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A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 
 

 
Is online the only future for print media? 

 
“We are not arguing that newspapers and magazines will actually die, but their only future is fully to 

embrace online to enrich their brand”. These were the words of Guy Phillipson, CEO, Internet 

Advertising Bureau, proposing the motion, ‘The only future for print media is online’ at the Debating 

Group debate on 7 July 2008 at the House of Commons. The debate was sponsored by the 

International Advertising Association – UK Chapter and chaired by Austin Mitchell, MP for Great 

Grimsby and President of the Debating Group. 

 

Guy Phillipson presented some facts and statistics on the growth of online: 

 

• Since 1995, when the internet was already well-established in the UK, national daily newspaper 

circulations have, according to the NRS, declined by 21%. 

• Today in the UK 32 million adults are online (over 90% on broadband) 

• Time spent online is 26% versus 13% for print media. Online News titles have enjoyed phenomenal 

growth, particularly in the last few years. 

• According to ABCe, The Mail Online is up 100% yoy to 18.7 million unique users worldwide, 5 

million of whom are in the UK. 

• The Telegraph and Guardian are not far behind with over 18 million and the  

 Sun hits nearly 15 million every month worldwide. 

• This massive audience growth is all contributing to the booming online ad industry 

• In 2007 online advertising revenue was £2.8 billion. This year it will exceed £.3.5 billion and in 

2009 it is predicted to be over £4 billion and within 12 months to overtake TV to become the 

nation’s largest medium. Then it will continue to grow £4 billion to £5 billion by 2012. 

 

Moving to the subject of audience demographics, Guy Phillipson pointed out that while it is known that 

newspaper readers are an ageing audience and younger audiences spend a growing amount of time online, 

the online audience is no longer confined to younger demographics. A quarter of the online audience is over 

50 and between them they account for 30% of all time spent online. The press heartland is thus not protected. 

If a traditional newspaper or magazine does not embrace the online audience and extend its offering to the 

internet, it could have a very uncertain future. Guy Phillipson pointed to the economic realities: once a title 

falls below a certain circulation, the costs of journalists, paper and distribution outweigh the cover price and 

dwindling advertising income. Indeed this has happened to a string of regional titles already – 10 within the 

Trinity Mirror Group. By contrast, the Mirror’s online audience is booming. A major problem for the press 

is the dying classified market, which, however, is haemorrhaging online (up 54% last year). Half the 

recruitment ads are now on the internet – these have been bread and butter for the press. If the online 

opportunity is grasped the future can be quite different for the press – Guardian, Telegraph and Times online 

are obvious examples. Trinity Mirror’s Teesside Gazette series is another good example – there are 20 local 

sites and freesheets which go to postcode level. Another great example in the magazine world is 

Haymarket’s What Car? Its website now makes more money than the printed magazine, thanks to healthy 

display and auto classifieds. 
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However, producing a credible multi-media online news service with worldwide popularity is not easy. Great 

brands like The Telegraph, Times and Guardian are doing just that but the dynamics between the main paper 

and the online service are critical – online supports offline. It is a virtuous circle of support. The cost per 

thousands for advertising online is nothing like those for press. But with the huge internet audience potential, 

online revenues first shore up the newspaper and will then go on to increase its overall revenue and therefore 

value to shareholders/owners. Indeed Rupert Murdoch expects 75% of Dow Jones WSJ revenues to come 

from online in the next few years. They are currently 50%. By contrast, Guy Phillipson reported that there 

are currently UK titles whose circulations are in terminal decline and whose owners have pretty much 

neglected the online opportunity. 

 

He concluded that the only future for print media is online. 

 

The value of newspapers 

 

Opposing the motion, Steven Barnett, Professor of Communications, University of Westminster, quoted 

Sir William Preece who as Chief Engineer of the Post Office, told the House in 1879 that the new-fangled 

invention called the telephone had little future in Britain. “There are conditions in America which necessitate 

the use of such instruments more than here. Here we have a superabundance of messengers. The absence of 

servants has compelled America to adopt communications systems”. “Those of us with teenage daughters 

may wish that he had been right, but it was, of course, an early example of a head-in-the sand approach to 

new technology”. The telephone has transformed our lives, but what has become of those messengers? 

