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Supporting Concentration or Promoting
Diversity? The Impact of Free Dailies on the
Austrian NewspaperMarket

PIETBAKKER AND JOSEF SEETHALER

1 International trends
After Metro, the first free daily aimed at commuters in urban areas, was
launched in Sweden in February 1995, growth in this new newspaper segment
was relatively slow until 1998. However, in 1999, the number of countries with
free daily newspapers more than doubled compared to the year before, while
the number of titles increased from 7 to 30. Circulation tripled to 2.9 million.
By the end of 2000, the number of countries had increased to 24, while the
number of titles and circulation had more than doubled. The 2001 to 2004
period is characterized by relatively modest circulation growth – 30% on aver-
age – because of the economic recession. During the following two years circu-
lation increased again, but by 2007, it seemed that saturation was setting in
with an increase of ‘only’ 16%. In 2008, the new recession led to a new wave of
closures and to several circulation cuts. There were 225 titles at the end of 2008
while circulation was stable at 41.8 million, compared to 2007. The number of
countries with free newspapers, however, is still rising, reaching 59 at the end
of 2008 (see Tab. 1). In Europe, where almost two thirds of the total circula-
tion of free dailies is published, circulation figures showed a relatively low
increase of 11% in 2007 and even a decline of 5% in 2008.
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Figure 1:Worldwide development of free daily circulation,
titles published and countries with free dailies 1995–2008
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However, Europe is not ‘a market’ in itself. To establish whether the develop-
ments are also visible in individual markets, we have analyzed ‘mature’ mar-
kets in Europe, defined as markets where free papers have had a market share
of at least 20% in the last five years. In seven countries – Spain, the Nether-
lands, Sweden, Denmark, the Czech Republic, Switzerland and Iceland – cir-
culation has decreased in the last year(s). Greece and France have either ex-
perienced only a small increase in circulation in recent years or the figures have
remained stable. Italy has seen a substantial increase in circulation – after a
drop in 2007 – because of the launch of a 5th national title in January 2008.

Table 1: European free daily circulation (million),
titles published and countries with free dailies 1995–2008

Year ’95 ’96 ’97 ’98 ’99 ’00 ’01 ’02 ’03 ’04 ’05 ’06 ’07 ’08

Countries 2 2 4 6 10 14 17 16 16 19 24 29 31 32
Titles 2 2 4 7 17 29 35 35 40 63 84 132 138 126
Circulation 0.2 0.3 0.6 0.9 2.7 5.3 7.4 8.4 8.8 11.1 15.4 24.5 27.2 25.8

Source: http://www.newspaperinnovation.com/.
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This title boasts a (unverified) circulation of 800,000 copies. The data for Aus-
tria are inconclusive as there are no audited circulation data available. Infor-
mation from publishers regarding printed circulation suggests that there was a
slight increase in circulation in 2008 after a decline in 2007.
The data presented in Figure 2 indicate that there are clear signs of satura-

tion in the free newspaper segment. In the markets with the biggest losses, the
number of titles also decreased. In Spain, three of the four national titles dis-
continued editions (in January 2009 all remaining Metro editions closed
down), in the Netherlands the fourth title ceased publication, and in Denmark
the number of national titles is now also three – compared to four in 2007 and
five in 2006. In Sweden and in the Czech Republic, two of the respective three
national titles have closed down, while in Iceland the two free newspapers
merged. The Austrian free dailies market (see Fig. 3) is facing a similar trend.
Therefore, as an example of a mature European market, it provides us the
opportunity to examine the structural conditions that may have determined
the conduct of existing firms and the market entry barriers for new firms, thus
fostering or hampering market growth. Based on these research results, we will
try to assess the potential impact of free dailies on the newspaper market in
general.

