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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Technology, the spread of the Internet, and the need to have fresh, reliable, and public interest stories in the media are fertile conditions for 
experiencing the shift of public attention and trust from traditional media, which might be professional, but not independent, to online media, 
which can provide a greater degree of freedom to journalists. However, viewing that as a battle of two opposite camps would be, at best, an 
oversimplification, and, at worst, myopic. For this purpose, the report looks into the factors that favourthe rise of online media and social 
media, the novelty brought to the traditional media scene, the evolution of media and the audience trends, as well as the quality of information 
available to Albanians in the context of the new media development and the widespread use of social networks. 

THE INTERNET AND THE EVOLUTION
OF MEDIA CONSUMPTION TRENDS

According to data of Internet Live Stats, until July 2016 the Internet penetration rate reached almost 63%, compared to 0.1% in 20001. Data 
from the regulatory authority of electronic communications also reveal the continuous increase of the Internet spread among the population: 
the last quarter of 2016 marked a 9.7% increase in fixed line subscribers and 10% in broadband access from fixed lines compared to a year ago2. 
The wide spread use of mobile phones has also further facilitated the Albanians’ access to the Internet. Although there has been a slight 
decrease in mobile telephony users in 2016 compared to the previous year, the number of users remains substantial: 3.4 million mobile phone 
users in a country with a population of about 2.9 million people3. The traffic data for accessing the internet through mobile phones at the end 
of 2016 was considerable, marking a 118% increase compared to the consumption per user in 20154. 

Even though the consistent spread of the Internet is indisputable, there are also disparities across the country and different factors affect the 
Internet access. The Department of Journalism and Communication at the public University of Tirana conducted a national scale survey on 
several aspects of digitalization in 2015, revealing, among other things, that the more remote one is from urban centers, the more difficultthe 
access to internet is: while access in urban centers is closer to 74%, in rural areas it reaches 48%.5 The level of education seems to be another 
factor that affects the Internet access: 100% of the individuals with post-university education had internet access, whereas only 33.87% of the 
peoplewith primary education had such an access6.

While it is clear that Internet penetration rate is significant, there is little information on the patterns of information sources used by Albanians, 
both in terms of so-called mainstream or traditional media and online and social media. Studies on audience and readership of media have 
been rare, not systematic, or the data have not been public, leading to speculations on the media consumption habits.

One of the few surveys on media use from the public was conducted in 2014. The data revealed that Albanians tend to refer to traditional 
media more for reliable information, even though online media had gained ground: 73% of respondents said they tended to trust information 
on TV, compared to 43% that trusted radio and print media, and 46% that trusted online media7. According to the same survey, 89% of 
1 Internet Live Stats: http://www.internetlivestats.com/internet-users/albania/
2 AKEP data: http://www.akep.al/statistika
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid.
5 Department of Journalism, “Digitalization of terrestrial television: challenges, paradoxes, hopes,” 2015.
6 Ibid.
7 OSFA, “National survey on perceptions and expectations for future membership of Albania into EU,” 2014.
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Albanians said they watch TV everyday, as compared to 42% which use the Internet and 25% the press. In addition, 84% of the 
surveyed people indicated television as the main source of information for domestic political news8. 

It would certainly be interesting to see  the evolution of such data in 2017, but unfortunately the same survey has not been 
repeated to this moment. However, perhaps some light can be cast on media consumption trends from other surveys, of a 
different scale and nature, but trying to document media popularity trends. More specifically, according to a public opinion 
survey on impunity9, conducted in 2016, television continues to be the main source of information, although the Internet and 
especially social networks are gaining ground visibly. A significant portion of respondents, 44% of them, said that they now use 
the Internet and specifically news agencies’ websites for information on current affairs. Even more of them said that they use 
social networks for the same purpose – 56%10. This is a significant change compared to the same survey carried out in 2014, 
when only 22% and 14% of respondents, respectively, said they receive information on current affairs from the internet and 
social networks11. Another survey, conducted with young people, points to the tendency of this group to use predominantly 
online sources for information: 67% of respondents aged 18-35 tended to use the Internet as a source of information, compared 
to 30% that used television, while press and radio merely reached 1.6% and 1.4%, respectively12.  However, the overall time the 
population spends watching TV remains rather high: 37% watch from one to two hours per day, 29% watch more than two 
hours, and 25% watch more than four hours13, even though data on the programs they watch are not available. 

