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Abstract
The focus of this study is on empirical research to determine whether con-
centrated newspaper ownership in Chile reflects a homogenization of the 
topics covered in newspaper editorials.  The subject areas addressed in the 
editorials of three national dailies (El Mercurio, La Tercera and La Segun-
da) and two regional newspapers (El Sur de Concepción and La Discusión de 
Chillán) during 2005, 2009 and 2011 are examined to arrive at a quantita-
tive measurement of the similarities in editorial topics within and among 
the newspapers selected as a reference.  The study concludes with a corre-
lation analysis to determine the homogeneity - heterogeneity of the topics 
on the editorial agenda.
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La exigencia ética de la diversidad 
editorial en un contexto de 
concentración de la propiedad 
de los periódico en Chile 
Resumen
Este estudio se propone realizar una investigación empírica para determi-
nar si la concentración de la propiedad de la prensa chilena se refleja en una 
homogeneización de los temas tratados en los editoriales de los periódi-
cos. La investigación estudia las áreas temáticas tratadas en los editoriales 
de tres diarios de referencia nacionales (El Mercurio, La Segunda y La Ter-
cera) y dos periódicos regionales (El Sur de Concepción y La Discusión de 
Chillán) durante 2005, 2009 y 2011 para medir cuantitativamente las coin-
cidencias en los temas editorializados entre y dentro de ellos. Se concluye 
con un análisis con correlaciones para determinar la homogeneidad - hete-
rogeneidad de las pautas o agendas de temas editorializados. 

Palabras clave
Ética de la prensa, prensa, agenda, Chile. (Fuente: Tesauro de la UNESCO). 



73Palabra Clave - ISSN: 0122-8285 - Vol.17 No. 1 - Marzo de 2014. 71-101

A exigência ética da diversidade editorial 
num contexto de concentração da 
propriedade dos jornais no Chile
Resumo
Este estudo se propõe realizar uma pesquisa empírica para determinar se 
a concentração da propriedade da imprensa chilena se reflete em uma ho-
mogeneização dos temas tratados nos editoriais dos jornais. Esta pesquisa 
estuda as áreas temáticas tratadas nos editoriais de três jornais de referên-
cia nacionais (El Mercurio, La Segunda e La Tercera) e dois jornais regio-
nais (El Sur de Concepción e La Discusión de Chillán) durante 2005, 2009 
e 2011 para medir quantitativamente as coincidências nos temas editoria-
lizados entre e dentro deles. Conclui-se com uma análise com correlações 
para determinar a homogeneidade-heterogeneidade das pautas ou agendas 
de temas editorializados. 

Palavras-chave
Ética da imprensa, imprensa, agenda, Chile. (Fonte: Tesauro da UNESCO).
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Introduction
As of the mid-1980s, the global trend toward growing concentration in 
media ownership has begun to raise ethical concerns from a mass com-
munication perspective about diminishing numbers of media outlets and 
decreasing diversity in points of view. Given the impact of this trend on 
pluralism and democracy, various studies have tested the hypothesis that 
concentrated media ownership contributes to the homogenization of edi-
torial positions and content.

In Chile, concentration of media ownership, and especially of newspa-
pers, has been a recurring topic in academic debate. Most authors contend 
this trend has resulted in homogenization of content and an ideological mo-
nopoly that seriously affects pluralism and access to all representative voi-
ces and groups in Chilean society. This thesis has been supported mainly 
by research on the structure of media companies, including ownership, in-
vestment, advertising and readership.

This study provides quantitative data to determine whether concen-
tration of ownership in the Chilean press has resulted in the homogeniza-
tion of topics addressed in editorial spaces, supporting the view of the media 
as an ideological monopoly.3 Based on the discussion of diversity raised by 
McQuail (1998), this study distinguishes inter-media homogeneity from 
intra-media homogeneity.

The investigation4 applied content analysis to a sample of 2,343 edito-
rials published in three national newspapers and two regional newspapers 
during March, July and November of 2005, 2009 and 2011 to quantitati-
vely determine the degree of thematic overlap within and among the five 
newspapers.

3	 This article reports on the first part of a three-year project. Partial results were presented during an academic work-
shop at the Research Center on Media and Communication at the Universität Hamburg, Germany, in 2012, and at 
the IAMCR annual conference in Dublin in 2013. Therefore, the theoretical and methodological framework might 
not contain major variations, but this is the first time the empirical results of this research are published in English.

4	 This project is funded by the National Fund for Scientific and Technological Development of Chile FONDECYT 
(Project No. 1110306).
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The newspapers analyzed include Chile’s two most important natio-
nal newspapers: El Mercurio (owned by El Mercurio SAP) and La Tercera 
(owned by Copesa SA), both of which are published in Santiago. The pa-
rent firms; that is, El Mercurio SAP and Copesa SA constitute Chile’s news-
paper duopoly. The third newspaper, La Segunda, published in Santiago, is 
an evening paper also owned by El Mercurio SAP.

