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A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 

 

How bright is the future for publishers online? 
 

“Change is here; it’s how you adapt to change that matters”, according to Christian 

Broughton, Editor of The Independent, now a fully digital product. He was proposing 

the motion ‘The future for publishers online is bright’ at the Debating Group debate on 

10 July 2017 at the House of Commons. The Debate was sponsored by the Internet 

Advertising Bureau (UK) and chaired by the Rt Hon John Whittingdale OBE, Member 

of Parliament for Maldon and a former Secretary of State for Culture, Media & Sport. 

 
Christian Broughton pointed out that the world is changing fast. It is not just publishing houses that 

are affected but other industries also. People’s attitude to change varies, but you have to consider the 

core values of your offering – why you got into publishing in the first place. Going online might mean 

losing some of the old traditions, but you have to consider how you can go on producing the great 

content which people love. If you like the challenges, this is the most exciting time to be in 

publishing. 

 

Christian Broughton went on to discuss the effect of social media, maintaining that it can be a great 

thing for journalism. Readers get a good deal – they can access news on the phone when they like. He 

cited images of the refugee child found dead on the beach and how, through the power of both social 

media and good journalism, the debate about refugee children changed.  

 

Social media also changed people’s attitudes during the last election. Facebook engaged with young 

people. They were encouraged to look at the issues. This was an important message for democracy. 

 

Social media platforms want news in their world and they therefore work with the online newspapers 

which provide it. “Would The Independent be here without Google and Facebook? We work well 

with them. It is pragmatic”. Christian Broughton pointed out that The Independent chose to move to a 

fully online product because the economic model for print is no longer viable. 

 

Video platforms are new to newspapers, but this has now become an important source of revenue, 

enabling stories to be opened up and distributed via social media. 

 

“We have moved from a world where the economics were stacked against us to a new model which 

pays”, said Christian Broughton, “We’re here, we are profitable and we are bigger than last year. We 

provide quality content and we are trusted”. 

 

Social media 

 

Opposing the motion, Dominic Ponsford, Editor of the Press Gazette, now a completely online 

medium, pointed out he was arguing against the motion because he is generally optimistic about the 
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future and it could be bright, but only if we change it. We have lost something on the downward 

trajectory of revenue – the reporters at the end of the phone receiving and searching for news. 

 

He suggested that the future is bright for only two online publishers, Google and Facebook. Last year 

the total digital advertising market grew by 17% to £10.3bn. By Dominic Ponsford’s reckoning 

around £5bn of that went to Google and around £1bn to Facebook.  If you look at the growth– where 

the extra money is going – it is mainly search and social – for which read Google and Facebook; it is 

not going to journalism.  He believes that at least 80% of the new money coming in to online 

advertising is going to Google and Facebook. 

 

Dominic Ponsford went on to discuss revenue statistics. The amount of money publishers are making 

from advertising has been going down for 10 years. In 2005 national and regional newspapers made 

around £4.9bn out of advertising; in 2016 it was down to £2.1bn. Instead of supporting journalists, 

that money goes to the creators of algorithms which aggregate content which other people have made. 

 

If you look at digital only, in 2016 national news brands grew by 4.9% to £230m, a pretty small 

growth considering the much faster growth in traffic. Magazine brands accounted for £282m, up 

0.2%, regional newspapers accounted for £193m, down 3.4%. “We are putting more effort than ever 

into digital, but the amount of money we are making is levelling or even declining. Regional press is 

particularly alarming – it is seeing huge growth, as much as 40% up year on year, but the money is 

not there”. 

 

A report by analysts OC&C on ‘UK advertising in 2020’ estimates that by 2020 Google and Facebook 

will take 71% of all the money spent in the UK on digital advertising,  According to a partner at 

OC&C “The scale and speed (of Google and Facebook’s growth) is really a call to action for media 

companies. By the time they get to 70% of the online ad market, that doesn’t leave a lot of space left 

elsewhere”. 

 

Dominic Ponsford cited Pink Floyd drummer Nick Mason who said the Band could not have done it 

today, “The money which used to be there from recorded music has all but dried up at the moment”. 

The creators of content are not getting paid, and it is the same for journalism. To get the stupendous 

amounts of traffic needed ‘to turn a buck’ online has led to a spate of stupid stories and fake news. 

