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ABSTRACT 
The competitive market of the newspaper industry has 
undergone considerable changes driven by new technology, 
the internet and changing audience behavior. The industry 
is facing two current crises, the decline in print and 
advertising revenues, and at the same time, the growth of 
free online content. One of the major challenges for 
traditional newspapers is to find new ways to increase 
digital revenues to make-up for these losses. This study 
uses qualitative interviews and readership data collected 
from a large traditional publisher to explore how the 
newspaper can reshape the customer value proposition and 
increase digital subscriptions. Additionally, the study uses 
case examples from the industry to combine theoretical 
reflections with practical development. The newspapers 
need to continue to explore new opportunities in media, and 
balance focus between traditional and newer, more radical 
activities. In the future, success will be dependent on the 
integration of value-added elements. The findings suggest 
that traditional newspapers should enhance the value 
proposition by investing even more in high-quality and 
multimedia journalism. The audience is willing to pay if the 
product has a high relative value and is differentiated from 
the free online news. This can be done by an extensive 
integration of technology into the journalistic processes and 
a more defined product. Further, the publisher needs to 
abandon mass media models and offerings that provide 
something for everyone, instead offering niches and 
limited-edition news products to add new revenue streams 
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INTRODUCTION “THAT MODEL HAS GONE” 
The business challenges confronting the newspapers 
industry have increased in the twenty-first century. The 
Internet has developed to be the dominant medium for news 
and has destabilized the newspaper’s business model that 
was earlier based on market ownership, mass advertising 
and mass audience (Picard, 2014). In and around 2005, it 
became apparent that advertising shares had started to drop 
and circulation was falling. The consumer is no longer 

limited to consuming news produced by the traditional 
newspapers (Nel, 2010). Before radio, TV, and broadband, 
newspapers were the main source of information for people. 
Reading the newspaper delivered to our homes or stopping 
by the kiosk to buy the news was a daily habit. The 
generation that has digital subscriptions today grew up with 
newspapers as a natural part of daily life, the next 
generation needs to be fought for (Lowrey, 2011; Bakker 
2013; WAN-IFRA, 2017a). Simultaneously, these changes 
and the internet have created opportunities for new business 
and there is a fast takeover of traditional newspapers roles 
by firms including Google and Facebook that showing no 
signs of slowing down (Bell et al., 2017).  
 
The newspaper business model has never been simple. 
However, between 1946-2005 it was more straightforward, 
newspapers were mostly monopolies and oligopolies and 
they exhibited profit margins higher than most other 
industrial sectors and the largest share of advertising within 
all media industries (Küng, 2015; Boczkowski, 2004). In 
2004, newspapers reported record high advertising sales, in 
the United States the publishers reported revenues of $49.4 
billion. As a result of high profit margins, many publishers 
could not think of their businesses being seriously affected 
by the digital revolution (Mutter, 2014). Many traditional 
newspapers have since then moved from high margin 
business to low margin business in a short period of time. 
Printed advertising is the fastest declining revenue streams, 
in the United States the newspaper advertising is currently 
10% of the total market, compared to the peak with a 
market share of 26%. Nevertheless, digital advertising is 
growing but it is not sufficient to compensate for the 
declining income from print advertising (WAN-IFRA 
2017b).  
 
The current assumption in the market seems to be that the 
print advertising will continue to decline and digital 
advertising is unlikely to compensate since the newspapers 
are unable to compete with Facebook and Google who now 



capture most of the advertising revenues (Küng, 2015). 
Because of the disruption in the advertising market and an 
increase in free online news, the newspaper revenue mix is 
broken and the ad-based business model is gone. The 
strategic shift from advertising to a subscription-based 
newspaper is transforming the fundamentals of the industry.  
 

Digital Revenues: Subscription First 
Since the commercialization of the Internet, the widespread 
attitude has been that users will not pay for online content 
(AlShehri & Gunter’s, 2002; Chyi, 2005), however, that 
view might be based on assumptions that are no longer 
valid. The success (in the number of digital subscribers) of 
Spotify, HBO and Netflix would appear to refute it. Two 
years ago (2015), the newspaper industry exhibited a shift 
and subscription (print and digital) revenues became the 
largest source of revenue for the publisher. It is a clear trend 
towards paying for online news. In light of this, the 
changing landscape posed by the internet does not mean 
that business opportunities are gone. Consider these data 
and examples:  

● Digital subscription revenue is still relatively 
small, but show a high growth rate and since 2012, 
up by 354% 

● The most frequent reason for paying for digital 
news was access on mobile devices, in Sweden 
69% accessed news via mobile phone.  

 
There is a small emerging group that is more successful 
with digital subscription than others: 

● In 2016, The New York Times generated $441.7 
million in digital revenues. Digital subscriptions 
accounted for $232 million of that, compared to 
the $209 million in digital advertising revenue. 
The New York Times has now over 2,3 million 
digital subscribers.  

● Washington Post has doubled digital subscription 
in 2017, to one million.  

● Guardian has half a million subscribers or 
members, totaling 800,000 paying customers and 
300,000 one-donations. 

