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  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report was commissioned by Facebook in February 
2018. The opinions contained in this report represent the 
independent views of the authors.

This report identifies the growing uptake in recent years 
of internet-distributed news which has given rise to 
movement away from a concentrated oligopoly of news 
providers in Australia.  This is a strongly consumer-led 
development, with consumers increasingly attracted to 
the capacity to share, comment on and recirculate news 
through digital platforms. 

This report focuses on the: 

• benefits of internet distribution of news for 
consumers; 

• benefits of internet distribution of news for 
advertisers; 

• benefits of digital platforms for journalists and 
news publishers; and

• increasing level of competition in the provision 
of news that has occurred in the past few years, 
and the steps taken by the news industry to 
remain competitive in the digital age.

The structural shift to digital platforms as a means of dis-
tributing, discovering and sharing news is a global phe-
nomenon. It continues to create significant benefits for 
consumers, advertisers and publishers in Australia. This 
has, in turn, contributed to the movement away from a 
concentrated oligopoly of news providers in Australia to a 
market in which there is increasing competition. The 
advent of digital platforms has contributed to this devel-
opment and this contributes, in a more general sense, to 
some of the following industry dynamics.

CONSIDERABLE BENEFITS TO CONSUMERS FROM 
INTERNET DISTRIBUTION OF NEWS 
The rise of digital platforms as a means of sourcing 
news has provided significant value to consumers.
News consumers now have ready access to an almost 
infinite range of choices of news content and can access 
news across multiple sources. Consumers also have a 
significant degree of flexibility in customising the ways 

that they consume available content. 

Internet users have access to more information in 
convenient formats and often for free, across a range of 
increasingly sophisticated personal and mobile devices, 
and in ways that enable new forms of participation. 
Those consumers most engaged with news have been 
embracing these new opportunities to get, share, and 
comment on news, and engage communities of interest 
in discussion of the content.  

These developments mean that internet users have 
access to more and more information from more and 
more publishers, increasing the opportunities most 
people have to use diverse sources and encounter 
different perspectives on topics of interest. 

This is discussed in more detail in Part A of this report.

DIGITAL PLATFORMS HAVE INCREASED 
COMPETITION IN THE PROVISION OF NEWS 
The ease of access to sources and news content has 
generated a perceived increase in demand for news 
worldwide. As a result, news providers – both print-and-
digital and digital-only - have embraced this trend and 
sought to develop business models that allow them to 
compete in the digital age. 

All news media organisations have been engaged in 
innovation in their business models.  The most successful 
news outlets in Australia have adapted to the digital news 
environment by diversifying revenue models, transforming 
journalistic storytelling, and better understanding their 
audiences. Successful organisations have adopted 
innovative business models, including by working with 
digital platforms such as Facebook, as well as alternative 
funding sources such as advertising, hosting events, 
philanthropy, memberships, spin-off products and crowd-
sourced journalism. This trend, and the need for new 
providers to re-calibrate their business models in order 
to adapt to the changing news environment, started long 
before the rise of digital platforms. However, the increase
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in internet distribution of news and digital platforms 
has created new opportunities for publishers and other 
content providers.

Internet distribution has provided new opportunities for 
domestic and international players to compete with the 
long-established oligopoly in Australian news media 
markets, and to compete alongside more traditional 
formats (e.g. print, television and radio). 

Recent entrants in the Australian news market have 
included international titles such as The Guardian 
(commenced in 2013), Daily Mail (2014), Buzzfeed (2014) 
and The New York Times (2017), as well as local digital-
only players such as Junkee (2012), Crikey (2000), The New 
Daily (2013), The Conversation (2011), The Saturday Paper 
(2014), HuffPost Australia (2015) and Mashable (2005). 

This is discussed in more detail in Part B of this report.

BENEFITS TO ADVERTISERS FROM INTERNET 
DISTRIBUTION OF NEWS 
Advertisers have also benefitted from the consumer-led 
movement to digital platforms, as it provides them with a 
much wider array of media content providers, and a much 
more detailed understanding of target demographics 
through data generated from online transactions. This is, 
in turn, beneficial for consumers, as they are more likely 
to see advertisements.

In addition, digital platforms offer a variety of online 
advertising solutions to suit advertisers’ needs. Traditional 
digital advertising is being complemented by new forms, 
including: native advertising, customised online content, 
and e-commerce options on the news provider’s site.

This is discussed in more detail in Part C of this report.

BENEFITS TO PUBLISHERS FROM INTERNET 
DISTRIBUTION OF NEWS
The internet distribution of news has raised some 
challenges for traditional business models.  However, 
it has also created significant benefits for publishers 
and journalists. The consumer-led movement to digital 
platforms has enabled them to reach larger and more 
diverse audiences at a fraction of the cost of traditional 
formats. 

Digital platforms also offer new opportunities for the 
monetisation of news content through social media 
referrals through a range of different business models 
(including subscriptions, “hard” or “soft” paywalls and 
other supplier relationships), the sale of advertising and 
other means. They also allow news content creators, 
journalists and editors to deepen their relationship with 
audiences, offering further opportunities to monetise 
content.

Both traditional and new digital-only publishers have  
benefitted from internet distribution of news through  
digital platforms. It has allowed some traditional  
publishers to pursue a digital-only strategy  
(e.g. The Independent in the UK), whilst allowing all  
publishers to structure their content to maximise  
benefits from the combination of their print offerings, 
digital content on their ‘owned and operated’ websites, and  
content promoted through non-owned digital platforms. 

This is discussed in more detail in Part D of this report.
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DIGITAL PLATFORMS HAVE INCREASED THE 
PROVISION OF QUALITY NEWS
Internet-distribution of news has also created an 
environment in which traditional news businesses have 
been able to increase their audiences, with digital strat-
egies that have both used social media platforms and 
boosted subscriptions – through both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 
paywalls – to trusted news brands.
 
The increased competition between news provid-
ers means that there are now more quality Aus-
tralian online news sites than ever before. These 
include public service media such as the Australian  
Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) and the Special  
Broadcasting Service (SBS) (which has partnered with 
Vice around the Viceland TV channel), and sites such as 
The Conversation, Guardian Australia, Crikey, The New Daily 
and The Saturday Paper. 

DIGITAL PLATFORMS HAVE PROMOTED 
INNOVATION IN NEWS TO THE BENEFIT OF 
UNDERSERVED COMMUNITIES
There is significant evidence in the provision of innova-
tion in Australian digital news markets. First, international 
news outlets such as The Guardian, Daily Mail and The New 
York Times have significantly added to the mix of Austral-
ian news content available to local audiences. Second, a 
number of news providers have  innovated in catering to 
underserved sections of the community, including Indig-
enous Australians, young people, women and the LGBTIQ  
community. These news providers include ‘born digital’ 
(and primarily digital) brands such as BuzzFeed, Junkee 
and Vice, as well as Guardian Australia. 
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  PART A

THE CHANGING NATURE OF NEWS PROVISION
News is vitally important to how societies, political  
systems and economies operate, and a democratic socie-
ty and public sphere requires free and independent media. 