Additionally, the study reviewed two regional newspapers: El Sur de 
Concepción (which changed ownership during the period covered by this 
study, when it was purchased by El Mercurio SAP), and the independent 
newspaper La Discusión de Chillán.

This research also tracked changes in the topics selected for the edi-
torials by these two media enterprises following the election of President 
Sebastián Piñera, during the final segment of the period under review.  This 
duopoly has been accused of favoring concerns and projects that are part of 
the government agenda from 2010 onward, for the first time since the mi-
litary government (up to 1990).

Theoretical framework
The trend toward uniformity in editorial topics covered by mainstream 
newspapers is a relevant subject of academic and professional discussion, 
given that these newspapers are viewed as having an ethical responsibility 
to inform about the debate on matters of public interest. The trend is criti-
cized for its negative impact on the promotion of critical thinking on two 
fronts: the media´s public service role, and development and consolida-
tion of democracy. The origin of this trend is attributed to multiple cau-
ses: liberalization of media regulations (L. George, 2007; Freedman, 2005; 
Llorens, 2003); growing concentration of ownership of media companies 
(Carpentier, 2007; Horwitz, 2005); and understanding the news media as 
for-profit companies (Glasser, 2005). In their discussion of news and in-
clusion, Glasser and Awad (2010) stress that: “To be sure, the diversifica-
tion of journalism promises more than a heightened sensitivity to cultural 
differences. It broadens the base of journalism by creating an infrastructu-
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re for debates and discussions of the kind that market-driven journalism 
seldom accommodates.”

Given the ethical challenges for journalism and its social implications, 
this issue should be analyzed from the dual perspectives of inter- and intra-
media diversity (McQuail, 1998). Van Cuilenburg (2002) highlights the 
importance of both dimensions to the diversity debate. Whereas intra-me-
dia diversity means ensuring audiences are confronted with diverse issues, 
ideas and opinions, inter-media diversity is of greater importance for the 
individual reader because, according to Van Cuilenburg (2002), it allows 
the reader to satisfy individual preferences by choosing between products 
with different editorial content. Thematic diversity within and among me-
dia is complementary and is addressed by this study.

Critical discussion of the phenomenon of homogeneity is important 
because it reflects the undisputed ability of media to shape public opinion 
and citizen behavior. The discussion involves the concept of information en-
terprises as providers of a public service, bound by professional requirements 
and ethical standards to produce media content to satisfy audience expecta-
tions and needs (Sánchez-Tabernero, 2006; Cortina, 2004).

The Contribution of Editorial Content 
to Public Debate
The perception that diversity of editorial content is shrinking is a matter 
of concern in democratic systems. The studies reviewed are inconclusive 
about the reasons for this trend. Research suggests several influences, inclu-
ding professional routines and similar worldviews among media enterprise 
owners, managers and advertisers, besides concentration of media owner-
ship and limited availability of media (Villamil, 2009; Murciano, 2006).5

Researchers agree on the negative impacts of a media system that is 
incapable of serving the democratic goals of informed citizenship, delibe-

5	 The topic is also discussed by E. George (2007), Carpentier (2007), Ho & Quinn (2009), Horwitz (2005, 2003), 
among other authors.
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ration and the exercise of public control. Ettema (2007) says that, as a ra-
tional institution, journalism must contribute to deliberative democracy, 
which Gutmann and Thompson (2004) define as “a form of government 
in which free and equal citizens (and their representatives) justify deci-
sions in a process where they give one another reasons that are mutually 
acceptable and generally accessible, with the aim of reaching conclusions 
that are binding in the present on all citizens but open to challenge in the 
future” (p.7). According to Gutmann and Thompson (2004), this implies 
the media also must enrich public debate by registering deliberative proces-
ses and participating in them. Lasch (1995) asserts that simple delivery of 
data is insufficient; what matters is citizen empowerment through critical 
and constructive debate, freedom and self-government. Schudson (1995) 
adds that the purpose of media is to help citizens obtain an “adequate un-
derstanding” of their context, including political preferences and the mo-
ral and value choices at stake.

Stevenson (2002) cites McLuhan to highlight media as modern de-
vices for the dissemination of cultural forms and social influence. Several 
authors discuss the media’s capacity to influence social values and commu-
nity beliefs, attitudes and aspirations through the ideas, opinions and attitu-
des they provide for public debate (Fuenzalida, 2005, Bandura, 1986). As 
Christiane Eilders (2000) states: “Media not only act as neutral informa-
tion agencies providing a forum for other actors. They take an active role 
in the political process by selecting and structuring information, assigning 
relevance, interpreting and evaluating the stream of events continuously 
taking place” (p.182). 