According to the weekly Courier Direct, the value of the UK courier and express delivery market in 2004 

was £14.4 billion, up 2.6% on the previous year and predicted to rise even more rapidly over the next five 

years. Messengers are alive and well. 125 years after Sir William’s misguided comments, his 19th century 

foot-soldiers have been transformed into a 21st century multibillion pound industry. They have adapted, 

evolved, survived and made a few entrepreneurs very wealthy indeed. 

 

There is a lesson here that politicians, futurologists and apologists for the media revolution have constantly 

failed to recognise over the last hundred years: that every new medium brings with it, along with fantastic 

new opportunities, dire predictions about the imminent demise of traditional media. And each time, the 

pattern is the same: those traditional media adapt and defy expectations by becoming as much an integral 

part of the media scene as they were of old. And the reason each time is the same: they serve a need and a 

purpose that no other medium can satisfy. 

 

It happened with cinema, as the gradual spread of TV into living rooms meant entertainment on tap, in the 

comfort of your own home. Why, said the prophets of gloom, should anyone want to go to a cinema? The 

movies are doomed, a relic of the pre-television past. The answer was multiplex cinemas, easy car parking, 

big wide screens, comfortable seats, ludicrously expensive popcorn and an experience that can’t even now be 

matched in the living room. Cinema is thriving. 

 

Following the Hunt report on the future of cable, Kenneth Baker as Minister of Information Technology in 

1982 announced an information revolution in which every house would be wired by the end of the 1980’s 

decade. It was to be the end of traditional terrestrial TV as we knew it. Another revolution was announced 

seven years later as Sky launched its four new satellite channels – we were told that within a few years, every 

household would be seduced by the prospect of hundreds of channels, TV viewing would soar, we would 

buy TV programmes like books and the whole concept of mass viewing would go the same way as bakelite 

telephones and Brownie box cameras. That was 1989. nearly 20 years and several television revolutions 

later, our consumption of TV is almost identical to what it was in 1989; nearly two-thirds of all TV viewing 

is still of the five main terrestrial channels, and in the last few weeks, over 14 million sat down together to 

watch the final of Britain’s Got Talent, nearly 13 million watched the Wimbledon final, and just over 10 

million watched the final episode of Doctor Who. “Don’t tell me”, said Steven Barnett, “that mass media are 

dying”. 

 

He recounted his experience at the Henley Centre for Forecasting which he had joined to direct a new Media 

Futures Project. In his four years there he learned a very valuable lesson about media forecasting. There is a 

particular culture that drives consultants, research companies, ad agencies, city analysts, new media 

businesses and pundits as they try to interpret the changing media world. It is relentlessly bullish about the 
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impact of new technology. “We are treated to a host of absurdly optimistic figures, usually on the back of 

some dodgy statistical exercises, with one guiding principle: each time to proclaim with unbridled 

confidence that we are witnessing an unprecedented revolution which within five years will leave society 

reeling under the weight and pace of change. Driving this bandwagon are, invariably, those working at the 

coal-face of these new technologies, the people who will stand to earn most from the coming apocalypse. 

They talk up their own technologies in order to bankroll them, and it works a treat”. History tells us that what 

is really needed in this situation is a little detached, non-partisan, sociological insight into consumer attitudes 

– in particular to understand more about what TV, radio, the telephone or the newspaper actually mean to 

people in their everyday lives. Steven Barnett quoted the results of a survey he conducted two years ago for 

the British Journalism Review on how people value the newspaper. This was a standard YouGov survey 

among a representative sample of 2,000 UK adults: 

 

• To the statement, ‘there’s nothing I can get from newspapers, which I can’t get from TV, magazines 

or the internet, 4 in 10 agreed, while nearly half disagreed. 