(WAN-IFRA, 2017a,b; Newman et al., 2017).  
 
Such developments illustrate that if news organizations 
adjust to new conditions through strategy, innovation and 
creativity there are new business opportunities. However, 
for a majority of the publisher, digital paid content and 
online advertising is not near enough to make up for the 

decline in print circulations and advertising. Online 
business will prove problematic unless it can move to 
profitability. (WAN-IFRA 2017c) “We are now at the end 
of the digital beginning” (Küng, 2017) 
 

SCOPE AND RESEARCH QUESTION 
As advertising revenues and print circulation declines, 
newspapers must look for new income streams and ways to 
increase the digital subscription-base. Therefore this study 
seeks to answers the following question: What opportunities 
are there to enhance, extend or reshape the customer value 
proposition to increase digital subscription and additional 
revenues? 
 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND RELATED WORK 
This study uses several different theories due to the 
interdisciplinary nature of the research questions. 

Innovation: Technological Change and Market Pull  
Innovation in newsrooms can include changes in different 
aspects, from the development of new platforms to new 
ways of producing content to new business models (Storsul 
& Krumsvik, 2013). The innovation literature has 
extensively debated “technological push” versus “market 
push” for explaining changes and the success of new 
products. The consensus reached is a “coupling model” by 
which market opportunities are linked with technological 
opportunities. Market push, focusing on the needs of users, 
creating products that satisfy customers’ requirements. 

Technological Change  
Technological change is an unavoidable and inevitable 
force in the media industries and in the context of new 
product development. The ways in which the changing 
technology and the internet usage have acted as catalysts for 
change has been the subject of much previous research 
including Greenslade, 2006; Franklin, 2008; Bressers, 2009; 
Casero-Ripollés & Izquierdo-Castillo, 2013; Mitchelstein & 
Boczkowski, 2009;  Anderson et al., 2015. Although the 
industry’s identification is shaped by the act of content 
creation, newspapers have always been dependent on 
technology.  As technology has evolved, it is no longer just 
the enabling component that allows creative content to be 
produced and distributed. Instead, it is intrinsic to the 
content and creative processes. The contribution of 
technology has expanded and can now even be the most 
novel element. Boczkowski, 2010; ; Fenton, 2010; Erdal, 
2011 have studied how news production and journalism 
have changed and how this is influencing content. 



Boczkowski (2004) looked at another perspective and found 
in the research paper, Online Newspapers, that 
organizational structures and work practices shape the ways 
technologies are adopted and that such shaping leads to 
corresponding results. From a long-term perspective, 
technology is perhaps the most powerful influence on 
strategy in the media industries (Küng, 2011).  

Market Pull  
New technologies and the internet are the most common 
explanation for the decrease and change in traditional 
newspapers’ business, but other factors have perhaps been 
influential as well. (Franklin, 2008) The emergence of free 
“metro”-style newspapers which generated revenues, 
cannibalized content and challenged newspaper’s 
circulation, is one example illustrating that long-term 
changes in patterns of lifestyles and work is an important 
and critical factor to explain the earlier decline of the 
traditional newspaper market (Franklin, 2008). This 
demonstrated that technological innovation and capacity is 
a necessary but not always sufficient condition for change. 
Understanding the audience, human living patterns and the 
markets helps in developing new products to drive value for 
the audience.  
 
Demassification - From mass production towards mass 
customization  
A further change to the newspaper business is a result of a 
trend towards individualization in society; where collective 
values are overlooked and less important compared to 
individual values. The newspapers will therefore have a 
harder time gathering people around a common issue (Picha 
Edwardsson & Pargaman, 2015). Demassification was 
defined by William et al., 1989, as the control of the 
individual over the medium and is the option for users to 
select between a larger selection of media products. Unlike 
mass media, the internet and new technologies allow 
individuals to tailor products according to their needs. With 
a wider range of source selection, users are selecting 
products and content in the areas of most interest. Some 
researchers point to the internet as the ultimate in 
individualism (Ruggiero, 200). Tidd & Bessant argue that a 
market is not made up of people wanting the same thing and 
their demand for variety increases the need for 
customization. There is an underlying challenge for the 
organizations to meet their requirements for variety and 
customization (Tidd & Bessant, 2015). This represents a 
strong driving force for change and innovation. Historically, 
there has been an acceptance that customization was pricey 

and that the market would mostly be served with relatively 
generic products. The combination of rising expectations 
and enabling technologies has given rise to a shift and 
settled the trade-off between customization and price.  
 

