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ARTICLE

What Were You Synching? An Ethnographic Study of
News Scheduling at a Digital First Legacy Newspaper

Andrew T. Robotham

Academy of Journalism and Media, Faculty of Economics and Business, University of Neuchâtel,
Neuchatel, Switzerland

ABSTRACT
Digital first strategies at newspapers raise complex questions of
temporality and scheduling. Yet there is a lack of ethnographic
accounts for web-to-print newsmaking. While research has long
been concerned with time in analog newspaper production, and
online news time has mostly been studied through the prism of
immediacy, almost nothing is known about dual-platform work-
flows. What happens to temporalities when web and print pro-
duction factors and logics collide? Ethnographic research at
legacy Swiss daily newspaper Le Temps provides a novel insight.
Using a newsmaking reconstruction approach, we conducted an
in-depth case study of a single day’s news production with a
view to understanding publication times and scheduling. Despite
their much-publicized shift to web-to-print production, the
impetus for producing stories largely remained subordinate to fill-
ing the print pages via backwards scheduling. Tools, meetings
and temporal labels defined broad categories of stories that
reflected temporal publication objectives and associated produc-
tion requirements. Many outside forces restricted scheduling
options, while publication frequency invariably accelerated late in
the day. When publication times were not imposed by external
forces, the logics key newsworkers applied to scheduling involved
smoothing the output curve, building sequences with variation in
form and content, and catering to reader habits and preferences.
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Introduction

Many journalists, editors and managing editors of dual-platform web-to-print newspa-
pers may find the following exemplum reminiscent of their own experiences of digital
first publishing:

Be fast and be first. Or dig deep and produce an in-depth story, rich in perspective and
context. Cater to your online audience at the risk of annoying tomorrow’s print reader
with facts already widely available. Or write for tomorrow’s print reader, but risk it feeling
like ‘old news’ to your online audience. Do both and sacrifice considerable resources of a
newsroom already stretched to its limit and whose finances are dire.
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Such tensions between the logics that apply to producing a print newspaper and
its online edition were noted early on during a newsroom ethnography at Swiss leg-
acy newspaper Le Temps, a precursor of digital first production. It raised the following
questions: For articles that are destined for both, what happens to news temporalities
when print and web temporalities compete and collide? and Which forces determine pub-
lication time, and how?

A dive into the literature fails to provide satisfactory answers. Furthermore, despite
web-to-print becoming the norm in many newsrooms, underlying workflows and pro-
duction logics have scarcely been theorized, let alone documented. Almost nothing is
known about how print and web shape each other in digital first newsmaking. For the
many newsrooms undergoing such radical changes to their production process, or on
the verge of doing so, answers to these questions may provide useful insights.1

As we sought to address this research gap, we identified the reconfiguration of
news temporalities as a key feature distinguishing dual platform publishing from print-
and web-only news production. Over the years, print news temporalities have been
extensively studied (Schlesinger 1977), while online news time has tended to be exam-
ined through the prism of immediacy (Usher 2016), often neglecting the study of less
urgent news. What is undisputed is that these temporalities fit within the respective
temporal affordances, which may be summarized as follows: choosing a publication
time for a print story amounts to selecting among print issues separated by 24-hour
increments, while online stories may be published asynchronously, offering limitless
possibilities along a temporal continuum. By contrast, digital first temporalities are
complex (English 2011; Wheatley and O’Sullivan 2017) because, as the exemplum
above suggests, newsworkers apply different logics to web and print. However, stories
are not only subjected to opposing platform-specific logics, but—we would soon dis-
cover—one article’s publication time may be impacted by those of others.

In seeking to understand how publication times are determined for web-print sto-
ries, this research uses newsmaking reconstruction to study one digital first newspaper
in general, and a single day’s production in particular. Observation, content analysis
and semi-structured interviews revealed publication times to be strongly subordinate
to print production factors and logics, not all of which were temporal. Stories were
subjected to forces originating inside and outside the newsroom, distributed among
different newsworkers and production stages. Tools, meetings, and language all con-
tributed to shared understandings of stories’ temporal requirements. Coordinating
publication times involved strategic scheduling, which included negotiating sequences,
sometimes by arbitrating between conflicting interests of multiple stories, advocated
for by different newsroom workers. However, much of the schedule remained beyond
the control of editorial management. This was particularly the case for hotter news
late in the day.

Literature Review and Key Concepts

Digital first newsmaking practices remain a blind spot within Journalism Studies. Below
we explain why, despite news having been published online for decades, integrated
web-to-print production systems have only recently become widespread, and why
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temporality is reconfigured once print and web become tethered. Finally, we concern
ourselves with the literature that may help us conceptualize digital first news time,
paving the way for the method.

The Erosion of the Wall between Print and Web

According to Bødker and Br€ugger (2018, 59) most early news websites inherited print-
based temporal practices from the newspapers that spawned them. Early on, content
was simply repurposed for the web, often thanks to automated systems dubbed
shovelware (Deuze 1999). In parallel, many newspapers introduced web-desks covering
breaking news more reactively. In ethnographies of Clar�ın and Le Parisien, Boczkowski
(2010) and Cabroli�e (2010) describe new dedicated web teams sharing little with their
newspapers’ more classic print-focused newsrooms. While the latter remained rooted
in print temporalities (notably studied by Schlesinger 1977), the former were con-
sumed by urgency. These logics of immediacy have been well documented, as have
many of their consequences (Domingo and Paterson 2008; Karlsson 2011; Usher 2016).
Without questioning its relevance as a research topic (especially from the normative
standpoint of journalism’s democratic role), this focus nevertheless fed into a speed
narrative that overshadowed an important reality: beyond specialized web-desks,
newspaper websites and a majority of the production systems supporting them
remained stuck in a print-based news cycle (Calmon Alaves and Schmitz Weiss 2004;
Lim 2012).

