suggested improving 
journalists, to face the discrimination. They expressed the need to strengthen 
the journalists and the journalism by rebuilding public trust from within.

   20% of the respondents believe that the government should intervene to 
minimize the discrimination against the digital media by introducing new 
policies.  2% believes the organizations should get involved while 6% believe 
nothing can be done.

 6.6 Necessity to form a professional union

 

   Figure 25

    Figure 25 : Necessity to form a professional union

In the work situation, an individual 
worker has to face many problems 
such as, low wages, long hours of 
work, lack of incentive etc. These 
problems of an individual or few 
individuals cannot attract the 
attention of the employer because 
of their less bargaining power. The 
growth of trade unions increased the 
bargaining strength of workers and 
enabled them to bargain for better 
working conditions collectively. 
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   Standardizing professional services can also cause to collective bargaining. 
Therefore how the journalists response to necessity of a union is a timely 
question.     

    76% of the responses were in favor of a professional union while 15% were not 
in favor of unions.  Although the number of people not in favor of unionizing is 
comparatively low, that should be treated seriously. 

   Therefore respondents were asked to further elaborate on the answer. Those 
answers that are not in favor of unions are examined below. 

 6.7 Reasons for not joining with a union 

 

    Figure 26 : Reasons for not joining with a union   

   19% doubt about organizations’ approval for a union activity. The employers or 
the media owners in Sri Lanka as explained by the respondents consider unions 
as a challenge and will not allow workers to join.

   37 % think that, unions are not required as they are self-employed.

   Unions are an accepted tool for collective bargaining and it serves a variety of 
purposes. Integrative bargaining and attitudinal restructuring are imperative 
purposes. This involves shaping and reshaping some attitudes like trust or 
distrust, friendliness or hostility between parties to maintain smooth and 
harmonious relations. It also provides an opportunity to gain benefit for all 
parties. However, the findings reveal the need to create a positive environment 
for unionizing by increasing the awareness about how the owners, employees, 
or the self-employed will benefit by such process. The sector also needs to 
consider how young workers will react to political lenience of unions in future 
endeavors.     

48% have responded to the 
question and of which 43 % are 
not interested in joining any 
union. Among the most common 
reasons given, time constraints are 
the most common reason. Second 
most common is the distrust about 
unions, revealed as “do not know 
who will be served at the end“ 
refers to the political orientations 
of the trade unions. 
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 6.8 Reasons for joining a union 

 

    Figure 27 : Reasons for joining a union

   The most cited reasons for joining a union are to protect the rights of the 
journalists by 35% and to standardize the profession by 33%. Benefits such as 
computer loans and motor cycle loans are also cited by third majority (20%). 
Vague reasons such as every worker must join one union, and it is good to have 
one etc. are grouped as the ‘other’ which is 11% of all.  

   Majority of the workers believe that the unions can protect the rights of the 
workers and nearly equal amount of peoples’ concern is about standards. As 
mentioned before the media ethics and standards seem to be a major concern 
among digital worker community. 
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 6.9 Constrains of forming a union 

   Highest constrain as revealed by the survey is lack of commitment. 45% agreed 
that the digital workers lack commitment to improve the sector. This was mostly 
said by the seniors and some junior workers also felt that way. 

    Figure 28 : Constrains of forming a union

   Next highest constrain was the political lenience of the organizers. Political 
biases of the organizers seem a recurring issue under various topics throughout 
the survey.   
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 6.10 Motivating journalists to unionize 

  

    Figure 29 : Motivating journalists to unionize

   Digital workers were asked how the workers could be motivated to join 
unions. Intention was to inform the planning process of future advocacy 
campaigning and activities. Majority of them (37%) have suggested that 
changing the perception of workers will motivate to organize themselves for 
collective bargaining. Introducing the workers to the concept of trade union 
and its inferences was the suggested action. The respondents believe that if the 
intended changes are radical; it can attract the workers to unionize.  Addressing 
the perception about changing rights and responsibilities of the digital world 
in a dynamic manner, can motivate unionizing is another idea. 

    It may involve production of education materials and training sessions to 
inform digital workers on the need to unionize. Such trainings and materials 
need to address the issues brought forward by workers that are presented in 
the previous chapters.  

   26% have suggested addressing the needs of the workers in order to motivate 
them to unionize. By inquiring and providing remedies to technological needs, 
understanding new challenges of the digital world and suggesting remedies 
such as data availability, lower cost for data, low cost computers etc. is expected 
to motivate workers to unionize. Equal recognition to digital media and legacy 
media, professional safety, professional respect, safety net etc. were other types 
of needs suggested by the respondents. Women’s issues, especially safety and 
equality issues can be addressed to motivate women for unionizing. Women 
journalists have suggested a separate union for them to stand up in the event 
of their rights violated.    
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    Figure 30 : Perception about the successful

   A worker union can be done and will be successful is believed by 59% while 
40% are of the opposite view (Figure 30). Workers who did not believe about 
the success of the unions are quite negative about the attitudes of the workers, 
absence of a discourse about digital media and the need for collective 
bargaining. The quality of unions is also discussed negatively. Political lenience 
of the leaders will further reduce the quality and the trust is another negative 
anticipation about unions.   