Strategic Management Theory  
The newspaper industry is changing rapidly and 
fundamentally. The market development has created a very 
difficult strategic environment for the publisher, and very 
different from the earlier stable mass media. (Küng, 2011) 

Core Competencies, the Resource-Based View  
Strategic management theory argues that the sources of 
competitive advantage at firm level are found in the choice 
of a unique and valuable position established in the 
configuration of activities that is hard to match or imitate 
(Porter, 1985, 1996). The resource-based view states that 
core competencies are the foundation of a company's 
competitive advantage, strategic competitiveness, and 
ability to earn a higher return on investments (Hitt et al., 
2001). These core competencies enable firms to exceed 
their competitors by offering a value that is superior. In the 
case of media companies, Cardoso (1996) considers that a 
multimedia company must constrain four core 
competencies; creation of content, exclusive access to 
content, experience with marketing and publicity, and 
access to distribution channels (Cardoso, 1996). The 
distinction between strategic marketing and tactical 
marketing is important. Tactical marketing is about entering 
a new market or not, tactical marketing is concerned with 
the problem of differentiating existing services and 
products, extension to products. (Tidd & Bessant, 2015). 
Differentiation is associated with the degree competitors 
vary from one another in a specific market. For companies 
that successfully bring a combination of high perceived 
quality and high differentiation, the return on investments is 
commonly twice as high as that of non-differentiated 
products. Product differentiation helps companies to reduce 
the substitutability of audience and content. (Picard 2000) 

New Business Models and The Internet 
Venkatraman (2000) propose a firm may tackle the internet 
through building on the current business model by building 
on existing strength, cost leadership, or providing enhanced 
service. The power of the internet also lies in the creation of 
new business models that offer an increase in value 
proposition to the users compared to firms with a traditional 
business model. Traditional firms cannot compete with the 
value offered by this new business models. Since the shape 



of the future business model is not obvious firms should 
adopt the philosophy of experimentation. Using 
experimentation to assess the likelihood of; new revenues 
streams from online services, entering segments of the 
market quickly and simultaneously. The challenge is to seek 
experiment that not only supplementing the current business 
model but also creates new competition. (Venkatraman 
2000, Chan-Olmsted, 2003)  

The Rise of The Internet and Niche Products  
Another important approach that has been widely used in 
the media management field is rooted in ecological niche 
theory (Dimmick, 2002). The theory has proved valuable in 
examining competitive advantage among media 
organisations. It assists in describing how sectors of the 
media industry have adapted to new competitiveness such 
as that from the internet or other evolving technologies 
(Mierzejewska, 2011). Markets have historically been 
dominated by a few best-selling products. However, 
information technology and the internet have the potential 
to significantly increase the collective share of niche 
products. Brynjolfsson et. al provides empirical evidence 
that the Internet exhibits a significantly less concentrated 
sales distribution in comparison with traditional channels 
(Brynjolfsson et al., 2011). Earlier argumentations for this 
result have focused on differences in product availability 
between channels. The internet’s Long Tail is perhaps not 
exclusively due to the development in product selection but 
may somewhat reflect lower search costs on the internet. If 
the relationships they discovered persist, the underlying 
trends in technology prognosticate an ongoing shift in the 
distribution of product sale (Brynjolfsson et al, 2011). 
Numerous earlier studies in the market literature also touch 
on a shift towards niche products. Investigating music sales 
data, Chellappa et al. (2006), find that the share of total 
sales generated from best-selling albums has declined from 
33% in 2002 to 23% in 2006. Elberse and Oberholzer-Gee 
(2007) find proof that a greater share of video sales have 
moved toward niche products from 2000 to 2005. Best 
selling movies led to fewer sales in 2005 than in 2000, and 
studios sold fewer copies of a larger number of titles. 
Anderson (2008) describes that the picture of a few hits that 
matter and the that rest do not, have now shifted to 
micro-stars and millions of mini markets (Anderson, 2008). 
The new businesses who have had the most success are 
capitalizing on the long tail. Google builds its money from 
the long tail of advertising, small advertisers, and not from 
the big corporation. EBay and Amazon are mostly long tail 
as well, niche products from skis to cars. These companies 

have not only expanded existing markets but also created 
entirely new ones (C. Anderson 2008). iTunes & Spotify 
does the same for music and Netflix & HBO for movies and 
serial shows. Despite an increase in niche products 
Sirkkunen and Cook (2012) observed that digital start-ups 
or new online business are not challenging the traditional 
media, but rather adding new content by serving smaller 
niche users.   
 

METHODOLOGY  
This study used a combination of semi-structured, in-depth 
interviews, readership data from a case company and 
secondary desk sources to address the research questions. 
Statistics were collected from WAN-IFRA, World 
Association of Newspapers and News Publishers, The 
American Press Institute and Reuters Institute of 
Journalism. The participants selected were managers, 
consultants and professors in senior positions, from the 
media industry and others sectors in order to get different 
insights. The interviews lasted for one hour on average and 
were recorded, one of the interviews was conducted via 
email. The idea with the semi-structured interviews was to 
give the participants the opportunity to discuss disruptive 
technology, consumer behavior, business models and paid 
content. The information from the interviews and secondary 
sources was used to develop an understanding of 
technology and market trends and how the publishers need 
to adjust their product strategy and business model 
accordingly. The sample size  (N10) was deemed sufficient 
to give representative result and it also exceeds by two the 
number that McCracken (1988) think is adequate for most 
qualitative studies. A list of all participants is attached in 
the end of the report. After reviewing the many different 
proposals shared in the interviews, this paper pinpoints the 
most important outlines from the interviews and the user 
data. Readership data was retrieved from Google Analytics 
and and the database Redshift. To download the data we 
received support from a data scientist who was employed 
on the newspaper. The readership data was used to confirm 
the results of the interviews. We looked at the distribution 
of pageviews of all articles published (from one newspaper) 
in the first half of 2017. We also examined what readers 
who canceled their subscription read the first week, and 
how the number of long read articles related to churn rate 
(number of individuals who discontinue their subscription). 
 