Figure 2: Free daily circulation in 11mature Europeanmarkets 1995–2008
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Figure 3: Free daily circulation in Austria 2001–2008 (Reference date: 31December)
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2 The case of Austria
Austria has been one of the most concentrated newspaper markets in Europe,
mainly because of the strong position of the market leader Kronen Zeitung and its
partner Kurier. In 1988, both papers founded Mediaprint in which they work
together on advertising, printing and business operations. The link between
the two papers is the German publisher Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung (WAZ),
which owns 50% of Kronen Zeitung and 49.4% of Kurier. In 2000, Mediaprint con-
trolled more than 55% of the entire Austrian newspaper market. Between 2001
and 2003, this percentage increased to more than 60% after Kronen Zeitung
launched the free newspaper U-Express in Vienna (Melischek et al. 2009)1 to
counter Metro’s Austrian plans (which were never put into practice). Like al-
most all popular newspapers in Austria, U-Express was published in the typical
Austrian ‘Kleinformat’ (a little bigger than A4 format). In March 2004,
U-Express ceased publication for ‘financial reasons’ (see Tab. 2 for an overview
of Austrian free papers). In actual fact, it was the decision of the WAZ-Group
to close down the newspaper, against the wishes of Kronen Zeitung-chief (and
50% owner) Hans Dichand, who wanted to continue publishing the free daily.
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A long and persisting conflict between Dichand and WAZ over the control of
Kronen Zeitung is the background to these differences.
A few months after the closure of Austria’s first free daily, the market share

of Mediaprint started to decrease with the launch of the new free daily Heute. On
closer inspection, however, there are remarkable links between Kronen Zeitung
and the new free daily. Initially, Heute was published by AHVV-Verlag Alta, a
hitherto unknown financial group emerging from the 1993 founded Sanosil
GmbH (renamed as Slatin GmbH in 1998). Subsequently, it was acquired by the
Periodika Foundation shortly before the launch of the newspaper, a deal which
was enabled by a loan from Austria’s largest bank, Bank Austria. Although it is
not clear who is behind the newspaper, Fidelis Medien- und Verlags GmbH, where
Eva Dichand, wife of Kronen Zeitung’s editor in chief Christoph Dichand (son of
Hans Dichand) is CEO, became the new majority shareholder of Heute in 2006
(Fidelis is owned by the Periodika Foundation and Günther Havranek, chairman
of this foundation). Moreover, Dichand’s daughter-in-law has been managing
Heute since September 2005, together with Wolfgang Jansky, the former press
officer of the then councillor Werner Faymann, the present Austrian chancel-
lor. This put Dichand Sr. in a somewhat awkward position because without
the consent of WAZ he is not allowed to publish another Austrian newspaper.
Nevertheless, Heute is printed by Mediaprint2 and, as was the case with the now
defunct U-Express, it is the only free daily which is allowed to deploy boxes in
underground stations (Fidler 2008, 187–189).
In 2006, three more free dailies were launched in several regional capitals by

the respective biggest domestic publishing house (ok in Graz and Klagenfurt,
Neue Express in Innsbruck, Oberösterreichs Neue in Linz) with Neue Express and
Oberösterreichs Neue for a long time cooperating on content and advertising cam-
paigns. In Graz and Linz, Heute (which had already widened its area of circula-
tion by distributing a Lower Austria edition in May 2006) started editions a
few days after the launch of the respective home-grown newspaper. However,
after a little more than a year, two of the three aforementioned papers and one
local edition of Heute were closed down. In Graz, both free dailies Heute and ok
(which had been published by Styria Medien AG, the owner of the regional mar-
ket leader Kleine Zeitung) ceased operations almost simultaneously. In Inns-
bruck, only a few months after the closure of Neue Express (and its paid sister
paper Die Neue) Moser Holding started a new free daily, TT Kompakt, which is a
spin-off of its flagship newspaper Tiroler Tageszeitung. From the aforementioned
free dailies, only Oberösterreichs Neue, published by Wimmer Holding, the smallest
of the three respective media firms, has survived.
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When the new tabloid Österreich was launched in September 2006, the overall
market share of Mediaprint noticeably decreased to about 40% at the end of
2007. (However, Heute with its close connections to Mediaprint is claiming a
share of 12%.) The biggest losses were experienced in East and North-East
Austria where Österreich publishes several regional editions. Österreich is cheaper
than other newspapers; additionally, it is partly distributed for free, thus com-
peting strongly with Kronen Zeitung as well as with Heute, which, for example,
launched the weekly glossy magazine Live (with TV listings) in March 2007 as
a reaction to Österreich’s daily magazine TV & Live. (The magazine was available
on Fridays in the Heute boxes. Finally, it was acquired by Mediaprint in Decem-
ber 2008 and re-launched as a television supplement to Kronen Zeitung. This can
be interpreted as another sign of the links between the two newspaper compa-
nies.) Since the launch of Österreich, the Austrian market for free newspapers
seems to have reached saturation point.