Such ‘news stories’ get the clicks and moreover they get shared. 

 

Paywalls are only going to be a small part of the picture with current technology. According to a 

Reuters Digital News report, only 6% of Britons paid for online news last year. Paywalls get 

particularly problematical when it comes to local news. People are just not going to pay for it. 

 

Dominic Ponsford argued for a vote to change the status quo. “The status quo is not great, but we can 

fix it”. 

 

Revenue streams 

 

Seconding the motion, Dora Michail, Managing Director, Digital, The Telegraph, ran through 

some of the reasons why she feels that the future of publishers online is bright. 

 

Technology has increased our appetite for news. Gone are the days of waiting for the paperboy to 

deliver the news with our cornflakes, or waiting until 10 pm for our pre-bedtime TV update on the 

day’s events. Technology has brought with it great convenience, and as a result, we are now 

consuming more news content than ever before. For many the phone is the first thing we reach for in 

the morning and the last thing we look at at night. 

 

Dora Michail put some numbers on this: 

 digital media consumption has doubled in the past four years to nearly four hours a day; 

 news consumption is growing by 20% a year; 
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 On a typical day the average person spends 1 hour 49 minutes consuming news content. 

 

Whenever we have a spare moment, we instinctively reach for our phones to get an update on what is 

happening in the world around us. “Just think about the number of times you have accessed your 

favourite publishers today, to see what is going on”. 

 

Convenience leads to new audiences. With the world at our fingertips or just a voice command away, 

we can now reference multiple sources that we trust to give us opposing views and ideas with which 

we can form our own perspective. This was never the case in the fiercely loyal analogue world where 

you carried your newspaper as a badge of honour or proudly watched the BBC rather than ITV. 

Today, we like to quote from a much more diverse range of sources to add depth and breadth to our 

conversations. For instance, only 18% of The Telegraph’s monthly multi-platform customers choose 

The Telegraph as their solus quality newsbrand, whereas this figure rises to 86% for solus print 

readership. Dora Michail commented, “I don’t think that anyone would have predicted when we 

launched our website that 64% of our customers today would also reference The Guardian every 

month”. 

 

Everyone wants quality content. The Telegraph has spent the last two years working with all the big 

tech companies as they looked to partner with trusted publishers to deliver quality content to their 

customers faster than ever.  This has led to the launches of Apple News, Amazon Echo, Google AMP 

and Google Home, Facebook IA and Snapchat Discover. 

 

Testament to the success of this strategy and the appetite for quality publisher’s content is that: 

 1 in 5 iPhone users use Apple News as their main weekly source of news; 

 30% of all content on Facebook is News content 

 40% of The Telegraph’s 25m monthly digital customers now choose third parties such as 

Google, Apple and Facebook as their portal to its content. 

 

Digital is delivering incremental audience reach and a greater ability to make commercial revenues. 

The Telegraph’s print products are heavily consumed by 50+ Baby Boomers. With 80% of the 

nation’s wealth, this cash-rich and time-rich audience is highly desirable. 

 

On The Telegraph’s first month on Snapchat the paper attracted a 4 million strong audience base – 

with 69% of this under the age of 24. Its partnership with UCAS around clearing has also helped The 

Telegraph be the newsbrand of choice for 62% of all students. 

 

The paper’s content is also in demand in many places around the world. 30 million people a month in 

the US consume its content, and interestingly, the majority of these are not British ex-pats looking for 

news, but US nationals looking for a UK perspective on global news. The sports writing goes down 

very well in India and Australia. These audiences and these brand-building opportunities were simply 

not available to the newspaper in the analogue world. 

 

Trusted opinion, insights and analysis are more in demand than ever. Whenever a big story breaks, 

there are huge audience spikes into their millions. The General Election results saw record-breaking 

traffic figures across all the paper’s platforms – from digital and web to the app and 3rd party 

platforms, with a 190% uplift in UK browsers to over 6.4m and a 120% uplift in UK page views to 

29.5m. Pippa Mddleton’s wedding saw the fashion pages deliver a month’s worth of traffic in just two 

days. 