The media is referred to as a ‘Fourth Estate’ due to 
its importance in scrutinising and holding to public  
account those who have power in other public institutions,  
including government, business, the judiciary and, indeed, 
the media. The 1947 United States Commission on the 
Freedom of the Press (Hutchins Commission) cited five 
core social responsibilities in the provision of news:

1. A truthful, comprehensive, and intelligent  
account of the day’s events in a context which 
gives them meaning;

2. A forum for the exchange of comment and  
criticism;

3. The projection of a representative picture of the 
constituent groups in the society;

4. The presentation and clarification of the goals 
and values of the society; and

5. Full access to the day’s intelligence (cited in 
Senate Select Committee on the Future of Public 
Interest Journalism, 2018, p. 3).

Society has typically looked to journalists as profession-
als trained in the creation and production of news to  
provide the information necessary to support these  
social and democratic citizenship goals. For more than a  
century, we looked to large news organisations to  
organise and distribute news content as a single content 
bundle. This has come to be known as the mass media 
or mass communication model, based on what McQuail 
(2005, p. 17) termed ‘society-wide communication’. 

In the 21st century, we have seen a diversification 
of sources of news with the rise of digital platforms.  
Publishers continue to distribute their content through a 
range of mediums, including print, radio and television.  
However, with the rise of internet distribution of news, pub-
lishers also increasingly distribute and readers engage 
with all forms of news content through digital platforms,  
including Facebook, Google, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, 
Apple News and others.  News sharing has also become 
an increasingly important social practice, and consumers  
increasingly access online news through digital  
platforms1.  

THE GROWING AUDIENCE FOR INTERNET-
DISTRIBUTED NEWS
The rise in news access through digital platforms 
has been one of the major developments in news  
consumption in the 2010s. This includes accessing news 
online from the publishers’ own digital platforms, as well 
as news accessed through social media platforms.  

The News & Media Research Centre at the Univer-
sity of Canberra found that in 2017, almost half of 
Australians (43.8 per cent) were identifying digital 
platforms as their main way of accessing news (Wat-
kins et. al., 2017, p. 7).  This included the websites 
of print, radio and TV providers as well as social  
media and news aggregators. Almost half of those sur-
veyed (45.9 per cent) had accessed news from a social  
media platform over the course of a week, a lower number 
than those accessing news from television news bulletins 
(50.1 per cent). 

1	 In this report, we follow the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 
(ACCC) in defining digital platforms as including ‘digital search engines, social media platforms 
and other digital content aggregation platforms’ (ACCC, 2018, p. 5).

Source: Watkins et. al., 2017, p. 7.

FIGURE 1: MAIN NEWS CHANNELS FOR AUSTRALIANS, 2017 (%)

THE RISE OF INTERNET DISTRIBUTION OF NEWS 
AND ITS BENEFITS TO CONSUMERS
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The News & Media Research Centre study identified a 
significant age-based correlation in the use of digital 
platforms. While online news platforms are accessed in 
a broadly even manner across age demographics, it was 
found that 38.4 per cent of Australians surveyed aged 18-
24 identified social media as their main way of accessing 
news. However, just 4.6 per cent of those aged 65+ 
considered social media to be the main way of accessing 
news. 

For television, the picture is a little more nuanced, with 
49.6 per cent of those aged over 65 identifying television 
as their main source of news.  Even in the lower age 
brackets (18-24 and 25-34), over a quarter of people 
surveyed identified television as their main source of 
news which continues to emphasise the importance of 
this medium in relation to news consumption.

CONSUMER BENEFITS FROM INTERNET-
DISTRIBUTED NEWS
The digital era has seen a significant value shift to  
consumers of news, marking the continuation of trends 
towards access to a wider range of news sources. This 
trend began with access to cable and satellite news 
channels in the 1980s and 1990s, and includes the 
growth of online news and digital distribution platforms. 
These benefits have been most marked for those who  
access news from multiple sources at several times 
in any given day. For this group, digital platforms  
provide new opportunities to engage with the news by  
commenting on stories, sharing them, discussing them 
with others, and even publishing their own material  
online. News content providers have in turn been highly  
responsive to this market segment. 

Internet-distributed news has brought new digital-on-
ly players, both domestic and international, into the  
Australian news market, making it more competitive. 
Historically, the Australian news media has been amongst 
the most concentrated in the world. In a 28-country study, 
Noam (2016) identified the Australian newspaper indus-
try as having the second highest level of ownership con-
centration after China, and the lowest number of net news  

voices (i.e. number of news providers with >1 per cent of  
audience share, excluding subsidiaries of the same  
company) of the countries surveyed, excluding China  
(Noam, 2016, pp. 1252, 1256). Papandrea and Tiffen 
(2016) observed that four companies dominated both  
traditional and new media (News Corporation, Fairfax, 
Nine Entertainment Group and Seven Network) and that 
there has been an increase in cross-media ownership by 
these conglomerates. 

Traditional news media mastheads continue to  
have considerable competitive advantages in a  
changing news media marketplace. They have trained and  
experienced journalists and media experts, who bring tacit  
knowledge, contacts and industry-developed skills to 
news content production. They have established brands 
and a degree of trust and reciprocity with their audienc-
es. In an age of information abundance, their reputations  
enable them to be viewed as reliable sources that have 
the resources and capabilities to deliver news content 
across multiple platforms in order to maximise value 
from a convergent media environment.
 
Bright (2016) has observed that ‘the significance of  
story importance cues for driving sharing mean that news  
editors have considerable power to shape the news 
agenda on social media’ (Bright, 2016, p. 344). Similarly, 
Mukerjee et. al. (2018) found that while there are a more 
diverse range of online news sources being accessed 
by consumers, there is nonetheless a minority of well  
established news sources at the core of the interper-
sonal online news networks generated by users through  
commenting and sharing practices. 

The internet distribution of news has significantly in-
creased the number of choices available to consumers.

FIGURE 2: MAIN NEWS CHANNELS BY AGE (%) IN AUSTRALIA

Source: Watkins et. al., 2017, p. 7.
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NEWS VALUE SHIFTING TO AUDIENCES 
Any study of the impact of digital platforms on the supply 
of news and journalistic content cannot therefore simply 
focus on how changes in news production, distribution and  
consumption arising from those digital platforms impact 
upon publishers and journalists. It needs to consider the 
relationship between digital platforms and media content 
creators, consumers and advertisers, as well as to society 
more generally. 