When it comes to social media use, Facebook is indisputably the most popular platform among Albanians, reaching 1.4 million 
accounts as of June 2016, amounting to roughly half of the population14.  According to 2015 data, 64% of these users were male, 
compared to 36%, who were female15. At the same time, about 73% of users at the time fell in the 18-34 years old group16. On 
the other hand, Twitter use remains behind Facebook in Albania: e.g. a singer, BebeRexha, seems to have the greatest number 
of followers at the moment, about 420,00017, compared to more than the 2.3 million fans of the most popular Facebook page, 
Atom Computers18.

TRADITIONAL MEDIA VS. ONLINE MEDIA

Rapid spread of the Internet and growing use of social media in the country has certainly affected the behavior of the existing 
or traditional media, as well as that of the digital native media. At this point it is even difficult to make a clear-cut distinction 
between traditional media, new media, and social media, in terms of the technical channels of dissemination of information, but 
also with regard to the content disseminated through these channels. Whether or not the traditional media have lost ground to 
the new media seems to be the natural question concerning the media community and media experts at this point. Given the 
lack of systematic and public audience and readership data on one hand, as well as the lack of availability of online audience 
measurement tools for websites in Albania, such a comparison is usually based either on interviews with media representatives 
or on sources of information that are not always highly reliable according to media experts regarding websites ranking19. The 
refusal of media outlets themselves, either traditional or digital native ones, to provide data on their online audience, also does 
not help to have a good idea of the popularity trends among existing media. However, periodic studies on this topic have 
indicated a clear trend: “the ranking of the most visited media outlets in 2016 and the comparison to data from 2014 shows the 
growth and empowerment of digital native media in Albania.”20 The same research data compared indicate that traditional 
media websites with improved ranking in 2016 compared to 2014 is limited to two TV stations, the remaining most popular 
media whose popularity has grown belong to the category of digital native media21.

The new media outlets that are growing in popularity belong mainly to the category of news portals, meaning online media 
outlets that cover news and analyses of a general nature, including politics, economy, crime reporting, culture, and gossip and 
8 Ibid
9 IDRAMEDIA, “Impunity - Perceptions and experience of Albanian citizens 2014-2015,” 2016.
10 Ibid.
11 OSFA, “National survey on perceptions and expectations for future membership of Albania into EU,” 2014.
12 Mema, Briseida. “Dilemmas on information in the digital era – the Albanian case,” qtd.in Albanian Media Institute, “Online media in Albania: 
legislation, self-regulation, development, and main tendencies.” 2016.
13 Department of Journalism and Communication, University of Tirana, “Digitalization of terrestrial television: challenges, paradoxes, hopes,” 2015.
14 Internet Live Stats: http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats4.html
15 www.facebook.com
16 Ibid.
17 https://www.socialbakers.com/statistics/twitter/profiles/albania/
18 https://www.socialbakers.com/statistics/facebook/pages/total/albania/
19 Usually the only source of information for Albania to refer to in terms of ranking of websites is Alexa.net, whose accuracy is often disputed by media 
representatives.
20 Albanian Media Institute, “Online media in Albania: Legislation, self-regulation, development, and main tendencies,” 2016.
21 Ibid.
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other rosier news. The number of online news portals is unknown at the moment, while the Union of Albanian Journalists claims 
they are as many as 65022. However, the figure is impossible to prove, since no prior registration with authorities is required. 
Only portals using a  .al  domain are required to register with the Authority of Electronic and Postal Communications, but this 
is valid for any website, not just news ones; not all news portals use this domain, which means at the moment there is no way to 
have official statistics on the existing number of news portals. 