This focus on immediacy likely obscured less obvious temporal reconfigurations
related to two important changes occurring in the mid-2010s: the widespread adop-
tion of mobile devices (see for example Westlund 2013; Pignard-Cheynel and van
Dievoet 2019) and the (re)emergence of paywalls (Pickard and Williams 2014; Franklin
2014).2 Overall, the adoption of mobile devices created the possibility of accessing
information anytime and anywhere, further stimulating demand for news that was not
only more timely, but that took into account users’ daily routines. In parallel, paywalls
helped resolve the problem of online readers freely accessing content before print
subscribers, which English (2011, 147) has referred to as the “print-web dilemma.” As
they noted, “the decision over which platform to use first has become a major—and
increasingly complex—issue for media outlets as they weigh up delivering immediate
news online for free, while allowing the information to be available to readers and
rival publications.” According to Sjøvaag (2016, 306), the paywall “changes the way
editors construct online editions, as it introduces new approaches to traditional con-
ceptions of deadlines.” This double shift has allowed for ambitious subscription-based
commercial strategies that seek to make better use of web potentialities and to con-
ceive more fluid digital publication schedules.

Digital First: A Fuzzy Definition. Multiple Temporal Shifts

Although ubiquitous in news industry discourse, digital first lacks a single stable defin-
ition and its use can result in confusion within the newsroom (Hendrickx and Picone
2020). As for the literature, it has mostly sidestepped defining it, as illustrated by
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Dwyer’s (2015) choice to use digital first more as a “rhetorical departure point” than as
a “consensually embraced strategy.” Describing work at Die Welt, Garc�ıa-Avil�es et al.
(2017, 454) provide the following account:

In December 2013, around 120 journalists moved into a large central newsroom geared
to digital production. The motto ’online first’ gave way to the ’digital to print’ strategy:
The journalists work for digital publishing first, and then produce daily papers out of
what they had initially produced for digital channels.

This example reveals both stability and variation in meaning on multiple levels.
There is stability in the sense that the digital takes precedence over the analog.
Variation occurs because first can refer to temporal orders of production as well as
more strategic priorities. Thus, most (self-described) digital first production systems
entail the following: online publication times become more flexible and can be
planned according to audience-related logics. How this is planning is done, and what
restricts these possibilities is a practical matter that has scarcely been studied.

Short of providing a stable definition of digital first, research has nevertheless been
dedicated to documenting the changes it entails, including to temporalities. In their
study of six European newsrooms, Menke et al. (2018, 895) find that “profoundly
rooted aspects, such as channel priorities and time allocation, tend to follow the dom-
inant print culture.” Upon analysing four Irish newspapers, Wheatley and O’Sullivan
(2017) found that non-original content tended to be published during the daytime,
while original in-house stories tended to appear online subsequent to their availability
in print form.

Schlesinger and Doyle (2015) study of the digital first strategies of The Telegraph
and The Financial Times offers glimpses of the temporal challenges of web-to-print. The
latter changed “from a 1-day print cycle to having journalists write more frequently ‘to
keep the site dynamic’” (8). Work schedules and shift patterns also changed. Although
weighed against other factors, data-driven knowledge of users’ habits was found to
inform publication choices. At The Telegraph, stories generally went online first.
However, the authors note that “the traditional routines and values associated with
print production continue to exert a strong sway, as is evident from a mismatch at
FT.com and other titles between recognized peak periods in online news readership
and hourly patterns in online publication of stories by journalists” (18).

Concepts and Lay Terms for Digital News Temporalities

Research has yet to develop a specific framework for the temporalities of digital jour-
nalism. Perhaps tellingly, newsroom language has not settled on temporal labels that
specifically apply to online news. The dreaded deadline remains widespread, including
when referring to online stories. Franklin and Canter (2019, 312) define the dead-
line as:

The latest time of day or night [… ] or the latest date, by which a news story or feature
must be received by the newsdesk (or by sub-editors or the newsreader) if it is to be
included in the next edition of a newspaper, magazine or the next broadcast bulletin.

Deadlines for newspaper stories are typically cyclical, predictable, and subject to
the underlying production system of print media. Bødker (2017) remarks how, for
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news websites lacking a fixed periodicity, the notion of an issue becomes unstable.
Affordances of online news are described differently, often using metaphors of mater-
ial characteristics. As Widholm (2016, 24) notes, “While the linear news models of the
past were characterized by delivery of static texts within strict deadlines, contemporary
non-linear production practices are characterized by flexibility, elastic deadlines and
constant delivery of “liquid” news.” These concepts successfully translate the contrast-
ing temporal realities of print and web. However, they do little as analytical concepts.

Instead, we may borrow from the literature on the organization of time, and in par-
ticular Zerubavel’s (1976) concept of scheduling, defined as the dynamic aspect of the
negotiation of timetables. Parameters may include duration, sequence, timing, tempo
and their linear or cyclical nature. Furthermore, three components are built into sched-
ules: “a totally self-determined part, a totally environmentally determined part, and a
socially negotiable part in-between” (Zerubavel 1976, 91). Ananny (2016, 419) observes
that “Many of the tensions of news time are about synchronizing inside-out and out-
side-in forces—making sure that sources, beats, journalists, advertisers, and audiences
all share rhythms.” The value of thinking in terms of scheduling should be made clear:
newsroom time management can be examined through the prism of an ongoing
activity within which the different internal and external temporal forces of stories are
constantly (re)negotiated.