Editorials (defined here as the unsigned texts published in spaces de-
dicated to opinion that represent the position of the media itself) facilitate 
awareness, reflection and analysis of current affairs from a particular stan-
ce or point of view (Blanks, 2008; Ho & Quinn, 2009). According to Gon-
zález (1991), the editorialist has the opportunity to explain the meaning 
of the news and thus influence public opinion. The editorialist interprets, 
examines, contextualizes and judges key events. Filippi (1997) attributes 
to editorials the capacity to influence social behavior, modify government 
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decisions, and strengthen (or discredit) political institutions. As González 
(2005) states: “The editorial is the discourse of the press par excellence, 
since it openly expresses the interest of the media enterprise to participate 
in the organization of public space and its ideological positions regarding 
the socio-political contingency” (p.525). Eilders (2000) adds: “Focusing 
on editorials, the notion of media competition gains special significance, 
since editorials provide an easy means to communicate an outlet’s particu-
lar view and address the corresponding segments of the audience. It can be 
assumed that differences between media outlets show most clearly in the 
opinion sections” (p.184).

Horwitz (2005) highlights the open clash of issues and differing 
viewpoints as a prerequisite of democracy, and that diversity of editorial 
content and unrestricted exchange of diverse ideas guarantees optimal de-
cision-making and the building of public policy. Socorro Apreza (2005) 
agrees that “openness to the various schools of thought and ideas ensures 
citizens the possibility to evaluate different and even contradictory ideo-
logical views” (p.63).

Therefore, diversity in editorials should be guaranteed through the 
existence of multiple media representing different worldviews on diverse 
topics, observing and assessing reality from diverse angles (McQuail, 1998, 
Van Cuilenburg, 2002). As suggested by Meg Sullivan (2005), a near-per-
fect balance of differing perspectives on an issue is achieved if the audien-
ce is exposed to a range of different media for the same amount of time.

According to Chilean researchers Sunkel and Geoffroy (2001), these 
guarantees are absent in Chile due to the existence of an “ideological mo-
nopoly” in the national press rooted in the ideological uniformity of local 
media managers who adhere to the neo-liberal economic model and con-
servative values. This monopoly, they contend, has a double impact on the 
media, as seen in its editorial line and journalistic content, both of which 
are limited by self-censorship so as not to upset those who provide finan-
cial resources to the media. According to this thesis, El Mercurio has been 
characterized repeatedly as the disseminator of the political-economic be-
liefs of the Chilean right (Soto, 2003; Sunkel, 1986).
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Empirical Evidence
In addition to content analysis (quantifying and registering quotes, politi-
cal statements, the time and space given to candidates and columnists, to-
pics covered and specific texts), numerous surveys have been applied to 
citizens and editors to identify topics, positions and practices. 

Several studies have sought to determine whether concentration of 
media ownership leads to homogeneity of editorial and news content and 
reduces pluralism. Ho and Quinn (2009) and Elke Grittmann (2009) are 
some examples.6 However, their findings have been inconclusive. 

Other research has focused on the laws governing the media owners-
hip that would undermine media pluralism, as conducted by Apreza (2005), 
in Spain, and E. George (2007) in Canada. In Germany, Elke Grittmann 
(2009) did content analysis on the quality and diversity of journalistic out-
puts in six regional papers and found diversity loss due to media mergers 
and a general decline in overall newspaper quality.

Elizabeth Blanks (2008) studied editorial content, making a methodo-
logical contribution to this discussion through the use of “ethnographic 
content analysis” (based on Altheide), which is a qualitative method that 
involves applying general categories to texts while also allowing for the 
emergence of new categories.

In Chile, research on media structure has looked at ownership, in-
vestment, advertising and readership. Studies have addressed bias and ho-
mogeneity in the Chilean press as outcomes of ideological and economic 
concentration, introducing the concepts of media monopoly, duopoly or 
oligopoly to describe the country’s media landscape. In this view, ideologi-
cal monopoly is a product of concentrated media ownership and a similar 
concentration of ideas and values among owners and advertisers (Sunkel 
and Geoffroy, 2001; Del Valle, 2004).7 Olivia Mönckeberg (2009) echoes 

6	 A number of additional authors were reviewed, such as Horwitz (2005), Woods (2007) and Rennhoff and 
Wilbur (2011).

7	  Additional relevant research has been done by investigators such as Portales (1999), Dermota (2002), Krohne 
(2002, 2005), Mönckeberg (2009) and Corrales y Sandoval (2004).
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the concerns of those who believe the situation is deteriorating when she 
states that: “few countries in the world are so extreme, with diversity tota-
lly absent from the press and extremely limited in TV” (p.13).