The media economist Robert Picard (2010) has argued 
that any analysis of changes in news need to start from 
the perspective of value. He notes that the value of news 
is never simply what people are prepared to pay for it, as it 
clearly has both individual and social value. He also points 
out that, historically, while news organisations have been 
in the business of providing news to consumers, this has 
not been for the most part their core business, which has  
instead been to provide audiences to advertisers:

For more than a hundred years the business of 
news organizations has not been content and 
its consumers but rather audiences delivered 
to advertisers. From the business perspective, 
contemporary concerns about the industry are 
not fundamentally focused on content changes or 
changes in its consumption, but rather on the effects 
of those consumption changes on the business 
model of delivering audiences to advertisers.  
(Picard, 2010, p. 11)

For the most part, consumers have not primarily  
funded the production and distribution of news. While  
consumers pay for news provided by some commercial 
media organisations, news content creators have been  
primarily financed through advertising revenues  
(including classified advertising), with public service  
media being directly funded by governments, either  
exclusively (as with the Australian Broadcasting  
Corporation) or primarily (as with the Special  
Broadcasting Service). 

Picard identifies five key stakeholders in news: 

1. Publishers, and those who invest in commercial 
news businesses;

2. Consumers, who require timely and accurate 
information, as well as access to a diversity of 
views on topical issues;

3. Advertisers, who seek to reach those con-
sumers most likely to purchase or consume their 
product or service;

4. Journalists and other media workers, who seek 
opportunities for paid employment;

5. Society, which benefits from a well-informed 
citizenry, a functioning polity and a cohesive 
society. The social value of news is particularly 
important when it goes beyond simply providing 
information to enabling greater engagement, 

participation and understanding in social affairs. 

The digital era has seen a significant value shift to  
audiences and advertisers. News consumers now have 
access to an almost infinite range of choices of news 
content on the internet. They can customise the content 
that is made available to them online, and interact with 
news producers and other consumers through real-time 
online comments pages. Moreover, they can share news 
content on digital platforms, indicate what content 
they most like, and engage communities of interest in  
discussion of the content. 

MULTI-HOMING OF NEWS SOURCES
It should be noted that the primary source of news is 
not the only means by which this news is accessed. We 
would expect, for instance, that users primarily accessing 
news from social media platforms would often do so by  
‘clicking through’ to content on the publisher’s site, as well 
as accessing news through print, radio and television. 

The University of Canberra study cited above finds that 
while 45.9 per cent of news consumers access news from 
social media sites, only 16.2 per cent of those surveyed 
identify such sites as their primary means of accessing 
news. Consideration of competition in news media mar-
kets therefore needs to recognise that consumers move 
between traditional news media sources, the online sites 
of traditional news media, and digital platforms.  

Mukerjee et. al. (2018) empirically tested the proposition 
that a greater number of online news sources leads to 
audience fragmentation and ‘filter bubbles’, where users 
increasingly self-select news that reinforces their own 
values and ideas. Drawing on extensive evidence from the 
U.S. and the U.K., they found research against the ‘filter 
bubble’ hypothesis, arguing that ‘audiences searching for 
news online are not fragmented in a way consistent with 
the hypothesis of self-selection or selective exposure’, 
and that ‘large segments of the online population obtain 
their news from a diverse range of media’ (Mukerjee et. al., 
2018, pp. 42, 43). 
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  PART B

Advertisers not only have access to a much wider array 
of media content providers, but also have a much more 
fine-grained understanding of target demographics 
through data generated from online transactions. A more 
competitive news environment has also seen greater 
tailoring of news content to niche audiences and market 
segments, as well as partnerships with digital news 
platforms in the development of ‘native advertising’, or 
editorial content that sits within the publisher’s masthead, 
rather than being stand-alone or incidental. 

Changes in the channels that advertisers choose to use 
corresponds to the changes in Australian consumers’ 
consumption patterns in these channels. 

News publishers have reported growing revenue from 
digital and programmatic advertising. The latest figures 
showed that the Australian news media sector reported 
an annual revenue of $2.07 billion, with digital growing by 
8.5 per cent (Bennett, 2017).

Display and search advertising on mobile devices is 
growing at twice the rate of total internet advertising.  In 
2016, it represented 32 per cent (A$2.283 billion) of total 
internet advertising spend. It is predicted to increase to 
70 per cent (A$6.974 billion) in 2021.

Emergent digital-only news platforms have been 
particularly attuned to the relationship between different 
target audiences online and the capacity to better target 
news content to maximise advertiser opportunities. 
For example, the Huffington Post – which is accessed 
by consumers globally – offers 45 content segments 
on its home page, that include content tailored to 
particular interests (parenting, travel, relationships) 
and communities (Queer Voices, Black Voices, Latino 
Voices) as well as sponsored content segments (Sleep & 
Wellness, Outspeak, The Power of Humanity). 

FIGURE 3: MULTIPLE ENTRY POINTS TO HUFFPOST WEB SITE

BENEFITS OF INTERNET DISTRIBUTION OF 
NEWS TO ADVERTISERS



DIGITAL PLATFORMS AND AUSTRALIAN NEWS MEDIA: REPORT  /   11     

  PART C

The Internet distribution of news through digital plat-
forms has offered several benefits for both traditional and 
newer, born-digital news publishers. Distribution through 
social sharing as well as through news publishers’ own 
web sites has greatly expanded audience reach. 

Digital platforms enable publishers and journalists to reach 
larger audiences at a fraction of the cost of traditional for-
mats, and also diversify the reach of news, with social me-
dia being a preferred method for younger audiences (Wat-
kins et. al., 2017, p. 7). For newer, digital-only news sites,  
digital platforms can be like ‘newsagents’, as Simon 
Crerar, the editor of Buzzfeed, has observed (Senate  
Select Committee, 2017, p. 48). Digital platforms also 
offer new opportunities for the monetisation of news  
content through advertising. Sites such as Huff Post  
Australia and Junkee estimated in 2017 that 40-60 per 
cent of their audience comes from social media referrals 
(Carson & Muller, 2017, p. 21). 

Traditional news publishers have also benefited from  
digital platforms. The Guardian Media Group has  
observed that ‘social media platforms have a  
powerful role in amplifying the news that is published by  
established news organisations, while established news 
media play an important role in amplifying the message 
of purely online news outlets’ (Guardian Media Group, 
2017). They argued that established news organisations 
continue to be more trusted by audiences, so that while 
they can generate content that is ‘viral’ and circulates 
most rapidly on social media, this is complemented by 
long-form content and opinion journalism on their own 
web site. 