By external, we mean located beyond the boundaries of the newsroom, whether
upstream from production (e.g., sources), or downstream (e.g., audiences). A force
should be understood as a contributory cause of a certain course of action. For prac-
tical purposes, we will divide forces into factors and logics in the ethnographic account
below. Factors shall describe a more rigid or definitive effect whereas logics are medi-
ated by newsworkers, according to explicit or implicit rules, or rationales evaluating
the best course of action in view of a desired outcome.3 An example of a print pro-
duction factor would be the maximum length of a story, defined by the print page’s
template, or the last deadline set by the printer for receiving the print-ready page
files. An example of a print logic would be ensuring that two interviews not be printed
on the same double page. The distinction is empirical rather than absolute: a news-
paper could hire more proofreaders or negotiate a later deadline, but this would
require significantly more effort than printing a page with two interviews, however
tedious to the end reader.

We suggest that newsrooms seem not to have developed temporal labels that
relate to web publishing temporalities. As we will see, terminology used at Le Temps
to frame stories within temporality belong to widespread newsroom language inher-
ited from the print era. They fit Tuchman’s (1973) concept of typification, defined as a
“classification in which the relevant characteristics are central to the solution of prac-
tical tasks or problems at hand and are constituted in and grounded in everyday
activity” (116). In her study, Tuchman showed how labels such as soft and hard have
predictability and urgency of dissemination built into their meanings and are used for
scheduling. The concept of typification carries theoretical implications: although the
labels used may be common to a wider journalistic culture, they are associated with
practical tasks and activities rooted within each newsroom. Accordingly, labels impli-
citly containing temporal reference were studied alongside the work being performed
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on the stories they describe. Rooted in practice, these typifications also helped define
the temporal categories in the analysis below and played a key role in sampling.

Method: A Reconstruction of a Single Day’s Newswork

The present paper belongs to a broader ethnographic research project questioning
the interconnectedness of print and digital news production in digital first publishing
systems. At its core, it uses newsmaking reconstruction (Reich and Barnoy 2020), which
considers specific features of news production (that which must be explained), as well
as the ways in which these features came to be (the explanation). The explanation
takes into account sources, technologies, as well as “more abstract and hidden practi-
ces such as the judgements and evaluations made on the way to publications” (Reich
and Barnoy 2020, 967).

We used classic newsroom observation as a starting point. Having identified tem-
porality as a key aspect of digital first news production, we then sought to identify
temporal production factors and logics by (re)tracing the forces that (mutually) shape
web and print production. This led us to study work as it occurred, as well as docu-
ments, tools, discourse and the news stories themselves, revealing a broad set of het-
erogeneous forces. While the differences to be explained of course included textual
ones within news stories themselves, these were both rare and mostly easy to explain.
Online publication times on the other hand (which we locate at the level of the meta-
text), became a key concern, since they are necessarily different, and subject to mul-
tiple complex forces.

If certain types of factors and logics were confined within particular production
stages, others were story specific. This led to the creation, from research notes and
newsroom documents, of a detailed workflow diagram (Figure 1) allowing us to locate
print/web differentiation, or unresolved tensions. Different types of stories revealed
specific sets of forces. While some factors were non-human, including several inherent
to the production system itself, others were rooted in practice. Again, of interest were
not a particular newsworker’s idiosyncrasies, but for any given story the successive
actions applied to each (type of) story as it moved down the production line.

Sampling was purposefully unorthodox: early observation had identified cases
where platform-specific logics were applied differently according to topic/section.
Furthermore, different articles from the same issue interfered with one another and
could therefore not be studied in isolation. This was the starting point for an in-depth
case study of a single (random) day’s news production. This heuristic was decisive:
only once the data for a single day’s production was collected would we be able to
study the relationships between temporal forces of multiple stories. Method shifted
our focus beyond singular deadlines to scheduling.

The stories included in this case study include those published online on 14
February 2018 (n¼ 51), as well as all those appearing in the print issue of 15 February
(39). Among these, there is an important overlap (30). The data for the specific edition
includes the observation of work being carried out during the entire week between
12 and 18 February. All key editorial meetings were observed, recorded, transcribed
and coded. Beyond meetings, we sought to “follow the footsteps” of articles as they
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came into being. For practical reasons, we selected three stories for further investiga-
tion that best reflected the temporal variation of a day’s work according to previously
identified variables: their belonging to the commonly used typifications (breaking, cold
and hot news), their production by different section-desks, and their online publication
times. Shadowing these three stories amounted to choosing the best possible vantage
point (Czarniawska-Joerges 2007, 91; Meunier and Vasquez 2008). Much data was col-
lected subsequently, for example from change logs within the publishing system,
which kept track of the parallel changes made to the web and print versions.
Subsequent data collection involved working according to the empirical principle
“follow the actors [… ] and the traces left behind by their activity” (Latour 2005, 29).

Wherever temporality was visible or discussed, we searched upstream. From this
original data, as well as graphics of publication times (Figures 3–5), we assembled
temporal accounts for our chosen day’s newswork, complemented with semi-struc-
tured interviews. For the three chosen stories, interviews were conducted with eleven
newsworkers involved in their production editing and publication.4 This final stage of
our newsmaking reconstruction method sought to confirm previously identified factors
and logics through triangulation (Cottle 2007), as well as identify new ones not visible
in available data. Interviews used previously collected material for elicitation5, helping
newsworkers provide accounts of general practices and specifically applied logics.