• Asked if they find things in a newspaper that they can’t get elsewhere, over half said they did, while 

just under a quarter disagreed. 

• The balance of responses was exactly the same among the 18-29s. For half of them, the newspaper 

provides something unique which is satisfied by no other medium. 

• In response to the statement suggesting that they ‘will probably give up reading newspapers 

completely in the next four or five years’, fewer than one in five agreed, mostly those who already 

read a paper less than once a week. Nearly 6 out of 10 disagreed. 

 

These figures are not predictive, but the survey did show that people see the newspaper as irreplaceable in 

their everyday lives. “Imagine in this multi-media world without newspapers that you are going into the 

Dragons Den .and you say to them, I have a brilliant idea for a new product. It will have masses of different 

news stories, far more than anything you can fit into a TV news bulletin. It will have lots of photos. It will 

have opinions from recognisable people who are controversial and funny and can write. It will have jokes, 

cartoons, interviews, cookery recipes, garden and travel tips, reviews, background to the big sports and 

business stories, crosswords, puzzles, agony columns, racing tips, letters. You’ll be able to buy it anywhere, 

and it’s so clever you can fold it up and put it in your bag, or even carry it without slipping a disc or 

knocking someone’s eye out. And you don’t have to switch it on. No buttons, no batteries, no charging, no 

searching for a mains lead, no waiting while a blank screen blinks at you while deciding how many minutes 

of your time to waste in loading up. You won’t get error messages; you won’t want to hurl it out of the 

window when it tells you the program’s not responding. Once you’ve finished, you just chuck it in the 

recycling bin. And the price? You can have the smaller version for the price of a kit-kat. Or the larger 

version for two packets of crisps. Or for half a lager you can have a really big one with masses of share tips 

and in pink”. 

 

Steven Barnett concluded that ‘those dragons would be falling over themselves to invest in my product”. If 

the newspaper did not exist, we would have to invent it. 

 

Any time, any place, anywhere 

 

Seconding the motion, Richard Edgar, Head of Media, FT.com, argued that we may cling to the romantic 

history of newspapers and magazines but they are already on a slow path of decline from mass media to 

niche players. He was not suggesting that they would disappear, but that they would become a niche. Online 

is more fun, more efficient and more powerful than print, for both journalists and audiences. He presented 

several reasons for this belief: 

 

• Speed. Timeliness is the essence of news and online beats even broadcast hands-down for speed. 

Unlike most broadcasters you don’t have to wait for a bulletin like the Six O’clock News to come 

along; you just publish and it’s there on the site as soon as it’s written. Newspapers, on the other 

hand, are destined to be tomorrow’s fishwrapper, and they can sometimes land on your doorstep 

with news that is already 36 hours out of date. 

•  Utility. If you read news online you can get so much more out of it. You can dig more deeply into 

the website for more, following links set up by journalists; you can search the website on your own, 
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you can search an archive and you can customise the website so it presents the news or features you 

want when you log in. You can also click instantly to a rival’s site for a second opinion. 

• You can access the internet any time, any place, anywhere. It’s on demand 24 hours a day when you 

need it, not when the system decides you can have it. In a world increasingly dominated by Google, 

this is the way more and more people are working and this is the way print media have to go to 

avoid being left behind. 

• Format. Gone are the days when newspapers or magazines just created acres of text. But if pictures 

tell a thousand words, then video can tell a thousand more. When there’s a major event, FT.com, 

like many newspapers, puts video of it next to its text report. “Think of the Betancourt rescue in 

Colombia – nothing could convey her exhilaration better than the grainy video released by the 

government. Combine that with an analysis text piece and your understanding of the event is much 

better.” It is not just news. Even the most compelling of a new ballet at Sadlers Wells would be 

enhanced by a video clip of the dancers in action. Richard Edgar cited a video of Christopher 

Hitchens trying waterboarding himself, to counteract an article in which he appeared to go soft on 

the so-called torturing approach. Hearing Hitchens being interviewed after the experience, provided 

an almost visceral understanding of what he went through. It is the video which answers the 

rhetorical question at the front of the piece. In addition to the examples of video, Richard Edgar 

pointed out that audio-radio, animated graphics and narrated slideshows are all available online. 

