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Abstract:

Local media are considered among the most significant indicators of development, as
they play critical roles analogous to those of national media in informing, raising
awareness, and monitoring power at the local level. The purpose of this study is to
investigate the main issues and challenges of Iran’s local media and press. To achieve
this, both quantitative content analysis and qualitative research methods were
employed. In the quantitative content analysis, aimed at obtaining an initial
description of the content, a single issue from 21 local newspapers across the country
was purposefully selected. All 721 media items (units of analysis) published on these
local media were analyzed using a researcher-developed coding scheme. In the
qualitative method, in-depth interviews were conducted with eight local journalists.
Based on the findings from these interviews, the most critical issues and topics in local
journalism were identified. The quantitative results indicate that, of a total of 721
media items, 538 were “news-informational” and 183 were “non-news”
(advertisements/announcements). While only 146 items were “original” content
produced by the media outlets themselves, 213 other “news items” lacked any cited
source. The majority of “news-informational” content was published in the form of
pure “news” or descriptive “reports.” Furthermore, 61.2% of the news items were
“event-driven” and primarily structured in the “inverted pyramid” style. In terms of
orientation, over 80% of “news items” exhibited a “concordant” or “neutral” stance,
largely reflecting the news or statements of local officials. Additionally, out of a total
of 335 news items “accompanied by photos,” only 17 featured professional “captions.”
Based on the qualitative findings of the research, the issues and challenges of the local
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journalism can be categorized into six main themes: “Political Dependency and the
Challenge of Interaction with Local Officials”, “Financial and Economic Challenges”,
“Technological Transformations and the Lagging Behind of the Local Press”,
“Professional Weaknesses of Local Journalism”, “Legal and Civil Issues,” and
“Competitive Advantages of Local Press,” along with 20 sub themes. The synthesis of
this research suggests that local journalism in Iran, despite its advantages and
potential, is in a paradoxical and declining state, both in terms of content and in
facing a multitude of surrounding challenges. Only symbolic capital has contributed
to their preservation and survival in a state of “agony.”.

Keywords: Local Journalism, Development, Local Pluralism, Symbolic Capital,

Lagging Status.

Introduction

Local journalism, as one of the fundamental pillars of any society’s communication
system, plays a crucial role in representing local community issues, strengthening
citizen participation, enhancing the accountability of local institutions, and fostering
social capital. In many countries, local media acts as a communication bridge between
the public and local governance structures, facilitating balanced development and
communicative transparency.

In Iran, the issue of local journalism has always been a point of focus. Local media,
even during certain critical historical junctures, has played a critical role alongside
national media in significant cultural, political, social, and even international
developments. The study of the status of local journalism in the country is of great
importance from two key perspectives. First, the quantitative growth of local media
and press has led to the emergence of a large number of outlets across the country.
Today, according to the official statistics from the National Comprehensive Media
Portal (affiliated with the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance), over 15,721
publications are registered and published nationwide.

On the other hand, structural transformations in Iran’s media system-including the
proliferation of digital media and social networks, media centralism, weak media
economics, shifts in news consumption patterns, and institutional and professional
limitations-have subjected local media to multi-layered challenges. Some of these
challenges fundamentally impact the very nature, professional activities, and function
of these media outlets.

Second, from a developmental standpoint, Irans cultural, linguistic, ethnic, and

geographical diversity necessitates that local journalism functions not only as an agent
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of national cohesion and unity but also as a reflector of each region’s specific issues-
serving as a platform for local voices to be heard, strengthening indigenous identities,
and managing social conflicts. Nevertheless, despite its historical background and
inherent potential, local journalism in Iran currently exists in a fragile and problematic
state, which has rarely been subject to systematic scrutiny. Under these circumstances,
the identification and categorization of the issues and topics pertinent to local
journalism in Iran emerge as both a scientific and a policy necessity.

Without a precise understanding of the challenges, capacities, and prevailing trends in
this domain, it will be impossible to design effective interventions, redefine the role of
local media, and leverage their potential in the process of local development and
communicative governance.

Accordingly, the main objective of this research is the systematic identification of the
issues and challenges concerning local journalism in Iran and the provision of a clear
picture of the operational status and function of these media outlets nationwide,
thereby paving the way for media policy-making, professional regeneration, and the

strengthening of the public mandate of local media.

Research Objectives

Based on the problem statement presented above, the primary goal of this research is,
firstly, to obtain a descriptive picture of the content of local newspapers, and secondly,
to “identify the issues and challenges of local journalism in Iran”. To achieve these

goals, this study was guided by the following research questions:

Main Research Questions

1. What types of content do local newspapers publish in terms of subject matter?

2. What is their professional approach (in terms of journalistic style, news format,
photos and captions, news direction, sources of the news, etc.)?

