
L
ike many public relations professionals, you probably use free online sites to gather 
news items that mention your company, client, or industry. Even some media 
monitoring companies utilize free online services to gather clippings for their clients. 
The attraction of free online sites is understandable: There is no charge for the stories.

However, as life repeatedly teaches, what we call “free” typically comes at a cost. Indeed, a 
PR practitioner can pay a very steep price for the constraints that free online news services 
impose on media monitoring and measurement.

Free online news services shortchange you in these critical ways: 

A. Restricting the amount of coverage that your search can find

B. Hindering accurate assessment of the impact your news coverage has created,      
          which consequently reduces your ability to take credit for the success of a media   
          relations campaign 

C. Placing you in possible violation of U.S. copyright law

 
A. Limited search capability 
Most free online news services cannot ordinarily find items run by smaller daily and weekly 
newspapers, consumer magazines, trade journals, newsletters, and niche publications.  As 
a result, there are huge holes in their coverage of print media. Even the content they do 
aggregate represents just a small fraction of the media universe. 

 
One big reason for aggregators’ content deficit:  Much of the material that appears in the 
electronic editions of print newspapers and magazines is “premium” content, which is 
available only to paid subscribers. Free online services are not among those paid subscribers, 
and aggregators whose operations are based on the availability of free online material don’t 
have access to premium content. This limitation also has a negative impact further along 
the distribution chain: A retail monitoring service that relies on an aggregator can’t deliver 
premium content to its clients, many of whom are PR practitioners.
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Five ways free online news services restrict the amount of 
coverage your search can find  

         1.     different versions of the same story can appear in the print and web  
                  editions. For example, a leading woman’s title posts an extract with less than   
                 a third of its cover story to the web, with the statement that the full article 
                 can be found in the current print edition. (It’s also possible for the digital 
                 version of the article to include additional information.) In certain cases, the   
                 print and online versions of an article include entirely different passages.  

         2.     the online versions of many leading print publications will post only     
                  select items from the current print edition. Online outlets may present  
                 many of the feature articles found in the current print edition but will post   
                 few, if any, of the regular monthly columns and features.  

         3.     in many cases, photos appearing in the outlet’s print version are missing 
                  in the online version. Moreover, the photos from print editions that do make 
                 it onto the web could be heavily cropped or posted at a fraction of the print   
                 version’s size. 

         4.     a full feature article from the newsstand edition may be presented on the    
                  web as a slide show. Slide shows may include the complete text of the article, 
                 but in certain cases they may not include all of the accompanying photos and 
                 graphics. It’s also possible for the web version to feature an entirely different 
                 set of visuals. In other instances, the photos and graphics might be omitted          
                 altogether. This is especially critical for visual product placements in lifestyle   
                  and entertainment-related publications.

         5.     regular monthly features can appear in greatly abridged form online.   
                  Many print versions of magazines include regular monthly features comprising 
                 several shorter items on the given topic. While a certain section heading may 
                 be found online, there’s no guarantee that all of the individual items within the 
                 section will be posted to the site.

“Online news services ... can capture 
only those stories posted to the free 
websites of print outlets, a sizable 
portion of print media coverage is 
unavailable to them. “

Print and website content varies

Of course, the print and web versions of a publication can complement each other.   
A print article, for instance, may contain a blurb referring readers to the online version 
for more information on the topic. The web sites of many leading magazines also serve 
as a repository of select archival material.  In addition, the digital platform offers other 
enhanced features, such as broadband video.  
 
But as the following table shows, the amount of content posted on a print publication’s 
website can vary greatly from one title to another. 

Publication articles and features in a 
recent print edition

number (and percentage) of 
complete articles posted online

Major women’s magazine #1 71 1 (1%)

Major women’s magazine # 2 34 14 (41%)

Major general-interest magazine 26 15 (58%)

Major sports magazine 15 5 (33%)

Major women’s magazine #3 26 0

               Source: BurrellesLuce study, June 2008   
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B.  Negative effect on measurement
Don’t look for free online new services to provide the tools you need to analyze, and 
report on, the impact of your media coverage.  In this regard, it pays to consider the 
following:

   8    not only do free online news sites produce less than optimal monitoring      
                    results, they also lack the functionality required to measure and    
                    document those results. This deficiency forces you to spend considerable            
                   time demonstrating the value of your hard work.  

   8    Free online news services do not employ human editors, depending           
                    instead on computer algorithms to determine whether a story conforms      
                    to a user’s search instructions.  Without human editors, free online news  
                   services typically wind up sending numerous irrelevant and repetitious  
                   mentions to their clients. This means that the PR practitioners who receive the  
                   digitized stories must sort through all of the received items by hand in a hunt  
                   to locate and remove unwanted stories.

   8    the system used by free online news services can be blocked by a media  
                    outlet’s user-registration page.  As a result, users may not be able to  
                   access the stories because the search engine can neither register nor bypass  
                   the sign-in process. 

   8     in many cases, the free version of the article doesn’t contain the entire  
                    text of the story.  Obtaining a story free of charge is no feather in your cap if  
                   the version you receive omits mention of your company or client. 

“No serious public relations 
professional can afford failing 
to capture a client’s hits in top 
magazines with monthly circulation 
in the millions.”

 

C.  Copyright complications
If you cut and paste a complete story you’ve received from a free online news service, 
you’re probably violating federal copyright law.  

Monitoring is legal, but cutting and pasting , then e-mailing the full story—even if it’s 
going to a colleague in your own department or to a client—is prohibited unless you’ve 
received written permission from the publisher to share the content.  This is not a new 
law, but, with the enormous growth of online news, publishers have been enforcing 
copyright regulations with increasing vigor.  

Unlike free online news services, BurrellesLuce has use agreements in place with 
thousands of news organizations.  These accords enable public relations practitioners to 
legally share copies of news stories with people inside their company and with clients.

Bottom line: practitioner beware
There are significant monetary and non-monetary costs associated with the use of 
free online news services.  Thus, it’s essential that you routinely review the results of 
the monitoring provided by them to ensure that you’re receiving all the content you 
need—and sharing that content in a lawful manner.

About BurrellesLuce
BurrellesLuce helps communication professionals maximize their media relations 
results through a full range of planning, monitoring and measurement services. Besides 
delivering content, the company’s online platform, called BurrellesLuce 2.0, enables 
clients to target and connect with journalists and bloggers, monitor the media for 
coverage, and measure and understand the impact of their outreach efforts. Founded 
in 1888 and headquartered in Livingston, New Jersey, BurrellesLuce has offices 
throughout the United States.
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Contact us 
To find out more about BurrellesLuce media relations planning, monitoring and 
measurement services, please contact: info@burrellesluce.com or 800.631.1160. 