During interviews, newsworkers described their workday, as well as the specific
actions and choices that were made during their work on the abovementioned stories.
Reich and Barnoy (2020, 974) note that specific story reconstructions provide “the con-
textual richness of particular stories presented to them, anchored in particular real-life
circumstances, constraints, decisions, actions and thoughts.” Accounts shifted between

Figure 1. Standard article publication process.
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generic routines, and specific actions pertaining to the day of 14 February and—at
times—others. The two editors-in-chief were asked to comment and explain if and
how the edition reflected editorial strategy or revealed unresolved production prob-
lems. Data was then reassembled on two levels. First, all information pertaining to
each given story was combined to create accounts of how it came into being. Second,
factors and logics were sorted by type and analysed.

The question of temporality guided our newsmaking reconstruction throughout,
which we will explore in the results sections according to the following reframed
research questions:

� “What is the hierarchy of forces imposing themselves on these schedules (environ-
mentally determined parts of scheduling)?”

� “When scheduling options remain once these forces have been accounted for,
what scheduling logics are applied (negotiated and self-determined parts)?”

Answers will come in two parts. First, we will provide an account of a day’s work at
Le Temps and the temporal patterns it creates. Although some elements of explanation
will become explicit, this descriptive account provides that which must be explained.
Second, we identify those forces that structure the temporalities of news stories and
seek to identify order and hierarchy. This second level of analysis provides the bulk of
the explanation and, accordingly, of the answers to the above questions.

Results I: Print Hegemony and Evening Bottlenecks (An Ethnographic
Thick Description of a Day’s Work at Le Temps)

The French-language Swiss daily newspaper Le Temps was born in 1998 from the mer-
ger between two historic daily newspapers. At the time of our fieldwork, it was owned
by Ringier,6 one of the country’s two major publishers and had a circulation of 33,000
from a linguistic catchment area of two million. It defined itself as business friendly,
economically liberal, and culturally and socially progressive. Typical readership was col-
lege educated and spanned the full political spectrum. Occasionally sensitive to break-
ing news, it privileged in-depth coverage, analysis and debate.

Although generalizing from ethnographic case studies is necessarily problematic,
there are strong arguments in favour of looking into temporalities at Le Temps. When
our fieldwork began in 2017, it was the only legacy newspaper to have switched to a
fully integrated web-to-print system within the Swiss media landscape. As such, it
offered an opportunity to observe a publishing system similar to those being adopted
elsewhere in Switzerland and beyond, but that had become routine in
this newsroom.7

The Production System and Its Workflows

In the autumn of 2015, Le Temps switched to a digital first production and publishing
strategy underpinned by a new responsive mobile-friendly website. Journalists began
writing their stories directly into the content management system (CMS), from which
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those destined for the newspaper were exported to print publishing tools, adjusted
and placed into their respective pages. Access to the website was managed via a
cookie-based metered paywall, allowing non-subscribers to read seven free articles per
month, beyond which a subscription was required. Editorial management told staff
stories should be made available in digital form prior to their availability in print. This
was no longer be considered detrimental to (print) subscribers, since content was pay-
wall protected and all subscriptions now included online access. Digital could and
would come first.

Our observation began in late 2017, a little less than two years after the switch to
digital first. The web-desk consisted of three full-time editors from a total editorial staff
of about 70. Web-editors worked overlapping shifts from 7:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. and
from 9:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. respectively. One was responsible for editing stories to
web standards and placing them online, and a second for managing and updating the
website’s homepage and looking for relevant newswire stories. On the rare occasions
all three were available, the third concentrated on producing web-only stories.

Stories produced by Le Temps for dual print-web publication followed production
stages common to most news outlets: the idea; the required proposal, argumentation
(pitch) and validation in collective spaces (budget meetings); the search for facts, infor-
mation and comment (gathering); the creative process (writing); editing, proofreading;
final validation; publication. The workflow of the production diagram of Figure 1
reproduces, from research notes, the trajectories followed by stories.

Budget Meetings and Scheduling

On 14 February at 9:00 a.m. the daily budget meeting began. Chaired by the manag-
ing editor, it unfolded similarly to most other days. The web production manager
gave an update on the website (relevant breaking news and stories over- or underper-
forming). Section-desk chiefs then presented proposals of those stories set to appear
in their respective pages of the following day’s print issue, and those to be published
online until the following day. With a very high level of overlap, most would belong
to both (24 of the 37 discussed). Section-desk chiefs usually present a list of stories by
means of what we shall call reverse engineering.8 According to the space available
within the pages allotted to them by the flatplan, which undergoes minor daily adjust-
ments (Figure 2), they evaluate the preferred number of stories, and define approxi-
mate target-lengths. This evaluation involves finding a suitable match between the
available templates and their reporters’ story proposals, previously fished for informally
or in separate section-desk meetings.