3. What are the most significant issues and challenges facing local newspapers from

the perspective of expert local journalists?

Research Methodology

This research employed a combination of quantitative content analysis and a
qualitative approach. In the quantitative content analysis, and based on the definition
by Bernard Berelson (1952), a number of local media across the country were
purposively selected with the aim of achieving a descriptive image of local media

content. These were then analyzed using a researcher-developed coding scheme. The



statistical population for this research was a “single issue” from 21 local newspapers
published during the time frame of March 2024 to April 2024. All 21 single issues were
studied in full, identifying a total of 721 “news items”, all of which were analyzed by

census. The unit of analysis in this research was the “news item”.

Table 1: Names of the 21 Selected Local Newspapers in This Study

Row Media Name Frequency | Row Media Name Frequency
Asr- I Chaharmahal
I Nisf-e Jahan (Isfahan) 76 12 sr-¢ Qalam (Chaharm 21
and Bakhtiari)
Zayandeh Roud (Isfahan) 36 13 Samengan (Anar) 13
Bashir (Mazandaran) 48 14 Asr-e Karoun (Khuzestan) 25
Farhang-e Jonoub
4 Ettehad-e Jonoub (Bushehr) 31 15 ge 49
(Khuzestan)
Peyk-e Ilam (Ilam) 17 16 Iman (Ilam) 16
Qalagiran (Ilam) 8 17 Kerman Emrouz (Kerman) 33
Ayeneh R j
7 Ilam Khabar (Ilam) 35 18 yene afsanjan 41
(Rafsanjan)
8 Ettela’at-e Malayer (Malayer) 18 19 Mirkan (Ilam) 9
Farhang-e Malayer
9 Payam-e Semnan (Semnan) 89 20 65
(Malayer)
Salderan (Chaharmahal and Tali’eh Omid-e Malayer
10 26 21 40
Bakhtiari) (Malayer)
r Didban-e Zagros ’s Total It 1
0 ems
(Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari)

The coding scheme was developed based on the research literature, the study’s
objective, the research questions, and a pilot study involving 20% of the 721 identified
news items in the statistical population. To ensure the study’s validity and reliability,
the coding scheme was validated in terms of content by two professors of
communication at the University of Tehran. Furthermore, the intercoder reliability,
based on a pilot study (coding 30 news items in two different time periods) for four
key variables, was at an acceptable level (above 0.7). Finally, all 721 items were coded
according to this scheme and analyzed using SPSS software.

The qualitative research method was used to identify the main issues and challenges in
local journalism. This involved the use of in-depth interviews with eight local
journalists in a specialized focus group panel. Qualitative research is an interpretive,
multi-tradition research process that seeks to understand a social or human problem.
In this method, the researcher studies the subject in its real and natural setting, builds

a comprehensive and complex picture (to understand the multi-layered dimensions of
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the issue), analyzes concepts and terms, and reports the detailed perspectives of the
subjects/individuals under study (Creswell, J. W, 1998).

In selecting individuals for the in-depth interviews, efforts were made to ensure
coverage of the country’s geographical breadth and its demographic, ethnic, cultural,
and religious diversity. The mechanism of “Intensity Sampling” was used to identify
participants, ensuring that each had over 10 years of professional journalistic
experience at the local and provincial levels. All interviews were fully recorded and
transcribed, and their outputs were validated using the techniques of “Researcher Self-
Reflexivity” and “Member Checking” Finally, the data derived from these interviews
were categorized using the “Thematic Analysis” technique, and the results were

presented in the form of 6 main themes and 23 sub-themes.

Research Findings

Results of the Quantitative Content Analysis

As mentioned in the methodology section, out of the 21 selected “single issues” of
local newspapers studied in this research, 721 “news items” were identified. The
majority of these items were of an “Informational/News” nature, with a frequency of
538. “Non-News - Official Announcements/Advertisements” (frequency: 136) and
“Non-News - Commercial/Marketing Advertisements” (frequency: 47) ranked next.
The formats most frequently used in the examined publications were “Report”
(frequency: 429), “Note — Editorial/Op-Ed” (frequency: 43), and “News” (frequency:
44). Out of the 721 items reviewed, a “Source” was cited in 320 items but was absent in
213 cases. Among the items where a source was cited, the sources were, in descending
order: “Cited from Other Media” (frequency: 151), “Produced In-House by the Media
Outlet” (frequency: 146), and “Public Relations of Organizations” (frequency: 23).
Regarding content orientation, 448 of the 721 examined items were “Event-Oriented,’
and 90 were “Process-Oriented”” In fact, 62.1% of the content published in the selected
local newspapers was related to “event-driven programs,” including formal special
programs, commemorative events, etc. The dominant news-writing style was the
“Inverted Pyramid” (frequency: 318), followed by the “Historical/Narrative Style with
a Lead” (frequency: 119) and the “Listing/Cataloging” (frequency: 40). The remaining
cases fell into other styles such as listing, narrative, and so forth.