SOCIAL MEDIA ROLE IN THE NEW ENVIRONMENT

Currently almost all traditional media have established websites and it is difficult to find any traditional or digital native media 
that does not have a Facebook fan page. In fact, the practice of establishing Facebook fan pages is not only limited to specific 
media outlets, but has rather become a practice where all major shows, be them political or entertainment ones, have their own 
Facebook page with which they communicate to the public. This practice has proved to be highly beneficial to improving the 
visibility and popularity of media outlets, especially digitally native ones, which are not always known to the public in the same 
way as the traditional media are. The media do not publish data on their traffic or online audience. However, a few interviews 
have revealed that social media presence is very important, as, in a few cases which agreed to provide data on the matter, a high 
percentage of the referral traffic came precisely from social media, rather than from organic traffic23. In addition, ads in social 
media, especially Facebook, seem to be of significant help in improving ranking, popularity, and visibility of new media 
especially. “During recent years, for many media outlets, paid advertising campaigns on Facebook have made an even bigger 
difference than just the number of fans; this was a practice used frequently by a good part of new online media launched during 
2015 and 2016.”24 

The ten most popular Facebook pages at the moment25 only include Top Channel TV from traditional media, which is one of 
the best known TV stations in the country, a commercial national TV station. The other pages include commercial pages, 
(Atom computers, Shpresa Computers, etc) and showbiz celebrities (ErmalMamaqi, GentaIsmajli). The other pages belong to 
a hybrid category, combining current news, with fun or viral content, bordering often on content of an offensive nature. 
Currently there are three such pages in the top ten most popular Facebook pages in Albania, Jetaoshqef (Life is fun,) Origjinale 
(Original,) and Shqiperiaime (My Albania.”)

One of the researchers of online media trends in Albania likens the phenomenon of the rise of these pages, more particularly 
Jetaoshqef to the Buzzfeed phenomenon in the US. “By publishing mainly content that is oriented toward entertainment and 
human interest or curiosity; with its name styled in a dialect that conveys humor, Jetaoshqef currently holds the lion’s share in 
the ecosystem of Albanian media.”26 The platform, both on Facebook, and on their website, is also largely supported on user 
generated content, in a clear invitation to the public to participate and contribute27. In fact, the ability to engage citizens by 
providing content, as well as the not-so-serious nature of content published are thought to be among the key factors for their 
success28. Sometimes the website also includes reports of citizens denouncing some injustice, especially from authorities, e.g. 
videos when stopped by the police, documenting violations. However, claims that Jetaoshqef and other similar websites carry 
well-documented and news of a classical journalistic form are still highly disputable. However, the fact that these pages are quite 
more popular than classical media or even news portals on Facebook is something to consider when trying assessing the kind 
of content that the public appreciates most and is certainly an invitation for reflection.

DIGITAL MIGRATION: ILLUSION OR REALITY? 

New media and social media have certainly provided more space and freedom for journalists to express their views and to 
report on different issues that might not always be welcome in traditional media, at least in theory. In this context, there has 
been a visible trend of migration to digital media of important names in journalism. This has come either as a result of seeking 
greater freedom, of disagreement with previous traditional media, or in the hope of starting something new. Such portals 
include lapsi.al, founded by Armand Shkullaku and Andi Bushati, newsbomb.al founded by AnilaBasha, 360grade.al founded 
22 Interview with AleksanderCipa, Union of Albanian Journalists.
23 Albanian Media Institute, “Online media in Albania: Legislation, self-regulation, development, and main tendencies,” 2016.
24 Ibid.
25 https://www.socialbakers.com/statistics/facebook/pages/total/albania/?interval�last-month
26 Albanian Media Institute, “Online media in Albania: Legislation, self-regulation, development, and main tendencies,” 2016.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid.
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by Artur Zheji, politiko.al founded by Alfred Lela, droni.al founded by Sami Neza, perqasje.com founded by Artur Nura, syri.
net founded by Cim Peka, etc. However, it is difficult to speak of a clear-cut migration to digital, but it would be fairer to refer 
to a duplication of channels of communication. Even though several well-known journalists have established their portals, the 
same journalists appear on a regular routine in current affair programs, which are almost daily, on several TV stations in Albania, 
or in a few isolated cases, also worked full time in traditional media as editors or directors of information.  At the same time, 
online portals employ different methods of communication, including web TV, photo galleries, and other forms of 
communications used by traditional media.

