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INTRODUCTION

At this year’s Digital Innovators’ Summit (DIS) in Berlin in March 2019, there was
a renewed sense of purpose among magazine publishers. Online reader revenue
has in the past twelve months become a prime source of income for many media
companies, and creating and maintaining this revenue stream was at the heart of
many of the presentations.

T

here was also a new realism about
the potential of technology
and how transformative it
can be for publishers. Most
companies have now completed
the transition from print to a
mixture of formats, so working out how to
maximise the opportunities created by this
synergy was another constant theme.
DIS 2019 also attempted to see beyond the
hyperbole of some of the leading technological
innovations. How might Artificial Intelligence
impact publishing? It might save publishers time
and money, but how can the technology be
harnessed to complement the work of humans
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to ensure that the future doesn’t just consist of a
bland content drip-feed powered by an algorithm?
One way could be to use technology to improve
the quality of journalism. Another key theme
at DIS was the way in which digital channels
are being used to engage communities,
discover new stories and, crucially, stem
the tide of fake news which threatens to
undermine the credibility of content creators.
It was a busy DIS, buzzing with the enthusiasm
and optimism of delegates and presenters who
face the future with a new vision – and the tools
with which to build it. Here then is a round-up of
the key trends which emerged from DIS 2019. ■

READER REVENUE AND PAID CONTENT

01

NO MATTER WHERE you were
at DIS, from the main conference
hall to the break out zones, media
delegates were talking excitedly
about the prospect of reader
revenue. Execs were clearly inspired
by a series of presentations from
market leaders like Bloomberg
and Neue Zürcher Zeitung (NZZ)
as well emerging companies like
Creativebug. There was also talk

James Hewes
President and CEO, FIPP
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of start-ups like Jamatto and
Agate looking to facilitate reader
revenue, and potential initiatives
from tech giants.
In one fascinating twist, Apple
announced its News Plus
subscription offering as the event
was running. The reception to
its USD$9.99 per month news
and magazine platform, like a

Stephan Scherzer
CEO, VDZ

Spotify for magazines, was a
tad lukewarm. Reacting to the
news, Mike Hewitt, MD, Adaugeo
Media and moderator at the DIS
asked the media executives from
40 countries during a morning
session if they supported the
initiative with a show of hands.
Not a single one did.
Delegates noted how few major

→

“

NEVER UNDERVALUE
THE WORTH OF
YOUR CONTENT”

Mike Hewitt
MD, Adaugeo Media and moderator at the DIS

Jason Kint
CEO, Digital Content Next, US

→

players had signed up at launch
(WSJ is one of its key contributors),
with some citing the economics
of the deal – publishers will
reportedly be paid only half of the
subscription fee – as a key barrier.
Jason Kint, CEO at Digital Content
Next in the US, said: “There is
a significant concern around
how platforms are squeezing
the oxygen out of the media
ecosystem.”
At the same there is a renewed
sense that publishers don’t
necessarily need large tech
platforms to make their
subscription or membership
systems work.
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John Wilpers
Senior Director, Innovation Media Consulting

As John Wilpers, Senior Director,
Innovation Media Consulting,
said in his presentation, “there is
so much bad content out there
that people are finally willing to
pay for good content. On top of
this, publishers are growing more
confident to sell their content.”

take note of the primary lesson
publishers have learnt over the
past five years – “never undervalue
the worth of your content”. He
referenced The New Yorker, “where
reader revenue now exceeds
advertising revenue, 65 per cent to
35 per cent”.

John said those who have reached
success with converting reach
into paid subscriptions have used
various strategies, from regular
newsletters, coverage of niche
topics, personalised subscription
offers and targeting affinity groups
on Facebook and Google with paid
posts and paid search keywords.

There is an irony too that as
content has become more valued
by consumers – and invest more
in it – so the advertising industry
has taken notice. John argued that
“the cherry on the top” is that
publishers have now also realised
that growing subscribers is also
driving new advertising revenue
because growth in paid circulation
is a selling point with brands. ■

Most important, said John, is to

BUILDING A PAYWALL

02

THE MOST HIGH profile case
study involving reader revenue
was delivered by Scott Havens,
Global Head of Digital and Media
Distribution at Bloomberg, during
the first day of the summit.
Scott said it took a relatively long
time to convince media executives
at Bloomberg to place their
content behind a paywall – and
that they regret their hesitancy.

intellectually curious people who
wanted this content and were
willing to pay for it.”
Scott added: “This year we are
planning to reach 100,000
subscribers by the end of this year.
If you take into account that we
charge $450 dollars for an annual
subscription… this is big money.”

“We should have done it earlier,”
said Scott, adding that the
company had witnessed huge
successes by The Wall Street
Journal and Financial Times with
monetising subscriptions. This
convinced them to build a paywall
for Bloomberg content.

Scott also responded to questions
about the role of large platforms
within content distribution.
He said the fact that the huge
platforms have engulfed most
of the space and reach within
the digital sphere did stifle
innovation in the industry and
made it difficult for publishers to
distribute content.