In 373 items, only a “Headline” was used, while in 165 cases, “Other Headline
Components” (subheads, kickers, etc.) were utilized. The direction of most published

content was found to be “Aligned and Positive” (frequency: 228), followed by “Neutral”



(frequency: 144), “Negative and Oppositional” (frequency: 99), and “Ambiguous and
Equivocal” (frequency: 7). Furthermore, the focus of the majority of published content

»

(frequency: 297) was on the “Opinions of Official Authorities” “Purely News Items”
(frequency: 88) and “Critical Analysis by the Media Outlet” (frequency: 74) ranked next.
Out of the 721 published items, 335 included an Image, and 386 were “Without
Image” Among the 335 items with photos, only 17 included a “Caption,” while 318
Lacked a Caption” The majority of photo subjects were “Provincial Subjects”
(frequency: 166), followed by “National Subjects” (frequency: 61) and “International
Subjects” (frequency: 4). The most common type of Image used in the examined
publications was “Decorative” (frequency: 120), with “spontaneity” (frequency: 119)

and “Archival” (frequency: 95) photographs ranking next.

Results of the Qualitative Research Section

As detailed in the methodology section, the qualitative research method also was
employed to identify the issues and challenges of local journalism in Iran. This
involved conducting in-depth interviews within specialized focus groups with eight
local journalists, each possessing over 10 years of professional journalistic experience
in their respective provinces.

The geographical distribution of these participants was as follows: Hadi Khaniki
(Tehran Province), Feyzollah Piri (Kurdistan Province), Ebrahim Fakhar (Khuzestan
Province), Ehsan Maktabi (Golestan Province), Gholamreza Baniasadi (Razavi
Khorasan Province), Zakieh Salimi (Kerman Province), Mohammad Ali Ghasemzadeh
(Yazd Province), and Morad Tahernia (Hamadan Province). All these individuals also
had a history of managerial roles within the editorial hierarchy of local newspapers in
their provinces of activity.

Following the specialized panels, the interview transcripts were generated and verified
by the participants. The data were then coded using the Thematic Analysis method,
categorized, and integrated in several stages to finally extract the overarching theme of
the research. To ensure the credibility and dependability of the findings, in addition to
adhering to precise coding procedures, intra-method triangulation and two-researcher
review were utilized. The final findings of this research encompass 6 Themes (Main
Themes) and 23 Sub-Themes (Sub-categories), derived from the synthesis and
integration of the preliminary findings from the interviews. These 6 organizing themes

address the main research questions under the general concept of “The Issues and
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Challenges of Local Journalism,” thereby describing local journalism from the

perspective of experts in the field.

Table No. 2: The Main Issues and Challenges of Local Journalism in Iran

No.

Main Theme

Sub-Categories

Political Dependency and the Challenge of
Interaction with Local Officials

Political dependency of local media

local Officials pressure and the emergence of self-

censorship

Political Neutrality challenge

Financial and Economic Challenges

Low circulation and the local newspapers' irregular

publication

Income shortage and the staff’s insecure job

Technological Transformations and the

Lagging Behind of the Local Press

Development of modern technologies and the new

media emergence

Loss of authority of local media due to emergence of

new media

Formation of an active audience
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Professional Weaknesses of Local

Journalism

Centralism (Tehranization) and the death of local

journalism

Limitation of the Editorial board

Lack of motivation among journalists

Lack of specialization and overcoming the superficial
content in local journalism

The lack of familiarity with professional ethics

Legal and Civil Issues

Judicial challenges and the absence of a press jury

Lack of civil society and media institutions

Competitive Advantages of the Local Press

Direct interaction with local officials

Highlighting local issues and agenda

Strengthen social solidarity and social interaction

Love of work and professionalism as symbolic capital

Local pluralism and the formation of local citizen

journalists

Summary and Conclusion

The findings derived from the quantitative content analysis provide a relatively clear

picture of the dominant patterns of content production, methods of news processing,

and professional orientation of these local newspapers.

Firstly, from the perspective of content nature and type, there is a distinct prevalence

of “News and Informational” materials (538 items). This indicates that the local press




primarily continues to fulfill the role of a news transmitter and shows less inclination
toward producing analytical, interpretive, and issue-driven content. In terms of media
material production, only 146 items were specifically “Produced In-House by the
Media Outlet” This research reveals that a significant portion of the content published
in local newspapers is either “Quoted from Other Media” or published as “Lacking a
Source” The high frequency of items without source citation (213 cases) signifies a
weakness in professional transparency and journalistic standards. Furthermore, the
high reliance on republication and secondary sources underscores the limited capacity
for original content generation within local editorial teams.