However, it cannot be denied that online media and social media do provide a more relaxed environment in terms of editorial 
freedom than traditional media, at least to some degree. “Social media and new media are certainly a greater space for 
expression, communication, debate, and, why not, freedom. The novelty in communication is related to the diversity, interactivity 
and giving a voice even to newcomers,”29 said Alfred Lela, founder of news portal politiko.al, after his contract as the director 
of a daily newspaper was not renewed in 2017, a case that along with the termination of the contract of another well-known 
journalist directing a news channel opened a new round of debate on the factors affecting independence in traditional media 
and their link to politics. Other journalists and media experts are more skeptical regarding the freedom that is supposed to 
come with new media and social media. “We are still not seeing examples of this considerable freedom, but this kind of 
communication has certainly made it much easier to reach the public, maybe even too easy at times.”30 Another opinion is that 
Facebook has not provided examples of important media freedom in terms of reporting, but is quite helpful for journalists to 
express their own personal opinions freely on their Facebook page, while officially, in the media where they work, they report in 
accordance with the editorial policy imposed there31. However, even such postings are not totally risk free, depending on the 
case. There have been claims from several editors and journalists that they have been fired as a result of Facebook posts, on 
their own personal pages, that were against particular persons or political figures, or were frowned upon by the media they 
worked in32.

In this context, there have also been cases where Facebook or social media in general has been instrumental in reporting when 
the traditional media was not willing to report on particular topics. For example, one of the recent protests was that of the 
inhabitants of a small village, whose houses were damaged for years after an international oil company drilled the land 
continuously. After several protests they decided to walk to the capital and seek a solution, which was a process that lasted for 
several days. Due to the self-censorship and advertising patterns in traditional media, this event was either not covered or 
covered in a very brief and superficial way, although it was unusual news and of public interest, but the comments and reports 
on Facebook did not let the protest die and even mobilized some people to join protesters.33 Another flagrant case is that of 
the investigative program Publicus, broadcast in Vizion Plus TV, where the management refused to broadcast their investigation 
on the murder of a minor working on a landfill in Tirana, implying also the failure of the municipality to enforce the laws on labor 
security and other violations, while the investigative team was let go immediately. The team posted on these events and on the 
program in the Facebook page, and also posted the program on Youtube, where it reached a high number of views in a short 
time. A week later the program, also as a sign of solidarity, was broadcast by Opinion in TV Klan, one of the most popular 
current affairs programs in the country. This is an example where social media do provide the freedom and opportunity that 
traditional media deny, but given that the program was then also broadcast by one of the most popular shows in the country it 
is not clear which channel was more effective in terms of spreading the information.