This study also reviews a series of cases and examples that 
are presented in the results. This was necessary since the 



industry is ahead of theory and researchers scramble to keep 
pace with the industry transformation (Kung, 2015). The 
study was conceived as explorative and did not aim to test 
any concrete hypothesis, instead it was intended to explore 
a range of external trends to detect signals in the 
environment for potential business opportunities and new 
product development. The study proposes to explore not 
only the products that the news publishers were employing 
but also to areas that remain less explored. Thus, the focus 
of this study is the newspaper’s digital business.  
 

RESULTS  

“What Should Newspaper Do?” - The Strategic 
Response 
The following section presents the findings of this study 
and includes six statements of priorities that can act as a 
guide for publishers. These priorities are aimed at 
newspapers with a subscription-model that prioritizes 
digital growth (I.E. they’re not aimed at print newspapers). 
The findings of this study are based off analysis of the 
interviews conducted, readership data and cases from the 
desktop research.  

To clarify who says what and their job positions, each 
person is coded with a number that follows the interview 
list found at the end of the report. 

 

“Less is More” Towards Journalistic Excellence 
The majority of the interviewees stated that one of the 
problems with traditional newspapers is that their idea of 
their own function is obsolete. Where previously they 
served to inform the masses, their function in our modern 
society is far more unclear. One publisher and media 
strategist expressed this concept as follows:  
 
“Newspaper is defined around the concept that people 
don’t have access to information and the concept of giving 
people a little bit everything.” (interviewee 2, male). The 
media strategist explained that the issue with offering 
generic journalism is that the internet is already providing a 
long tail of everything, he continued: “a generic random 
package makes therefore little or no sense for the audience 
to pay for.” (interviewee 2) However, several of the 
participants (interviewees 1,2,3,6,8,11) pointed out that 
news in the right form still makes sense and is of high 
significance.  
 

Newspapers need to become more defined 
The media strategist explained that in order to make news 
products more relevant, newspapers should create more 
defined products with specific target audiences, editorial 
focus or products to be consumed at specific times (the 
focus does not have to be a specific topic). He went on to 
clarify this as follows:  
 
“It could be a clearly defined moment, like a highly 
relevant news product that works perfectly when people 
commute to work, or when they are exercising at the gym.” 
(interviewee 2, male) 
 
The result from the desktop research is in line with the 
findings from the interviews. In doing this research we 
encountered several examples of newspapers creating new, 
highly targeted and/or specialized products: such as the 
Boston Globe Media's site dedicated to health, medicine, 
and scientific discovery, or The Economists´ ‘Espresso app’ 
a morning brief published each weekday and delivered to 
smartphones before breakfast. 
 

Relevant and high-quality content  
The majority of the participants (interviewees 1,2,3,4,5,6,7) 
advocated that a subscription-based newspaper should 
enhance and differentiate the product through focus on 
more relevant, high-quality content that engages and keeps 
the customers loyal. Three of the interviewees (1,2,7) 
addressed that individuals also want more analysis of 
situations, time-consuming and innovative stories. 
According to the strategist and design researcher, this 
strategy requires the newspapers to focus less on volume 
and frequency as compared to an ad-based newspaper that 
would prioritize scale and reach. 
 
All the interviewees emphasized that consumers think 
journalism is worth paying for, if it is more defined than 
and differentiated from the freely available news. There was 
even some consensus that digital subscriptions today is 
cheap in relation to what you get for the money. 
 

“Visual Equal Text” Transforming the Format 
Digital storytelling (telling stories with digital technologies) 
is developing rapidly. However, according to three of the 
interviewees (2,3, 4) there is a problem that news 
organisations are not using the digital tools (interactive 
graphics, augmented reality, video, photos, illustrations) 



that are available to enhance the products. The majority of 
the participants emphasized the importance of integrating 
multimedia tools more and utilize the available technology 
to improve customer experience and to loyalize customers. 
A senior lecturer in media technology stated that:  
 
“To survive the future it is important to keep up to date on 
how to generate innovative content and deeply integrate 
multimedia tools.” (Interviewee 4, female)  
 
Participants (interviewees 2,3,4) said that newspapers 
should become more visual, this strategy allows for richer 
and more engaging journalism. According to one of the 
participants (interviewee 3) too many articles are formed 
and designed the same way as the articles of the printed 
past. He went on to say that many of these journalistic 
pieces are still just short strings of text with just an added 
photo. The CTO (chief technology officer) expressed:  
 
“The changes in content are far too small from the 
print-to-digital format. The daily report need to employ a 
more digital mix of journalistics formats such as videos and 
graphics.” (Interviewee 3, male)  
 
Several of the participants also pointed out that being more 
visual is not the same as adding digital friendly pictures. It 
is about experimenting with different ways of telling stories 
that best suits the narrative. The CTO observed that the 
different multimedia tools must be seen as one thing, 
storytelling. They are not just part of the text, it is a 
packaged product, not separate formats. He continues:  
 
“I think the editorial staff and the tech department can work 
way more connected, they are all part of the same thing, 
which is to tell the story. Digital, natives do not define, text, 
video, illustrations or graphics as separated formats.” 
(Interviewee 3, male)  
 
Almost all of the participants agreed that newspapers 
should focus on subscription content and on attracting users 
that will give their time and money. In order to do this, it is 
necessary that newspapers provide more journalistic forms 
that are less institutional and profoundly different from the 
printed product. 