The Independent in the UK moved to being a digital-only 
news business in 2016, abandoning the print version of 
its newspaper. In their evidence to the Competition and 
Markets Authority, they observed that this had been 
the key to their corporate survival, enabling them to 
reinvest in basing correspondents in Moscow and the 
Middle East. The Independent described its approach to  
digital strategy as being three-fold: traffic to its own site;  
traffic through Facebook; and its premium subscriber-only  
content. In evidence to the Competition and Markets  
Authority in November 2017, Zack Leonard, Managing 
Director, Digital at The Independent observed that:

We also think of our business as not just the 

destination website or, in other jargon, the ‘owned 
and operated properties’ but also our distribution of 
content through social media and...our own paid-for 
premium subscription-based application. Each of 
those has a slightly different collection of content 
each day. In simple terms, there may be stories that 
are simply distributed through social media channels, 
onto our Facebook page, for example. Those go out in 
two forms to Facebook; either as traditional posts, as 
you might know them, and also as Facebook Instant 
Articles  which are, in their app, treated differently 
…  In the case of the former, the posts, that will link 
people back to our owned and operated website 
where we monetise them through advertising. Then 
in Facebook Instant Articles we actually monetise 
within the application itself by advertising that is sold 
by Facebook on our behalf and we gain a revenue 
share from them. That has been quite a successful 
area for us … We practise a very ecumenical approach 
there and distribute quite confidently and actively with 
Facebook (Competition and Markets Authority, 2017).

BENEFITS OF DIGITAL PLATFORMS FOR 
JOURNALISTS
Digital platforms also provide an important way in which 
journalists can reach their audiences. Use of digital  
platforms to distribute news content can strengthen the 
connection between journalists and their audiences, broad-
en the reach of news stories and increase audience engage-
ment. Social media platforms in particular have offered 
unique functionalities and features which have redefined 
user involvement in news. Krumsvik (2018) has identified 
four ways in which publishers and journalists and news  
organisations can interact with their audiences to derive 
mutual benefit from internet distribution of news:

1. Audiences can participate in the production of 
news content;

2. Journalists and their audiences can share news 
stories, and users can interact with other users;

3. Online discussions can be directed to social 
networks and be separated from editorial  
content to in order to more effectively manage 
participation; and 

4. User interactions can be gathered to better 
enable the more effective targeting of news  
content.  

BENEFITS OF INTERNET DISTRIBUTION OF 
NEWS TO PUBLISHERS

Facebook Instant Articles is an example of an innovation introduced by a digital platform that has benefited both readers and publishers.  
Instant Articles allow publishers to post the full text of an article on Facebook, resulting in faster load time and a better reading experience for 
people.  Traffic from Instant Articles counts as traffic to the publisher’s website.  Publishers can monetise their content through advertising in 
Instant Articles.  If publishers sell the ads themselves, they keep 100% of the revenue.  If Facebook sells the ads, publishers keep a majority.
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Simon Crerar, Editor-in-chief of Buzzfeed, has noted 
that its journalists have used Twitter to ‘road test’ story  
ideas: if a story idea got 100 re-tweets, it was taken as a 
sign to publish on the news site (Carson & Muller, 2017, 
p. 20). This work also helps to build a vitally important  
relationship between journalists and their audiences 
as collaborators and co-creators in the production and  
distribution of news content.

Tandoc and Vos (2016) found that digital platforms were 
being used in newsrooms for:

• Monitoring: They monitor news stories  
published by other news organisations to catch 
the news stories that they might have missed. 
They stay posted on audiences’ comments on their  
published stories, their competitors’ published 
stories, and trending topics on social media;

• Interacting: They interact with news audiences by 
actively soliciting information from them about 
news events, looking for different viewpoints, 
crowdsourcing information, and engaging with 
audiences by involving them in the process of 
news construction;

• Promoting: They deliver and promote content, 
especially increasing views to stories which  
underperform in terms of clicks on their own 
websites. Media content creators are encour-
aged to have social media presence to pro-
mote content and drive traffic to their websites. 
This also serves the purpose of search engine  
optimisation for the promotion of their news  
stories. 

The business blogger Ben Thompson, who produces the 
technology and media blog Stratechery, describes the 
role played by social media in building an audience of this 
content in these terms:

It’s easy to look at where I am today, with my 1,000+ 
liked tweet, and presume that I had a head start; 
in fact, I was a nobody. To be sure, I had the good 
fortune of going to great schools and working for great 
companies — I credit both without hesitation — but 
I certainly wasn’t a pre-established “brand” or social 
media dynamo: I had 368 Twitter followers, mostly 
former classmates that signed-up for Twitter because I 
taught a class about using the service, who then never 
touched it again.

What made the difference — what made Stratechery 
possible even more than WordPress, or Stripe, or 
Memberful, or any of the other tools that make it 
possible build a one-person publishing business — 
was social media. I only needed a couple of people 
who were willing to tell their friends, or audience, or 

whatever you want to call it, and the fact they could do 
so with so little friction was the single-most important 
factor in getting from there, in 2013, to here, in 2018. 
(Thompson, 2018) 

From a traditional journalist’s perspective, the ABC 
political reporter and TV presenter Annabel Crabb has 
described the transformation of her professional role  
arising from digital platforms and the internet distribution 
of news in the following way:

One of the sources of good in social media is that 
it has made journalists more accountable. I left the 
Sydney Morning Herald in 2009 to work online, and 
one of the hardest things in the short term was having 
as my primary audience all these people who could 
write back straight away; as soon as you posted, you’d 
have all these comments and critiques. One of the safe 
things about newspapers historically was that they 
were just a one-way organ. File a story, off to the pub, 
people might write to you.
 
But the confronting thing about working online was 
and is that it’s not the end of it when you file your story 
or column or whatever. You’re then hearing back from 
people exactly what they think of it, who are prepared 
to say whatever they like. I think that’s a really healthy 
thing. (quoted in McNair et. al., 2017, pp. 74-75) 

QUALITY TRENDS WITH ONLINE NEWS
There can be little doubt that digital platforms 
have increased the range of choice in news that is  
available to audiences, and the spectrum of choices  
available to advertisers. But questions may be asked as to  
whether choice has come at the expense of quality. In 
this regard, one of the questions the ACCC has raised 
in its Issues Paper is in relation to ‘impacts (both  
positive and negative) that digital platforms are having on  
consumers?’ (ACCC, 2018, p.20). 

New online-only providers have contributed significantly 
to the reporting of Australian political news, at a time 
when some traditional news providers have been down-
sizing their political reporting, both in newspapers and 
television (McNair et. al., 2017). Journalists such as 
Katharine Murphy, Gay Alcorn and Paul Daley (Guardi-
an Australia), Michelle Grattan (The Conversation), Paul  
Bongiorno (New Daily), Bernard Keane (Crikey), Martin  
McKenzie-Murray and Mike Seccombe (The Saturday  
Paper), Ben Eltham (New Matilda), Alice Workman and 
Josh Taylor (Buzzfeed), Osman Faruqi (Junkee) and Josh 
Butler (HuffPost) are among the many new (and well  
established) faces that are reporting on Australian poli-
tics and public affairs for publications that – with the ex-
ception of Crikey – did not exist in Australia ten years ago. 
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Guardian Australia has also received Walkley awards (the 
industry’s awards for the best journalism in various  fields) 
in 2013, 2015 and 2016. In addition, Buzzfeed News was a 
2018 Pulitzer Prize finalist in the category of International 
Reporting for its reporting on the Russian assassinations 
in Britain and America (Laforme, 2018).