“Bloomberg hesitated because
we have the largest paywall
in the world… there was some
unease.” Some of the unease
flowed from the fact that the
Bloomberg content target market
is not that large. “But once they
took the step, it proved almost
immediately that there is a huge
market of global executives and

The upside is that it creates an
opportunity for brands to start
working more directly with
publishers. Another factor that
might come as good news for
publishers is the possibility of a
regulatory breakup of the large
platforms. Although nobody
could be sure if and when this will
happen, he said: “history suggests

Scott Havens Global Head, Digital and Media
Distribution, Bloomberg
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it might have a positive outcome”.
Another presenter who was giving
an update on the results of a
paywall-driven content strategy
was Rouven Leuener, Head of
Digital Products at Neue Zürcher
Zeitung (NZZ), a Swiss Germanlanguage daily newspaper
published by NZZ Mediengruppe
in Zurich.
Rouven told delegates that
flexible paywalls – or “pay gates”
– achieved the most success in
converting content reach into
subscriptions. NZZ personalised
their paywalls in accordance
with 150 variables derived from
analysis which included frequency
of visits, machine learning
and propensity modelling.
This flexible “pay gate” strategy
has increased conversion from
reach to subscription five-fold
over the past three years. The
NZZ site has almost 600,000
registered users, an increase
of more than 40 per cent since
2017, adding between 10,000 and
12,000 users per month. ■

Rouven Leuener
Head of Digital Products, NZZ

NETFLIX FOR CRAFTERS

03

IT ISN’T JUST established newsbased titles that are proving
that paid-for subscriptions are a
winning strategy. Julie Roehm
Co-Founder and Vice President
of Marketing and Operations at
San Francisco-based Creativebug
shared how her company has
disrupted the $33 billion arts and
crafts industry, by creating a socalled “Netflix for Crafters”.
In her presentation, Julie
explained that the inspiration for
the move to a subscription-based
service came from outside of
the publishing industry. She said
10 to 15 years ago subscription
services were rare, but today
they are interwoven into our

“

Julie Roehm
Co-Founder, VP Marketing, Creative Bug

YOU CAN MODIFY THE PRICE OF
YOUR SUBSCRIPTION OR YOU
CAN ADD MORE SUBSCRIPTION
ACCOUNTS. BOTH WILL LEAD
TO FUTURE GROWTH.
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daily lives. This includes the
music you listen to on your daily
commute, the office space you
rent, the operating systems you
work with and tools you use to
communicate with colleagues.
“We are living in a subscription
economy and it is booming,” Julie
explained. “In the last seven years
subscription business revenues
grew five times faster than S&P
500 companies.”.
From only $57 million subscription
sales in 2011, the market has
swelled to $2.6 billion in 2016.
Julie argued it is growing more
and more important to be in
subscription businesses because
subscribers have a higher average
customer lifetime value than
traditional transaction business
models. “You have got two levers
to grow: you can modify the price
of your subscription or you can
add more subscription accounts.
Both will lead to future growth.
Plus you have the opportunity
to build relationships – to gain
loyalty.”
Julie then went on to offer the
gathered delegates a series of tips
for developing a paid-for content
model which included focusing
on building a robust community,
using a multi-faceted acquisition
strategy, keeping audiences
watching and engaged and
buying infrastructure that’s easy
to scale.
She finished her presentation
by stressing how important it
is for publishers to focus on
understanding customer lifetime
value.
“Customer lifetime value is a very

important metric. It is a projection
of the value you can expect from
a customer.” Julie said those who
offer subscription services look at
lifetime value by segments such
as: who is the most profitable,
who will subscribe the longest
or who are repeat customers. “If
you understand these, you can
maximise your marketing spend.”
Ultimately DIS 2019 was an event
where delegates were cautiously
optimistic around the potential of
reader revenue.
Jason Kint, CEO of Digital Content
Next, admitted that across his
organisation’s 80 members 80
per cent of their revenue was still
coming from advertising – much
of which is driven by video. He
also noted that some companies
have moved more quickly to
focus on reader revenues and
subscriptions than others.
“These companies are thinking
about reader revenue as a
strategy from the top of their
brand,” he concluded. “There
is a whole new generation that
is growing up willing to pay
for brands they trust – this
is magnetic. This is good for
everyone.” ■

AUTOMATION AND AI

Robin Govik
Chief Digital Officer, Mittmedia

04

DISCUSSIONS ABOUT the impact
that Artificial Intelligence (AI)
might have on content creation
and distribution have been a
feature at DIS for the last three
of four years. At DIS 2019 the
discussion shifted to another level
as, for the first time, delegates
had access to case studies which
not only highlighted how AI had
been implemented, but also how
it had delivered very positive
business results for publishing
companies.
The key presentation was a joint
one delivered by Robin Govik,
who helms digital strategy at
Mittmedia, a Swedish company
that has been experimenting with
bot-created content, and Sören
Karlsson, CEO of NLG start-up
United Robots, the company
which partnered Mittmedia.
Robin began by explaining his
take on the current status of
the relationship between AI and
journalism. “Machine learning has
moved past the high-school sex
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Sören Karlsson
CEO, United Robots

phase (everyone talking about
it, but no one doing it), to much
broader implementations across
industries including media,” he
argued. Robin then said that one
of the main issues for Mittmedia
was to increase the amount of
local content that is being created
– and this is where automation
provides a solution.
“The creation of the bots was the

answer to a specific need,” added
Sören. “The publishers in Sweden
have to create much more
content to deliver personalisation.
For local newspapers
personalisation starts and ends
with geography. We wanted to
see what type of story we could
create with algorithms for data.”
As Sören explained, they started
with sports data articles as the