Table 2: Free daily editions in Austria

Main distribution area Title Founded Closed

Vienna U-Express 19.3.2001 31.3.2004
Vienna Heute 6.9.2004 —
Lower Austria Heute 15.5.2006 —
Graz (Styria) Ok 22.5.2006 6.7.2007
Graz (Styria) Heute 12.6.2006 6.7.2007
Innsbruck (Tyrol) Neue Express 26.6.2006 16.10.2007
Linz-Wels-Steyr (Upper Austria) Oberösterreichs Neue 21.8.2006 —
Linz-Wels-Steyr (Upper Austria) Heute 26.8.2006 —
Vienna Österreich* 1.9.2006 —
Lower Austria Österreich* 1.9.2006 —
Upper Austria Österreich* 1.9.2006 —
Klagenfurt-Villach (Carinthia) ok 4.9.2006 6.7.2007
Salzburg Österreich* 4.3.2007 —
Innsbruck (Tyrol) TTKompakt 15.5.2008 —
Styria Österreich* 1.10.2008 —

* partly distributed for free, Source: http://www.oeaw.ac.at/cmc/hypress/.

In 2007, Kronen Zeitung and Kurier temporarily left the joint auditing organiza-
tion Österreichische Auflagenkontrolle (ÖAK), because of auditing of both the paid
and free editions of Österreich. At that time, ÖAK did not audit free papers; and
even after a re-organization of ÖAK, Österreich is the only audited newspaper
which is partly distributed for free. The same is true for Media-Analyse (respon-
sible for measuring newspapers’ reach), while some free papers are audited by
Verband der Regionalmedien (VRM), an auditing organization established by local
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publishing houses. Because both monitoring services are based on different
criteria, comparative analysis of newspaper penetrations suffers from a lack of
comprehensive data.

3 Market structure and firm strategies
In order to assess the impact of free dailies on the overall performance of the
Austrian newspaper market in general, we will use the structure-conduct-
performance model (Albarran 2002) as a heuristic framework to explain how
market structure influences firms’ strategies which themselves may affect own-
ership concentration (one owner owning more outlets), editorial concentration
(more outlets being – at least in the main news section – produced by one edi-
torial board) and consumer behaviour. By focusing on the overall performance
of the market, we take the wider needs of society into account referring to the
democratic role of the media as mediators between the public and the govern-
ment thus enabling and facilitating public opinion formation, expressing pub-
lic opinion to policy makers, and checking the powers of government and
businesses (Baker 2007).
For assessing the relevant markets, it must be noted that, historically, regional

provincial markets (usually confined by the borders of the Austrian Bundes-
länder) from the perspective of both the consumer and the advertising industry
constituted the central units in Austria. Nevertheless, there has been a notice-
able increase in the number of local editions over the last two decades and, as a
result, it must be assumed that competition between the residing newspapers
at individual geographical levels is increasing: Even minor changes in the
socio-demographic composition of the readership, in the reach and/or with
advertising rates are capable of moving important segments of the advertising
market from one level to another. Similarly, changes in the quality, in the scale
and the geographical orientation of regional and local news reporting is con-
tributing to greater reader mobility than was previously the case when there
was a less geographically differentiated newspaper offering. Consequently, for
the purposes of an Umbrella Model (Gustafsson 1996) both forms must be
considered in the analysis of the market structures.
The regional market structures, growing from the mid-19th century onwards,

were reactivated after 1945 by the licensing politics of the occupying powers
who preferred political parties as the publishers of newspapers. However, the
regional market structures gained a new quality from the late 1950s onwards,
when most regional party newspapers, due to financial problems, were succes-
sively converted into editions of the Vienna central organ of the party and
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soon afterwards had to cease operations. One and a half decade later, the Vi-
enna daily newspapers with the largest circulation figures (Kronen Zeitung, Ku-
rier) exploited this trend with their own editions for individual provinces and
made strong inroads into regional market niches left over from the rapidly
dying party press (Melischek and Seethaler 1999).3 Since the mid-1970s, with
the exception of Die Presse and the official government newspaper Wiener Zeitung,
there has been no daily newspaper which has appeared in only one suprare-
gional edition.
Even Der Standard, which started in 1988 exclusively as a supraregional news-