The few studies that have analyzed media pluralism and media con-
tent homogeneity have limited their research to news stories, and have ex-
cluded editorials from their analysis, including studies by Valenzuela and 
Arriagada (2009). Porath (2000; 2000b) researched ideological monopoly 
by examining headlines in Chilean newspapers during the 1999 Presiden-
tial campaign and found that most headlines were damaging to Concer-
tación candidate Ricardo Lagos, a socialist. Studies of the 2005 electoral 
campaign reviewed TV news content (Porath, 2007; Porath, 2007b), where 
only some media repeated this tendency. Santander (2007) analyzed news 
content between 2002 and 2005 and concluded that, while the media adop-
ted some watchdog functions, the predominant trend was the populariza-
tion of a journalistic style that transformed news into drama and spectacle. 
One Chilean study looks at editorials from a semiotic perspective (Gonzá-
lez, 2005), providing an initial description of editorial content and the in-
tentions attributed to them. 

Hypotheses
Based on the discussion in the theoretical framework, this study proposes 
the following two hypotheses and respective research questions.

H. 1. 	 A significant and sustained concentration of editorial topics during 
the period analyzed can be found among the three Chilean news-
papers (El Mercurio, La Tercera and La Segunda) most regarded as 
platforms for public debate, with the greatest influence on public 
opinion and the national media agenda.

	 Question 1. Is the same concentration found in the two regional 
newspapers included in this study (El Sur de Concepción and La Dis-
cusión de Chillán)?

	
	 Question 2. Are there significant differences in the topics discus-

sed in the media over the three years covered by this study?
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H. 2. 	 A significant and sustained overlap in editorial topics covered during 
the period analyzed can be found among the three Chilean news-
papers (El Mercurio, La Tercera and La Segunda) most regarded as 
platforms for public debate, with the greatest influence on public 
opinion and the national media agenda.

	 Question 1. Is the same overlap found between the two regional 
newspapers included in this study (El Sur de Concepción and La Dis-
cusión de Chillán) and the Santiago-based newspapers?

	 Question 2. After ownership of El Sur de Concepción changed in 
2006, did the overlap increase between the topics covered by its edi-
torials and those of newspapers belonging to El Mercurio SAP?  (In 
other words, following its acquisition by El Mercurio SAP, did the 
editorial topics of El Sur de Concepción show a greater resemblance 
to the editorials themes in El Mercurio and La Segunda than to edi-
torial topics in La Discusión de Chillán?)

	 Question 3. Did the topics of editorials covered by these five newspa-
pers change when President Sebastián Piñera took office in March 2010?

Methodology
This study aims to empirically determine the degree of homogeneity of the 
editorial topics addressed in five major newspapers, looking at the choice of 
subject matter as a measure of reduced intra- and inter-media pluralism or 
diversity. It constitutes the first phase of a three-part research project. The 
second part will examine the degree of homogeneity among the opinions ex-
pressed in the editorials on specific issues within a topic; the third will exa-
mine whether this potential homogeneity is also replicated in news stories.

Content analysis was applied to nine months of editorials, published 
over a three-year period, in five Chilean newspapers. Systematic analysis of 
media content to describe and evaluate media outputs is an established and 
valued methodology of communication researchers (Neuendorf, 2002). 
The method allows for the collection of quantitative data from publicly-
available material using replicable procedures.
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Newspapers Reviewed
The five media selected as units of analysis were: El Mercurio (EM), La 
Tercera (LT), La Segunda (LS), La Discusión de Chillán (LD) and El Sur de 
Concepción (ES). El Mercurio and La Tercera are the main national newspa-
pers published by Chile’s two largest print media companies: El Mercurio 
SAP and Copesa SA. Together, and due to the influence of their editorial 
and information spaces, they are said to constitute an ideological duopo-
ly. La Segunda, an evening newspaper also owned by El Mercurio SAP, is 
also a newspaper of reference, especially in the political arena. Its inclusion 
allowed for comparisons between newspapers of the same enterprise. Co-
pesa SA has no equivalent newspaper.

Two regional newspapers were included in the sample. El Sur de Con-
cepción was added for its long history and importance as the newspaper of 
record in southern Chile. After a century in the hands of the Radical Party 
and then the Lamas family, El Sur de Concepción was purchased in 2006 by 
El Mercurio SAP. The acquisition of that paper by El Mercurio SAP has in-
creased the company’s network of regional newspapers and the extension 
of its alleged ideological monopoly to the rest of the country. The inclusion 
of El Sur de Concepción in this study allows for comparisons before and af-
ter its change in ownership and eliminates the need to include another re-
gional paper owned by El Mercurio SAP. That role will be filled by El Sur 
de Concepción subsequent to its sale. 

The newspaper La Discusión de Chillán has a 140-year history and is 
independent of El Mercurio SAP and Copesa SA. It is used in this study 
as a “control variable” (content of a media not belonging to the duopoly). 
The similarities between La Discusión de Chillán and El Sur de Concepción 
as media of record allow for the comparison to El Sur de Concepción befo-
re and after its acquisition by El Mercurio SAP.

Editorial Samples
The editorials sampled were published during the months of March, July and 
November in the years 2005, 2009 and 2011. This period was long enough 
to detect trends and include a year concurrent with the development of the 
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study (2011). Use of an extended period and a sufficient volume of cases 
avoided the possibility of attributing similarities to circumstances or statis-
tical probability, as noted by González (2005). 