→

→

rules of the games are defined
and easy to work with. He added
that volume is one of the most
important features, which makes
distribution on the publisher side
challenging. Sören said his bots
produce more than 2,000 stories
a day.
Sören is adamant that bots not
only enable publishers to scale
and produce more content, but
ultimately, they help deliver
better journalism. “Some of
you perhaps think it’s a bold
statement to say that news
automation will lead to better
journalism,” he said.
“From my perspective, it’s totally
logical. We should use humans
for tasks humans are good at.
Journalists make the difference.
They investigate, they ask the
hard questions, they use words to
paint the reader a picture. A bot,
a news automation, is a brilliant
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“

WE SHOULD USE
HUMANS FOR
TASKS HUMANS
ARE GOOD AT.
JOURNALISTS MAKE
THE DIFFERENCE...
THEY ASK THE HARD
QUESTIONS”

tool to use to write thousands of
stories based on data.”
Sören also believes that bots can
deliver a better user experience.
“We can create content that
wasn’t possible before. Like
covering all football games or
house sales. Topics that readers
care about. A story can adapt
to your personal interests,
something that only a robot-

written article can do. That is a
really good user experience.”
He did go on to run though the
potential cons, too. If a robot is
fed bad data, for instance, it can
deliver bizarre results – or if there
are missing data sources, this
could lead to topics being underreported.
“We have established that
good quality data is essential
for making good automated
content,” concluded Sören. “This
poses a risk from a journalistic
perspective. It is a risk that we
choose to produce content from
topics where we can get good
data like sports, traffic accidents,
weather and so on, while topics
that are much harder to quantify
might suffer and be less covered.
“This is why having humans and
machines working together is
always the best solution.” ■

USING TECH TO POWER JOURNALISM

05

A DIFFERENT TYPE of innovation
in journalism was outlined by
Jennifer Brandel, Founder and
CEO of Hearken. In her second
appearance at DIS Jennifer spoke
about how her start-up, which
is designed to aid research, has
blossomed over the past year.
Jennifer began by arguing that a
lot more can be done to rebuild
the public’s trust in journalism
and that public-powered
journalism is a model which is
tailor made for this.
She said that instead of news
content creation and distribution
being driven by “more, faster,
everywhere”, it should be about
“better, the most relevant,
when we want it, how we want
it – and it needs to be more
representative”.
Jennifer warned that the
publishing industry continues to
run on a system developed for the
machine age. It is optimised for
speed, efficiency and distribution.
Within this 24/7 news cycle there
is no time or place for the public
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Jennifer Brandel
Founder and CEO, Hearken

to be part of the decision-making
process. “The news business has
kept the public out of this process
and treated them as consumers,
not partners.”
She added that newsrooms need
to ask how they can help the
public to understand important
information. “To be relevant in
this, you need to involve the
public… they need to be part of

your decision-making.”
This argument forms the basis
of public-powered journalism,
a collaborative process that is
responsive to community needs.
“When you optimise journalism as
a service, value follows,” she said.
Her company found that in
almost all these cases, where
stories were more relevant

→

→

to the public after following
these collaborative techniques,
engagement increased to the
point that page views increased
by between 11 and 15 times.
Newsletter sign-ups increased and
those involved in this process were
between two and five times more
likely to pay for news content.
More importantly, said Jennifer,
the process helps to rebuild trust
in the media. With this came the
added benefits that advertisers
are prepared to pay premium
prices to be displayed along
public-powered journalism, that
the public became the marketers
of the content themselves and
that journalists felt more fulfilled
in their work.

“

SLOW NEWS SUMS
UP A WAY OF
LOOKING AT THE
WORLD – CRITICALLY
BUT REFLECTIVELY”

She said she found it frustrating
that many news organisations still
persist in excluding the public in
news gathering, acting as parent,
not public servants. The effect of
this, she suggested, is a potential
lack of trust in the media where
communities are disempowered
and can even assist a rise in
authoritarianism.
Jennifer called on publishers
to view the engagement of
the public in news gathering
initiatives as a competitive
advantage. “It should not happen
in the project phase as it mostly
happens – it should be a strategy
and practice.”