17% wants to build up digital work as 
a team. Creating workers collective by 
making a catalogue of digital workers 
island wide etc. were the indicated 
intentions.

11% stress on the purpose of unionizing 
and suggested to create an independent 
body committed to democracy which 
is politically unbiased and comprised 
of only the professionals. Creating a list 
of webs and the list of journalists is also 
suggested to initiate the collective of 
digital media.

Utilizing technological solutions to 
unionize digital workers is suggested. 
A digital forum according to them can 
minimize the meeting time and increase 
the efficiency. 
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Discussion
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  Profile of the respondents

   Majority of digital workers in the survey are young and have less than 5 years 
of experience. Most of the journalists have diplomas as the highest education 
qualification. Percentage of journalists who have studied mass media as the 
subject stream is only 35%. Most digital journalists reported to be involved in 
non-specific news reporting. Reporting of politics to sports is said to be done 
by the same journalist in most occasions. Professional trainings on media and 
journalism practices are rare and the emphasis given to professional training is 
insufficient. 

  Working environment and facilities

   Majority of the journalists are happy about the working facilities, leave and 
availability of other staff support in the team. However, as discussed, salaries 
may not be the best, but satisfactory in comparison to other media. While the 
facilities, staff, leave and salaries are average and satisfactory for the majority, 
some minorities are still falling into extreme categories. Negative extreme 
categories of people are mostly self-employed. 

   Describing digital media is difficult because the description involves not 
only technological aspects but the sociological and cultural dimension to it. 
Therefore the question was asked from the respondents.  According to the 
findings, web seems to be the most prevalent description of the digital media. 
All the other forms of digital platforms such as YouTube, Blogs, and official 
Facebook pages are considered as digital media by less than 20% for each 
category. Digital media sector itself must decide what is socially and culturally 
included as digital media. 

  Role of digital media as information provider 

   Majority of the respondents are confident about the role of digital media as 
information provider. However, a sizable portion of them still believe that 
the media sector as a whole and as individual journalists do not contribute 
sufficiently to fulfill the information gap in the society. Journalists were unhappy 
about inequalities and biases in the news rooms and how it has impacted the 
audience negatively. News room biases are seen as the reason that hinders the 
fulfillment of responsibilities as information provides,    
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  About the digital economy

   The respondents were asked about digital economy and 80% have vague 
answer. They were not clear about the digital economy and why it is important. 
Nearly 18% think that the demand of the audience is increasing and therefore 
digital media is evolving as a successful economic model. 

   On the other hand, some digital media workers were very critical about the 
quality of the output. Journalists are skeptical about its future as an economically 
sustainable model if the quality of journalism did not improve.  The digital 
economy will be seriously challenged by the increasingly weakening audience 
trust due to lack of standards.

   However another 20% think about the digital media as a public service. The 
purpose of any media, as they say, is not to make money but to serve the 
people. Most media are either funded by the owners or as a part of the print 
and electronic media. The business model therefore seems not so relevant to 
the workers. 

   Some believed about democratic values as a gain. Indirectly the digital media 
has a capacity to modernize the traditional media outlets, improving the rights 
of the audience to access information, and also for serving political ideologies 
of the parties. 

   In summary, the digital media as an independent sector, has not yet recognized 
its future dynamics and challenges. The workers still do not differentiate the 
main structural and economic models of digital media from the legacy media. 
Therefore does not address the distinctly unique future dynamics of the digital 
economy.

  Media standards, rights,

   Majority of the digital workers think that the standards are unsatisfactory and 
a larger majority think the sector needs new standards. This percentage, who 
believes that we need new standards are larger than the percentage who 
believes the standards are unsatisfactory. In other words new standards are not 
entirely related to prevailing dissatisfaction about bad quality, but about facing 
the growing challenges of the new digital media. 

   45% want to work with the government to develop new standards since the 
government has the capacity to enforce the standards. However, second highest 
number of workers believe that the standards need to be developed within the 
sector without any government involvement. However, what is noteworthy is 
that with or without the government, the sector is seriously considering about 
new standards. 
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   Democratic rights of the journalists such as freedom from harm, right to 
independent opinion etc. were the most admired rights of the digital workers. 
Next highest were the economic rights of the workers to be paid fairly, value for 
the competence etc. third category is the structure related rights such as data 
availability, Internet quality, flexi working facilities to work from anywhere etc. 

   However, collective bargaining rights, right to association etc. are not mentioned 
as the most valued rights.  The digital media sector seems serious about the role 
it plays in the democratic society, however, thinking as a collective in achieving 
its goals is not considered important.  