The study collected editorial samples via Internet, using Nextchannel 
SA software for material published as of 2009, and via microfilm versions 
stored in Chile’s National Library for papers from 2005. A total of 2,343 
editorials were collected. 

In terms of the amount and frequency of editorials, El Mercurio pu-
blished the greatest number, with an average of four daily (Monday through 
Sunday). La Tercera published one editorial daily (Monday through Sun-
day), increasing to two per day in 2011. La Segunda published an average 
of 1.5 editorials daily from Monday through Friday (the paper is not pu-
blished on weekends). La Discusión de Chillán published an average of 1.8 
editorials daily (Monday through Sunday). El Sur de Concepción published 
an average of 1.3 editorials daily, also Monday through Sunday. This distri-
bution is shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Editorial samples from five newspapers

The table was constructed from a list of main topics and subtopics to 
classify and code for each editorial, accompanied by a classification sheet 
and codebook with application criteria and an “issue within the topic” des-
criptive variable. Inclusion of the latter variable takes into account the pos-
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sibility that, when referring to a specific news event, the editorialized issue 
differed from the topic. Different editorials may address the same topic, 
but focus on diverse issues within it. In the second phase of this study, co-
ders will need to be able to decide if two or more newspapers were edito-
rializing on the same issues. 

These instruments were tested several times with eight research as-
sistants, and the resulting adjustments were made to codebook and topics 
list. Once finalized, the procedure allowed us to limit the corpus of edito-
rials to those dealing with topics of national public interest. The list inclu-
des 41 categories divided into 10 sections. The categorized editorials were 
then recoded into 14 categories: “government and public institutions,” “re-
gional and local government,” “legislation,” “national defense and foreign po-
licy,” “politicians and parties,” “campaigns and elections,” “economy, finance 
and business,” “labor, unions and consumers,” “transport, environment and 
energy,” “education,” “justice and police,” “health, housing and social poli-
cies,”  “culture, society and others,” and “international policy.”

Three coders were trained to classify the full sample, alternating the 
five newspapers to minimize possible distortions from potential misclas-
sification. Using multiple coders, Cohen’s kappa was employed to measu-
re inter-coder reliability. (Cohen’s kappa is a coefficient that accounts for 
agreement occurring by chance. Scores ranging from 0.61 to 0.80 designa-
te substantial agreement [Viera and Garrett, 2005]). Our reliability test re-
gistered an average agreement of 0.67 based on 12.8% of the total sample 
(300 editorials) reclassified by the three trained coders. The coded topics 
were entered in a SPSS database to conduct inter- and intra-media frequen-
cy analyses of topic diversity for the objectives of this study.

Findings
Intra-Media Homogeneity
To measure the homogeneity/ heterogeneity of editorial topics, we used 
Shannon’s H entropy index as an indicator of diversity. We recoded the 41 
codes of the variable “topic” into 14 major subject areas and analyzed multi-
ple responses based on the total number of editorialized items in order to ob-
tain fractions totaling 100%, (a requirement for the calculation of entropy).
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The values ​​for year 2005 (see Table 2) indicate that, of the three San-
tiago-based newspapers, El Mercurio shows the greatest range of topics. La 
Segunda and La Tercera demonstrate a higher degree of concentration. This 
could be related to the number of editorials published daily in these news-
papers. As regards the regional newspapers (La Discusión de Chillán and El 
Sur de Concepción), both register a range of topic diversity similar to that 
of El Mercurio. In contrast, La Discusión de Chillán has the same number of 
editorials as La Tercera, but registers substantially higher entropy, exceeding 
that of El Sur de Concepción, which has a third more editorials.

According to the statistical analysis, the readership of Santiago-based 
national newspapers in 2005 did not find a wider range of editorial topics 
than that offered by El Mercurio.

Table 2: Percentage of topic diversity in five 
Chilean newspapers, 2005
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Overall, the thematic diversity of editorials remained largely unchan-
ged in 2009 (see Table 3). However, significant changes can be observed 
in two newspapers. Both La Segunda and La Discusión de Chillán register a 
notable decrease in diversity, despite the fact that both newspapers increa-
sed the number of editorials during this period. At the same time, El Sur 
de Concepción reduced the number of editorials per issue, while maintai-
ning its entropy index. In summary, the degree of thematic diversity is not 
determined by the number of editorials published daily, and is more likely 
based on editorial policy.

The trend noted in La Discusión de Chillán indicates the range of thema-
tic diversity is unrelated to the newspaper’s geographic location. In both San-
tiago and the regions, examples of low and high concentration of topics exist.