10 | DIS 2019 Special Report

One of the most eagerly awaited
presentations at DIS was that
delivered by Katie VanneckSmith, a director of Tortoise, a
company that aims to become a
world leader in ‘slow news.’ The
company, formed in late 2018,
is helmed by a quartet of high
profile execs. Between them,
ex-BBC News Director James
Harding, former Dow Jones
president Katie Vanneck-Smith,
seasoned entrepreneur/director
Ceci Kurzman, and former US
Ambassador to Sweden Matthew
Barzun hope that they can disrupt
the way people consume news by
delivering it in a more thoughtful,
less instantaneous way.
Slow news as a concept isn’t new.
There are other players in the
field, including start-up Axios plus
experiments from established
news providers. Katie hopes,
though, that Tortoise is part of a
new media movement.
“There is a coming together
of those who’ve been writing
news and the people they’ve
been writing it for,” she said.
“It’s been coming for a while, at
different rates perhaps in the US
and UK and across Europe – but
the barriers are coming down.
They have to. At the moment it
feels right to start over, so new
news brands like ours have an
opportunity to re-cast the die and
say, ‘There is an alternative’.”
Tortoise went live with a daily
newsletter in January and has
big plans for events and an
accompanying print publication.
“Tortoise is a response to two
things,” argued Katie. “First, news
has become noise. The problem
isn’t just fake news or junk news,
because there’s a lot that’s good
– it’s just that there’s so much of
it, and so much of it is the same.

Katie Vanneck-Smith
Co-Founder and Publisher, Tortoise

Too many newsrooms are chasing
the news but missing the story.
Second, the power gap. The divide
between the powerful and the
powerless is widening and some
people feel locked out.
“Slow news sums up a way of
looking at the world – critically
but reflectively, and wherever
we can optimistically. We’re not
going to cover everything – part
of being slow is about making
choices, and taking our time to
make those choices. We couldn’t
and wouldn’t say ‘we’re here to fix
everything’ but it is important to
try to fix on what matters to us,
to explain why we think it matters
and to ask questions that go
beyond ‘what happened’. How did
we get here? What might happen
next? What further reading should
we do? And most importantly –
what do you think?
“Part of being slow is making
sure that as many people as
possible are proactively engaged
in contributing to the answers in
a meaningful way, not just a vox
pop thrown together on a street
corner. You can’t do that in the
normal news cycle.” ■

EXPLORING NEW PLATFORMS AND MEDIA

06
THERE ARE MANY ways for
publishing companies to expand
their offering, from adding
brands through to a move into
new territories. At DIS 2019 the
delegates were also presented
case studies from companies
who had chosen to extend their
brands and move then in new and
sometimes surprising directions.
Tom Rowland, Vice President,
International Licensing and
Business Affairs at Meredith
Corporation explained how a
recent experiment with TV and
over-the-top (OTT) also proved
to be “surprisingly successful” at
People Magazine.
It started as an experiment
with extending their content
onto television and OTT TV, but
when People Magazine started
a free, ad-supported online
video network carrying shortand long-form programming
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covering celebrities, pop culture,
lifestyle and human-interest
stories in collaboration with
Entertainment Weekly in 2016,
they saw immediate engagement.
Rebranded as PeopleTV in
September 2017, they achieved 153
million views in 2018 alone.
Rowland said the driver for the
move was when they looked
at their combined footprint,
including 100 million readers of
People Magazine every week, as
well as social reach. They asked:
How do we reach even more?

trust. “People trust People. We
publish accurate information
about celebrities, not rumours.
With that trust, and the
reputation that comes with it, we
also receive much better access to
celebrities.”
With trust and access came much
better TV content – and between
linear TV and the growing
demand for video on demand,
advertising followed, first in the

“We realised our content will be
good on TV. Celebrity content
lends itself to escapism, which
could be evergreen or breaking
news. We thought that whatever
lies between evergreen and
breaking news would be perfect
for TV.” What worked particularly
well, he said, was “red carpet
coverage”, behind the scenes
content as well as the royal family
and royal fashion.
“We had to ask ourselves, if we
are on TV, what do we offer?”
Rowland said the answer was

Tim Rowland
VP, Licensing and Business Affairs, Meredith Corp

→

→

Vogue Business is Condé Nast’s
first B2B title – and marks the
latest move by the publisher
to establish new sources of
revenue. “Condé Nast identified
a new source of revenue outside
advertising,” said Lauren. “The
company reaches 459 million
people across all its brands, with
Vogue the biggest brand in their
portfolio. So it made sense to use
Vogue as a guinea pig.”

Lauren Indvik
Editor, Vogue Business

“We came up with the name
Vogue Business, because you
know it means fashion and it
means business.”
While sharing the name of the
world’s biggest fashion brand,
Vogue Business is as a wholly
separate entity, with its own
distinctive voice. In the eight
weeks since Vogue Business
launched Lauren acknowledges
that the “learning comes hard and
fast.”
“The Industry was sceptical at
first – it will take time for people
to realise the value of Vogue
Business,” she stated. “We are still
getting feedback, and making
changes. As a result we now have
a data editor, a retail marketing
editor, and a careers product.”

Bella Hurrell
BBC Visual Journalism

form of programmatic advertising
and later also as direct sales, said
Rowland.
One company that extended
its core offering with a slightly
different direction is Vogue. In
January, Condé Nast launched
Vogue Business – an online B2B
title for the fashion industry.
Editor Lauren Indvik told DIS
that Vogue Business started out
as a newsletter, with the aim
of creating a niche audience of
engaged, loyal followers. It is
now also a website, Instagram
account and LinkedIn page.
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her presentation “Telling better
Stories across the open web”.
She spoke in particular about how
media brands can harness content
across Google’s AMP format. She
stressed how the format, which is
Google’s equivalent of platforms
like Instagram Stories, can engage
a very broad audience as it is built
for the open web.
She explained that the
corporation had been
experimenting with explainer
stories for its news channel, but
that it was very resource-heavy
to create them. Google Amp
Stories is a game changer as it
allows people to create similar
stories that work across the web
and in app. As Bella explained
this was supported by innovation
from the BBC’s News Lab who
produced AMP Stories using
a specially built interface.
Bella said that “the format is
never a silver bullet; it is only as
good as the content you put into
it.”