 

In a world where fake news sites have forced us to question the authority and integrity of what we 

read, it is only when you see a trusted publisher report on a story that you really believe it. It is at this 

point that you will also start to share that news with your trusted sources. In the past twelve months 

Telegraph content has been shared 120 million times. That’s 330,000 personal word of mouth 

endorsements from its customers every single day. 
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This model does not only work for big breaking new stories, but also restaurant reviews, car 

purchases, holiday ideas and investment advice. This information can be found almost anywhere, but 

we all feel a lot safer booking a hotel room when a journalist whose job it is to travel the world gives 

it five stars as opposed to relying solely on consumer reviews. 

 

The new, fun and youth publishers like SnapChat, Buzzfeed, Vice and LadBible are all now investing 

in quality content as their customers look to them to give them more than just LOL but views on 

Brexit, Theresa May and North Korea’s nuclear stockpile. According to Dora Michail this is a truly 

exciting time for publishers, especially the trusted, traditional ones. 

 

Trust is a two-way thing. When people want to read opinion and analysis, they turn to quality 

publishers. When people have opinions, they only trust quality publishers to respect and amplify their 

voices. That is why quality publishers get the exclusives and set the agenda. Prince Harry turned to 

The Telegraph when he wanted to raise awareness of the importance of mental health. In return the 

paper’s sensitive podcast became a global exclusive, picked up by nearly every publisher around the 

world in just 24 hours. 

 

New business models are being created all the time. Spotify, Netflix, Apple Music, Amazon Prime 

have all proved that people are happy to pay for quality content. In the run up to the Election The 

Telegraph’s Premium subscription sales increased by 100% and more than 600,000 people have now 

registered to read the Premium articles. The relatively new affiliate marketing programme has resulted 

in £1.8m worth of sales for the title’s top retailer in the last year. The travel business is currently 

booking 400 hotel rooms a day. 

 

All these innovations are altering the traditional advertising dynamic. By offering grown-up solutions 

like 100% viewable ads, intelligent, data-driven native solutions and market-beating video solutions, 

there is money to be made for the smart, successful publisher. 

 

Dora Michail concluded “The future for publishers is brighter than ever before. The publishers that 

seek to find opportunities to be where their audiences are and explore ways to make money from the 

different revenues streams that this changing landscape offers, are the ones that are setting themselves 

up for a long and successful future”. 

 

Online journalism 

 

Seconding the Opposition, Professor Charlie Beckett, School of Media and Communications, 

London School of Economics, acknowledged that the future for publishers online could be bright, 

but only if things change. He accepted the joy of search and networking, but suggested the future may 

not be so bright because the power of platforms is not properly understood. The UK papers attacking 

Google because YouTube has bomb-making videos is not a strategy to cope with that power. 

Newspapers still do not realise that it is not their adverting money – advertising was a miraculous 

coincidence that sustained traditional news media and indeed paid for quality journalism in television. 

We have not come up with new business models because the marketing of journalism is still too 

separate from software as a service. No publisher has the right to exist. We assume that people 

appreciate the personal and public value of journalism, but this is based on a set of assumptions about 

the news agenda and the role of journalism that date from an age when the news media were 

gatekeepers. 

 

The best way to fight fake news is to stop publishing it. There is still too much journalism that is 

based on bad evidence or that twists narratives to suit political or other agendas. 

 

News publishers are good at competing with each other, but they still do not realise that to compete 

with Pokemon Go, The Canary or Gary Lineker’s Tweets they have to be as attention-grabbing, but 

add more value, not less.  
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For all the technological magic, the key problem is one of trust and that is at an all-time low for UK 

news media. It is much worse when it is online. If people don’t trust you, they are less likely to pay 

for your work. 

 

There are huge challenges to come: 

 

Personalisation: people increasingly assume news is on-demand and tailored for them. There is some 

wonderful work on curation, but it is not delivering results because it is still being done for 

commercial reasons, not for real engagement. Newspapers grab clicks to get subscriptions. We use 

audience data to hunt for traffic instead of giving people relevant content when they need it. This is 

despite the Trump and Brexit bump in subscriptions which was relatively small. 

 

Subjectivity: There is an increasing challenge from networks that promote emotional and instinctive 

responses and are fuelled by personal identity and values. But brands are struggling to maintain their 

quality while adopting more subjective styles. This is not just about editorial ethics or standards – in 

the end the brand depends on how you get this right. 

. 

Media literacy: You cannot wait for schools to teach people about the value of journalism – you have 

to demonstrate it every day. Online journalism is still terrible at showing sources, giving context, 

signalling credibility. As people migrate onto new devices and platforms they want their journalism to 

migrate too, but it has to adapt and change for those new relationships. 