 
 “Everything about them, from the formats, the editorial 
focus, to the ‘future shock’ that we often see from 
journalists just makes you feel ‘old’.” (interviewee 2, male) 

 

“Forget The Mass” Niche-Products and One-To-Few 
Publishing in addition to the existing product 
 Unlike the above section, which was about how the 
newspapers can improve the existing product, the following 
sections are about diversifying the product portfolio to find 
new sources of revenue.  
 

Specialization Over Generalization 
All the participants except two interviewees (that did not 
discuss the matter) said that the strategic route for a 
subscription-first service is specialization over 
generalization, this also applies to new product 
development. 
The senior media and technology executive (5) in Silicon 
Valley stressed:  
 
“Mass-market is not what we need in a fast-paced digital 
world it takes away the all important distinction that makes 
each individual publication worth following.“  (interviewee 
5, male)  
 
According to three of the interviewees (2,7,8) these are 
turbulent times in the industry and news organizations have 
begun to experiment with niche and temporary products in 
the search of new revenues streams. They stated that niche 
products are important because it is more relevant to the 
audience. The publisher and media analyst said:  
 
“It is about developing an actual news ‘product’ rather 
than just giving people a random package of news”. He 
reflected further: “imagine that the two of you wanted to 
start a new newspaper from scratch … on Youtube. How 
would you design that? Would you create a YouTube 
channel with just a little bit of everything, with no clear 
focus nor a specific audience? No, of course not. Because, 
if you did, it would instantly fail.” (interviewee 2, male) 
 
As has been mentioned previously, some of the 
interviewees (2,7,8,11) indicated that the actual growth 
areas that we see right now is based on more defined 
products. This includes new concepts like one-to-few 
publishing (private content networks that captivate smaller 
audiences), digital-only products such as short forms 
podcast, highly focused business newsletter, specialized 
mini-packages of news and limited editions news products 
(products that are deployed for just one event) such as the 



temporary The New York Times’ Rio Olympics website 
(WAN-IFRA 2017d). 
 

The Information  
Our desktop research (secondary data) produced findings in 
line with the interviews. One case that clearly illustrates 
how niche-products took roots in 2017 is ‘The Information’. 
This is a newspaper (digital only) covering depth-stories on 
business and tech. The newspaper is build upon a pure 
subscription business model. The site has no ads and 
charges the customer $39 monthly or $399 yearly. Since 
the beginning three years ago the newspaper has gained 
over 10.000 subscribers from all over the world, some of 
whom are investors and Silicon Valley stars, and it has 
become a profitable business. The Information distributes 
2-3 in-depth stories a day sent out via email to its 
subscribers. The articles are between 800-4000 words, and 
the stories include only text, interactive graphics, and 
photos. Every week one big interview is pushed out to 
clients. (Webb, 2017; Wan-IFRA 2017a) And as Jessica 
Lessin says, the founder of The Information, in an interview 
with WAN-IFRA:  
 
“Content is king: the whole model is based on the value, 
relevance, and exclusivity of their stories. It doesn’t try to 
be everything to everyone, but the site has broken major 
stories, like the Snapchat IPO.” (Wan-IFRA 2017a)  
 

Audience Are Mobile First, Are Newspapers?  
News consumption is increasingly mobile first. According 
to Reuters Digital Report (2017) 69% of the population in 
Sweden uses smartphones to access news. On the other 
hand, the participants believed that just a few publishers are 
mobile first in its strategy. Interviewees 1,3,7 and 11 said 
that a second-screen or new technology such as voice 
assistant can be seen as an opportunity to extend the 
offering with exclusive access or/and new content, and 
simultaneously engage with the reader. For example the 
strategist and design researcher based in San Francisco, 
reflected:  
 
“I think it is important to ask what format the news is 
delivered in and how that is in relation to revenues. 
Smartphones enable us to create all sorts of services and 
paid for content.” (Interviewee 6, male)  
 
All the participants believe the shape of news has to change 
with the available technology and that mobile friendly ways 

of navigating screens are becoming increasingly important 
such as ‘tap to advance’ (replacing scroll in storytelling), 
horizontal and visual storytelling. They also stated that 
mobiles have transformed how individuals consume 
information and news, therefore, the story and design must 
be changed in accordance with consumers’ new reading 
habits. However, the major challenge is not, according to 
some of  the interviewees, to adapt the technology (e.g. 
functionality or design). That part is relatively "simple." It 
is the editorial that is the challenge. Newspapers must learn 
to tell stories that are adapted to readers' expectations and 
habits.  