Vogue Business has also
launched a website, and there
are plans for Vogue Business
events. “We realised a newsletter
has its limits as it’s not easily
shareable,” said Lauren. “Also,
if we want to monetise Vogue
Business via subscriptions
we needed a website.”

So the corporation created
content invariably featuring US
politics and in particular Trump,
which had significant appeal to
the younger demographic they
were targeting. The stories worked
reasonably well but Bella said the
team needed to work out what
type of content and stories would
best work with the format. They
discovered that short, concise
stories with an engaging script
were more likely to keep readers
clicking through to the end.

In previous years many DIS
sessions had focused on how
to create content optimised
for social platforms, yet with
the ongoing backlash against
social, publishers have become
enthusiastic about speaking
about the open web. At DIS
2019 Bella Hurrell of the BBC’s
Visual Journalism team entitled

Ironically the BBC’s Google AMP
didn’t get a great deal of traffic
from search, but as Bella noted
they do sometimes feature AMP
Stories in the company’s Discover
feed which can significantly boost
traffic. “The assets were reused on
Instagram which appealed to a
slightly different audience,” Bella
added. ■

INNOVATION THROUGH TECH

07

EVERY DIS has boasted a
significant roll call of companies
who are innovating in publishing
via technology – and DIS 2019
was no different. However, there
are still publishers who, through
lack of resources, inertia or their
geography, have not yet fully

embraced digital technology.
For other media companies
there is a sense that they might
have gaping holes in their
organisations, which urgently
need to be filled to enable them
to keep pace and ultimately move
ahead of their rivals.
As a result, mergers and
acquisitions was a topic that
was energising many of the
delegates. Keeping up with the
demands of digital innovation,
as well as ever changing media
marketplaces, has led to a boom
in M&A. In recent years we have
seen publishers buying businesses
to develop their existing brands
via tech, events or digital services,
or to acquire rivals and strengthen
their positions in a specific market
sector.

Reed Phillips
President, Oaklins International
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At DIS 2019 Reed Phillips,
President of Oaklins International
and founder of Oaklins
DeSilva+Phillips, stressed that

“innovation is one of the most
critical elements in a magazine
exec’s responsibilities”.
Reed outlined what he sees as
the key trends in media M&A.
He said that there was a lot of
consolidation going on, and
defensive action on the part of
the big publishers, for example
Meredith’s purchase of Time Inc.
Reed believes that the challenge
for brands that have acquired
others is to continue to innovate
with the new brands.
A second trend is diversification,
with companies acquiring
specialists in areas like video, TV
and films, licensing and events.
Reed then discussed the latest
trends in valuation of media
properties. “Print properties are
the lowest, with digital media
and events and information and
data the highest. If you diversify
your business, you will get a much

→

Stephanie Caspar
Head of Technology and Data, Axel Springer

→

higher valuation as you transition
into lucrative areas.” He added
that “drivers that enhance value
include: digital subscriptions,
revenue growth, profitability,
viability of future revenues and
history of innovation. Drivers
that reduce value include:
declining demand and revenues,
unpredictable revenues, low
profitability, ad supported media
and limited innovation.”
He concluded by stressing that
it is “important to continue to
innovate if you want to increase
the value of your business. It is
smart to think about valuing your
business and working out how
much it is worth so you can judge
how you are performing.”
Nonetheless, he added a note
of caution: “Just because you
innovate doesn’t mean you will be
successful. Innovation on its own
is not good enough.”
Not every company though looks
outwards to help them on their
transition from print to multiplatform. At DIS 2019 Vince Errico,
Chief Digital Officer at Trusted
Media Brands (formerly known as
The Reader’s Digest Association)
tackled the issue of how you take
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Vince Errico
Chief Digital Officer, Trusted Media Brands

a world renowned print brand
and transform it into a multiplatform media company. The
key, as Vince has discovered in his
stint at the organisation, is largely
down to excellence in product
development.
Vince explained that most media
companies don’t have formal
product development orientation
systems, but there are matrices
that Trusted Media Brands use to
determine whether products are
viable or not. The company’s key
question was: “how do you take
the large audience coming to the
company’s websites and then
develop things to sell to them?”
Vince stressed that a flexible,
customer-centric approach was
what has worked best for Trusted
Media Brands and encouraged
companies to “design the product
or services with a specific human
in mind, rather than a generic
customer”.
He added that MVP (minimum
viable product) can work really
well in the media – starting with
something like a landing page –
and that it is a good way to get a
quick reaction to an idea.