  Discrimination 

   Discrimination is felt mostly within the organizations and the basis for 
discrimination is said to be the opinions and ideological differences in the 
news rooms. Propagandist and populist ideologies are reported to be the basis 
for discrimination. Some journalists are serious about the role they play in the 
society and battle to save the rights within the organizations. 

   Marginalizing the digital media and labeling them as informal media came up 
as a strong discrimination. Some shocking facts such as the digital media rarely 
get invitations to cover state events remind the size of the discrimination. 

   Content related judgments such as gossip and rumor reporters have been 
noted as discrimination against the digital media. This has been discussed over 
and over again throughout the study under several topics and seems that many 
serious journalists are disheartened about the way things are happening in the 
sector and how the audiences are discriminating them as a result.  

   Number of people in favor of a professional union is bigger than the number 
not in favor of unions. The reasons given against unionizing are the time 
constraints, distrust about political leaning of unions, etc. The self-employed 
think the unions are not required.     Others doubt about organizations’ approval 
for a union activity.  

   The most cited reason for joining a union is to protect the rights of the journalists 
and to standardize the profession. This issue has been coming up in every 
discussion and seems to have a greater impact on their career. Political lenience 
of the organizers and the lack of commitment are the most cited constraints.
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Recommendations
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   The term ‘Digital media’: Sector should come to consensus about what we 
call as digital media. Deliberating about journalism, information dissemination 
and news in Sri Lanka will help to culturally define the territories of the sector.  
So it is recommended to design and moderate a communication exercise 
(Discourse) to define what is culturally considered as digital media and better 
focus on the issues within. Audience should also be involved in the discourse.  

   Economy of the sector is also another vague area for the journalists. Journalists 
are not aware of how the media is making its economy. However as most of the 
journalists believe, quality of the media content is making a big difference in it. 
Therefore another important discourse to be facilitated is about balancing of 
profit and quality. 

   Findings of the study about education backgrounds, professional trainings 
and experiences of the journalists show that the sector is still at a very young 
stage. On the other hand, complexity of the Sri Lankan society and its challenges 
demand more mature and informed interventions of analyzing, interpreting, 
and critiquing of information. Therefore the journalists should be groomed, 
to be able to provide a context to what they are reporting, so that news can 
generate knowledge among its audiences. This will contribute to the quality 
of journalism and to the economics of the sector.   Improving the quality and 
quantity of professional training should be considered a high priority. 

   Quality of media education in mass communication faculties of the Sri Lankan 
universities need to be considered seriously, and massive long term advocacy 
strategy has to be designed to propagate the need for a change of curriculum.   

   Study of news selection and framing process of journalists will provide a 
better insight on the relationship between the journalistic decisions, education, 
professional training, and news room culture. Such in-depth understanding will 
provide FMM and SLWJA a better design of advocacy campaigns targeting to 
improve the quality of the sector.  Therefore in-depth study on news selection 
and framing practices of journalists is highly recommended. 

   Majority of journalists have expressed the need to regulate the media. Some 
have expressed the need to get the state involvement while some want it to 
be done by the sector itself. However irrespective of who is involved in the 
making, bad journalism will happen if the implementation is not thought of. 
One body or a council consisting of state, media, journalists and the audience 
can be the solution for implementation of standards. Therefore a regulatory 
body for digital media is recommended.   
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   No doubt, Journalism, specifically online journalism can keep audiences well 
informed and it is central to the democracy. On the other hand, deteriorating 
public trust of the online media as often expressed by the respondents can 
impede democracy. Online news audiences have never been studied in Sri Lanka. 
Therefore understanding the media behavior and attitudes of the audiences 
is an essential part of the improvement of the sector.  It will enlighten about 
the basis of the arguments of both populist and serious news media. Therefore 
comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the audience is recommended. 

   Discrimination against the journalists has derived surprising findings. 
Discrimination against Journalists within newsrooms has recognized to be the 
most common and such Intra organizational democracy seems to be impacting 
the quality of journalism at large. Therefore taking up the intra organization 
politics as topic for discussion is recommended. It will impact the overall quality 
of the journalism and the quality of the sector as well. 

   Not only the digital media but the legacy media is also considered as 
untrustworthy by the audience at times. The role of digital media in a democratic 
society needs gaining confidence and trust of its audience. Enormous 
improvement in the equality of its output is the only possibility to change the 
perception about the journalists and regaining the trust. The discussion about 
the trust of the audience has been the most common occurrence throughout 
the study. While making and effort to improve the quality within the field it is 
also imperative to work on improving the trust of the audience. It will improve 
the sector economically and otherwise.   

   Digital media being marginalized as rumor reporters never get invitation to 
cover state events etc. It stems from the same source of lack of credibility. 
Credibility has to be addressed seriously within the organization and with the 
other stakeholder e.g. with the state.  

   Unions are a method of collective bargaining, therefore the attitudes of the 
self-employed and the attitudes of the media owners and the mangers has to 
be addressed. More educational materials and trainings might be needed to 
convince that the unionizing is for the betterment of the sector and a right of 
the employees.    
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