The print production manager is mainly concerned with spatial variables (length
and number of items) and the web production manager with publication times.
During meetings, the latter frequently urges for delivery times to be brought forward.
“Could we have this one earlyish?” they asked the culture section-desk chief during
the 14 February meeting regarding a story about a world-famous violinist [Figures 3
and 4, story 26]. Pre-empting a similar request, the business and finance section-desk
chief says of a Q&A interview with the CEO of a major Swiss company [story 30]:
“Their PR team are always a bit complicated when it comes to approving quotations. I
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say this for [web production manager] who’s about to ask me when the interview will
be ready.” A member of the web-desk inscribes confirmed stories into the “daily
planning” tab of the editorial planning document9, a multi-tab spreadsheet accessible
to the entire newsroom. This “daily planning” table is not comprehensive. Stories
breaking later in the day are rarely added, while those scrapped and replaced by
others are often also unaccounted for. Although approximate times are indicated for
some stories, no strict sequencing is inscribed here.

There is also a weekly budget meeting held on Monday mornings, during which
section-desk chiefs announce important events, significant planned stories, while the
managing editor discusses the upcoming week’s Times in Focus10 stories. These are

Figure 2. Flatplan, print issue 15 February 2018.

Figure 3. Online publication chronology, with respective section weights, 14 February 2018.
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Figure 4. Online publication chronology, mapped to budget meeting and print flatplan, 14
February 2018.

Figure 5. Online publication chronology with article lengths, 14 February 2018.
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usually noted in one of the other tabs of the planning document before being added
to the “daily planning” tab on its intended day of publication, often being scheduled
at a time when feature stories achieve high audiences, and/or at times of low publica-
tion frequencies. One such story concerned the Jamaican Olympic bobsleigh team
[34]. Having gathered his material from a press conference and written a first draft
some days earlier, the reporter had inscribed his 10,000-character feature piece into
the “sports” tab for publication on the day of the beginning of the Olympic bobsleigh
event (15 February). During the 14 February daily budget meeting, the section-desk
chief and web production manager agreed on a lunchtime publication time. However,
with multiple references to the movie Cool Runnings, the video editor suggested mak-
ing a video combining cuts from the 1993 blockbuster and press conference and train-
ing footage. They informed their colleagues that the video would not be ready before
mid-afternoon. Those attending the budget meeting agreed that the benefits of offer-
ing an interactive online experience outweighed those of achieving the perfect pub-
lishing time. The web production manager inscribed a 6:30 p.m. publishing time in
the “daily planning tab.”

The respective editorial planning documents and budget meetings help order sto-
ries according to their temporal specificities. Although timing may be discussed, the
mere inclusion in a tab, or mention during a meeting already contributes to categoriz-
ing, while newsroom language includes labels that are implicitly associated with these
documents. The stories inscribed in the long-term planning tabs of the editorial plan-
ning document are usually discussed in the weekly budget meeting and are referred to
as magazine stories or cold news. Unless told otherwise, newsroom workers will assume
the story need not be published within the next couple of days (but likely before the
next weekly budget meeting). Stories discussed only during a daily budget meeting
will have an ephemeral presence in the “daily planning” tab. Tacitly, everyone will
understand that the story should be published in the upcoming print issue, while its
online publication time is up for negotiation with the web production manager.
Labels such as hot and hard news refer to such stories. Stories which break and are
published within a single working day fall between budget meetings and are unlikely
to be written into the planning document. Referred to as breaking news, these typic-
ally disrupt the workflow, interrupting work on less urgent stories.

Going Online

Online publication frequency is uneven over the course of the day. The irregular out-
put, whether in terms of frequency or content-type, was both accounted for by the
scheduling strategy and, according to newsroom staff, unsatisfactorily addressed by it.
Charting the online publication times for 14 February according to the newspaper’s
sections over the course of the day reveals periods with distinct patterns.

The morning was synonymous with scarcity, especially in terms of original content.
Figures 3 and 4 show that web-only sports [stories 1–3], business [5–7] and inter-
national [8–10, 12] stories dominated early on. These were mostly short breaking
newswire reports placed online by web editors (for story lengths, see Figure 5), not
printed in the following day’s paper. Newswire stories reporting overnight events in
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different time zones provided an overview of the latest international news and are
typical of early to mid-mornings. Other contingent factors further explain some of the
day’s oddities. The ongoing Winter Olympics in Pyeongchang and the announcements
of several firms’ annual results explain the prevalence of morning sports and business
stories. Notwithstanding newswire content, the earliest published story written in-
house is generally the press review. A web-only story, on 14 February it provided a
colourful Valentine’s Day press review [11].

The lunchtime period saw the publication of softer feature stories, actively pro-
moted on the homepage. Two articles previewing the day’s cinema releases [14, 16]
were placed online between 11:00 a.m. and 12:00 p.m. as scheduled. These were
joined by the daily recommendation (a review of a shop, a caf�e or a restaurant) [18]
as well as two opinion pieces [15, 17]. The early afternoon saw the usual slowdown in
publication frequency, as the web-editors successively took lunch breaks. Heavy web-
editing on the Times in Focus stories also slowed output [23, 24].

Mid-afternoon, much of the day’s harder news began to arrive at a pace the web
editors could still cope with. Initially alternating topics, it came to be dominated by
the day’s Swiss stories, followed by the international stories. Publication frequency
increased markedly between mid-afternoon and the 9:00 p.m. print deadline.
Throughout the day, members of the newsroom keep an eye on hot and breaking
news in their newswire feeds. Mostly published online only (e.g., story 31), these occa-
sionally dislodge or reconfigure stories in the print edition. A sudden breakthrough in
a long-running child-abduction investigation illustrates how breaking news challenges
workflows. The body of “Ma€elys,” a child having disappeared seven months earlier,
was found off a remote road in a French national park. Alerted by a web-editor who
had spotted a newswire report, the managing editor decided to wait for further facts
and comment. They ordered a web-print story from a correspondent, with a view of
including details from a 6:00 p.m. press conference. It would arrive just in time for
print deadline [44].