Vince also stressed the
importance of ongoing
discussions between the product
development team and the
engineering team, as well as the
centrality of growth hacking,
with companies reacting quickly
to incoming data. He went on to
acknowledge that it is not easy
to introduce this type of system
as they entail a degree of cultural
change within a company.
He then ran through a series
of innovations that his brands
have delivered. For the brand
Family Handyman, the company
was able to digitise detailed
construction plans that had been
included in the print magazine
and then charge for them.
Another example was a SIP
(Session Initiation Protocol) for
Reader’s Digest, which curated
the most popular online health
content. It became one of the
company’s best-selling one-off
magazines ever.
Innovation through technology
was also at the heart of the
keynote given by Stephanie
Caspar, Head of Technology and
Data at Axel Springer, Germany.
Stephanie explained that she

→

→

has witnessed astounding
growth within the digital space
at Axel Springer, despite the
many challenges experienced by
publishers worldwide.
According to Stephanie, many of
the successes came about because
the company spent a lot of
energy on determining what they
were up against. This included
understanding and developing the
underlying technology needed
for growth, placing the customer
at the centre of innovation and
sticking to business models that
actually work.
Stephanie said tech development
is so rapid, that most companies
battle to keep up. “Something
new turns up on the horizon
all the time and we question
ourselves if we are still on the
right track. It is expensive to stay
on top of the technology and to
have the right people that can
stand up to these challenges.”
There is also the continued need
for strong leadership to drive
reinvention. Good leaders within a
culture that can embrace change
should promote better purpose,
align incentives to specific goals,
promote agility through cross
functional teams, encourage
participation and take active steps
to communicate constantly.
Stephanie said those companies
that have managed to build
strong brands through their in-box
action, now have the opportunity
to diversify revenue, from paid
content to e-commerce and
events. Developing a diversified
income stream business model
comes with various challenges but
as far as embracing paid content is
concerned: “we are finally getting
there,” she said.
Many of the new breed of tools
that are available to publishers
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are built around data. Not
just collecting it, but helping
companies understand it and then
act upon its findings. The need for
publishers to engage with and use
legacy data to build membership
and other reader revenue streams
was emphasised by Rob Ristagno,
Founder and CEO of the Sterling
Woods Group.
He began his presentation by
arguing that publishers need to
make sense of data. He warned
that many publishers are confused
by data simply because there is a
proliferation of, and derivatives of,
data out there.

“

“JUST BECAUSE YOU
INNOVATE DOESN’T
MEAN YOU WILL
BE SUCCESSFUL.
INNOVATION ON
ITS OWN IS NOT
GOOD ENOUGH.”

“Many companies,” he said, “are
spending lots of time trying
to make sense of data, trying
to integrate data and building
dashboards to try and understand
the data. What happens is that
they end up knee-deep in data
but not on top of the data. What
companies need is the holy grail
of data – a system that will tell us
what products to launch, which
audiences to engage and how to
best optimise sales and marketing
initiatives.”
“If we are confused by data, we
fall into one of two traps. You
can simply roll the dice and guess
what you think is going to happen
or you look around and copy the
strategy of your competitors.”

Vince Errico
Chief Digital Officer, Trusted Media Brands

A better strategy, however, is
to find a simple insight that’s
validated by data that no-one
else is paying attention to. That
strategy, said Rob, he calls “spin”.
Spin can only be derived from
asking valid questions and then
using data to find insight. This will
result in the opportunity to not
merely react blindly to change
within your business but to react
to it positively.
He referenced several examples
of publishers he’s been consulting
with who thought they had an
accurate picture of who their
audiences were – but when they
looked at the new data in depth,
they realised they were missing a
lot of personal information. “To
engage an audience, you first
need to know who they are,” he
stressed.
On top of this, you need to
know who your best and most
engaged users are. “Only the data
can tell you this,” Rob said. The
most important aspect of using
data, however, is to ask the right
questions, find a simple way to
analyse the data and adapt the
way you do business to stay ahead
of change within the industry. ■

PERSONALISATION

08

ANOTHER TOPIC that
concentrated the minds of
delegates was personalisation.
Whereas in previous years much
of the discussion has been of
a theoretical nature, this year
delegates had some case studies
to mull over. What seems to
be emerging is a cautious
approach to personalisation with
companies harnessing technology
to offer it on a limited scale,
then analysing the results.
Much of the enthusiasm for
personalisation is down to
recommendation systems that
have become a staple of some
of the most successful media
tech companies like Netflix and
Spotify. There are of course
many reasons to personalise
content, including increased page
views, but the key one is largely
because of its impact on reader
engagement. The companies
that have experimented with
tailoring content to individuals
seem to be agreeing that readers
spending longer on their pages
and responding with comments
and likes is its key benefit.
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In his presentation Robin
Govik, Chief Digital Officer at
Swedish publisher Mittmedia,
which operates several local
newspapers across the country,
argued that his company’s use
of Artificial Intelligence was
as much about relevancy as it
is about personalisation. The
systems harness an algorithm
to present content of rewards
based on users’ previous habits.
However, as Robin stresses, like
many publishers he believes that
serendipity in discovery content
is also still very important – as is
editorial decision-making.
“The goal is to enhance relevancy,
and relevancy is deeply personal.
Personalisation is just a tool. And
a very effective tool. If you are
interested in ice hockey you will
now see more ice hockey content.
But you won’t only see ice hockey
news, because that’s not what you
want. Personalisation for us is to
enhance the selection, not build
an entirely personalised feed.
The editorial input is still very
important.”

