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ABSTRACT 

This study of Cambodian online newspapers – The Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia 

Daily – employs a content analysis to determine the coverage level, and content characteristics of 

development news in Cambodia as a developing country. Previous research studies suggest that 

news organizations in developing countries tend to devote higher attention and allocate a large 

proportion of space for development news. Additionally, newspapers in developing countries, 

past studies indicate, cover development news mainly with references to influential government 

officials or prominent political figures because these individuals wish to be seen as “champions 

of development issues”. The findings suggest that the two papers do cover more development 

news than non-development ones at the ratio of 58 percent to 42 percent. Regarding appearance 

of government officials or political leaders in development news articles, the results disagree 

with past studies, suggesting that private sectors dominantly appears in development news. The 

reason is Cambodia adopts a market-based economy where privatization is applied to almost all 

development issues. Moreover, Cambodian government does not have any control over the 

privately owned, independent newspapers, particularly The Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia 

Daily. 
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INTRODUCTION 

People’s adaptation to changes in the field of social, economic and technological spheres 

are crucial for their quest to lead a successful and high-quality life. Not only do people need to 

feel free to talk about the process of development but also sincerely become a part of the 

development process. For countries, especially developing ones, that strive to achieve prosperity 

for their people, it is important that information and knowledge about such changes is made 

available to them on priority basis. The media has a major role in making sure that the people are 

well informed about, and thus properly involved in, the process of development (Vyas & 

Sachdeva, 2014). 

Previous researches suggest that news organizations in developing countries tend to 

devote higher attention and allocate a large proportion of space for development news (Griswold 

& Swenson, 1992). Additionally, newspapers in developing countries, past studies indicate, 

cover development news mainly with references to influential government officials or prominent 

political figures (Shah, 1990) because these individuals wish to be seen as “champions of 

development issues” (McDaniel, 1986). 

This study of Cambodian online newspapers – The Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia 

Daily – employs a content analysis to determine the coverage level, and content characteristics of 

development news in Cambodia as a developing country.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

“Development journalism gives soul to media; it gives it a human face,” said Downer, a 

development journalist with Panos Caribbean (as cited in George, 2009). It provides the public 

with a better understanding of the goals of development. Journalists have a role to create 

awareness and show people where the money is going, without ignoring the human aspect of 
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these issues (Gaslinga, 2014). Development journalism matters because development issues 

affect not only poor, but also rich countries. 

While news media (or journalism) is one of important instruments for national 

development (McDaniel, 1986; Singhal & Rogers, 2001), there is a controversy between 

Western and Eastern professionals on how development journalism should be practiced. It is 

suggested that coverage of development news heavily depends on official sources, and critics 

tends to point out such coverage could be associated with government effort to manage news 

content that publicly promote political figures (McDaniel, 1986), and thus seen as “government-

say-so” journalism which appears in Asian development news (Lent, 1981). A prominent text by 

Rajasundaram (1981), widely used in Asian region for development communication trainings, 

warns that 

…development communication in some countries is confused with 

publicity for government projects. The government as the chief designer 

and administrator of a country’s development plans should rightfully tell 

people what is being done for them. But development communication is 

more than that. (pp. 17-18) 

Another side of the thinking proposes that development journalism can also reserve the 

rights to report an alternative to government viewpoints. Narinder K. Aggarwala (1978) from the 

U.N. Development Program says that in development news 

…the journalist …should critically evaluate and report the relevance of a 

development project; …the difference between the planned scheme and its 

actual implementation; and the difference between its impact on people as 

claimed by government officials and as it actually is. (p. 200) 
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Amid this controversy, how development journalism should be practiced ultimately 

depends on the definition of development itself. Singhal & Rogers (2001) describe development 

as: 

a widely participatory process of directed social change in a society, 

intended to bring about both social and material advancement (including 

greater equality, freedom, and other valued qualities) for the majority of 

people through their gaining greater control over their environment. (p. 

33)  

In the Third World countries, development journalism is very attractive for fairly obvious 

reasons. This theory sees news media as an instrument of development, achieving both social 

justice and beneficial social change. In other words, the media should publish positive 

development tasks in line with nationally established policies. 

 However, in reality this is not always the case. In poor countries, there has generally been 

pressure on journalists to associate themselves with the political forces, but in doing so they have 

lost their independence. A justification for government control over media is seen in the name of 

national security, religious and cultural harmony, and in the name of the systematic use of media 

to promote governmental agenda for development. McDaniel (1986) explains that political 

leaders in developing countries “wish to be seen as champions of development issues” and warns 

“it might undermine development as a responsibility of the whole population, picturing it instead 

as an activity of the influential and politically powerful” (p. 170).  

