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ABSTRACT 

This paper looks at Newspaper Publishers’ approach to find new 

sources of revenue in the rapidly changing digital ecosystem. The 

design of new and viable business models is a real challenge in 

the changed media landscape, where consumers are increasingly 

online and obtain and share their news on multiple platforms 

including blogs and social media. Mobile media consumption is 

clearly a trend, which in turn requires new business models and 

new ways of engaging consumers in media content.   
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1. INTRODUCTION 
For a very long time printed newspapers have been a source of 

news and information, but this is now changing. Newspapers are 

changing rapidly as newspaper companies are trying to find new 

ways to reach their audiences and create new business models for 

the highly connected and online world.  

The business model for printed newspapers is nearly 180 years of 

age: On the morning of September 3rd 1833 a new kind of 

newspaper “the Sun” went on sale on the streets of New York. It 

was made cheap: at one penny, it was one-sixth of the price of 

most other papers and it appealed to people who had not bought 

newspapers before. In hindsight it was a turning point because it 

introduced a new business model to the industry. The Sun’s large 

circulation attracted advertisers, and the resulting revenue enabled 

the publisher to keep the price of the newspaper down and its 

circulation up. This model worked well for a long time. Today 

newspapers are in trouble.  

The seeds for the downturn were sown in the mid 1990’s with the 

introduction of the Internet.  Nearly all the newspapers opted to 

offer their content, or at least part of their content for free on the 

Internet, in the hope of stacking up revenue from online 

advertising. Traditionally, advertising was the engine of 

newspaper profitability, the largest source of newspaper revenue 

and the key determinant of whether years were good or less good. 

Advertising sales is heavily dependent on a large readership, still 

the fundamental business model in the newspaper industry. Now 

advertising revenue is falling owing to the change in consumer 

behavior and the way advertisers are trying to engage consumers 

on a multitude of new platforms including websites, online shops 

and social media. In the U.S. newspaper advertising is down to 

the level of 1950’s, including online advertising. Hence the focus 

is now on bringing digital subscribership up in order to stay in the 

business.  

In Finland the print editions of newspapers still have a large 

readership, but the question is for how long. In the last few years 

the print circulation has come down by some 4-5 per cent per 

annum. Will the change in consumer behavior take one generation 

(20 years) or will there be a faster transition towards an all-digital 

publishing model? The majority of print subscribers represent 

older generations (50+). How will the revenue stream change over 

time? Today approx. 49% of newspaper income in Finland is 

derived from subscriptions and 51% from advertising revenue [1]. 

The newspaper industry is struggling to find viable new business 

models in online newspapers, which is demonstrated by the many 

different forms of e-newspapers that we have today. Currently e-

newspapers come basically in three forms: 1) a web browser based 

version of the newspaper, 2) a digital copy of the printed 

newspaper, usually a 1to1-replica of the printed newspaper 

(ePaper), or 3) a newspaper application especially designed for 

tablet computers and other handheld devices such as smartphones. 

The multitude of different formats is also present in the somewhat 

confusing terminology that is used about electronic newspapers 

and the same term, e-newspapers, have been used for both online 

newspapers [2] and for newspapers published on e-paper 

technology [3;4].  

The way news is reported is also changing. Social media is 

allowing anyone to become a reporter and publisher of news. 

Anyone can publish photos, stream real-time video or report in 

their blogs about events they have witnessed. News companies are 

encouraging people to share their photos from and experiences 

about newsworthy events all around the world. We have shifted 

from being users and consumers of news to also be producers and 

reporters. News have become more interactive as we participate in 

online discussions about them, and news have become more 

mobile as we read and share them from our mobile devices where 

ever we are, but how are the traditional newspaper publishers 

keeping up with these changes in consumer behavior and how are 

they preparing for changes in the future?  

Also the way we measure the engagement of media audiences is 

shifting. The transition to a more interactive media environment, 

like the transition to an increasingly fragmented media 

environment, has undermined traditional analytical approaches to 

media audiences [5]. The focus for publishers has reoriented 

around attracting the most desirable ‘eyeballs’ that are highly 

valued by advertisers, instead of trying to appeal to the mass 

audiences traditionally targeted by newspapers, magazines and 

TV. A challenge to researchers in media behavior is to develop a 
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thorough understanding of the growing array of ways in which 

audiences learn about and locate relevant content, as well as how 

they interact with media and each other. It is relevant to 

understand how people engage in media and to measure the 

impact of sharing and recommending news and items for 

purchase.  