“We have clustered our users into
groups depending on areas of
interest –from geographical and
topical perspectives,” continued
Robin. “An interesting fact here is
that we don’t use administrative
boundaries like counties or towns.
Instead, we used machine learning
to look at real user behaviour
and found new geographical
clusters that we use for our
personalisation.”
“From a user perspective, you
always want your local newspaper
to feel close to you. But when
we ask users if they want a
personalised experience they
say ‘no’. At the same time, they
still want to see the news that’s
relevant to them. What I believe
we have to do here is to listen to
the users, but not always do as
they say.”
Robin reported that results since
personalisation was launched in
October last year are impressive.
They have seen a 50 per cent
increase in click-through-rate from
the start pages and loyalty among
users is increasing.

→

→

Another presenter who explored
the dynamic between old school
editorial decision making and
the role of machine learning in
personalising content was Nick
Rockwell, Chief Technology
Officer of The New York Times.
Nick explained how “digital
transformation” is working at
the NYT, with the company now
attracting 3.4 million digital
subscribers, and that it was on
course to hit its target of $800
million in digital revenue by 2020.
Nick added that company CEO
Mark Thompson had set a new
goal of 10 million subscribers.
Apparently, the paywall was
initially an experiment at the
NYT, but has clearly been very
successful. He then rhetorically
asked if the NYT could become an
internet-scaled business the size
of Spotify or Netflix.
Nick also ran through how both
platforms have innovated in
personalisation and what the
business outcomes of their
systems have been. He suggested
30 per cent of Spotify plays come
from recommendations, while
Netflix views are 80 per cent
recommendations. In other words,
personalisation is a huge element
of their stratospheric growth.
Nick then began to explain
the NYT’s approach to
personalisation, saying that “they
had taken a cautious approach
inserting articles mainly below
the fold. Curation is the core
purpose of the homepage,”
added Nick. “It has a hierarchy
which is a difficult environment
for recommendation. There are
other reasons why we have been
a little reluctant to embrace

17 | DIS 2019 Special Report

personalisation, including our
own perfectionism, concern over
creating a filter bubble and a lack
of clarity as to why the company
would do it.”
“Readers have mixed feelings
about personalisation in news,”
Nick argued. “They want two
different things – the world
rendered with judgement and
authority, but also a review that
reflects their interests. It sounds
simple, but is tricky to get the
balance right.”
“Our goal is to drive engagement
in readers especially in the
mid funnel. We want to build
habits; we want each session to
be satisfying – and we need to
reward reader curiosity.”
The NYT has launched a beta
version of a personalisation
product that is incorporated into
the iOS version of the company’s
app. It now includes a second tab
that uses machine learning to
personalise content. The company
also has a weekly personalised
newsletter.

Nick Rockwell
Chief Technology Officer, The New York Times.

a deeper dive on recommendation
systems – how they work and why
they are difficult to do well. He
explained that machine learning
is very specific, and that results
have to be very good before they
become acceptable – adding
that it took Spotify and Netflix
years before they had successful
recommendation strategies.

Nick then took the delegates into

“Ultimately we need to know from
our readers – when do you want
familiarity and when do you want
discovery?” He also explained
that as the NYT publishes up to
250 articles a day, not all can be
recommended.

WE NEED TO KNOW
FROM OUR READERS
– WHEN DO YOU
WANT FAMILIARITY
AND WHEN DO YOU
WANT DISCOVERY?

Finally, Nick underlined that
recommendation means “we only
serve one master – the reader.
Whether recommendations are
successful depends on whether
they help the NYT with its core
mission. Can it move readers
towards subscriptions? Can it
reward curiosity? But most of all
can it make the world better in a
small way?” ■

“Together, these products show
the basics of how the NYT 3.0 is
going to develop,” added Nick.

“

FAKE NEWS

09
“WE ARE IN A FIGHT for
mindshare, a fight for influence.”
No matter what the discussion
was at DIS, the spectre of fake
news loomed large. The above
quote, made by Dr. Yaser Bishr,
Executive Director Digital,
Al Jazeera Media permeated
many presentations and indeed
discussion away from the main
stages. News organisations really
are in the midst of information
warfare – a battle between fake
news and the truth.
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Yasher added political scientists
are starting to believe that we
have already entered a post-truth
era in which public opinion is
being shaped by appealing to
peoples’ emotions rather than
facts. To prove this, he referenced
the top 20 trending stories on
Facebook that the public engaged
with during the US presidential
election. They were all fake news.
In the midst of this and despite
news organisations working their
socks off to tell the truth, it is
simply did not impact people, he
said.
To combat this a radical rethink,
or “re-tooling” of newsrooms,
is necessary, said Yasher. At the
moment the best tools out there
are those already being used
effectively by fake news pedlars.
Serious news organisations now
need to learn how to use them
as well as those employing these
methods to spread fake news.