On that count, a new government in a developing country may well wish to adopt the 

development model. It leaves control of the media in the hands of government if required and yet 

the media must still take responsibility. If the government decides that the media are not meeting 
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its wishes or that they are challenging the state, it can intervene and apply whatever censure or 

control it deems necessary.  

Examples can be found in many developing countries, both in Africa and Asia. 

Zimbabwe displays a government seeking to use the press with some degree of compulsion to 

advance government policies, especially on economic and racial/ethnic issues. In Ghana, 

consolidation and perpetuation of political power are obtained in the name of development 

journalism. For instance, the first president Kwame Nkrumah used the media as a revolutionary 

tool of African liberation from colonialism and imperialism (Gadzekpo, 2009). In Asia, while 

there are frequent appearances of politicians on national televisions (McDaniel, 1986), 

development news content in India dominantly contain quotes from government officials (Shah, 

1990). 

It is, therefore, obvious that developing countries appear to heavily adopt development 

journalism because there are numerous development issues and changes taking places. As 

Oladele (2009) and Anderson-Wilk (2009) explain, the dissemination of information on the 

media has been responding to changing scenes of social, economic, cultural, technological and 

political challenges in many countries, especially developing ones. Further, governments in those 

countries see opportunities to exercise their power via the practice of development journalism. In 

favor of these notions, past studies indicate that newspapers in developing countries tend to 

devote higher attention and allocate a large proportion of space development news (Griswold & 

Swenson, 1992), and quote government authorities or influential political leaders very often 

when covering development news (Shah, 1990).  

 Another study presents an additional knowledge to the literature, saying privately owned 

or independent newspapers publish less development news with references to political figures 
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than government-run ones do (Vilanilam, 1979; Mustafa, 1979). The rationale behind this claim 

is apparently clear that independent media are normally free of the tendency to satisfy 

government demands because it is not funded by the government. Also with the phenomenon of 

democratization, market-based economy and privatization gradually becoming popular in many 

developing countries, independent institutions, including those in the media industry, begin to 

gain their independent voices free of government pressure and influence. 

Although, press freedom in some cases sounds promising in developing countries like 

Thailand, there is always undesirable reality. BBC (2012) publishes Thailand’s country profile, 

mentioning that the monarchy and the military remain threatening true freedom of private media, 

and that journalists usually exercise self-censorship when reporting anything related to them. 

 This study aims to further explore the controversy around development news coverage of 

independent media in developing countries, using Cambodia as a country of focus. For all that, it 

is still worth noticing that this study only looks at the latest medium of newspaper publication 

which is the Internet as opposing to the majority of previous texts that heavily analyze print and 

broadcast journalism. Online journalism definitely has a unique nature different from that of 

print and broadcast such as print newspaper, radio and television. 

The Nature of Online Newspapers 

 As the World Wide Web connected computers around the world in the early 1990s, 

digital content – that include text, audio, video and interactive forms – were tremendously 

shared, making abundant information available to all users of Internet-connected computers and 

ushering in the dawn of information age. Journalism organizations put efforts to distribute their 

editorial content via websites on top of the existing print and broadcast infrastructures (Jurgensen 

& Meyer, 1992; Schudson, 1995, p. 269). 
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 Online version of news suddenly became much more than just mirrored pictures of print 

version, equipped with additional features such as interactivities, videos, audios, hyperlinks, 

photographs, and graphics. Also, the borderless nature of the Internet allowed online news to 

reach audience across the globe, eliminating the geographical constrains (Chyi & Lasorsa, 1999; 

Peng, Tham & Xiaoming, 1999). The most significant strength of online news was that limitation 

of space and fixed deadline for publications were dismissed. Stories broke as much, detailed, and 

soon as possible, which meant newspapers did not have to force themselves to prioritize certain 

types, and topics of news (Foust, 2009).  

With these characteristics of news on the Internet, there emerges another question 

regarding how development journalism is practiced in developing countries. Despite preceding 

literature that claims newspapers tend to devote higher proportion of space for development 

news in print and broadcast, online medium presents a challenge to mentioned conviction. With 

unlimited space and instant nature of delivery online, it is definitely reasonable to come to a 

realization that newspapers no longer need to filter out news based on priorities, limiting 

information and scheduling thematic coverage for the next publication or broadcast. They can 

literally publish all news stories – both development and non-development – moments after they 

obtain them. In this sense, it is not necessarily the case that newspapers remain driven to pay 

more attention on development news. This study, thus, explores the relationship between online 

journalism and development news coverage by analyzing contents on two Cambodia’s online 

newspapers: The Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia Daily. 