Meyer [6] wrote that “somewhere inside the traditional newspaper 

organization, there still exists the capacity to salvage a 

transformed, sustainable, socially useful news business”, but how 

companies are preparing for this change is unclear. The goal of 

this research is to seek answers to how newspaper publishers in 

Finland are preparing for this shift, and to investigate the present 

and the future of e-newspapers in Finland and the business models 

connected to them. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
The way we discover, consume and share news is changing. In 

December 2008 according to a survey by the Pew Research 

Center [7], 40 % of the respondents received their news online, 

while 38 % got their news from newspapers, and nearly 60% of 

those under 30 years of age got their news from online sources. In 

a later study by Pew Project for Excellence in Journalism [8] 41% 

of Americans said they get most of their news online while only 

31% get their news from newspapers. In the age group of 18-29 

years 65% get their news online. The results show that online 

news consumption is increasing at the expense of the printed 

newspapers. The Pew Internet and American Life Projects Project 

for Excellence in Journalism [9; 10; 11] have shown that one third 

of mobile phone owners access news from their cell phones and 

that only slightly fewer people have personalized their news. The 

study also showed that 37% of Internet users have contributed to 

online news by commenting or sharing them forward to their 

online social networks. Social media has changed the way we 

receive our news. Instead of going to newspapers’ websites or 

searching for news with online search engines, we receive news 

and content from our social networks on Facebook, Twitter, and 

other social media sites. We do not have to go to the news 

anymore, the news are coming to us in form of recommendations 

and links from our online friends and acquaintances. We are even 

relying on our social networks to provide us with news [9].  

Newspapers are at the brink of a major change. Initially 

newspapers focused more on protecting their print business rather 

than prioritizing new electronic forms of publishing [12], 

however, things are changing. The advertisers have been reluctant 

to invest in online ads, although this may be changing as more 

and more money is spent in online advertising [13]. Circulation of 

newspapers is declining [6] and the revenues are decreasing. 

While online advertising revenues are increasing (14% in 2010 to 

25.8 billion USD in total) [13], newspapers saw a fall of 6.4% in 

their revenues [14]. There is a great need for new business models 

when the traditional models have not been successfully transferred 

to the new media [15].  

Many actors are dependent on each other when it comes to e-

newspapers. Publishers are dependent on device producers and 

advertisers, advertisers are dependent on readers, device 

producers are dependent on publishers [16]. Earlier research has 

suggested that there may be various advantages for the different 

actors. The benefits of e-newspapers for publishers include 

decreased publication and distribution costs and an increase in the 

amount and type of information they can offer. The news can be 

updated anytime, they can be interactive and include some added 

services, and new subscription packages may attract new 

audiences [17] increasing the overall reachability that does not 

have to be limited by geography [2]. There may also be 

environmental advantages in e-newspapers [17]. Advantages for 

the readers include the possibility to comment on the articles, 

better availability anytime and anywhere, enhanced experience 

through multimedia, better relevance through personalized 

content, and increased sociability through community building 

and sharing of news [18]. For the advertisers the main advantages 

come from mass coverage and improved reachability, and 

possibilities for profiling users and showing them targeted 

advertisements [18]. 

3. METHODS 
Predicting the future is never an exact science, however, there are 

methods that can minimize uncertainties and increase the accuracy 

of predictions of the future. One such method is the Delphoi 

method [19], named after the Oracles of Delphoi in the ancient 

Greece. The Delphoi method collects anonymous answers in 

several iterations of a set of questions from a panel of experts. 

After each round of questions the answers are summarized and the 

respondents are given the possibility to comment or revise their 

answers. Originally the goal of the method was that after a number 

of iterations consensus among the experts would be reached, 

however, the method has evolved and depending on the research 

goals reaching consensus is no longer considered to be a 

requirement [20]. In the Delphoi method a group of experts from 

the area of research are chosen to be the oracles [20; 21; 22]. The 

size of the group and also the number of iterations may vary and 

depend on the number of available experts. The oracles of this 

research included 9 experts that worked as chief editors, directors 

of research, or in related positions in Finnish media companies 

that publish newspapers. The members of the expert panel 

answered or commented on 9 open ended questions or statements. 