Table 3: Percentage of topic diversity in five 
Chilean newspapers, 2009 
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The year 2011 is the only non-election year reviewed in this study, 
and was included to examine whether the electoral context had an impact 
on the degree of thematic concentration. No drastic changes are observed 
(see Table 4). While La Segunda increases slightly the diversity of its edi-
torial topics, it still registers the lowest degree of diversity among the three 
national newspapers. La Discusión de Chillán increases in diversity, while in 
El Sur de Concepción decreases. In neither instance is this decrease signifi-
cant, as was the case with La Discusión de Chillán between 2005 and 2009. 
The case of La Tercera is interesting in that, in 2011, it doubled the number 
of its editorials but its thematic diversity remained low.

This appears to indicate the thematic diversity of newspaper edito-
rials is due more to predefined newspaper policies than to circumstances. 
While the news context may have a short-term impact, it does not appear 
to have a significant effect on the comparative degree of diversity over time. 

As regards thematic concentration in the editorials reviewed, a varia-
ble pattern can be detected. El Mercurio has followed a policy of addressing 
a wider range of topics in its editorials. La Tercera concentrates its edito-
rials on fewer subjects, despite having increased the number of its editorials 
per paper. La Segunda (with circulation rates equivalent to those of daily 
newspapers published in a regional capital) is the newspaper with the hig-
hest concentration of editorial subject matter. The regional newspapers La 
Discusión de Chillán and El Sur de Concepción show greater variability from 
year to year, and tend to be more diverse than La Tercera.

Thematic Concentration in Three 
National Newspapers
Similarities and differences in editorial topic diversity can be observed for the 
three Santiago-based newspapers during the three years studied and over time. 

El Mercurio
As shown in the tables above, El Mercurio gives “economy, finance and bu-
siness” a higher priority than do the other national media throughout the 
period studied. In 2005, editorials in this category significantly surpassed 
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those on “government and public institutions.” However, the number of edi-
torials on economic topics declined in 2009 and 2011. Especially in 2011, 
a shift in the thematic priorities of El Mercurio from “economy, finance and 
business” to “government and public institutions” can be noted, and is also 
noted in the two other national newspapers.  Topics addressing social con-
cerns (for example, “education” and “justice and police”) increase in prio-
rity in El Mercurio during 2011, a reflection of the student unrest and crime 
rates reported in the news.

Another relevant aspect of editorial analysis is to look at the topics 
that appear the least in El Mercurio. These are “regional and local govern-
ment” and “labor, unions and consumers.” This illustrates the paper’s policy 
of focusing on central government to the detriment of discussion of regio-

Table 4: Percentage of topic diversity in five 
Chilean newspapers, 2011 
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nal and local affairs. It also suggests an apparent lack of interest in editoria-
lizing on the impacts of trade and economics on ordinary people, although 
the frequency of this topic did increase in 2009 and 2011. This contrasts 
with the considerable space permanently dedicated to the managers of the 
country’s economic and financial power.

La Tercera
While all the Santiago-based newspapers devoted a significant number of 
their editorials to the topic of “government and public institutions,” La Tercera 
clearly gave priority to this topic, which increased in frequency over the three 
years of this study to represent 26.8% of its total editorials in 2011. The high 
degree of concentration in its editorial agenda is especially apparent when the 
degree of treatment of other editorial topics is taken into account. The second 
ranking topic in La Tercera editorials was “justice and police;” in 2009, “eco-
nomy, finance and business” increased in visibility; and in 2011, “legislation.”   
As regards the topics least discussed in newspaper editorials over the pe-
riod studied, La Tercera mirrored the tendency already noted in El Mercu-
rio, giving low priority in its editorials to “regional and local government” 
and “labor, unions and consumers.”

La Segunda
The editorial agenda of the evening paper La Segunda denotes a newspa-
per specializing in politics. The paper is characterized by its interest in this 
area, as reflected in the fact that its editorials focused on “politicians and 
political parties” over the three years studied. In 2005 and 2009 (both 
election years), this focus expanded to include “campaigns and elections.” 
These categories appeared twice as often in La Segunda as they did in El 
Mercurio and La Tercera. During 2011, La Segunda increased its editorial 
attention to “education” (as did El Mercurio), in response to the frequen-
cy of student protests.

Thematic Concentration in Two 
Regional Newspapers
A daily paper published for regional distribution in the provincial capital 
of Concepción, El Sur de Concepción aspires to be the newspaper of record 
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for that region. In contrast, La Discusión de Chillán is a newspaper respon-
ding to the needs and demands of its local community.

La Discusión de Chillán
Statistical analysis demonstrates the greater thematic diversity of this 
Chillán newspaper compared to the other newspapers sampled. Its edi-
torials tend to address topics ignored by Santiago-based media, as de-
monstrated by its interest in regional and local government. It also gives 
significant space to social topics such as “culture and society,” “transport, 
environment and energy” and “health, housing and social policies.” The 
category “politics and politicians” is the area least frequently addressed 
by this newspaper.