In the dimension of news nature, the dominance of “Event-Oriented” content (62.1
percent) demonstrates that the local press focuses on covering official programs,
ceremonies, and events. In contrast, the marginal share of “Process-Oriented” content
(12.5 percent) suggests inadequate attention to the continuous follow-up of issues,
root-cause analysis of local problems, and the narration of long-term developments.
This pattern reduces local journalism to a reactive, occasion-based medium.

From the viewpoint of news-writing style and headline structure, the supremacy of the
“Inverted Pyramid” style indicates that classic news writing patterns remain the
prevailing framework for news production, and innovation in news narration is
limited. The scarce use of narrative, feature, and analytical styles, as well as the reliance
on using only a “Headline” in the majority of content, reveals a weakness in content
engagement and an insufficient focus on modern headline techniques and text
structuring. The extremely limited use of subheadings further exacerbates this
structural deficiency.

Regarding the content’s direction and perspective, the prevalence of an “Aligned and
Positive” approach, followed by a “Neutral and Informational” one, suggests that the
local press largely adopts a conservative stance. The high centrality of “Opinions of
Official Authorities” compared to the limited share of “Critical Analysis by the Media
Outlet Itself” indicates that these media, rather than playing the role of a local
watchdog, critic, or advocate, primarily reflect official and institutional viewpoints.
The very weak presence of public opinion further highlights the distance between
these media and the local community.

In the realm of photography and visual elements, over half of the items lack photos, and in
those that do contain photos, the absence of a photo caption is observed as a serious
professional weakness. Although local subjects are prevalent in the photographs, which

aligns with the local nature of the media outlets, the dominance of decorative, archival, and
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non-interpretive photos indicates that the image is rarely utilized as a newsworthy and
meaning-generating element, serving a decorative function.

In the area of qualitative research results, and based on the issues and challenges
identified, this study’s findings demonstrate that local journalism in Iran is situated in
a paradoxical and multilayered condition; a situation that, on the one hand, faces an
accumulation of political, economic, technological, professional, and legal challenges,
while on the other hand, still possesses capacities and advantages that could transform
it into an influential institution for local development, strengthening civil society, and
enhancing social solidarity.

In the political dimension, the factional and partisan dependencies of a segment of the
local press, coupled with the variable threshold of tolerance among officials and the
difficulty of raising criticism, have undermined media independence, in some cases
leading journalists toward self-censorship. Nevertheless, the experience of direct
interaction between the local press and officials indicates that these media are still
capable of acting as an informal yet effective mechanism for local power
accountability, particularly when they insist upon political neutrality and professional
advocacy or demand-making.

From an economic perspective, low circulation, scarcity of financial resources,
inadequate subsidies, and the precarious job future of employees pose a serious threat
to the survival of the local press. The continuation of this situation not only leads to
the attrition of professional staff and a decline in content quality but also paves the way
for the weakening of these media outlets” social role at the local level. Economic
challenges have effectively fueled many other problems, including professional
weakness, lack of motivation, and political dependencies.

In the technological domain, the inability of the local press to adapt to new media and
shifting audience tastes has resulted in a decline in their authority (referential status)
and influence. The lag in technical fields, multimedia integration, staff training, and
the utilization of modern tools has deepened the gap between the local press and the
new generation of audiences, making competition difficult against digital media,
especially the emerging phenomenon of “citizen journalists”

Centralism, or what so called “Tehranization”, represent another fundamental threat to
local journalism, which, by undermining local identity and neglecting the issues of the
local lifeworld (Zist-Jahan-e Mahalli), leads to audience decline and even the “death of
local journalism.” This trend, alongside professional weaknesses such as small editorial

teams, lack of specialization, absence of audience assessment, irregular publication,



disregard for professional ethics, and the dominance of low-value content, has
reproduced a cycle of diminishing public trust.

Simultaneously, this study also indicates that the local press still possesses significant
competitive advantages: proximity to people’s daily lives, the capacity for in-depth
coverage of local issues, local authority, the ability for direct interaction with the
community and officials, playing a role in solving native issues, preserving local
language and identity, reflecting local and regional concerns, and strengthening social
solidarity. However, what has made the survival of these media possible until today has
been primarily symbolic capital such as the dedication, hope, and professional
commitment of local journalists; symbolic capital that has, to some extent, filled the
vacuum left by institutional and structural support.

Ultimately, it can be stated that the future of local journalism in Iran is not
predetermined; rather, it requires a simultaneous set of reforms and changes: easing
local political pressures, strengthening economic independence, investing in training
and technology, confronting centralism, elevating professional and ethical standards,
and forming supportive civil and media institutions. Only under such conditions can
the local press overcome its current fragile state and once again play a vital, influential,

and agenda-setting role in the public and local sphere.
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