As the afternoon progressed, the stories going online began to change. Shorter,
lesser stories became rarer (Figure 5), as did colder feature stories. The Jamaican bob-
sleigh story [34] was placed online as scheduled, marking the inflection point for
harder news and increased publication frequency. As per usual, headlines became
closer or identical to the ones that will appear in the following day’s print issue.
Hyperlinks, additional pictures and embedded web-content were reduced to a min-
imum. Two factors explain this shift, which occurs daily. First, as print deadline
approaches, the frequency of incoming stories accelerates. Page copy editors place
these into the layout. They enquire about undelivered stories, adjusting pages to
expected lengths. They begin firing off reminders for those overdue. Web-editors have
less editing time per story, and invariably a backlog of filed stories emerges. Second,
just after 6:00 p.m. the last web-editor left the office. As usual, an auxiliary—a student
without journalistic training—took over publication duties, placing all remaining sto-
ries online, except for those marked for delayed publication. Instead of the standard
workflow of articles being formatted to web standards, then adjusted to print require-
ments by stripping them of web-only features, the workflow reverses (see arrows J’, K’
& L’ in Figure 1). Stories arriving very close to print deadline are immediately placed
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into awaiting pages via the desktop publishing tool. Proofreading occurs within the
print page layout instead of the CMS. The auxiliary identifies unpublished stories in
makeup and duplicates them for the web. We are now, in effect, operating according
to a print-to-web workflow. Figure 4, which maps article publication times with their
location in the newspaper flatplan, is highly revealing of the many stories placed
online by the auxiliary in the hours leading up to- and just after print deadline. Upon
her leaving the office, all in-house stories from the following day’s issue were online,
except for one culture story on page 17 (see Figure 4). All newswire reports of less
than 1,500 characters are print only (see chequered areas, Figure 2). The following
morning, as per usual, the web-desk editor spent some downtime making minor
changes to the stories placed online by the auxiliary: adjustments to headlines and
added context for three leads. One subheading was added, another was modified.
Additional paragraph breaks distil the text for improved mobile readability.

Late in the day we find ourselves at the heart of the tension between digital sched-
uling strategies and production realities of print factors and web logics. Although we
may seem to have artificially grouped “print” with “factors” and “web” with “logics,”
this distinction reflects newsroom discourse and reveals the difference in resistance or
durability of the two platforms. Similarly, online publication times are seldom referred
to using the term deadline, with words such as “planned” or “scheduled” being
more ubiquitous.

Results II: Hierarchy of Production Related Scheduling Forces

The above account offers a unique insight into how online publication scheduling
occurs at Le Temps newspaper: which stories were published at what times, and their
resulting temporal patterns. It identifies critical moments in the day, key temporal
forces and their agents, locating these in relation to the production process. The fol-
lowing section further addresses the question of the hierarchy of forces imposing
themselves on temporalities and, when scheduling options exist, how they are imple-
mented. In doing so, it explores the strategic logics involved in online scheduling, and
questions their operational limits.

Platform Neutral Production and Publishing Constraints

We observed how a wide range of forces constrain publishing possibilities, whether in
determining the date or publication time. Most aspects of the human activity reported
in the news escape the control of newsworkers, who can only account for them.
Reduced newsworthy activity occurs during night-time. On the other hand, news
peaks during the middle of the day, resulting in evening surges that frustrated editor-
ial management, although they also accepted that only so much may be done about
it. Commenting on publication times of 14 February, one of the editors in chief said:

There’s lots of stuff late in the evening, and I get the impression we are struggling to
respect the scheduled publication times.

Presented with the same material, the other editor-in-chief explained:
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As usual, this is an online paper where not much happens in the morning, and then there
is a lot going on at 3:00 p.m. and late in the day. We are still in a phase where we are
not that good at bringing the website to life throughout the day with stories that would
arrive regularly. You can see that in reality we are still very much leaning towards a print
newspaper production.

Unsurprisingly, the hotter stories were the ones that really challenged scheduling
objectives. For hot news, event and reader temporalities were mediated by newsroom
production times, which not only depended on reporters themselves, but involved
other newsroom workers. The backlog created by an acceleration of incoming stories
as print deadline approaches could be mitigated by increased editing staff. This was
pointed out by multiple persons, from web-desk editors, all the way up to editorial
management. Similarly, many respondents suggested that output frequency could be
more consistent with increased resources for producing in-house web-only stories.

When explaining the convergence of publication times towards the late afternoon
and evening, the web production manager pointed to external factors:

You can’t really take it out on the reporters for this, as the day is what it is. [… ] It just
occurs naturally. The day is rhythmed the way it is, you hand in your story in the evening.
And then there’s the fact that news is news and things evolve and change. [… ] So, it’s
just a fact that some things are easier than others to schedule. Obviously, science and
culture, if there is no embargo, are easy. It gets tougher for Swiss and international news.
Because the news is from the same day and will naturally be ready late in the day.

This also corroborates our observation that section-desks enact distinct production
and publication temporalities that depend on the specific types of news being
reported. Planning for culture stories occurs during a weekly team meeting, while the
Swiss and international desks seldom bothered with formal weekly meetings. Planning
the former involved picking a day (print), whereas scheduling the latter involved pick-
ing a time (web).