New online-only providers also provide reporting on a 
diversity of subjects and adopt a diversity of business 
models. Some are intended primarily to drive viewer traf-
fic through their stories, while others are aimed towards  
particular demographics for whom this is not their  
primary concern.

However, it is fair to say that greater competition is 
occurring at both the ‘quality’ and ‘popular’ ends of the  
Australian news media market to a greater degree than 
ever before. Moreover, the provision of high quality jour-
nalism has been a very important driver of the digital 
strategies of traditional news outlets to bring subscribers 
to their sites. 

EMPLOYMENT FOR AUSTRALIAN JOURNALISTS
Inquiries such as the Senate Select Committee on the 
Future of Public Interest Journalism (2017) noted the 
layoffs at large news media organisations such as News 
Corporation and Fairfax. This has been taken by some  
as prima facie evidence of declining opportunities in 
journalism. But it is complicated to measure trends in 
journalism, as developments in large organisations are 
more visible than those in smaller start-up businesses. 

The Australian Government Department of Jobs and 
Small Business found that in 2017 there were 24,600 
people employed as journalists and writers, with this 
figure expected to decline slightly to 23,700 by 2022 
(Australian Government, 2018). 

At the same time, jobs in journalism are not necessarily the 
traditional ones. It likely that these figures do not present 
the full picture and that the trend is more nuanced that it 
at first appears. The New Beats Project, in its submission 
to the Senate Select Committee on the Future of Public 
Interest Journalism, made the point that:

The official figures that do exist, do not provide us with 
a clear or current picture. Moreover, there is no one 
consistent definition of what a journalism job actually 
is. The same economic and technological forces that 
have disrupted the journalism business model have 
also transformed common understandings of what 
journalism is (Zion et. al., 2017, p. 3).
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COMPETITION BETWEEN NEWS PROVIDERS IN 
AUSTRALIA
In Australia, the internet distribution of news has 
increased competition in markets for the provi-
sions of news. Digital platforms have provided new  
opportunities for domestic and international players 
to compete with what has long been an oligopoly in  
Australian news media markets. Recent entrants in the 
Australian news market include print and digital media 
outlets (The Guardian, Daily Mail, The New York Times) that 
have established Australian titles, as well as digital-only 
players such as Buzzfeed, Junkee, The New Daily and The 
Conversation.  

A number of major news outlets have entered the  
Australian news market over the last five years. These  
include The Guardian, Daily Mail, BuzzFeed Australia,  
Junkee, HuffPost, Vice, Business Insider and The New York 
Times. 

a) International News Outlets: Guardian Australia, Daily 
Mail Australia and The New York Times
Of these new entrants, Guardian Australia and Daily Mail 
Australia have experienced the most rapid growth. Guardian  
Australia expects to break even in Australia in 2018. 
They have been expanding their operations based upon  
adapting the Guardian UK’s reputation for quality  
journalism as well as having a strong local news  
coverage, without the scale and scope of the Fair-
fax and News operations. It has a loyal reader base 
who respond positively to its left-liberal style of jour-
nalism, with about 65,000 Australian readers paying 
for content through a mix of subscriptions, one-off  
contri-butions and supporter relationships 
(Samos, 2018). Its CEO, David Pemsel, attrib-
utes itssuccess in Australia to a strong alignment  
between its business model and its approach to  
journalism:

You’ve just got to have a core, clear editorial vision and 
you’ve got to be distinct, you’ve got to have a voice, 
you’ve got to have a very clear target audience and if 
you don’t have those things, regardless of how efficient 
your business model is, you are just going to fail 
(quoted in Samios, 2018).

Adopting a different approach to the Australian news 
market, Daily Mail Australia is strongly driven by digital  
advertising, and does not apply paywall, subscription 

or supporter models. Its news content is less driven by  
editorial concerns than it is by the desire to drive traffic to 
the site: its stories are often visually driven and celebrity 
based.

The New York Times launched an Australian online edition 
in May 2017. With an editorial staff of 10, it does not 
provide an Australian edition – unlike Guardian Australia 
and Daily Mail Australia – but rather provides tailored 
Australian content for those Australians accessing the 
The New York Times site. It describes its readership as: 
‘“globalizers,” a mix of Australians in Australia (many 
with experience abroad) plus Australians living in other 
countries, Americans and other expats in Australia, and 
those of various backgrounds who have a connection to 
Australia or who are just curious and eager to understand 
this part of the world’ (Cave, 2017).

b) Print and Digital: The Saturday Paper
Schwartz Media also commenced production 
of The Saturday Paper in 2014 as a print as well 
as online national publication, reversing a trend 
towards the number of national and regional  
newspaper titles that has been in place in Australia since 
the 1980s. Established by Morry Schwartz in 2014, it 
attracts a digital readership of over 100,000 in addition 
to print sales of 115,000 (Roy Morgan Research, 2018). 
Schwartz Media also publish The Monthly and Quarter-
ly Essay, and have provided competition to upmarket  
broadsheet media by identifying underserved audiences.

COMPETITION IN THE NEWS INDUSTRY IN THE 
DIGITAL ERA 

  PART D
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c) Digital-Only News and Opinion Sites
The majority of the new entrants referred to above are 
digital-only news services that have been developed over 
the last decade, where typically target niche audiences 
are not well served by more established print mastheads.

Sites such as Buzzfeed, HuffPost, Vox, Vice, Mashable,  
Junkee, and others have grown rapidly in the 2010s, 
and are widely read in Australia. Some examples 
of successful online-only news and opinion sites in  
Australia include:

• BuzzFeed, which was founded in New York City 
in 2006, and now operates in 11 countries. It  
commenced operations in Australia in 2014, 
with a news room of about 12 staff (Carson & 
Muller, 2017). It is a hybrid news service, oper-
ating both as a content aggregator and a gen-
erator of original news content.  It has been a 
notable innovator in native advertising, making 
it less susceptible than other online news pro-
viders to the falling returns for digital advertising. 

• Junkee, which has been another successful 
online news provider, attracting over 1.5 million  
visitors per month (O’Donnell, 2016). Like 
BuzzFeed, it has a predominantly younger  
demographic, and mixes conventional news  
reporting and investigative journalism with 
music, travel, lifestyle and pop culture stories, 
and has also been highly innovative in developing 
native advertising. Its editor, Tim Duggan, has es-
timated that about 60 per cent of its traffic comes 
from digital platforms (Carson & Muller, 2017). 