The first round was conducted in July 2011 and the second and 

final round was done in August 2011.  

The results gained with the Delphoi method were complemented 

by a qualitative analysis of interviews conducted in 2012-2013. 

The interviews were conducted in order to prepare for case studies 

of the strategic choices of publishing firms. Within this 

framework the theory draws upon research conducted by Zott and 

Amit [23; 24]: “We hypothesize that the design of an 

entrepreneurial firm’s business model, which is centered 

specifically on the themes of novelty and/or efficiency, is 

associated with the firms’ performance.” 

4. RESULTS 

4.1 Delphoi expert panel 
According to the nine respondents in the Delphoi expert panel in 

the current situation in Finland printed newspapers are still 

important and the e-newspapers are in a way a supplement or an 

additional service to them, but e-newspapers are evolving. In 

2011 e-newspapers are mostly pdf versions of the printed 

newspapers (although some newspapers have already launched 

their versions that differ from the printed newspaper) and the 

importance of e-newspapers was seen as marginal. However, the 

online e-newspapers have managed to reach a strong position 

measured by number of users, as more and more readers seem to 

be satisfied with the news they get for free from newspapers’ 

websites. Online newspapers have not yet been able to 

breakthrough neither as a new way to subscribe a newspaper nor 



 

as a new way to make money.  One of the respondents stated that 

perhaps newspapers went too far with distributing online news for 

free and now newspapers want the consumers to start paying for 

electronic news. To get a user that is used to free content to pay 

for the same thing newspapers need to bundle up a very attractive 

alternative so that the consumers will be prepared to pay for it.E-

newspapers were seen by the expert panel as a way for 

newspapers to gain new readers, and especially as a way to get 

young people to read newspapers. In a situation where publishing 

of printed newspapers is declining, the overall number of readers 

is increasing through various electronic newspapers. At the same 

time newspapers are protecting the printed newspapers by keeping 

the price of e-newspapers so high that buying only the e-version is 

not beneficial.  

The respondents of the expert panel had some divided opinions 

about how the e-newspapers will develop in the future. Some 

predicted that e-newspapers will have many different forms and 

variations, designed for specific reading situations and for certain 

reader groups. Some respondents argued that in the future 

newspapers will be read from a web browser, while others 

predicted that an increasing number of newspapers will have their 

versions adapted for different reading devices (such as tablet 

computers). Most of the respondents agreed that in ten years’ time 

e-newspapers will occupy a great portion of the room that printed 

newspapers currently have, measured in both the amount of time 

and money that users (and advertisers) are spending.  

The respondents agreed that the pressure for paid content will 

most likely increase, but that the crucial question is whether 

readers will want to have a whole e-newspaper instead of the 

printed newspapers or do they want selected news stories like in 

online news. Only for the first alternative it is possible to put a 

sufficient price in order to maintain the current size of 

newsrooms. If newsrooms are forced to become smaller, the 

amount of online content will also reduce. According to the expert 

panel this situation will probably demand either differentiated 

content production or strong localization. The respondents see 

that newspapers will increasingly invest in developing electronic 

content and mobility will break through during the next couple of 

years. The content of newspapers may be bundle according to user 

groups of which the consumers are willing to pay for.  

Most of the respondents felt that the future is looking relatively 

good, although the distribution is slowly decreasing and young 

people switch to online and mobile services. The respondents in 

the expert panel stated that journalism is not very different no 

matter if it is done for printed or electronic paper. The 

respondents were confident that the printed newspapers will be 

around for years to come, for decades even according to a couple 

of respondents, but as a commercial place for adds and at the 

same time as an source of income for publishers their meaning 

will decrease.  

According to the respondents cost efficiency of distribution and 

getting the printed newspapers delivered to peoples’ homes are 

crucial for the survival of the printed newspapers. The experts 

believe that people want a printed newspaper, as long as it is 

possible to deliver it to their homes.  