They are each good for certain things and this flexibility of approach puts other delivery formats to 

shame. 

• Participation. The audience can participate easily and in a meaningful way, Citizen journalism is 

sometimes overrated but it comes up trumps for eye-witness reports. Comment is free on the 

Guardian site and this is a good example of a dialogue with the readers which can morph into 

decent debate. 

FT.com often has live Q & A chats with experts – city figures who take questions from online 

readers in real time as they sit at their desks. There are also ‘walled garden’ debates – where a paper 

approves a contributor based on his or her reputation or previous contributions. Martin Wolf, the FT 

economist, chairs sophisticated debates in his economist’s forum. This sort of interaction creates an 

engaged audience, one which stays on the site and which is wildly attractive to advertisers. 

• Brand development. All this engagement and all these formats allow a development of brands, not 

just of the paper or magazine, but of the journalists themselves. For example in John Authers' short 

view videos he delivers a daily lecture illustrated with graphics which help thousands make sense of 

complicated topics. Evidently his newspaper column elicited letters addressed to Dear Mr Authers. 

He now receives emails addressed to ‘Dear John’. This is an example of how he is getting closer to 

his audience as they see another side of his journalism. 

 

Richard Edgar concluded by quoting a blog, ‘followthemedia’, “publishers who are sticking to the print 

world had better wake up: print is a burden; it’s stale when it’s fresh; it has no search engine and it kills trees. 

Print sucks”. 

 

Growth of print media 

 

Seconding the opposition, Tom Lynch, Communications Controller, Newspaper Marketing Agency, 

pointed out that much of the gloom was spread by newspapers themselves. How do you know what 

newspapers are doing? You read it in the newspapers!  

 

The economic cycle is moving against us, but display advertising is increasing and has been for the last few 

years. It is currently the highest it has been for five years. Nor is the belief about the pressure on classified 

advertising conclusive. 

 

Print is well established and print newspapers are still growing worldwide. The circulation of paid-for dailies 

and the number of such dailies rose again in 2007. 

 

A survey on how print and online newspapers work showed: 

 

• 58% of online newspaper readers also read the paper in print. So there’s a huge overlap – millions 

of people who are regular readers of newspapers in print who also read online. 
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• 64% say print is easier to use, 89% say it is more satisfying or just as satisfying as online. 55% say 

online is more convenient. 

• Asked to choose, 61% said they wanted to keep using both print and online as they serve different 

purposes. Only 18% said print only or online only. The same question was posed to people who had 

paid for online content; 65% said they preferred both, though internet only was 22% vs print only 

13%. 

 

Newspapers appear to be associated with quality time. But the majority still want both. The market research 

is not conclusive, but indicative. Another survey, the latest IPA Touchpoints Survey says that only 9% prefer 

to read their papers online. 

 

Tom Lynch enumerated some of the advantage which prints offers: 

 

• Portability 

• Control. The print paper is readily controlled by the reader; as it is scanned, folded and clipped the 

reader engages in a selective information search based on interest, leisure time and reading ability. 

You can flip backwards and forwards more easily. 

• Value is provided by the editing to present a rounded and informed package. 

 

Young people are coming into readership of newspapers. 3.2 million 16-24s read newspapers daily. Despite 

declines in mainstream newspaper readership in the US, college newspapers are an integral part of students’ 

lives, with over 76% saying they have read their college newspaper in the past month, according to a recent 

Alloy Media + Marketing study, Marketing Charts. The College Newspaper Audience Study, conducted in 

partnership with MORI Research, found that although internet usage among college students continues to 

gain strength, the print edition still garners the most eyeballs, with just less than 20% saying they have 

accessed their campus newspaper online in the past 30 days. This is the most internet-savvy audience on the 

planet! 