• HuffPost Australia, which was established in 
2015 as an Australian subsidiary of the very 
successful Huffington Post online site. Esti-
mated to have about 1.9 million unique page 
views per month, it developed a partnership 
with Fairfax Media for shared news distribution, 
although this was discontinued in late 2017 
as HuffPost reduced its Australian footprint. 

• Crikey, which is Australia’s most established  
online-only news site. Founded in 2000 by former  
political staffer and shareholder activist Stephen 
Mayne, it was acquired in 2005 by Provate Media  
Partners, headed by former Sydney Morning Herald 
editor Eric Beecher. Journalists such as Bernard 

Keane, Guy Rundle and Helen Razer are among 
Australia’s best known opinion writers. Crikey has  
developed spin-offs such as the arts fo-
cused Daily Review, edited by Raymond Gill, 
as well as hosting a number of blog sites. It is  
subscription-based with some freely available 
online content, and has about 14,000 subscribers. 

• The New Daily was established in 2013, with former 
Herald-Sun and Age editor Bruce Guthrie as its 
founding editor. It is owned and funded by three 
major Australian superannuation funds: Cbus;  
SuperHoldings; and Australian Super. It employs 
10 journalists, and is not reliant on advertising,  
subscriptions or paywalls to subsidise its  
journalism. It attracts just under 1 mil-
lion site visits per month, and has devel-
oped video content sharing arrangements 
with the ABC. Its contributors include well-
known Australian journalists such as Paul  
Bongiorno, Rob Burgess and Paula Matthewson.

• Mashable, which was established in the US in 2005, 
and is an online news site dedicated to digital  
developments and social media. It is  
estimated that over 60 of its articles are tweeted 
every minute. It is prevalent in digital campaign  
marketing as social media users are encouraged 
to interact with the content. Mashable Australia 
maintains a small office in Sydney.

Sites such as BuzzFeed, Junkee and Mashable make heavy 
use of social media platforms  to both drive traffic to their 
own sites and to generate revenues from media partner-
ships.

The characteristic features of these new digital only news 
services include:

• A combination of strategies to drive traffic to their 
sites and use of social media platforms such as 
Facebook and Twitter;

• Aggressive search engine optimisation and viral 
content to drive traffic to their sites;

• Very lean organisational structures; and
• Strong reliance on digital advertising (Nicholls et. 

al., 2017). 
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Their impact on the news media industry has been very 
significant, with some academics referring to the ‘Buzz-
feedification of journalism’, where timeliness is prized 
and where traditional news content sits alongside listi-
cles, quizzes and other techniques to drive traffic through 
viral content (Tandoc, 2018). 

The Conversation is also an important new provider of 
quality online news and commentary. The Conversa-
tion was launched in Australia with support from the  
Federal Government, universities and the CSIRO in 2011, 
and now operates as a non-profit site that has over 2.7 
million online site users per month in Australia. Its content 
is largely derived from university researchers, supported 
editorially by a team of journalists. It has a paid staff of 
about 40, and receives corporate and foundation funding 
as well as having about 40,000 supporters who make  
regular payments to support the site. The Conversation 
has expanded internationally, and now operates in the 
UK, the US, Canada, New Zealand, France, Indonesia and 
Africa.

An important aspect of news content innovation by  
digital-only sites has been in the provision of news  
focused on underserved demographics. Whereas  
traditional mass media have assumed a relatively  
homogeneous ‘mass audience’, digital-only news  
providers can focus upon particular market segments. 
For example, Buzzfeed and Junkee have focused on 
younger audiences. Sites such as HuffPost have had 
a strong focus on content produced by and for the 
LGBTIQ communities. Guardian Australia has pio-
neered an innovative partnership arrangement with 
IndigenousX, publishing on a regular basis content  
produced by Indigenous Australian journalists and  
writers.

In these instances and many more, the internet  
distribution of news has enabled content innovation that 
broadens the diversity of Australian media in terms of the 
range of voices that are able to publish, and the range 
of topics of significance that are covered in depth in  
Australian news media.

TOP ONLINE NEWS SITES IN AUSTRALIA
Information on the top ten news sites accessed by  
Australians in February 2018 (see Table 1) shows 
that the traditional news providers are still the  
largest players (e.g. news.com.au, the Nine and Seven 
sites, the ABC and the Fairfax media). However,  new sites 
such as Daily Mail Australia and The Guardian have captured  
significant audience share, ranking 5th and 7th in the Top 
10 news sites. 

In addition, while not a subject of the ACCC Digital  
Platforms Inquiry, it needs to be noted that both the ABC 
and the SBS are very significant providers of online news 
to Australians. 

The ABC has long been a pioneer in online news, and in 
2016–17, the average monthly reach of ABC Online in Aus-
tralia was 7.7 million, or 39 per cent of online Australians 
(ABC, 2017). The SBS Online audience is about 2.5 mil-
lion unique visitors per month, or just over 12.5 per cent 
of online Australians (SBS, 2017). In 2016, SBS began a  
partnership with VICELAND, rebranding its SBS2 digital 
TV channel as SBS VICELAND. 

BUSINESS MODEL CHANGES TO COMPETE IN A 
DIGITAL ERA 
Traditional news businesses have been in a period of 
protracted and significant change over the last two  
decades, including in relation to funding.  These challeng-
es and changes significantly pre-date the rise of digital 
platforms as one of the new methods for consumers to 
access news content.

News business globally have sought to respond to these 
changes in a number of different ways – in some cases 
selling “non-core” but profitable parts of their businesses, 
such as classified or real estate advertising businesses. 
In November 2017, Fairfax listed its Domain property site 
as a separate entity on the ASX, raising $2.2 billion in its 
IPO. It is not clear, however, that the proceeds of these 
sales have been re-invested in promoting the distribution 
of journalistic content.

Kantar Media (2017) have identified that issues with the 
traditional news funding model (largely based on sales of 
newspapers and advertising) have arisen because: 

1. There has been a shift of advertising revenues 
away from print media and towards digital;

2. The abundance of information online makes it 
more difficult for traditional news mastheads to 
differentiate themselves on the basis of quality; 
and

3. There has been a declining consumer  
preparedness to pay for news when so much is 
freely available online. 

This relationship is presented in Figure 4. 