paper (and initially also without local news reporting), is, in the meantime –
just like Die Presse – operating on several provincial markets with its own edi-
tions and its own editorial offering.4 Österreich also started with regional edi-
tions in Vienna and in Lower and Upper Austria, attempting to successively
increase the number of editions (Salzburg, Styria).
Before the market launch of free newspapers, in most of the provinces, three

different newspapers with their own regional and local news reporting were available,
four in Vienna and Lower Austria and only two in Burgenland (Melischek et
al. 2004, 308). In five of the nine provinces, editions of Kronen Zeitung were the
market leaders. Only in Tyrol (Tiroler Tageszeitung), Vorarlberg (Vorarlberger
Nachrichten), Styria and Carinthia (Kleine Zeitung) did a resident publishing
house claim to be the leading newspaper in their respective provinces. With
the exception of Kleine Zeitung,which only had a marginal lead over its competi-
tors in Styria and Carinthia, the respective market leader had a market share
ranging between 55 to 84% (Melischek et al. 2004, 296). The situation in
Vorarlberg (Vorarlberger Medienhaus) and in Burgenland (Mediaprint) would have
to be described as being a quasi-monopoly.
In order to maintain its leading position in Vienna, in 2001, Hans Dichand

attempted to raise the market entry barriers for potential competitors with a
free daily newspaper, U-Express.5 This strategy was however controversial
among Mediaprint partners: both because of the enormous associated costs
(Fidler 2004, 28) and also due to the negative impact it had in terms of circula-
tion figures on the Vienna regional editions of the paid-for newspapers Kronen
Zeitung and Kurier, which both lost temporarily around 10% (Driendl 2005,
71–72). At the end of March 2004, the German co-owner of Mediaprint, and
Raiffeisen Bank, a co-owner of Kurier, forced the newspaper to close. Within two
months Heute was launched and operated more successfully in terms of com-
mercial viability and circulation than its predecessor. Despite its comparative
success, it could not prevent the launch of Österreich in September 2006 on the
Vienna market nor prevent the conspicuous decline of the market share of
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Kronen Zeitung. On the other hand, the publisher of the new daily, Mediengruppe
Österreich, successfully resorted to a free newspaper strategy (combined with a
comparatively cheap price of the paid-for newspaper – and also acquiring
large, generous bank loans from Bank Austria, Raiffeisen and others; Fidler 2008,
131), in order to ease the market entry of its product and ultimately establish it
on the market.
Beyond the Vienna market, Heute first took on the task of opening up re-

gional markets, and challenging the resident newspaper publishers by creating
local editions in areas of high population density. As a reaction to this, Tyro-
lean MoserHolding, StyriaMedien AG (which is also engaged in the surpraregional
sector with Die Presse and WirtschaftsBlatt) and Wimmer Holding from Upper Aus-
tria, employed counteractive measures from early 2006 to combat the expan-
sion of Heute, and to some extent the impending start (at that time) of
Österreich, by creating their own free newspapers – ok in Graz, Neue Express in
Innsbruck and Oberösterreichs Neue in Linz. These measures were also designed to
protect their market positions.
The localization of the newspaper market in Austria over the last two dec-

ades was one of the structural conditions behind the rekindled competition on
local markets. For a long time, Styria was the only Austrian province where
local editions of daily newspapers were published (Melischek et al. 2004, 307).
Since the mid 1980s, however, an increasing number of publishers have chosen
this strategy, expanding their individual position through a more targeted
newspaper product aimed at local retailers and readers interested in local
news. The background behind the localization trend lies in the fact that the
local resident publishing companies in several provinces reacted to the crea-
tion of regional spin-offs of Vienna daily newspapers by launching their own
local editions. Nowadays, all regional daily newspapers, with the exception of
Neues Volksblatt and Salzburger Volkszeitung, have several local editions with their
own complete editorial staff.
The struggle between the Viennese big hitters and the market position de-