THE QUALITY OF INFORMATION IN ONLINE 
MEDIA AND SOCIAL MEDIA

A constant concern and doubt have surrounded the debate on news portals and social media in Albania: the quality of the 
information, its tabloidization, marked ethical problems, and copyright issues. Clearly, traditional media are far from immune to 
these problems, but they are likely to have a few more filters, as well as greater legal obligations compared to news portals. 
“Forms of non-professional conduct have existed even before social networks and will continue to be there; it is a matter of 
taking advantage of the opportunities that the social networks offer in the right way.”34  However, there are very few exceptions, 

29 Interview with Alfred Lela, founder of politiko.al, March 30, 2017.
30 Interview with Blendi Salaj, co-founder of peshkupauje.com.
31 Interview with Bardhi Quku, March 30, 2017.
32 Interview with Rrapo Zguri, professor of journalism, April 3, 2017.
33 Ibid.
34 Interview with Emirjon Senja, albeu.com
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such as reporter.al, the news portal of Balkan Investigative Journalism Network in Albania, which focus on current affairs 
reporting, but mostly on investigative reports, which have addressed topics that other media usually fails to address to the core, 
thanks also to the financial independence from Albanian media market scene of this portal. However, the general feeling is that 
this portal is an exception to the rule: “Apart from a few cases you can count on one hand, most of online enterprises are still 
searching for a sustainable identity and trying to gain public trust. Credibility is very difficult to build when you constantly give 
in to temptation to have more clicks and when tabloidization and suspicious news are the norm.”35 

In fact, it is difficult sometimes to make the difference from one news portal to the next, as they all roughly carry the same 
content, sometimes changing only the title and copy/pasting the text from one another, mistakes and fake news included. For 
example, the fake news on Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg telling how his ancestors were of Albanian descent made the rounds 
in several portals before someone realized that it was indeed fake news. Unfortunately there are numerous and increasingly 
frequent cases of fake news publication in Albanian media or in social networks, then also picked up in the media. “There are 
huge problems, especially in online media, regarding the verification of sources and facts. On one hand, this is destroying 
credibility, and, on the other hand, is further lowering professional standards. Unfortunately the debate on fake news in Albania 
is still at the beginning and is not an institutional part of newsrooms, limited mostly to a superficial treatment of the phenomenon, 
which risks delaying reaction and reflection needed to avoid publishing fake news in our media.”36 Other experts view the 
solution to this problem in communication among professionals and especially self-regulation and establishment of a healthy 
media environment37, two goals that have proved elusive to the Albanian media professionals through the years.

Another major problem, related to lack of self-regulation and work ethics is the failure to respect copyright, one of the most 
sensitive issues for journalists and administrators of portals. In a context where the content is rather uniform and the same 
articles circulate all over the net, the news portals often try to beat one another in the speed of publishing new information, 
which is not always a good recipe. “The growth of new media and social media is inversely related to professionalism in 
journalism. Most online portals aim to post the latest news, without first verifying it; and they are much more focused on 
receiving more clicks, choosing what is interesting for the public, rather than public interest.”38 In addition, the news portals 
routinely copy paste content from one another, without permission, sometimes not even citing the source. In this context of 
increasingly fierce competition among news portals copyright problems seem to be among the top priorities for the staff of 
news portals, far more than professional ethics, as discussions on amendments to e-commerce regulation among professionals 
have shown.

Another phenomenon that affects the nature of information published is also the widespread presence and exploitation of 
Facebook from politicians, leading to a trend of Facebook journalism among portals and traditional media alike. Key politicians, 
such as Prime Minister, former Prime Minister, Mayor of Tirana, MPs, ministers, and other people are highly active on Facebook 
and their every move and sentence is promptly reported as news on TV news and news portals, with the media just serving as 
a transmission channel, rather than contextualizing or questioning the statements that are posted on Facebook. “Public relations 
are another aspect that has been greatly helped by Facebook, which has become part of political marketing. Social networks 
assist politicians to exert their influence on public agenda and in creating a particular mentality among citizens.”39 The prevailing 
opinion among experts is that social networks do not dictate the public agenda, but rather follow it40. “I have a dilemma: does 
society see signals from the virtual reality of social networks, or do the networks reflect the concerns and anger of society? My 
opinion is that in Albania social networks are still part of the mirror effect.”41 

MORE OR LESS FREEDOM OF SPEECH?