Cambodia’s Media and Studied Newspapers 

 Before learning about the two studied newspapers, it is of course important to have a 

brief introduction to Cambodia’s media landscape in general. LICADHO (2008) shows that 
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Cambodia has been surprisingly considered as one of the freest in regard to freedom of speech in 

Southeast Asia (p. 1). Although Cambodian constitution fully guarantees freedom of speech, 

there have been cases of murders, death threats and imprisonment of journalists. Press freedom 

on both traditional and new media in Cambodia – including print newspaper, radio, television, 

and the Internet – is seen with a mixture of positivity and negativity. While television is 

completely controlled by the government, radio and newspapers still offer quite significant hopes 

for real news in traditional media. There are foreign-run channels like Voice of America (VOA), 

Radio Free Asia (RFA), Radio France Internationale (RFI), Phnom Penh Post and Cambodia 

Daily that report independently in the country, and they are the primary sources that people 

always turn to for reliable quality news (CCHR, 2012, p. 6-8). On the Internet, freedom of 

speech appears very open and immune to the government as international platforms – Facebook, 

Twitter, YouTube, news websites and other Web 2.0 platforms – do not cooperate with the 

regime and have sophisticated technologies beyond Cambodian government’s technological 

capabilities to interfere (CCIM, 2013, p. 9-10). Online anti-government activists tend to appear 

anonymous due to fear of endangering their lives (Greenword, 2013). 

 The two online newspapers – The Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia Daily – selected 

for this study are considered as independent from government interference although journalists 

may have a certain level of fears when reporting on controversial issues sensitive to the 

government.  

The Phnom Penh Post first published in 1992 in English and Khmer (Cambodian 

language) and was officially launched in 2009. Its audience consists of thousands of foreigners 

and Cambodians living in Cambodia, and subscribers in 35 countries around the globe (The 

Phnom Penh Post, n.d.). According to Pan (2010), The Post publishes unbiased reporting with 
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the goal to run a successful business that benefits society, promoting “principle of unity, raising 

human rights awareness, and empower people by providing educational content which are useful 

for people’s daily life” (p.27).  

 The Cambodia Daily was founded by a veteran American journalist, Bernard Krisher, 

who covered Cambodia in the 1960s for Newsweek and saw an opportunity to help the fledgling 

democracy by launching a newspaper in the country after the U.N.-supervised elections of 1993. 

Non-profit in nature, the paper was established to provide a foundation for a free press in 

Cambodia and to train a new generation of journalists. In the words of Krisher (n.d.), 

In providing unbiased news of Cambodia and the rest of the world to 

readers in both English and Khmer, the newspaper hopes to contribute to 

the country’s reconstruction and rehabilitation. We aim to create an 

informed public that will be best able to select, through elections, the 

people most qualified to realize the goals of the Cambodian people. 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE AND QUESTIONS 

The purpose of this research is to investigate the coverage of development news of 

independent online newspapers in developing countries, using Cambodia as case study. Two 

online newspapers — The Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia Daily — are selected for a 

content analysis process. The following questions are the guideline for the expected analysis. 

1. Do the two newspapers publish more development news than other types of news? 

2. How often do the two papers quote government officials or prominent political leaders 

when covering development news? 

3. What aspects of development are given more emphasis in the development news 

coverage of the two papers? 



           Coverage of Development News in Cambodia       12 

	
  

SIGNIFICANCE OF STUDY 

The importance of this study is that it will help create awareness as to the extent to which 

the press gives for issues related to development. It can also benefit researchers who wish to 

study the Cambodian private media in terms of the coverage of development issues. It can also 

help understand the relationships among media ownerships and evaluate their strategies in 

covering development related issues, especially via online medium. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Methodology 

Content analysis, “a research technique for the objective, systematic, and quantitative 

description of the manifest content of communication” (Berelson, 1952, p.18), is utilized in this 

research study. 

Sampling and Variables 

This research study covers the year 2013. To select the sample, the whole year is divided 

into 52 weeks. Then, 2 weeks are randomly selected using a composite sampling. This means 

there are two of each day in a week from Monday to Sunday. Thus, all news stories published on 

each newspaper on the selected 14 days are coded and analyzed. The unit of analysis is a news 

story while types of story (development or non-development), length of the story (number of 

words used), appearance and position of government and influential political figures, and aspects 

of development are the major variables. 