Dr. Yaser Bishr
Executive Director Digital, Al Jazeera Media

Some of these techniques, Yasher
suggested, could be to build bot
networks for news organisations
to spread the truth in the same
way fake news is being spread
at the moment on Twitter.
Another would be to master the
algorithms being used by those

→

→

spreading fake news to feed
people fake news based on their
online behaviour. “We need to
find mechanisms in the newsroom
to understand this and counter it”.

cheap and easy and has a few
consequences.” She namechecked Donald Trump, who The
Washington Post argues has made
more than 9,000 false claims.

Other tools being used by
fake news pedlars are micro
targeting, a process where the
trust in certain individuals or
groups is exploited, as well as
confirmation bias, when people
are fed fake news in line with
their existing beliefs. “We need
to play similar roles. Instead of
passively publishing news, we
should equip ourselves with these
tools as strategies to fight the
information war… Amid the digital
rush we failed our audience. We
left vulnerable citizens behind,”
concluded Yasher.

As Helje explained, one of the
consequences of this is that
people don’t trust the media
anymore. So in Norway in 2016, a
team of journalists decided to do
something about it. They worked
in secret in Oslo on a collaborative
fact checking project, initiated by
the largest media companies, who
ironically were competitors. Six
months later in 2017, the project,
now named Faktisk, was launched
and in three months it became
one of Norway’s most popular
websites.

In addition to harnessing
technology and fighting back,
publishers also need to come
together. Helje Solberg, Chair at
Faktisk, spoke at DIS 2019 about
how the six largest media in
companies in Norway created a
website that challenges fake news.
She began her presentation by
saying we live in an evolving
world. “Change is never going
to be as slow as it is today,” she
decreed. “Issues such as climate
change, immigration, technology,
global economics and populism
mean that the world is going
through a significant upheaval.”
“The internet changed the rules
in that information has became
more accessible – a good thing.
But at the same time we have
new platforms, so propaganda
emerged,” she said. “Lying is
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So far, the Faktisk website has
published 336 articles on fact
checks. It uses a sliding scale of
red (false) to green (clean) to
deem the authenticity of facts/
stories and 40 per cent of stories
that have been fact checked so
far have been deemed completely
false. The website also gives a
summary for users who only want
the hard facts.

“

WE NEED TO BUILD
TRUST. TRUST GIVES
CREDIBILITY TO
THE MEDIA AND IF
USED SMARTLY CAN
HELP GENERATE A
LARGER AUDIENCE.

Helje Solberg
Chair at Faktisk

Helje then explained why
the large Norwegian media
companies chose to work
together on the project. She
argued that “journalism is under
threat, and we need people and
institutions to be accountable for
their statements, responsibilities
and actions. We need to build
trust. Trust gives credibility to the
media and if used smartly can
help generate a larger audience.
Helje has not however ruled out
the possibility of using technology
in the battle for “truth.” She also
see significant opportunities in
AI-driven automation which she
believes will “make automated
fact checking possible, speed up
the process and gets more fact
checking done”.
“Journalism is changing and
not dying, there are dark clouds
but we need to move them on,”
exhorted Helje. ■

REBUILDING TRUST

10
COMBATING FAKE NEWS is only
a part of the issue that publishers
face in maintaining relationships
with readers. There is also a job
to be done to ensure that readers
trust that the advertising they see
is not just relevant to them but
potentially useful too.
In his presentation Andy Brown,
Chairman and CEO at data,
insights and consulting company
Kantar Media, UK, emphasised
that the company’s research
continues to point to the fact that
trust in media needs to be rebuilt,
especially in advertising.
He said only one third of people
trust advertising. “This is a huge
issue for our industry. We have
to rebuild trust.” A good starting
point is that the news that runs
alongside advertising can be
tailored to the needs and interests
of the public. Research shows that
40 per cent of newspaper and
magazine subscriptions are driven
by this need and not to avoid
advertising.
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“Ad avoidance is not the main
driver for subscriptions. Ad-free is
important but not as important as
access to trustworthy content.”
In his fireside chat Jason Kint, CEO
of Digital Content Next, looked
at fake news and its impact on
the 80 or so key publishers in his
organisation. He also mapped out
how he thinks social platforms
should be responding.
Jason stressed that we do not
live in a post-truth era. “The
role of a content producer is
to stay true to their brand and
mission no matter whether they
are left or right. People expect
your brand to deliver on your
heritage. We need to get rid
of the notion that we are in a
post-truth world. There is truth,
and there is one set of facts and
opinions around it – but nothing
has changed around truth.”
Jason outlined how the tech/
social platforms could be involved
in the battle against untruth.
“They have the best engineering
minds on the planet and lots
of resources and can take on
moonshots. However they need to
be forced to put resources to deal
with some of the issues even it
has a negative economic effect on

Andy Brown
Chairman and CEO, Kantar Media

their core business.”
Some of the battles against fake
news though comes back to
brand values. “We have allowed
Google to dismiss the value of a
brand,” Jason argued. “A brand is
a proxy for trust with the users.
Companies have been created
around their brands and what it
means to their audiences. It went
away in search and it needs to
come back as it is impossible to
deliver brand value at individual
article levels. You pick your brand
and you need the association with
the brand – and it matters. ■
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