Print Production Enacts Daily Online Schedules

The spatial and temporal socio-technical networks of print production framed daily
output (number and types of stories), which had important time-related consequences.
A web copy editor described the powerful structuring effect of the daily print
news-cycle:

The thing is that we pretty much have the exact resources to produce this newspaper
[�points to newspaper in front of him�] on any given day. So, from the morning you are
already focusing on your pages.

Put differently, the requirement to fill empty pages with text determined a set of
stories to be published in the following day’s print paper, and to be scheduled for
online publication. Consequently, no single continuous online schedule exists. Instead,
each day gives rise to a new and largely hermetic schedule, confined within the boun-
daries of the corresponding print issue. The daily planning tab, which begins each day
as a blank slate, reflects this cyclicity. A copy editor explained:

Of course, there are specific web contents such as long-reads that are planned ahead. But
most of our stories and most of our days are defined by the contents of the following
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day’s print issue. [… ] So, web-first is a publication order logic rather than a production
logic. We are not an online newspaper. We are a print newspaper which publishes
online first.

One of the managing editors claimed that the constraints inherited from print-pro-
duction were probably a good thing. As hotter content tended to accumulate in the
evening anyway, the threat of empty space in print enforced deadlines that would
probably not be respected in the absence of a paper edition. Beyond enforcing dead-
lines, the print paper served as a minimum list of stories guaranteed to go online.

Coordinating Publication Temporalities, and Evasive Tactics

Temporal properties of stories also translated into specific newsroom language, which
immediately provided newsroom workers with shared understandings of production
requirements, including temporal ones. This language allows for coordination and
scheduling once production has been subjected to the most rigid temporal forces,
outlined above.

Breaking, hot and cold and magazine meet the definitions of typifications as defined
by Tuchman: they describe not the topic of a story, but rather temporalities in con-
crete production terms. Although they share certain similarities with the ones pro-
posed by Tuchman (1973), they reflect the affordances of hybrid print-digital news
production and consumption. Interestingly, discussing the contemporary relevance of
her typifications four decades later, she admitted that her original research had over-
looked the ever-evolving nature production systems (Tuchman 2016). Changing tech-
nology may create new labels, or merely modify which production realities are
associated with given labels. In our observation, we found that breaking, hot, cold
reflected their presence or absence from meetings and the temporalities built into the
tabs of the planning document. Other terms were loaded with temporal meanings
and translated into production/publication realities. Hard news and magazine stories
respectively aligned with hot and cold news.

The inscription of a story into the different tabs of the editorial planning document
was performative: it enacted schedules, with implications for newsworkers. Discussing
a story in the daily or weekly budget meetings was similarly performative: stories that
went unmentioned in budget meetings and were absent from the planning document
became less likely to achieve the ideal publication times and/or scheduling objectives
set out for them. On several occasions we observed reporters or section-desk chiefs
keeping a given story “off the radar.” One editor in chief suspected, as we had, that
newsworkers developed tactics for maintaining independence from the web produc-
tion manager’s schedule to regain control over a story’s publication time, or to pre-
empt an undesired early delivery time.

From Ideal Publishing Times to Integrated Sequences

Each story appeared to inherit an “ideal” online publication time, determined accord-
ing to specific logics. The reporter, and/or their section-desk chief would often lobby
to enact these. On the other hand, we identified strategic logics applied by the web
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production manager for the scheduling of online publication times, some of which
contradicted “story-level” ones. Although the reporter and the web production man-
ager both advocated for audience-based online publication times, the latter weighed
this against what we could call macro-logics, which aim for a smooth tempo and
sequences that display contrast: stories should be published regularly and vary in
terms of topics and formats (hard and soft; short and long; fact, analysis, opinion; bul-
letin, interview, reportage). With hotter Swiss and international stories often arriving
late in the day, compromises become inevitable: either sacrifice contrast, or delay
time-sensitive stories, thereby surrendering some degree of newness. Also, the web
production manager made informed decisions according to data, which sometimes
contradicted the conventional audience logics advocated by reporters and section-
desk chiefs. Referring to an interview with a local government minister following a
major announcement about a new strategy for tourism [51], they said:

You see this big interview of the politician here? I think unlike six months ago, today our
reflex would typically be to withhold it and put it online at a time more suited for this
type of content, let’s say at 8:00 a.m. the following morning.

Ultimately, the web production manager acted as the timekeeper, but one with
restricted options. When building their schedule, they were dependent on many exter-
nal forces. Their control over the sequencing was elusive, especially late in the day
when the frequency of incoming hotter stories exceeded maximum output speed.
Conversely, mornings involved searching for web-only stories among newswire
services to maintain a minimum output as well as relying on stories that were not
time-sensitive. In keeping with Tuchman’s typifications, predictability and urgency of
dissemination were factored into online scheduling. Prescheduled but nevertheless
urgent stories formed pillars that could not be displaced. Unscheduled breaking news
disrupted planned publications. Cold news and feature stories could be used freely to
fill any (expected) gaps in the schedule. Nevertheless, among available options, audi-
ence preferences, informed by analytics, guided scheduling. Also, the web production
manager had the authority to redefine a story’s urgency. This was often met unfavour-
ably. On this point, our fieldwork suggested that for all stories that are not obviously
feature stories, reporters tended to measure the importance and success of their story
by how rapidly the web-team processes it and places it online. In interviews, editorial
management spoke of what they considered to be reporter’s misguided obsession
with their stories going online as fast as possible.