Two mobile-first examples  
A mobile-first digital venture encountered in the desktop 
research is Quartz, a newspaper launched as a business 
news site by the Atlantic Media group. Quartz is a digital 
only, mobile-first provider  targeting a specific segment 
(global executives). The app is famous for its responsive 
design and the way users can swipe through articles in an 
intuitive manner. Quartz is a result of the Atlantic media 
group’s goal of disrupting itself, I.E. they’re creating their 
own competition as a strategy of keeping up in a developing 
market place. In 2016, the newspaper reported 20 million 
unique users per month (WAN-IFRA 2007a).  
 
Another example, that extended it’s business model to find 
new revenue streams is Expresso, the most influential 
publisher in Portugal. Until four years ago, the newspaper 
was not profitable and had almost no subscribers. At that 
time, the paper’s online news was free and funded solely by 
advertising. To increase subscription and become more 
premium-oriented they created a niche product, Expresso 
Diário. A digital-only edition aimed for smartphones, 
published after work every day (except weekends) and 
consists of a brief of the day with 5-6 larger news articles 
that cover the important issues for the day, followed by 2 
opinion pieces. The purpose is to make sense of a daily 
overload of news in 30 mins. Later, to complete the 
information cycle, they published a morning edition, 
Expresso Curto. These two “mobile-native” products are 
sold as an indivisible bundle. This bundle reaches 21.000 
subscribers and generates 1,3 million euro (WAN-IFRA 
2007a). This case shows that it is not necessary to have the 
resources of a giant corporation in order to create an 
excellent user experience that uses a more digital native 
form. The answer for the newspaper is not the size but the 
fact it is on high priority. 
 



“Content That Triggers to Subscription”  

Readshipdata 
We also looked at differences in how many long articles (> 
500 words) loyal (subscribed 6 months or longer) versus 
non-loyal (subscribed for 2-3 months) subscribers read. 
Both the average and the median show that people who 
became subscribers in April (2017) and then were still 
subscribers in 2-3 months have read 10.6 long articles in 
May (2017). Those who stayed longer than 6 months read 
13.6 long articles on average in (May). Corresponding 
median value: 5 and 7 respectively. When we looked at 
what readers that did not proceed with their subscription 
consumed the first week, topics such as weather and jobs 
had the highest churn-rate. The readership data shows that it 
is a large percentage of articles that gets a relatively low 
number of pageviews. The least read articles were on 
average a bit shorter than the average article.  

Interviews  
The readership data appears to be well supported by the 
interviewee data. A majority of the participants said that 
there is a lot of content (articles and sections) in the 
newspapers that does not create value for the customers. 
They argued that editors may think that a product, sections, 
content or text are more valuable than the audience does. 
According to the same participants the success of products 
is defined by the customer, not the organization. )  
 
Interviewees (5, 8, 11) discussed that to be relative to the           
readers and what they do, the newspaper must be willing to           
adjust how they bring value to the reader. 

 

 “There is a great belief that it is important to be first on a 
scoop, but I do not think readers care about it. Do those 
who sell ads care about it? No. But there is such a culture. 
It wastes time and resources from creating engaging and 
qualitative content, so once again ask if we spend the 
resources on it because we have always done it or because 
it creates value for the customer?”  (Interviewee 6, male) 
 
The same participants outlined that the newspapers devote a 
large amount of time and resources on stories that relatively 
few people read and that have no impact. The above 
participant reflected further:  
 
 “If you think of a newspaper as a product that includes 
different stories and sections, there are several parts that 
could be removed. It is waste of time, why keep 4 “pages” if 

just a few people read them, just because they have 
historically always been there. The traditional newspaper 
needs to let things go, not be scared for radical changes.” 
(Interviewee 6, male)   
 
He suggested that the newspaper should rank and list which 
content and sections are essential and irresistible to the 
audience. Based on this, the newspaper should decide what 
they should let go and what is essential for a digital 
presence. With the resources that have been released, the 
paper should consider how they can focus on the stories that 
make an impact on the user.  
 
Data (readership data, interviews and desktop research) 
showed that users are eager for advice and guides from the 
newspapers. In a discussion about how the newspapers can 
develop their offers, the media strategist  reflected:  
 
 “In the past, a fitness magazine was based solely on just 
writing fitness articles that people could ‘sit down and 
read… But, today, every single new fitness site is based 
around helping people do fitness (as a service), rather than 
just write about it.”  (Interviewee 2, male)  
 
According to three of the interviewees, the publishers need 
to invest even more in news as a service, act as a guide, that 
is handy in tangible ways, to attract a new audience.  They 
meant that traditional features (passive consumption) can be 
complemented by providing guidance to the audience. It is 
less about the traffic and more about the engagement.  