While new media and social networks have certainly improved the chances for communicating with the public, the ethical 
problems that existed in the realm of traditional media prove more difficult to address in the new environment, due also to 
factors such as interactivity, user-generated content, and anonymity. At the same time, self-regulation, which could ease the 
negative effects that come with this model of communication, is almost inexistent in this environment, as well as in traditional 
media, meaning there is a lack of tradition for self-regulation to take root. In this context, there are often calls for stricter 

35 Interview with Blendi Salaj.
36 Interview with Rrapo Zguri
37 Interview with Blendi Salaj.
38 Interview with Rrapo Zguri.
39 Interview with Bardhi Quku.
40 Interview with Blendi Salaj.
41 Interview with Alfred Lela.
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regulation and rules on new media content.

Some efforts to regulate part of the content were provided by the adoption of the Law on Electronic Commerce in 2009, 
further amended in 2013, which aimed to harmonize Albanian legislation with EU E-Commerce Directive. According to 
e-commerce regulation, service providers that offer access to information for third parties are not liable for the information in 
case they were not aware of the illegal nature of the information, but once they become aware of such nature, they should 
remove the information. Furthermore, the law states that the service providers do not have the obligation to monitor the 
information and prevent illegal use of information. 

The Ministry of Innovation and Public Administration is working on amending the e-commerce regulation, in order to include 
not only e-commerce, but also services of information society defined as online selling of goods, and services offering 
information, services that consist in conveying or preserving information through a communication network, etc. The 
amendments aim to establish some ground rules and responsibilities for portals, including those that convey information, such 
as online news media. The proposed amendment aims for the portals to provide basic details on their contact information, such 
as location, contact address, etc. The main novelty of the proposed amendment, and the most disputed one, is related to the 
responsibility regarding hosting. The proposed amendment specifies that the service providers do not bear responsibility for 
the content if they are not aware of any illegal action or content. In addition, the amendment stipulates that the portals do not 
bear responsibility if, when notified or informed of illegal action or content, they act quickly to remove access to the information, 
namely the “notice and take down” clause. The amendments have gone through several drafts and consultation meetings with 
different actors, but the initiative has been paused, pending other changes in EU legislation in this field. 

Another significant development in legislative efforts to regulate online media content has been the amendment proposed by 
MP Majlinda Bregu. This proposed draft was first discussed in April 2015, aiming to introduce a new article into the Civil Code, 
establishing responsibility for publication of comments that affect a person’s dignity and reputation. The proposed article 
further specified civil regulation of defamation, extending to online publication. The amendment would force administrators of 
electronic portals, including those of the media, to “prevent publication of any comment that infringes on a person’s honour, 
personality or reputation.” The main justification provided for introducing such a proposal came from the situation with 
derogatory comments by users of online portals and social media, as well as encouraged by the ruling on the Delfi vs. Estonia 
case. In 2016 MP Majlinda Bregu clarified that she had withdrawn the amendment.

CONCLUSIONS

Clearly the information and communication practices in online media and social media will be a priority in the near future, just 
like the ability of traditional media to professionally evolve and keep up with the need to respond to audience needs and trends. 
While this is highly relevant for the development of the media landscape trends and for the economic model of the media 
outlets themselves, the value of news and information and respect for professional standards remain unchanged, at least in 
theory.

In the current context, online media face numerous challenges related to professionalism, including even basic routine 
procedures, such as fact checking and verification of sources, tabloidization, sensationalist content, copyright issues, etc. On 
the other hand, traditional media have recently started to enter the online media game, establishing their own websites and 
platforms, further blurring the lines between online and traditional media.

While in theory online and social media do provide greater freedom for journalists, in practice it does not seem that this 
freedom is substantial, or game-changing. At the same time, in the absence of self-regulation and professional rules and 
conduct, in the future it is likely that the legislation debate will be dominated by calls for stricter legislation for online media and 
for UGC.
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