Conclusion

The study of online scheduling at Le Temps unsurprisingly revealed a high degree of
dependence on one external force in particular: the more or less predictable and
(ir)regular occurrences of newsworthy events. These platform independent constraints
originate outside the newsroom and obey multiple different temporalities, while trans-
lating into distinct production factors. Given the overlap of print and online stories,
the print edition’s news cycle acts as a primary structuring force for online publishing.
To a degree, this is consistent with findings by Menke et al. (2018) and Schlesinger
and Doyle (2015). However, we believe that attribution of causality to a “print culture”

DIGITAL JOURNALISM 17



may result in calls for a “web mindset,” neglecting the important fact that newsroom
culture is embedded within the underlying production system. We found that print
production enacts daily schedules. Beyond making schedules cyclical rather than linear,
it also determines the number of print-web items to be scheduled. The switch from a
bulk shovelware system for placing print content online to a digital first production
system has not avoided an evening convergence of stories. Consistent with Wheatley
and O’Sullivan (2017), a large proportion of in-house stories went online late in the
day. However, we do not believe print deadline to be solely responsible for this. Print
logics, we believe, can only explain so much.

What if the idea of the print deadline causing a convergence of stories towards the
end of the day was wrong? What if this convergence explained the evening deadline
as much as it could be explained by it? At the very least, these questions merit further
investigation.

In any case, the lack of print-web stories being published in the morning is highly
revealing. Different stories constrain online publication possibilities to varying degrees.
This is reflected in the distinct tools, meetings and language involved in coordinating
work according to publication temporalities. Only once this full range of environmen-
tally determined parts has been accounted for, may online scheduling be determined
or negotiated. This involves weighing ideal publishing times against the logics the web
production manager’s logics for building integrated sequences. Put differently, stories
interfere with their respective publishing times. Journalists occasionally respond to
scheduling that goes against their desired publishing times with evasive tactics.
Although digital distribution facilitates rapid dissemination, gaining control over
scheduling requires articles instilled with temporal flexibility. This may be found in sto-
ries that are exclusive and “outgoing” rather than “incoming” (Grevisse 2014); pro-
active rather than reactive. It is worth reaffirming that immediacy need not rule
supreme when it comes to online news.

Beyond this case study, our research suggests that gaining a strong degree of con-
trol over scheduling times may be illusory, or simply just not worth it. Perceived fail-
ures to implement ambitious digital first strategies that misevaluate the full
implications of the underlying production system may also create tension among
newsroom workers, and with editorial management. It is revealing that since the field-
work took place, Le Temps has begun to delay more (hotter) news until the following
morning to reduce bottlenecks and avoid an overload of content coming online in the
evening. Such adjustments reflect a certain temporal reflexivity, which Orlikowski and
Yates (2002) define as “being aware of the human potential for reinforcing and alter-
ing temporal structures.” Promoting temporal awareness within newsrooms may better
equip them in view of aligning the scheduling of publication times with audience
expectations and strategic considerations.

The limits of this research should be clear. Such a case study is by no means repre-
sentative of the newspaper industry as a whole. It does however provide a rare
account of a digital first publishing system, while shedding light on some of the ten-
sions occurring between print and web. Using similar data collection methods, future
research conducted on newspapers more concerned with breaking news may help
achieve some degree of generalization. Questioning the effects of the dissolution of a
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single hard deadline on journalists’ work and on temporalities at the narrative/textual
level would also constitute a promising line of inquiry.

Notes

1. While many large news media in northern and western Europe may have made the switch
some years ago, many smaller ones elsewhere, comparable in scale to the one studied
here, are yet fully implement a digital first production system. That this transition is taking
this long may surprise certain readers. Indeed, the French language newspapers of
Switzerland’s largest news publisher Tamedia only completed their transition to a fully
integrated digital first publishing system in 2020!

2. Although these occurred at different speeds from one market to another and from one
media outlet to another, the rapid adoption of smartphones following the release of the
iPhone in 2007 may be seen as the starting point for mobile news (Westlund 2013), while
2013 has been referred to as “The year of the paywall” (Sjøvaag 2016).

3. Short of mobilizing a theoretical framework that defines practices in relation to
(institutional) logics, while also accounting for non-human forces, we would direct
interested readers to theory at the intersection of action theory and material semiotics,
such as Lindberg (2014).

4. Two reporters and one of the section-desk chiefs, the web production manager and one
of his web-desk editors, the print-production manager and one of his print production
editors, the on-duty managing editor, a second managing editor and the two editors
in chief.

5. This included copies of the articles in question, hourly screen captures of the homepage,
successive versions of the editorial planning document, tables indicating online stories’
publishing times, the day’s flatplan as well as other digital and physical documents
provided during or immediately after observation.

6. In November 2020 Le Temps was acquired by Aventinus, a Geneva based non-
profit foundation.

7. Willemin (2018, 128–29) cites Le Temps as an “emblematic” example of a digital first model.
The following French-language Swiss daily newspapers have since made the leap from
print-to-web to web-first workflow or are currently engaged in the process of doing so
(publishers in parenthesis): Le Nouvelliste (ESH), La Côte (ESH), Arcinfo (ESH), 24heures
(Tamedia), Tribune de Gen�eve (Tamedia).

8. In order to distinguish normal newsroom routines (observed between September 2017
and March 2018) and specific occurrences on 14 February 2018, we use the present tense
for the former, and the past for the latter.

9. The main reference and most used document within the newsroom; the first tab, the ‘daily
planning’ contains only those stories set to be produced on any given day.

10. A single or double page in each issue dedicated to a specific story or topic, usually
planned a little over a week in advance.
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