 

“User-First” Dialogue for New Product Development  
The majority of the participants said that the best 
understanding of potential subscribers comes from listening 
to and understanding the current digital subscribers. By 
starting from the subscribers, the newspaper can get a sense 
of what is working well and what isn’t creating user value. 
One participant, a analytics partner at a leading investment 
firm expressed,  
 
“I think you always have to start with the user”  he 
continued “If you think user and focus on the user, you do 
the right thing.”  (Interviewee 7, male)  
 
The analytics partner recommended for newspapers not to 
ask why people don't subscribe to their product. Instead 
their focus should be on asking why their users continue to 
use their product. According to several of the participants 



consumer insights is the most important data to improve the 
products and the customer experience. It’s also the best way 
of understanding how to convert non-subscribers. This 
means, according to the participants, that the publisher has 
to be more need-focused. They have to look beyond the 
behavior and try to understand the attitudes and values 
prompting behavior. Customers sometimes have unseen 
needs that are not being met. The same participant, who has 
previously worked at Spotify said:  
 
 “I do not believe that many publishers have the users in 
their mindset, they do not always know the users needs, 
their needs in their everyday life? Spotify is a good example 
illustrating how to focus on users and how they consume 
music.”  (Interviewee 7, male)  
 
One participant, the design researcher, explained that to 
develop in-depth knowledge and insights of your users and 
your market you need to combine big data with qualitative 
data. Interviews with the subscribers should take place 
regularly. With better insights about your users, you can 
experiment more successfully and start testing different 
products and price settings. He further emphasized that in 
the strategic transformation, the newspaper has to become a 
more active listener to meet the user's needs. The product 
must transform to match the desires of the readers. Several 
of the participants said  that the newspaper should not focus 
on those who are not paying subscribers and endlessly 
hunting new relationships. Instead, make existing customers 
happy.  
 

DISCUSSIONS  
Transforming the existing product  

In line with the findings of other research and strategy 
reports, the result of this study revealed that the 
newspapers, in order to sustain or achieve a competitive 
advantage, need to create exclusive and engaging 
subscription content, that is targeted and clearly 
differentiated from the freely available news. The idea that 
investing in excellent journalism would ensure the loyalty 
of audience may go back to how newspapers thought about 
media content several decades ago. However, it seems to be 
a successful model in the era of the web and smartphones, 
as well. But it remains unclear to what extent the traditional 
newspapers still live up to this motto.  
 
Organisations that combine a high level of journalism with 
a competitive understanding of technology, are uncommon 

and in demand. The least read articles seem to be the most 
generic and less creative pieces without visual elements and 
a small amount of words. By combining digital storytelling 
tools (creating stories with new media tools) the content can 
become more engaging and exclusive. According to the 
majority of the participants, the best piece of digital 
journalism is not pieces that look like the “old” newspaper. 
Interestingly, when we went through the material at the 
newspapers, a significant amount of the editorial content 
was quite traditional. The newspaper that creates a more 
visual report and successfully integrates digital technologies 
and multimedia tools into the content, will thrive by achieve 
differentiation. This requires new priorities. For example, 
add more properly trained visual experts and editorial staff, 
supplying them with the necessary tools. Furthermore, as a 
way for the tech and creative departments to more 
effectively collaborate, they should sit in closer proximity 
to one another. Technology is now essential for engaging 
content and the team can therefore not be disconnected. 
Several of the traditional newspapers, such as The New 
York Times, have proved that investing in technology and 
journalism is a winning strategy. This applies to all 
newspapers. 
 
In the theory section I wrote about how Tidd & Bessant 
argued that a market is not made up of people wanting the 
same thing, the result indicates that the same applies for the 
newspaper industry. While particular television shows, such 
as Game of Thrones, have achieved enormous audience 
figures, the mass market is fragmented into smaller 
segments of consumers with different interests. Newspapers 
need a strategic response to this trend. Legacy media need 
to focus less on traditional generic media products and more 
on  'specialized´ products.  
 
As newsrooms and newspapers evolve, ridding themselves 
of dated traditions by providing quality, highly relevant 
digital-only content, they will increase their digital 
subscription base. 

 

Finding new revenue streams  
Digital subscription revenues are still a long way from 
compensating for the loss in print revenue and are unlikely 
to fully sustain businesses.Therefore, publishers must add to 
their existing products. The power of the internet also lies 
in the creation of new business models that offer new 
product development, increasing the value proposition. The 



results demonstrate that there is potential for charging for 
content on mobile phones. In contrast to the internet, mobile 
devices have been a “pay zone” for much longer.  Keeping 
that in mind, there is no sign of technology advancement 
slowing down, today the audience are mobile first 
tomorrow they might be voice-first. These changes will 
bring new opportunities as well as challenges. New devices 
are not only a new channel for the newspapers, they are 
transforming the way users consume news. Traditional 
newspapers should therefore embrace new storytelling 
forms, much like the ease of navigation on a mobile screen 
(i.e. moving from scrolled-based reading to navigating 
through a tap or swipe), and digital- first products 
consistent with user habits like the Expresso Diário. 

 
Readers are eager for more guidance and direction, thus in 
combination with an increase in mobile use, newspapers 
have increasing revenue opportunities. Strategically, 
newspapers should take a more active role, assisting readers 
in filtering the increasing amount of available information 
to fit their particular lifestyle needs. Audience development 
requires the added benefit of how a reader may best use the 
information. 