fending provincial publishing companies has been continuing since 2006 at
the level of the free dailies. While Styria Medien AG could celebrate victory with
the withdrawal of Heute from the Graz market barely a year later, the struggles
of the two other publishing companies persist. Oberösterreichs Neue was the only
one of the three aforementioned newspapers which was engaged in a de facto
two-front war against the Heute edition distributed in the Linz-Wels-Steyr re-
gion and against the Upper Austria edition of Österreich. With MoserHolding, the
company has only recently found a clear concept. Prior to this, the behaviour
of the company was quite turbulent: In 2004, the purchase-only Neue Zeitung für
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Tirol was launched to challenge the Tyrol edition of the Mediaprint newspaper.
For this purpose, it was published in the Austrian small format and was the
first “local” Tyrol daily newspaper – like its Mediaprint competitor – to appear
on Sundays (replaced by the free newspaper Tirol am Sonntag from October
2007). Two years later it was supplemented by Neue Express in light of the im-
pending threat from the Vienna newspapers. Both newspapers were created
with the editorial cooperation of Graz’s Kleine Zeitung. As the fears that Heute
was pursuing a national concept 6 began to dissipate, it was decided to end the
one-year old free newspaper. A few months later in March 2008 – as a result of
an antitrust action lodged by Mediaprint (!) against Moser Holding – Neue Zeitung
für Tirol ceased publication. While Mediaprint withdrew their action, Moser Hold-
ing decided upon a one-brand strategy, which once more includes a free news-
paper: Simultaneous with the online platform tt.com, TTKompakt hit the market
as the free edition of Tiroler Tageszeitung, while Tirol am Sonntag was renamed TT
amSonntag.
All provincial free dailies, U-Express and also ultimately the Viennese main

edition of Heute, have employed/are employing the strategy to seal off the
home market through (cost intensive7) raising of the market entry barriers and
tightening the conditions for competitors; their lifespan is determined by the
fulfilment of this task. The necessary requirements for the establishment of a
free daily newspaper are therefore – together with being cost efficient in terms
of distribution within urban centres – an (almost) oligopolistic market struc-
ture and the presence of financial strong players. Their numbers are certainly
limited. Among the other publishing companies operating on Austrian provin-
cial markets (Neue Kärntner Tageszeitung in Carinthia, Neues Volksblatt in Upper
Austria, Salzburger Nachrichten and Salzburger Volkszeitung in Salzburg) only Salz-
burger Nachrichten might have the required potential to establish a free newspa-
per; co-proprietor Max Dasch however does not see the required structural
conditions due to the lack of urban areas in Salzburg (Fidler 2008, 535). In
Vorarlberg, the Russ business empire (Vorarlberger Nachrichten and Neue Vorarlber-
ger Tageszeitung) holds a quasi-monopoly over the market. An expansion of the
free dailies market beyond the aforementioned 20% market share defined for
other mature European markets is therefore highly unlikely.

4 Assessing overall market performance
The results of the measures undertaken by publishing companies, determined
by the specific market structures, suggest conflicting assessments of the impact
of free newspapers on the general newspaper market. With regard to the eco-
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nomic level of newspaper production, on the one hand, the establishment of
Österreich impacted in diminishing concentration in regional markets – at least
in the short term – even if experts fear a new concentration wave in the me-
dium term, because the claim to “substantial shares of the print advertising
market … might endanger the economic existence of several newspapers in
Austria” (Trappel 2007, 71).8 On the other hand, all free local dailies are being
published by the leading publishing company in the respective market and in
this way the extent of economic concentration has increased. (Due to its un-
clear organisational structure, it is not possible to evaluate the impact of
Heute.) In recent times, these concentration tendencies are also spilling over
into other media sectors, as Moser Holding and Styria Medien AG built up a com-
prehensive ring of free weekly newspapers right across Austria, with a fore-
casted consumer market of four million readers. Following the trend of the
daily newspaper and magazine markets, the weekly newspaper market has now
developed into a highly “concentrated and interdependent” market (Stein-
maurer 2002). Only recently, the European Commission’s ‘Media Task Force’
has recommended, as one of the necessary actions for promoting internal plu-
ralism among EU member states, that supporting measures for the creation of
an efficient local newspaper industry should be implemented to compensate
for the concentration in the supraregional sector of the daily press (European
Commission 2007, 8). However, as it was with the foundation of Mediaprint in
1988 and the merger of Mediaprint and Verlagsgruppe News (the biggest magazine
publishing house in Austria) in 2001, Austrian media policy has failed to create
the necessary pre-conditions for ensuring diversity in the various print mar-
kets.
Secondly, with regard to the editorial level of newspaper production, the