However, a number of these assumptions must be 
challenged.  Recent research and statements from 
leading figures in the news industry suggest, again, that 
the picture is far more nuanced and complicated. In their 
report The Future Newsroom, Andrea Carson and Denis 
Muller (2017) challenged the assumptions that news 
businesses are in decline, and that established news 
mastheads are struggling with the transition to digital. 
Carson and Muller’s research findings:

 tell an optimistic and largely untold story about 
modern digital newsrooms that starkly contrasts 
with the doom and gloom narrative of the decline of 
traditional media that has pervaded much commentary 
about news media (Carson & Muller, 2017, p. 3). 
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RANK NAME PARENT COMPANY AVERAGE DAILY UNIQUE 
AUDIENCE

1 news.com.au News Corp Australia 1,448,167

2  nine.com.au  Mi9 (Nine Entertainment Co. partnership with 
Microsoft)

1,275,647

3 ABC News Websites ABC 1,185,817

4 Daily Mail Australia DMG Media 885,158

5 Yahoo7 News Websites Oath Inc. (Verizon/AOL/Yahoo)  
Seven West Media

719,347

6 Fairfax Digital Regional Network Fairfax Media Limited 408,238

7 The Guardian Guardian Media Group 384,066

8 MSN News Microsoft 310,126

9 BBC BBC 308,928

10 Herald Sun News Corp Australia 301,911

TABLE 1 - TOP TEN NEWS SITES (MON 26/2/18 - SUN 4/3/18)

Source: Nielsen Digital Content Rating, http://www.nielsen.com/au/en/top10s.html

Carson and Muller find that diversifying revenue models, 
transforming journalistic storytelling, and better 
understanding audiences have been critical to this 
success. That is, news providers, including traditional 
news providers, can be successful in the digital era, but 
the business models of news providers have had to adapt 
and innovate, and they will need to continue to do so. 

Rupert Murdoch observed at the 2009 Federal Trade 
Commission workshop on Journalism in the Digital Age  
that:

The old business model based on advertising-only 
is dead. Let’s face it: a business model that relies 
primarily on online advertising cannot sustain 
newspapers over the long term. The reason is simple 
arithmetic. Though online advertising is increasing, 
that increase is only a fraction of what is being lost 
with print advertising. That’s not going to change, 
even in a boom. The reason is that the old model 
was founded on quasi-monopolies such as classified 
advertising – which has been decimated by new and 
cheaper competitors such as Craigslist, Monster.
com, CareerBuilder.com, and so on. Even online 
display advertising is in such huge supply that its 
price is under constant pressure. In the new business 
model, we will be charging consumers for the news 
we provide on our Internet sites. We are already 
charging – and successfully so – for the Wall Street 
Journal online. WSJ.com boasts more than one 
million subscribers. Barrons.com has another 150,000 
subscribers. We intend to expand this pay model to all 
our newspapers in the News Corporation stable, such 
as the Times of London, The Australian, and the rest.
(Murdoch, 2009).

Murdoch’s insight challenges the claim made by some 
that there is declining consumer preparedness to pay 
for news when so much is freely available online. As we 
observe below, customers are prepared to subscribe and 
pay for quality news.

FIGURE 4– CHALLENGES FACING THE TRADITIONAL NEWS INDUSTRY 
BUSINESS MODEL

Production 
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- how to pay for 
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proposition?)
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PUBLICATION

PRINT DIGITAL (WEB / APP) TOTAL CROSS-
PLATFORM AUDIENCE 
(PRINT, WEB OR APP) % CHANGE IN TOTAL 

CROSS-PLATFORM 
AUDIENCEDEC-16 DEC-17 DEC-16 DEC-17 DEC-16 DEC-17

(000’S) (000’S) (000’S) (000’S) (000’S) (000’S)

(Aust. population ‘000) 19,776 20,103 19,776 20,103 19,776 20,103

Adelaide Advertiser 639 583 714 713 1,156 1,092 -5.50%

Canberra Times 105 106 449 398 525 476 -9.30%

Courier-Mail 1,099 971 1,344 1,312 2,153 2,022 -6.10%

Daily Telegraph 1,478 1,336 2,188 2,512 3,254 3,446 5.90%

Financial Review 415 386 1,048 1,155 1,342 1,453 8.30%

Herald Sun 1,552 1,542 1,951 1,936 3,050 3,002 -1.60%

Mercury 116 106 140 126 229 212 -7.40%

Newcastle Herald 153 176 155 156 290 292 0.70%

Sunday Time 370 347 803 740 1,050 1,001 -4.70%

Sunday Morning Herald 1,132 1,056 3,644 3,780 4,238 4,255 0.40%

The Age 959 945 2,464 2,603 2,924 3,061 4.70%

The Australian 931 888 1,756 1,899 2,474 2,550 3.10%

The Saturday Paper 114 115 162 102 265 193 -27.20%

Weekly Times 271 264 48 38 310 298 -3.90%

TABLE 2 - CROSS-PLATFORM AUDIENCES FOR AUSTRALIAN NEWSPAPERS, DEC 2016-17

Print is net readership in an average 7 days; digital is net website visitation and app usage in an average 7 days. 
Source: Roy Morgan (http://www.roymorgan.com/industries/media/readership/cross-platform-audiences-newspapers)

Strategies of Traditional News Businesses
There has been considerable content and business model 
innovation among traditional news businesses in recent 
years, as more hybrid, experimental and evolutionary 
 approaches to funding journalistic content are being  
developed in news markets. 

There is considerable anecdotal evidence that this has 
become more significant over the last few years. In the 
U.K., publications such as Private Eye, the New Statesman, 
the Spectator, the Economist, Prospect and the London 
Review of Books have all reported increased print and  
digital revenues over the past five years. In the U.S.,  
digital subscriptions to the Washington Post doubled in 
2017, reaching 1 million subscribers (Stelter, 2017). The 
New York Times reported a 46 per cent increase in digital 
subscription revenue between 2016 and 2017, and now 
has over 2.5 million digital-only subscribers. 

For traditional news businesses, it no longer makes sense 
to differentiate between print and digital in terms of au-
dience reach. Figures below on cross-platform audience 
share show that while there is a decline in print sales, it 
is not as dramatic a decline as is sometimes assumed. 

Viewed over a 5-year timeframe, their has been an  
upwards trend in combined print + digital readerships for 
the majority of Australian traditional print media news 
brands. Notable among these has been the increase in 
audience share for The Sydney Morning Herald (3.3m in 
2013 to 4.25m in 2017), Daily Telegraph (2.5m in 2013 
to 3.5m in 2017), The Age (2.5m in 2013 to 3m in 2017), 
The Australian (1.85m in 2013 to 2.5m in 2017), and The 
Australian Finanical Review (730,000 in 2013 to 1.45m in 
2017). 
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In pursuing a digital strategy, the traditional news  
businesses face two core decisions:

1. Do they wish to apply a ‘paywall’ to content i.e. it 
is only available through subscription or direct pur-
chase? 

While a few publications pursue a relatively ‘hard’ 
paywall – The Australian and The Australian Financial 
Review are examples, as is the Financial Times in the 
UK – the majority have pursued a more ‘soft’ paywall, 
with some online content freely available, but with a 
requirement to pay after a certain point (e.g. The Age 
and Sydney Morning Herald make ten articles per month 
freely available). 