 
To generate additional revenues the newspapers should also 
experiment on digital-only content products with niched 
focus around moments, audience or editorial niches. Even 
though the audience figure may be smaller, cases and 
research shows there is still a profit to be made. The scale 
and reach model is not as profitable as it once was. The 
example of ‘The Information’ proves that dedicated 
engagement tends to be sticky and matters more than clicks. 
Paid for trends is mainly focused around niche people or 
publications since the audience is fragmented into smaller 
groups, it will not work “the old way” with the large-scale 
mass market. Sirkkunen and Cook (2012), shows that new 
businesses serving a smaller niche audience are in fact 
acting as a supplement to, rather than competing with, 
traditional newspaper. This indicates that engaging in niche 
products, such as one-to-few-publishing, need not 
cannibalize online newspaper sales. It may, in fact, promote 
their brand and increase sales. However, it is important to 
recognise in a digital world that boundaries no longer exist 
in the same way. Many non-English speaking countries 
such as the Nordic countries compete with the English 
speaking countries. In the future, it might not be enough to 
focus on only one market since the percentage of people 

who are willing to pay is in total small. On the other hand, 
there is less free news available in the native language.  
 

Experiment with new products  
A strategy to generate additional revenues and to connect 
with new audience is to experiment with temporary 
products that can both supplement current business and also 
create new competition. Since the shape of the future is not 
obvious, firms should adopt the philosophy of 
experimentation with additional digital products. New 
businesses demonstrate that technology is constantly 
evolving, products are already obsolete when they are 
launched. When experimenting with temporary products the 
best strategy is therefore not to seek perfection, but to bring 
a minimum viable product to market. This approach means 
not seeking perfection as you would in a context of analog 
products that were not possible to alter after being put in 
production. The newspaper industry should not be scared of 
innovation. If demand changes, the product must as well. 
The products should be seen as prototypes, as soon as the 
audience loses interest, the product should be reevaluated. 
However,  experimentation should be based on theories and 
assumptions about the market and not experimenting for the 
sake of experimenting. Before you launch a new product 
you need to identify your audience and how to get paid, and 
the market's potential for the product. Always start with the 
assessment of audience and potential revenues, and let your 
users offer feedback.  
 
Most importantly, traditional media should choose a 
strategic framework that fits their DNA.  The findings and 
recommendations in this paper are not complex and most of 
the traditional newspapers are doing them already. It is a 
question of how they do it, and if they do it enough? One of 
the big transformations in the newsroom is the merging of 
tech and journalism. During this study it become evident 
that the culture of engineering and journalism differ 
fundamentally. Overcoming this gap means rethinking the 
processes within the news organisation. This requires strong 
leadership. The challenge lies not in the output of the news, 
but in the culture of the organisation. 
 
The environment will continue to change and newspapers 
need to respond quickly and effectively 
 

Limitations and Future research 
The research was more complex than expected because 
there is much noise in the media literature about the 



transition to digital. It was very difficult to screen out the 
superfluous information and investigate what is happening 
and what is going to be important for future success. This 
study analyzed readership data with a period of one year 
collected from one Swedish newspaper, the reader should 
take that into account when interpreting the results.  Given 
that our findings are based on a limited number of 
interviews (10), the results from such analyses should 
consequently be treated with considerable caution. This 
research has focused on how the newspaper needs to 
transform their product, but during the investigation, it 
became clear that the newspaper needs to put as much 
emphasis on the organizational and cultural transformation 
as they do on the product, if not more. Introducing, 
promoting, and taking the product to market is as important 
as the value proposition. Not taking the promotion or social 
media strategy into considerations is a huge weakness of 
this report but also a subject for future research. In addition, 
advertising is an essential part of the user experience. 
Therefore, more research in regards to creating more 
compelling and integrated advertising with content and 
design, may increase time spent per page. This will be 
invaluable. 
 

CONCLUSION:  
Losing nearly half of the print circulation and more than a third of 
its revenues, it is clear that the newspaper industry has not 
managed to transform themselves quickly enough. This brings us 
back to the fundamental question how to increase the digital 
subscriptions and  revenues. What opportunities are there to 
enhance, extend or reshape the customer value proposition to 
increase digital subscription and additional revenues? Firstly, The 
newspaper business model is still defined around the concept that 
individuals do not have access to information, therefore, the 
newspapers need to create more relevant, useful and engaging 
journalism that differentiates them from the competitors. 
Secondly, much of the content is still dominated by a short string 
of text. The content needs to become more interactive, visual and 
designed for the format. Thirdly, the newspapers provide a little 
bit of everything to the audience, but the mass market is 
fragmenting into small groups of consumers with specific interest 
and needs. Newspapers should respond with more defined 
products that captivate a smaller audience. Lastly, to sustain 
growth,  newspapers need strategically diversified digital revenue 
sources such as niche products, publishing-to-few, limited-editions 
and live events, news as service and newsletter. In conclusion, 
while many traditional newspapers have all the resources 
necessary to to transform, to innovate, and to succeed, the 
need to change is imminent. 
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