 

Tom Lynch interrogated the word ‘only’ in the motion. The future of national newspapers is clearly online 

and print. But we don’t yet know how it’s all going to end. When a new medium comes along, people make 

room for it in their lives. Each medium has its own role and its own value.  The truth has always been that 

both survive and thrive. 

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

The semantics of the motion were discussed. Did it mean there is only one future, which means that there is 

no future for the press or the only future is online? The chairman opined that the audience must decide. 

 

The following contributions were made from the floor: 

 

For the motion 

 

• The contributor focused on the economics of the argument. 50% of the revenue of his magazine 

comes from online. The online version has a greater audience than the print version. He believes you 

should follow the money which is online. 

• The contributor is very comfortable in having an online business. It is more profitable. He has not 

bought a newspaper for four years as he can get everything he needs from his Blackberry. A lot of 

people now have mobile phones and Ipods and they are finding out how much information they can 

get from electronic media. US revenues from electronic media were $50 billion at the start of 2007, 

versus $5 billion for newspapers. If you are a newspaper owner in the US if you don’t get online 

there is no future. The facts are in favour of the internet. 

• The contributor valued the planet and pointed out how much energy print consumes. In addition to 

the lorries needed for distribution, there are power plants next door newspaper printing houses. 

Energy is also consumed as we waste paper. We need more energy-efficient life-styles. It you want 

to save the planet and if you want a nice, bright career, the internet is the future. 
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Against the motion 

 

• The contributor acknowledged the utility, power and participative effects of online, but ultimately 

the motion rested on the word only. To vote for the motion you would have to say that there is no 

future for print media. There clearly has to be some future, although it may not be a brilliant one. 

• There are currently 300 regional newspapers and 1000 web sites: the currency is being extended 

continuously. You can get instant news online but newspapers allow you to chew the cud, giving you 

a more considered view. The future must be multi-media: it will be in all types of media but print 

will continue. 

• The contributor commented that he had been given a lot of papers on his way to the debate. He has 

suspended his subscriptions to two newspapers online. Online advertisers essentially want just click-

through.  

Print media are more trusted and good for reference and you can read them a number of times. You 

can also read them in comfort. People frequently take newspapers and magazines to the toilet. 

• The contributor cited a very successful blogger who was receiving 100,000 unique visitors and 

making £6,000 a year. However, he started a monthly magazine because advertisers would not 

advertise on his blog. 

The Economist has a very strong online presence. The future may be news online, but the printed 

word remains very strong, in books as well as newspapers and magazines. 

• The contributor queried when the last issue of the print FT would be published. The online version is 

dependent on the printed version. The printed FT is not going to die. People want both versions. 

People leaving university nowadays are less likely to get news from newspapers. 

The contributor had no confidence about buying coloured goods through the internet as colour 

palettes online are not accurate. 

• The contributor, aged 19, pointed out that teenagers are very good at picking and mixing. She 

acknowledged the speed of the internet, but feels that individual style is lost online. It is much 

clearer and sharper in print. You can get images and video online, but for important information you 

go to newspapers. Young people access print, through books and magazines as well as newspapers. 

• The Economist has over 3 million readers worldwide and a 1.3 million circulation. Hard news may 

be better online but information from the printed word is still desirable. The success of The 

Economist in print is its reviews, comment and analysis, rather than its hard news. 

• Newspapers are about serendipity. They work in a different environment from online. The FT online 

would not exist without the strength of traditional media. Online is great for breaking news but for 

depth and making sense of that news, you need print. 

• The huge power plants near press houses use waste products from printing. Pocket media use more 

energy. Print, in fact, is a greener alternative. 

• Print is more trustworthy. There is a good deal to distrust about information on the internet. 

