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5   problems for  
 you smart folks 
to solve



1 What does news 
look like after 
advertising?



from $65B to $10B  



Q2 2018 print advertising: 

McClatchy: down 26.4% 
Gannett: down 19.1% 
Tronc: down 18% 
New York Times Co.: down 11.5%              

Canada: Postmedia: down 15.8% 
U.K.: Trinity Mirror (H1): down 16.6%







who you know 
where you’ve lived 

what content you like 
what you buy 

where you shop 
what websites you visit

what you search for 
who and what you email 

what apps are on your phone 
locations you searched for 

what you chat about 
videos you watch

(across devices, across years)













But wildly inconsistent: 

The New York Times: 2.9 million 
The Wall Street Journal: 1.4 million 
The Washington Post: ~1.3 million 

Los Angeles Times: 100,000 
The Boston Globe: 90,000 
Minneapolis Star Tribune: 55,000

Quality local news is 
becoming a niche 

product.



News after advertising: 

— better news for richer people 
— journalism otherwise incentivized 
— separate news universes



2 What happens 
when news is 
less local?



News is a distribution business   



The technology of 20th-century media 
distribution was a huge unspoken subsidy 
for local news. 

21st-century media distribution 
technology takes that away.







Seattle newspapers vs. The New York Times 

2000 — 2:1 
Seattle circulation: 501,000 
NYT circulation: 1,097,000 

2018 — 80:1 
Seattle digital subscriptions: 36,000 
NYT digital subscriptions: 2,900,000



Seattle newspapers vs. The New York Times 

2004 — 3:1 
Seattle Times newsroom: 375 
New York Times newsroom: 1,200 

2018 — 8:1 
Seattle Times newsroom: 177 
New York Times newsroom: 1,450



Digital startups go for scale  

Demographics and psychographics, 
not geography





+21, +14 

+43, +33 





Delocalization: 

— a civic problem 
— a trust problem 
— a knowledge problem



3 What even is TV 
news in the age 
of Netflix?



(2018: 12:36)

53% of TV viewing gone in 7 years!











Harold Innis, 
Empire and 

Communications 

Durable: stone tablets, public 
monuments, books, Netflix 

Ephemeral: TV, radio,  
daily newspaper, online news







The decline of “realtimeness”: 

Radio: Live broadcasting to podcasts 

TV: Live local news to cable news to Netflix



The technology of 20th-century media 
distribution was a huge unspoken subsidy 
for local real-time news. 

21st-century media distribution 
technology takes that away.
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Post-TV news: 

— breaking out of old timescales 
— reaching a lean-back audience 
— creating a shared news experience



4 How do we discover 
news in a world 
without interfaces?





~80% of traffic, ~30% of ad revenue  



From web to apps 



Trading the open web  
for a closed app ecosystem 





Infinite competition, 
in your pocket. 

But what’s next?



Ms. Buckingham recalled conducting a  
focus group where one of her subjects,  
a college student, said:

“If the news is that 
important, it will find me.”





















Life beyond interfaces: 

— tech companies’ default choices 
— editorial products over stories 
— trust in algorithms



5 Can we stop the 
rise of information 
inequality?



Ms. Buckingham recalled conducting a  
focus group where one of her subjects,  
a college student, said:

“If the news is that 
important, it will find me.”



YOU ARE ALL SUPER WEIRD



Only 19% of Americans and 15% of Dutch 
said they had received even one news alert 
on their phone in the past week



42% of U.S. smartphone 
users said they have not 
read a single news article on 
it in the past 30 days.



Increased access also 
means increased choice — 
and most people choose 
something other than 
news.



15-25% of people 

— wealthier 
— more educated 
— more white-collar 
— more liberal 
— more politically engaged 
— more appealing to advertisers 
— more willing to pay for news



The most important challenge of all: 

Make news products that 
reach people who aren’t 
like you.



Dank je wel! 

www.niemanlab.org 
twitter.com/jbenton 

joshua_benton@harvard.edu