added value is kept within a certain limit – even if a content analysis study is
required to be able to assess whether free daily newspapers are, despite their
“low-cost journalism” (Trappel 2007, 71), making an enduring contribution to
a more diverse editorial offering. Once again, Österreich is the only (partly) free
newspaper that has made a significant contribution to reducing editorial con-
centration. All other free dailies are, in one way or another, linked to paid-for
newspapers. Heute is run by the former editor of Kronen Zeitung, Richard
Schmitt, as was the case with U-Express; ok was edited primarily by former jour-
nalists of Styria’s Kleine Zeitung and Die Presse; both of Tyrol’s free newspapers
have been published either through editorial cooperation with Kleine Zeitung or
with Tiroler Tageszeitung, while Oberösterreichs Neue was editorially attached to Neue
Zeitung für Tirol (discontinued in March 2008). As Moser Holding bought the
weekly published Oberösterreichische Rundschau to incorporate it in its aforemen-
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tioned ring of Austrian free weekly newspapers, an additional front was
launched for the former partner, which is already under pressure from Heute
and Österreich. (Moser Holding bought also Landesverlag Druckservice where Heute is
printed.) If one follows the audience reach measurements of Regioprint, then
one can see that Oberösterreichs Neue, now editorially independent, made losses in
2008 above all with young readers between the ages of 14 and 29, the age
group which forms the main target group for free newspapers (Röper 2006).
This audience focus is also confirmed by existing coverage data for Heute and

Österreich, however, they cannot be compared with each other due to their al-
ready mentioned incompatibility.9 The unsatisfactory data situation in Austria
does not allow the question to be answered, in how far free daily newspapers
can have an impact on the reach of the daily press in general and on newspa-
per reading behaviour. This hardly allows an assessment to be made of
whether the clearly evident younger readership has been won over as newspa-
per readers in the longer term. According to a representative national survey
from 2007, Österreich is evaluated by its own readership as being particularly
‘modern’, while Heute is positioned (as the only newspaper in Austria) between
‘modern’, ‘entertaining’ and ‘sensationalist’. Traditional criteria such as ‘in-
formative’, ‘good commentary’ and ‘background information’, but also ‘local
news reporting’ (which is frequently mentioned as a component for success of
newspapers nowadays) are applied to paid-for newspapers, but are missing in
the characterization of free – or at least a partially free distributed – newspa-
pers. Therefore, the question needs to be asked whether publishers can suc-
ceed in creating the necessary image transfer for a long term bond to the
(paid) newspaper.10

Notes
1 All given data refer to printed circulation, because there are no complete and
verified data on distributed circulation available.

2 The Upper Austria edition of Heute is printed by Landesverlag Druckservice in
Wels.

3 Vermeer (2005) is mistaken when he contends that it was the expansion of the
Viennese tabloid newspapers which led to the closing down of political party
newspapers.

4 Only Salzburger Nachrichten attempted to buck this regionalization trend, by
establishing its own Austria edition in response to the emergence of Der Stan-
dard in 1989.
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5 The weekly newspaper market has known the free newspaper format since the
late 1960s (Driendl 2005); it has established itself extremely successfully in this
sector – with massive investment from the daily newspaper publishing compa-
nies (Fritz et al. 2008).

6 MoserHolding-CEO Hermann Petz in MedienManager, 1.9.2006.
7 According to Styria CEO Horst Pirker, ok costs more than the rumoured 5 mil-

lion euro reported in the media (DiePresse.com, 3.7.2007).
8 In a literature review, Röper (2006) concludes that, up to the time of writing,

substitution effects had been seldom observed.
9 http://www.media-analyse.at/ and http://www.vrm.at/, retrieved on 15th De-

cember 2008.
10 The study was carried out by GfK Austria (http://www.gfk.at/imperia/md/

content/gfkaustria/pages/customresearch/image_der_tz.pdf, retrieved on 17th

December 2008).
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