Operational Definitions 

In order to develop a framework for this content analysis, a definition of “development 

news” is needed. John V. Vilanilam (1976) develops an operational definition of development 

news and it is adopted in this study. He defines development news as: 
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news relating to the primary, secondary, and tertiary needs of a developing 

country. Primary needs are food, clothing, and shelter. Secondary needs 

are development of agriculture, industry and all economic activity which 

lead to the fulfillment of the primary needs, plus development of 

education, literacy, health environment, medical research, family planning, 

employment, labor welfare, social reforms, national integration and rural 

and urban development. Tertiary needs are development of mass media, 

transport, tourism, telecommunication, arts and cultural activities. (p. 34)  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

To acquire the sample, two composite weeks of 2013 were randomly selected and 

identified, and then the database search feature on both websites – phnompenhpost.com and 

cambodiadaily.com – was used to find news articles on specific dates. 317 articles were found 

and extracted for analysis, 217 of which from The Phnom Penh Post while 100 from The 

Cambodia Daily. The number very well reflects the difference between the two newspapers. On 

one hand, The Phnom Penh Post is a for-profit newspaper that reaches out to so many subjects in 

the nation. Its main categories of news stories include national events, business, lifestyles, 

entertainment, sport, real estate and multimedia. On the other hand, The Cambodia Daily was 

founded as a non-profit news organization aiming to help Cambodian journalists. The coverage 

is narrower with the main categories of news stories as only national events, and business.   
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Table 1. Types of news  Table 2. Length of dev’t news 
(in words) 

Newspaper Articles Dev’t 
News 

Non-Dev’t 
News   0-300  300-500  500+ 

Phnom Penh Post 217 137 80  7 24 15 

Cambodia Daily 100 46 54  42 69 26 

TOTAL 317 183 (58%) 134 (42%)  49 (27%) 93 (50%) 41 (23%) 

 

 The first research question asks: Do the two newspapers publish more development news 

than other types of news? To answer this question, two variables – types of news and length of 

development news – were looked at, and the results are presented in Table 1 and Table 2. Among 

the 317 sampled news articles from both newspapers, 183 (58 percent) of them are categorized as 

development news while 134 (42 percent) as non-development news. This finding confirms 

previous studies that development news is covered more than other types of news in developing 

countries. However, the number also indicates that the ratio of difference in development and 

non-development news coverage is not very significantly high at 58 percent to 42 percent. This 

small difference is potentially caused by the nature of online journalism. As both online 

newspapers have unlimited publishing spaces and flexible publishing times on their websites, 

they are free to publish all kinds of news stories they acquire without having to prioritize 

development or certain types of news. Even so, a further study should still be employed to 

scientifically prove this conclusion that online journalism causes newspapers in developing 

countries to publish less development news than they normally would in print and broadcast. 

 Another variable on the length of development news articles suggests that the majority – 

as much as 50 percent of 183 articles – of them have between 300 and 500 words, which are, in 

this study, considered as moderate in length. Articles with 300 words or less amount to 27 
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percent while those with 500 words or more cover 23 percent. Based on these data, both 

newspapers have done a good job in covering development news. 77 percent of all development 

news stories have at least 300 words in length, which means the content of news is long enough 

for readers to make sense and have an in-depth understanding of all development issues covered. 

More importantly, with the fact that 23 percent (almost 1 in 5) of development news stories are 

those at longform level (500 words or more), The Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia Daily do 

pay careful attention in covering development issues in Cambodia because longform journalism 

is a powerful style of writing to educate the public and influence policies. 
 

Table 3. Appearance of government officials or prominent political leaders in dev’t news 

Gov’t Officials / Political Leaders  Non-Gov’t Officials / Non-Political Leaders 

32 articles out of 183 (17%) 73 articles out of 183 (40%) 

 
• Ministers (43%) 
• City/provincial governors (25%) 
• Commune Chiefs (18%) 
• Police Officers (7%) 
• Lawmakers (7%) 

 
• CEOs, Investors, Small Business 

Owners (48%) 
• Union Workers, Employees,      

Activists (11%) 
• Experts, Scholars (5%) 
• Related Individuals (6%) 

 

The second research question asks: How often do the two papers quote government officials 

or prominent political leaders when covering development news? From the data, government 

officials or political leaders appeared very little in development news published by The Phnom 

Penh Post and The Cambodia Daily as the number is only 17 percent of all 183 development 

news articles. Instead, 40 percent of the articles saw appearance of people who are neither 

government officials nor political leaders. As seen in Table 3, private sectors are predominantly 

quoted in development news stories. A couple of implications can be drawn based on these 
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results, although a further study is highly suggested to make the implications more scientifically 

significant. First, the data justify past literature that privately-owned, independent newspapers 

are not influenced by the government. Obviously, both The Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia 

Daily are founded by non-Cambodian individuals, and funded independently. Cambodian 

government also has close to no control over the operation of both newspapers. Second, 

Cambodia adopts a market-based economy where privatization is highly encouraged. Due to this 

reality, all kinds of development issues are related to private sectors, and this is why CEOs, 

investors, and small business owners are seen most frequently in development news articles on 

both newspapers. 