El Sur de Concepción
Greater thematic diversity is also seen in this newspaper, although its edi-
torials tend to coincide more with those of the Santiago-based newspapers. 
The paper dedicated significant editorial attention to the topic of central 
government in 2009 and 2011, in addition to “economy, finance and bu-
siness.”  As previously noted, this newspaper was acquired by El Mercurio 
SAP in 2010. Like the Santiago-based press, El Sur de Concepción also fo-
cused on the topic of “education” in 2009 and 2011, reflecting the presen-
ce of the local Universidad de Concepción in student unrest.

Inter-Media Homogeneity
Using the tables above, we applied Spearman’s correlation index to mea-
sure the similarity (homogeneity) of the agendas adopted by the editorial 
pages of the media outlets studied. Taken from the literature of McCombs 
and Shaw (1972) and McCombs (2005), the concept of agenda refers to 
the order of priorities that media (or other actors) use to attribute greater 
or lesser prominence to topics covered and published. Traditionally, this 
paradigm uses Spaerman’s Rho to evaluate the priorities afforded to topics, 
rather than the amount of space assigned to them. This indicator replaces 
the percentage of topic frequency with a ranking system and thus encom-
passes McCombs´s concept of agenda (Roberts and McCombs, 1994).
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Analysis of the media studied reveals the common practice of dis-
cussing public events as they occur. Therefore, main topics tend to be ad-
dressed concurrently in more than one media. This is clearly visible in the 
percentages for “government and public institutions,” which almost always 
ranks at the top of the three national newspapers, illustrating their “wat-
chdog” function. The space dedicated by the editorials of Santiago-based 
newspapers to “government and public institutions” increased over the 
three years studied, from an average of 14.5% in 2005 to 17% in 2009 and 
to 22.3% in 2011.

The trend is not replicated to a similar degree in regional media du-
ring 2005 and 2009. The year 2011, however, shows a marked increase 
in the number of editorials on “government and public institutions” over 
previous years, for a total of 20.6% of all editorials published by El Sur de 
Concepción. 

Examination of media homogeneity in 2005 (see Table 5) illustrates 
the strong tendency towards uniformity between the agendas of El Mercu-
rio and La Tercera (rho 0.88). This high degree of correlation is not surpri-
sing, nor is the thematic range. As noted, Spearman’s Rho is not based on 
the percentages obtained by the 14 items analyzed, but on their ranking in 
order of importance. As indicated previously, La Tercera is more topic-con-
centrated in its editorials, while El Mercurio has more thematic diversity.

While the level of correlation between these two Santiago newspa-
pers and La Segunda (the third Santiago paper) is lower, it is still significant. 
This supports our hypothesis of a significant and sustained overlap in the 
topics covered in the editorials of these papers during 2005. 

Regional newspapers tend to have different agendas than those of their 
counterparts in the capital. This is apparent in the negative (although not 
statistically significant) correlations of La Discusión de Chillán. In the case 
of El Sur de Concepción, this is only partially true, as it demonstrates a high 
degree of correlation with the editorial agenda of La Segunda.
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In 2009 (see Table 6), the homogeneity of the topics addressed in 
the editorials of Santiago newspapers increased between El Mercurio and 
La Tercera, and with La Segunda. La Tercera focused its editorials on “go-
vernment and public institutions.”  La Segunda devoted as much space as 
El Mercurio to these topics, but focused its editorial opinions on “politi-
cians and political parties,” its signature topic, and -- 2009 being an elec-
tion year -- “elections, campaigns and election processes.” The regional 
newspapers tended to increase the thematic diversity of their editorials. 
El Sur de Concepción distanced itself from the agenda of the Santiago-ba-
sed media (including La Segunda), increasingly resembling La Discusión 
de Chillán.

Table 5: Inter-media thematic homogeneity, 2005

Table 6: Inter-media thematic homogeneity, 2009
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In 2011 (see Table 7), a non-election year, the thematic homogenei-
ty of editorials in Santiago newspapers resembled that of 2005. El Mercu-
rio and La Tercera showed a high correlation between one another, but less 
than La Segunda. La Discusión de Chillán kept the originality of its agenda 
(although this time the sign is not minus, or negative, in relation to El Mer-
curio and La Tercera). El Sur de Concepción accentuated its tendency to em-
ploy an agenda similar to that of La Discusión de Chillán. In this case, however 
(and unlike 2005), it showed greater similarity to El Mercurio than La Se-
gunda. One incidental aspect of the similarities of editorial topics between 
El Sur de Concepción and La Segunda in 2005, and then again with El Mer-
curio in 2011, is the fact that Cristián Zegers was the director of La Segun-
da in 2005 and of El Mercurio in 2011. This could have had implications 
for this study if the changes in El Sur de Concepción editorial coverage had 
occurred after the paper’s acquisition by El Mercurio SAP in 2010. Yet, in 
2005, when its editorial content showed greater similarity to La Segunda, 
the paper was still owned independently.