In electronic distribution many costs are reduced or they disappear 

altogether (e.g. paper, press, distribution). In theory newspapers 

could be sold to the consumers a lot cheaper, especially if 

advertisers still can reach every reader no matter the distribution 

channel. At the same time the pressure to increase the price of the 

printed newspaper may increase, if it is delivered to fewer readers 

than today. It may become a luxury product that costs 

significantly more than today.  

The respondents believed that an increasing amount of the income 

will come from electronic content. Newspapers’ websites have a 

lot of traffic and the growth in online advertising will continue for 

several years. In e-newspapers there are better possibilities to 

target content and advertisements so that the customer can choose 

and pay only for content that they are interested in. The 

respondents argued that the pressure to invest in e-newspapers 

comes from two directions; partly from increased expenses in 

producing and delivering printed newspapers while the volumes 

go down, and partly from changing consumer behavior and the 

advertisers desire to follow this. The panel believed that 

newspapers that invest only in printed newspapers will not be 

successful, because all the time an increasing part of the readers 

will find the news and information they want from electronic 

newspapers. At the same time it is important to remember that 

content is still most important, not the distribution channel. A 

newspaper is not tied to paper, but a newspaper should produce 

interesting, reliable, and desired local content, no matter the 

format. 

According to the respondents there are plenty of benefits in e-

newspapers. The benefits come mainly from cost savings in 

production and distribution, and increased profits due to increased 

reachability and possibility to reach new audiences. Different 

distribution channels guarantee a complete service to the 

customers and give the advertisers the possibility for increased 

reachability. If there are plenty of readers then advertising space 

becomes attractive, but competition between different advertising 

media may press the price down.  

One of the disadvantages seen by the expert panel was that it will 

require some more development work before functioning business 

models are discovered and operational. Before that happens 

newspapers are forced to invest in many different online activities 

that will not give immediate return in form of profits. Some of the 

respondents felt that the e-newspapers may decrease the 

distribution of printed newspapers and if it is too cheap it will 

undermine profits. If it is priced right it should not be a problem 

that same content is shared in different formats. One concern was 

how the advertisements can be displayed in e-newspapers and 

whether the consumers would want to see advertisements in e-

newspapers.  

The panel of experts stated that in the near future consumers are 

facing a multitude of choice in devices and there will be many 

different versions of e-newspapers for different specific reading 

situations. News can be read from many other devices at home, 

not just on the computer, tablet or smartphone. It was believed by 

some respondents that laptops will stand their positions and that a 

normal desktop computer that is used at work will remain to be a 

popular user interface. In the future mobile devices will be lighter 

than now, like printed paper when it comes to the reading 

experience. It is possible and likely even that we will have the first 

versions of smart papers that can be bent and folded. E-

newspapers will transform to a service package where news are 

just part of the whole package. It is possible that the newspapers 

will include elements of multimedia or that it is possible to link to 

additional information or earlier published material of the topic 

which brings added value to the news. Movie clips will probably 

become part of newspapers and interactivity may increase. 

The respondents advised that in short term newspapers should 

understand that e-newspapers are here to stay and they should be 



 

developed further, perhaps by the terms of online environment 

and mobile devices rather than the traditional newspaper and 

content. More resources should be allocated to investigate the 

change in media consumption and the development of content 

creation based on target group thinking. The panel agreed that co-

production and cooperation between newspapers should also be 

developed, so that everybody do not have to reinvent the wheel. 

Media companies should carefully analyze which success factors 

are still viable and how they could be strengthened and transferred 

to other distribution channels and platforms, but at the same time 

they should keep up with different formats and in development of 

them, so that they are ready when some channels start to pull. 

Although the respondents warned that newspapers should not rush 

into anything, the respondents also predicted that the 

breakthrough in electronic services may be surprisingly quick in a 

couple of years.  

The panel agreed that long term plans depend on both device 

manufacturers and also changes in consumer behavior, and that 

newspapers and advertisers go where consumers want to receive 

their content. Hence, it is important to continue to research 

consumer behavior and to react systematically on changes and 

new developments. It is also important to increase cooperation 

and create networks to divide costs and to share experiences. 

The panel felt that it is possible and likely even that e-newspapers 

may get clearly more users than traditional newspapers and hence 

companies have to invest in the development of different channels 

for profits, even though they will for a long time be small and 

insignificant as profit channels. But as the use of e-newspapers 

increases, so does the demand to place advertisements in them. 