The final research question asks: What aspects of development are given more emphasis 

in the development news coverage of the two papers? In Table 4, it shows that secondary needs 

are mainly emphasized in development news stories at 52 percent, followed by tertiary needs at 

33 percent. Only 15 percent of all development news stories cover primary needs.  

These numbers are very reflective of what Cambodia is facing, development-wise. 

Secondary needs refers to all kinds of economic and social activities that feed to all primary 

needs such as food, clothes and shelters. As a country known as one of the world’s poorest 

nations, Cambodia is clearly in a transition period after decades of wars, and the high volume of 

secondary needs covered in the news is an apparent evident. In Table 4, all economic and social 

activities listed under secondary needs appeared in the coverage of development news by The 

Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia Daily, and these activities are the backbones of 

Cambodia’s development.  

More noticeably, tertiary needs, which are considered as additional or even luxurious 

activities for people with high quality of life, appear to be quite popular in development news 
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coverage at 33 percent. This displays a very positive image for Cambodia in how far the country 

has come in regard to development, implying that quite a huge number of Cambodian people 

have begun to experience high living standards despite the country’s status as one of the least 

developed nations. 

Table 4. Aspects of development emphasized in development news coverage 

Primary Needs (15%) Secondary Needs (52%) Tertiary Needs (33%) 
 

• Wage 
• House title 
• Labor shortage 
• Land grab 
• Success stories 

of individuals 
• Water shortage 

 
• Banking 
• Exports and imports 
• Small businesses 
• Education reform 
• Anti-corruption effort 
• Poverty reduction 
• Foreign investments and aid 
• Healthcare 
• Infrastructure (roads, buildings) 
• Gender issues 
• Skills training 
• Oversea jobs 
• Agriculture, fishery, forestry, 

mining, hydropower 
• Red Cross activities 
• Oversea Scholarships  
• Development goals 
• Franchise businesses 

 

 
• Tourism 
• Sport 
• Festival 
• Religious events 
• Entertainment 

programs on media 
• Telecommunication 

reform 
• Art exhibition 
• Wildlife protection 
• Cultural heritage 
• Materialism 
• Social media rise 

 

CONCLUSION 

 The goal of this study is to find out if Cambodian newspapers, The Phnom Penh Post and 

The Cambodia Daily, cover development news more than other types on news on their websites, 

and if both newspapers quote government officials or prominent political leaders when covering 

development news. Based on the results from content analysis, the two papers do cover more 

development news than non-development ones at the ratio of 58 percent to 42 percent, thus 
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confirming the literature that development news is given more attention in developing countries. 

Regarding appearance of government officials or political leaders in development news articles, 

the findings disagree with past studies, suggesting that private sectors dominantly appears in 

development news. The reason is that Cambodia adopts a market-based economy where 

privatization is applied to almost of all development issues. Moreover, Cambodia government 

does not have any control over the privately owned, independent newspapers, particularly The 

Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia Daily. When looking at what aspects of development are 

given more emphasis in development news coverage, secondary needs top the chart at 50 

percent, followed by tertiary needs at 33 percent. The emphasis on both secondary and tertiary 

needs reflects a very promising picture for development in Cambodia. The country is obviously 

in a transition period where the people start to enjoy gradually growing development. 

 The study also has one limitation when it comes to confirming the notion that online 

journalism allows newspapers in developing countries to cover other types of news as much as 

development news because they have unlimited publishing spaces and flexible publishing times 

on their websites. The findings in this study illustrate that although development news is covered 

more than non-development ones, the ratio of difference is relatively small at 58 percent to 42 

percent. Unfortunately, this study’s content analysis methodology fails to collect data that prove 

online nature of newspapers having a role in balancing out development and non-development 

news coverage. Future studies are suggested to employ an in-depth interview with the editors of 

both newspapers as an additional method in order to acquire more informing data in 

understanding the relationship between online journalism and development news coverage. 
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