2. To what extent will they use digital platforms to 
drive traffic to their sites, as distinct from relying 
on brand profile to expect audiences to come  
directly to their own news sites?

News publications with a ‘hard’ paywall typically make 
relatively little use of social media, although there is 
evidence of some change. Publications that are not 
subscription-based make the most use of social media, 
and those with a ‘soft’ paywall typically provide a mix 
of freely available and subscriber-only news content. 
Zack Leonard at The Independent refers to this as the 
distinction between content accessed primarily from the 
news publisher’s ‘owner and operated properties’, and 
content accessed from digital platforms not owned by 
the publisher. 

The Rise in Digital Subscriptions
For consumers, the best way to guarantee news  
quality amidst concerns about the poor quality of free 
news is to pay for online news. The preparedness of  
consumers to pay for online news has been the subject of  
considerable research (Goyanes, 2014; Fletcher &  
Nielsen, 2017; Kantar Media, 2017). The key reasons why 
consumers are prepared to pay for online news are:

• Access to specialist and exclusive content, as 
scarcity increases value. This is particularly  
apparent with financial news;

• Access to ‘evergreen’ content, where content with 
greater length and or durability is the product of 
more extensive journalistic research;

• Access to a plurality of views and perspectives, 
as social media, online search and aggrega-
tors have heightened sensitivity to the value of  
impartiality amidst concerns about overly par-
tisan or ‘fake news’  (Kantar Media, 2017, p. 34). 

It is typically more established news outlets and brands 
that are able to persuade consumers to pay for online 
news. Their past reputation for quality news gives a signal 
to consumers   that they are a trusted source of news in 
the future, although this trust can be eroded by poor 
quality news, going downmarket, ‘clickbait’ and inaccurate 
reporting. Digital-only providers have generally been less 
likely to seek subscriber access, although The Guardian 
has been notable in recent years for its ability to convert 
its very large global online readership (estimated to be as 
high as 50 million) into a supporter base, where 600,000 
readers have become members of Guardian Online,

FIGURE 5 – PRINT + DIGITAL AUDIENCES FOR TRADITIONAL AUSTRALIAN NEWS BRANDS, 2013-17

Source: Roy Morgan Research, various.
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making recurring or one-off payments of their own choice 
of amount (Economist, 2018). 

Some news providers have maintained high online  
readerships while operating a ‘hard paywall’, whereby 
very little of their content is freely available online. A  
notable example is the UK Financial Times, which has 
seen its online subscribers increase from 780,000 in 2015 
to over 900,000 in 2017. John Ridding, the Editor-in-Chief 
of the Financial Times, observed that “For us, the whole 
digital strategy is rebuilding in digital what is happening 
in print … we want to recreate that brand loyalty and brand 
habit” (Weissman, 2018). Its digital strategy has not  
simply been a transactional one, where content is  
exchanged for payment: the Financial Times has  
generated a large amount of data from its online users 
which it uses to drive its news coverage and its digital 
product strategy. 

Beyond Paywalls: New Ways of Funding Journalism
Much of the discussion about the future of online 
news has revolved around the question of whether  
content should be free, maximising reach but minimising  
revenues, or behind paywalls, reducing reach but  
maximising revenues. For most established news  
providers that have operated a paywall, they have needed 
to make it relatively ‘soft’, offering some content for free 
on social media or its own online platforms, in order to 
drive subscription access to premium content (Kantor 
Media, 2017, pp. 16-26). Both ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ paywalls 
are well understood by consumers, although there is the 
risk that they simply reinforce established patterns of  
preparedness to pay for news e.g. older, higher-income 
males are the group most prepared to pay for online news, 
as they already subscribe to other media. 

What is increasingly apparent is that this binary  

opposition no longer captures the full range of news  
media industry responses to the challenge of new busi-
ness models. More innovative models, such as the mem-
bership model being pursued by The Guardian, or the fund-
raising model pioneered by Wikipedia, may attract new 
groups to pay for online news, particularly if these groups 
already pay for other digital products such as Spotify or 
Netflix. It is worth noting that the membership model 
has been particularly successful for The Guardian in the 
United States, where there is a long history of fundraising 
and pledge drives for National Public Radio and public 
broadcasting services. 

Carson and Muller (2017, pp. 35-44) have identified eight 
ways that are in addition to paywalls and traditional  
advertising that online publications are using to generate 
news sources of revenue:

1. Native advertising;
2. Selling access to databases (e.g. Mumbrella 

matches brands to advertising agencies);
3. Hosting events e.g. industry conferences,  

creative writing workshops;
4. Spin-off products and services;
5. Philanthropy;
6. Memberships and public donations;
7. Ancillary studio work; and 
8. Crowdfunding the reporting of individual stories 

and/or journalists. 

In her submission to the Senate Standing Committee on 
the Future of Public Interest Journalism, Denise Shrivell 
of MediaScope, a media advisory business, identified 12 
ways in which media businesses can value add from news 
product, that range from merchandising (books, clothing 
etc.) to brand licencing to community memberships and 
events.

FIGURE 6 - VALUE ADDING OPPORTUNITIES FOR NEWS BUSINESSES

Source: MediaScope, 2017.



DIGITAL PLATFORMS AND AUSTRALIAN NEWS MEDIA: REPORT  /   21     

  CONCLUSION 

This report shows that digital platforms and the internet 
distribution of news have brought significant benefits to 
news consumers, advertisers, publishers, and journal-
ists. They have enhanced flexibility and choice for news 
consumers, allowing a much wider variety of news to be 
accessed, shared and commented upon, across multiple 
devices and formats. Digital platforms have also allowed 
journalists and news editors to better communicate with 
their audiences through social media interactions. 

There has been an enhancement not only of consumer 
choice, but of diversity and quality of news content. New 
digital-only providers have innovated in news to reach 
previously underserved demographics, and enhance the 
overall range of quality news options available to  
Australian news consumers. These include both 
 international news outlets and brands that have set up 
in Australia and locally-based ‘born digital sites’. 

Greater competition in news and advertising markets 
has also promoted innovation among traditional news 
brands. In many cases, their print and digital readerships 
are increasing, as audiences draw upon a combination of 
free content and digital subscriptions. All news brands 
are also innovating with their digital business models, 
challenging the traditional ‘free versus paywalled  
content’ debate by developing new value-adding  
strategies. These include native advertising, hosting 
events, spin-off products and services, philanthropy, 
memberships and public donations, and crowdfunding 
news stores and individual journalists.  
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