Companies should learn to use e-newspapers in a efficient way 

and avoid drowning them in advertising. One of the respondents 

stated that over flooding the e-newspapers with advertisements is 

the biggest risk for e-newspapers to fail. Content has to be kept 

unique and interesting enough so that it has real market value to 

the readers even in the future among all the content that is free. 

4.2 Interviews 
In addition to the Delphoi method we have carried out a 

qualitative study based on in-depth interviews with media experts 

in four countries. 75 interviews were carried out in Finland, 

Sweden, the U.K. and USA. The interviews have involved media 

executives, commercial directors and editors-in-chief, as well as 

business managers with an R&D focus. A majority of the 

interviews (55) were conducted with Finnish publishers and 

representatives of related industry associations.  

The results from the interviews indicate that a major business 

paradigm shift is underway. We have identified four key drivers of 

change as a pattern discussed in the course of the interviews: 

• Consumer Behavior (time spent on media and how 

media is consumed) 

• Cost of Print & Distribution (particularly the cost of 

physical distribution) 

• Disruptive Technology (the new ‘ecosystem’ with 

tablets and smartphones) 

• The Change in Advertising (mass marketing vs. targeted 

content marketing) 

There is an increased “sense of urgency” among the publishing 

firms and the attitude of industry leaders has changed in the past 

two years, which is clear when comparing the results from the 

Delphoi expert panel and those of the interviews conducted later. 

The research work was started in 2011 and at that time the change 

in consumer behavior and advertising was not as strongly felt by 

Nordic newspaper publishers as it is today. Now the general 

sentiment is that the business models need to be reviewed and 

investments into digital transformation are a necessity. Based on 

the interviews, the year 2013 seems to be the year of ‘paywalls’,  

which means that digital content is no longer free online and 

several models for offering digital content on mobile platforms 

have been launched. Some Finnish newspapers have already 

followed the example set by The New York Times (NYT) in 

March, 2011. The so called ‘metered paywall’ only allows media 

audiences to read a limited number of articles for free in order to 

build a digital subscription base. For The New York Times this 

seems to be a successful measure, with already 700,000 paid 

digital subscribers and 1.13 million who pay for digital content of 

The Times (some subscribe to a combination of digital content 

and print). Total subscriptions for NYT are thus up by 18% in the 

first quarter of 2013, and digital subscriptions are up by 32%.  

The interviews reveal that some firms have chosen to stick to the 

old business model with a technological focus on the print based 

business model for as long as possible. These companies are 

efficiency centered and the main part of revenue is derived from 

the old print based business model (bottom left in figure 1). Some 

publishers look at even a greater degree of efficiency through 

industry consolidation (top left in figure 1), which required 

investments into corporate acquisition and competencies in 

finding synergies within the acquired framework of newspapers. 

Several publishers (to the right in the figure 1 below) have 

invested into a digital transformation with a certain degree of 

incremental improvement of the printed products. Digital 

transformation means investment into new products and services 

in the digital ecosystem, including mobile applications. The last 

category of publishers in the top right corner of figure 1 clearly 

have a novelty centered business model and a more aggressive 

“Digital First” approach to creating the future. These firms have 

invested both in the creation of digital publishing platforms and 

the analysis of reader engagement based on collection of data 

related to the behavior of the subscriber base. These companies 

are most often “global brands”, with an audience across the world. 

The aim of the interviews was to prepare case studies of 

publishing firms in order to analyze the strategic choices of 

newspaper publishers with regard to the performance of these 

firms in both economic terms (measured in terms of revenue from 

digital services) and in terms of the engagement of readers 

(measured in terms of digital subscriber base). The different 

strategic choices are illustrated in figure 1 below. 



 

Figure 1. Strategic choices in publishing 

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 
The results from the Delphoi expert panel indicate that a change is 

expected as user behavior is changing and new platforms to read 

newspapers on are being introduced. The later interviews reveal 

that that change has already started and that the publishers feel an 

urgency in deciding which path to choose and where to invest. 

The results show how different companies have chosen different 

approaches to meet the digital demand that a changing consumer 

behavior is bringing. A possible future research direction would 

be to investigate which approach has proven to be most 

successful.  
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