• The contributor, a press lawyer, pointed out the problems of printing in a different legal jurisdiction. 

He is in favour of hard copy being able to target small audiences. On the internet there is a problem 

of dangerous regimes objecting to material and the threat of being sued. 

• The Economist straddles both worlds. Information and intelligence is spread throughout its issues. 

Online is complementary to print. Print readers can switch into Economist.com. 

• Most of the brands online started life as traditional media. There is still room for print. One does 

what is convenient. The contributor still likes books in hard copy. 

• The contributor reads the paper in hard copy; he wants the quality stuff that appears on the printed 

page. He understands that people in the city who are short of time might prefer the speed of the 

online version, but normal consumers do not need that kind of service. 

• Business models are changing rapidly. FT.com is successful because the brand of FT has been 

established over many years. People are experimenting with different business models. 

 

Undecided 

 

• The contributor confessed that he is fickle. He feels frustrated if he can't find a newsstand at a station 

and relieved to find a newspaper on the seat. He realises that it is the context of reading that matters. 

When he travels he wants a newspaper. If he needs information, he can go online to get it. 



 7 

• You cannot go online on the tube because there are too many black spots. You need papers. There 

are plans afoot for the world to be better connected and hopefully this access problem will go away. 

 

Summing up 

 

Summing up for the opposition Tom Lynch pointed out that print media are not static. Newspapers are 

investing heavily in developing their online offering, but they have not stopped investing in print. Print has 

been transformed with a parallel investment to online. A lot of money is being spent on print development 

and print media will continue to develop and change. 

 

Also summing up for the opposition Steven Barnett cited Heat magazine which is a bible for teenagers. But 

children also spend hours on Freebook, MSN, TV, sports. It is a Pick and Mix generation. 

 

There are 12 million readers of the Sun.  The Sun is in touch with its readers and listens to what they say. In 

real life people do not sleep with Blackberries: they read and watch TV. 

 

Online is not without its problems. The fact that it can go wrong is not unimportant. Broadband access can 

often be problematic. There is a limit with which broadband can cope. We should not take technology for 

granted. 

 

Steven Barnett also referred to the way the internet is monetized. Money does not go in equal amounts. 

People are used to going online for free. How do you drive value from the internet? 

 

Steven Barnett concluded by asking, “What would a man rather take to the loo, a newspaper or a computer?” 

 

Summing up for the motion Guy Phillipson pointed out that the proposers were not predicting the demise of 

newspapers. Their point is that when you embrace the web you have a future; otherwise your future is 

uncertain. He contended that online is easy and quirky. You can do in-depth analysis online. One should not 

think of it as a snacking medium. 

 

He pointed to the ageing nature of users. Two out of three people go into retirement online. They may not be 

using MySpace but they are certainly using the internet. 

 

Everybody now had broadband. Online now accounts for 26% of media consumption. There are now 50% of 

home wireless routers. More people are using the internet at home at the same time. The launch of i-phone is 

indicative of the internet landscape. The circulations of newspapers are down 21% in 12 years. The Mail 

online (representing Middle England!) was up 100% last year. Online adspend has already overtaken 

newspapers. Next year, it is predicted that it will overtake TV. 

 

Guy Phillipson went on to discuss the threat to the press. He cited the Tribune series in the US and the failure 

of the press industry in America, (where 300 jobs had been axed in newsrooms all over the country), to 

address the shift to online in any meaningful way. He concluded by looking at the opportunities online. Great 

brands can be incorporated online. Multi-media and rich media enable brands to be optimised and re-

invigorated. Links can be generated. There is a fiscal argument for using online; ‘Protect your title and 

protect your future’. 

 

The result 

 

The motion was defeated by a show of hands. 

 

Next Debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 27th October 2008, sponsored by the Chartered Institute of 

Marketing. Details from the Debating Group Secretary, Doreen Blythe (Tel: 020 8994 9177) e-mail: 

dblythe@varinternational.com     

 