 

There are huge challenges that demand that online journalism re-invents itself. Many people, 

including those proposing the motion, are doing great work to meet those challenges, but do they have 

the resources and the support to create strategies, not just short-term tactics, to support them? 

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

For the motion 

 

 Online can provide more opportunities. As a publisher of video content, the future is bright, 

especially for smaller companies. But you need a good IP lawyer. Google think all content 

should be free and go to them. 

 It is incumbent on small news publishers to open up news content to young people. There are 

no easy financial streams. 

 Newspapers online can provide valuable services. People who transact directly with them i.e. 

through travel or financial services, trust them. 

 We have to look to the future, not the past. 

 For journalism to be more valuable than it is at the moment, trust is the answer in a post-truth 

world. Factual information must be appended to provide greater value and greater trust. 

 

Against the motion 

 

 The contributor referred to popularity and the ability to get paid. The money available is quite 

low. Besides advertising the only other source of revenue is from consumers. We have to find 

other ways to get consumers to pay for content. Only a small proportion of consumers will 

subscribe to the online press. The focus should be on quality not clicks. 

 The contents of the Telegraph and Independent are trustworthy, but the issue of trust still 

remains. The people who control the data and the people who control content are not the 

same. 

 You can publish what you like on social media, and there is nothing anybody can do about it. 

Trust in online advertising and content is a huge elephant in the room. 
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General comments 

 

 The economic model is failing 

 Fake news is proliferating. News is important and fake news needs to be stopped. 

 Publishers need to understand why 70% of advertising is going to Google and Facebook. One 

reason is that young people have the habit of consuming Google and Facebook first. 

 Why did the print Independent close? 

 How does readership online compare with print readership? 

 

 

Summing up 

 

Summing up for the opposition, Dominic Ponsford, pointed out that revenue from online content was 

not as high as it should be – The Telegraph  profits had gone down and The Independent was 

profitable for the first time. 

 

He told a grim story relating to Grenfell Tower. In 1990 The Kensington and Chelsea News had a 

team of ten journalists with competition provided by The Kensington and Chelsea Times. Today there 

are no journalists dedicated full time to covering that patch. The advertising cash which paid those 

journalists’ wages is now spent with digital platforms which employ no journalists and get their 

content for free.  In November 2016 Grenfell Tower residents raised fire safety concerns in a blog, a 

story that would undoubtedly been picked up by The Kensington and Chelsea News. Today there is no 

one there. This is the effect of online advertising leeching away from the industry. 

 

There is a duopoly in online advertising. Google and Facebook seem to present a far more enticing 

offer to marketers than publishers can. These two are the masters of surveillance marketing. They 

track us over the entirety of the web – they know everything about us – and they sell that data to 

enable marketers to micro-target only the distinct groups they are interested in. Newspapers cannot 

provide these data. The traditional display advertising which has subsidised journalism and a well-

informed electorate cannot compete with that. 

 

Google has given money to help innovation, but they need to share more with publishers.  

 

As an industry we need to do a better job of working together to make a case for the premium we 

charge for advertising, and make it easier for brands to buy that advertising.  

 

There may be a case for regulators to look at Google and Facebook. We would not tolerate similar 

monopolies in other parts of the media.   

 

Publishers need to collaborate more in terms of taking our content off platforms which pay nothing 

for it and instead invest in new technology which makes it easier to pay for quality online journalism. 

Abraham Lincoln said, 'The best way to predict the future is to create it'.  Dominic Ponsford suggested 

we can start that more positive version of the future by voting against the motion, against the status 

quo and in favour of change. 

 

Summing up for the motion, Christian Broughton stressed that things move on and change. People 

come to the Independent and Telegraph online because they trust these media. 

 

They provide not only serious news, but things which make you smile. 

 

Filter bubbles have always been in advertising. People always filter what they want to read. 

 

The Independent went online as an economic choice; there were more subscribers: the old model was 

broken.  
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The result  

 

The motion was carried. 

 

Next debate 

The next debate will take place on Monday 30
th

 October 2017 sponsored by the Professional 

Publishers Association. For more details contact Doreen Blythe, Debating Group Secretary, e-mail: 

doreen.blythe22@btinternet.com 
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