Table 7: Inter-media thematic homogeneity, 2011

In summary, this study supports the thesis that the three Santiago-
based newspapers show a high degree of homogeneity in the themes of 
their editorials, at least in terms of their priority topics. In contrast, the re-
gional papers studied show a greater tendency to cover a different agenda, 
although this occurs only partially in El Sur de Concepción. While the simi-
larity between El Sur de Concepción and La Discusión de Chillán is to be ex-
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pected (they are located in the same administrative district), the coincidence 
of the priorities of El Sur de Concepción first with La Segunda and then with 
El Mercurio is notable, and does not support the hypothesis of the impact 
of change in media ownership on the editorial agenda.

Discussion and conclusions
Our analysis of 2,343 editorials published in five major Chilean newspa-
pers was the basis for analyzing thematic homogeneity within and among 
the topics addressed by these media. This phenomenon merits attention, 
because of the continuing criticism leveled at the press concerning the pos-
sible loss of pluralism due to the concentration of media ownership, as dis-
cussed above. There is consensus that journalism’s ethical duty is to provide 
citizens with information, reflection and interpretation of a multiplicity of 
socially relevant topics to allow people’s adequate participation in public 
deliberation on matters affecting the individual and the community. This 
is an essential requirement of the social contract that guides the informa-
tion activity of the media, and is also a means to consolidate democracy 
(Sjøvaag, 2010).

On balance, there is a tendency towards thematic homogeneity and 
similar media editorial agendas in the Chilean press. This coincides with the 
position of academics and critics discussed earlier, who perceive the con-
tents of the newspapers of this country as homogeneous and who say they 
would poorly reflect the reality of its citizens from a variety of perspectives.

As regards intra-media topic homogeneity, this study demonstrates 
differences among the newspapers reviewed. El Mercurio, the national pa-
per of record owned by El Mercurio SAP, included an increasing variety of 
topics in its editorials over the period studied. La Tercera, owned by Cope-
sa SA, increased the number of editorials per edition over the period, but 
addressed fewer topics. La Segunda, the evening paper also owned by El 
Mercurio SAP, showed the highest thematic homogeneity, specializing in 
politics and politicians. The greatest variety of editorial topics was found 
in La Discusión de Chillán and El Sur de Concepción, the two regional news-
papers analyzed.
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As regards inter-media thematic homogeneity, this study confirms the 
Santiago-based newspapers El Mercurio, La Tercera and La Segunda incli-
ne towards homogeneity when assigning priority to the topics they choo-
se to editorialize upon. El Mercurio and La Tercera tend to have very similar 
agendas. The regional newspapers El Sur de Concepción and La Discusión de 
Chillán present a different agenda, albeit partially.

As regards the hypothesis that concentration of media ownership 
always generates thematic homogeneity, this study suggests that a greater 
level of homogeneity may be attributable to geographic location than to ow-
nership. The greatest degree of homogeneity found in this study occurred 
between different media enterprises (El Mercurio SAP and Copesa SA). 
However, the findings do confirm the thesis of the influence of the duopo-
ly structure in the Chilean press (where two media enterprises dominate 
the newspaper market) in setting the editorial agenda.  

Regarding intra-media thematic diversity, ownership appears not to 
be an influencing factor, as El Mercurio and La Segunda exhibit different be-
havior (the former showing the greatest diversity and the latter the least), 
despite being owned by the same company.

In conclusion, the research conducted to date confirms the existen-
ce of significant thematic overlap in the editorials of Chilean mainstream 
newspapers. However, it is also necessary to reiterate that, according to the 
findings of this study, homogeneity in the editorial topics is not due to the 
concentration of newspaper ownership, or at least it is not the only reason. 
This requires expanding the hypotheses on the causes of the homogeneity 
in the Chilean media and opening it up to consider there may be sociolo-
gical, cultural and historical reasons for this society, as a whole, to traditio-
nally tend to be homogeneous, beyond its media.

At any rate, this trend poses a professional and ethical challenge to 
national newspapers with regard to their role as providers of diverse con-
tents to satisfy audience needs. In recent years, Chilean society has, in fact, 
become more diverse due to immigration from many countries, but mainly 



96 The Ethical Demand for Editorial Diversity in a Context of Concentrated... - Maria Elena Gronemeyer y otro.

from neighboring nations such as Peru and Bolivia, and for the simple re-
ason that we now live in a globalized world.

Given this context, it also becomes an ethical duty of the media to 
contribute to integration and to value diversity. To do so, the variety of the 
topics addressed need to be enlarged, and the editorials have to contextua-
lize and discuss reflexively these new dimensions of reality. If we said that 
newspapers, through their editorials, contribute to the public discourse on 
topics of social importance, and society is showing significant changes, it 
also is an ethical responsibility of the media to make those changes visible 
and understandable. And, it should soon become evident through a signifi-
cantly greater diversity of topics covered in their editorials that newspapers 
are willing and able to contribute to the inclusiveness of all groups who cu-
rrently make up Chilean society.
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