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About this report 
The California Press Foundation commissioned the collection and compilation of this report as a 
way to provide a convenient overview of organizations that offer strategic guidance regarding 
the fiscal support and furtherance of locally reported and published news. 
 
Cal Press staff engaged Kellen Browning, a student at Pitzer College in Claremont, as the 2017 
Cal Press Fellow. Browning, a Davis High School alumnus, was named the National High 
School Journalist of the Year by the Journalism Education Association in 2016. Jeff Rowe, a 
Long Beach-based journalist, educator and entrepreneur, contributed to the report, which was 
edited by Cal Press Administrator Joe Wirt. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Newspapers and news websites, especially local publications serving small communities, are 
struggling in today’s media world. Consumers of news are becoming more likely to browse 
Twitter, Facebook or the internet for news, entertainment and sports. Print circulation is 
declining nationwide. 
 
Traditional print advertisements don’t bring in enough revenue anymore, and news organizations 
are suffering. Newsrooms are downsizing, laying off and buying out good journalists. Some 
newspapers and websites are testing new strategies in digital advertising, with varying degrees of 
success. What works for one publication may not work for another. 
 
While media leaders are working hard to keep print newspapers viable, they have known for 
some time that they need to look elsewhere and pursue other revenue sources. But decision-
makers don’t have time for conflicting and potentially unhelpful advice. 
 
In the midst of this chaotic transition to a digital era, the California Press Foundation asked us to 
reach out to journalism organizations – institutes, think tanks and research groups – to catalog 
advice for newsrooms that are trying to stay solvent. Some were unresponsive, uninterested or 
didn’t have time to be interviewed, but the 10 groups that participated offered diverse 
perspectives and solutions.  
 
This report aims to clarify, simplify and provide a list of instructions that local newspapers and 
websites can implement immediately.  
 
These are practical, sensible tips, tricks and digital tools, without the vague suggestions and 
buzzwords. Where possible, we pressed the organizations to back up their best practices and 
solutions with data, facts and examples of publications that have used their advice and 
succeeded. 



 
Here’s a list of the organizations that we interviewed, with a brief description of the role of each, 
according to the organizations’ websites.  
 
 

Name Website URL Description Person interviewed 

The American Press 
Institute 

Americanpressinstitute.org • Educational non-advocacy 
501(c)3 nonprofit 
organization affiliated with 
the News Media Alliance. 

• Aims to help publishers 
understand audiences, grow 
revenue and support 
organizational change.  

 

Kevin Loker, program 
manager 
Liz Worthington, 
content strategy program 
manager 

The Tow-Knight Center 
for Entrepreneurial 
Journalism 

Towknight.org • Part of the City University 
of New York Graduate 
School of Journalism. 

• Explores viable economic 
models for digital media. 

• Conducts, funds and 
publishes research on the 
shifting economics of 
journalism and new 
business models for news. 

• Offers an entrepreneurial 
journalism fellowship. 

 

Jeremy Caplan, 
executive director 

The Institute for Non-
Profit News 

Inn.org • The INN community (more 
than 100 nonprofit media 
organizations) shares best 
practices, collaborates on 
stories and receives training 
in business development. 

 

Sue Cross, executive 
director 

Local Independent 
Online News Publishers 

LIONpublishers.com • Shares resources with 
members of the association, 
which is made up of nearly 
170 local outlets. 

•  Promotes collaboration and 
leverages economic 
opportunities as a group. 

•  Leads technological and 
operational innovation to 
advance efficiency and 
quality in the industry. 

• Advances the case for 
strong local independent 
online journalism and 
represents membership 
interests in the public 

Matt DeRienzo, 
executive director 



sphere. 
 

Online News Association Journalists.org • Nonprofit organization for 
digital journalists, 
connecting news with 
technology. 

• Hosts the annual Online 
News Association 
conference and administers 
the Online Journalism 
Awards. 

 

Trevor Knoblich, head 
of programs 

Columbia University 
Graduate School of 
Journalism 

Journalism.columbia.edu • Educates and trains 
students to become 
professional journalists. 

• Research is focused on 
journalism innovation. 

 

Giannina Segnini, 
director of the M.S. in 
Data Journalism 
program 

The Reynolds Journalism 
Institute 

Rjionline.org  • Center for researching and 
testing new models of 
journalism in an era of 
technology advances. 

• Provides RJI staff and 
external clients with 
measures of what works 
and what doesn’t in the real 
world of journalism. 

 

Randy Picht, executive 
director 

Local Media Association Localmedia.org • Assists local media 
companies with the digital 
transition via cutting-edge 
programs, conferences, 
webinars, research and 
training. 

• Serves more than 3,000 
organizations and brings 
local media together to 
share information, network 
and maximize digital 
business opportunities. 

 

Gordon Borrell, former 
chairman 

The Poynter Institute Poynter.org • Offers personalized 
coaching, hands-on 
seminars and online 
courses. 

Teaches members of media 
organizations, entrepreneurs, 
instructors and students. 

Kelly McBride, vice 
president 

The Lenfest Institute for 
Journalism 

Lenfestinstitute.org • A non-profit organization 
that develops and supports 
sustainable business models 
for local journalism. 

Invests in innovative news 
initiatives, technology and new 
models for journalism. 

Ken Herts, director of 
operations 



 
 
Summary 
 
Journalism organizations cannot remain aloof anymore. Yes, newsrooms should be independent 
in their coverage, but they should also reach out to members of the community, businesses and 
press associations in search of ways to make money. 
 
Instead of just publishing stories and assuming people will see value in your publication, 
journalism think tanks say you must prove your worth. Readers now have many ways to get 
information: the internet, social media, national outlets, radio and television. What do you have 
to offer that those other sources don’t? 
 
In that vein, be transparent. Explain why you cover what you cover, and how it will make readers 
more invested and willing to pay. How does a story benefit the community? If it doesn’t, write 
something that does. Don’t be paralyzed by indecision and fear about changing your 
publication’s business model. Be open to change and pursue multiple revenue streams. 
 
Beyond those broad strokes, here’s a list of the best practices – explained in greater detail in the 
body of the report – that we culled from the different journalism organizations. 
 

 Continue to utilize traditional print advertising, which still makes up a significant 
portion of news organizations’ revenue, but do not rely solely on a print business 
model. 

 Web readers are less likely to notice ads than print readers, so work with advertisers to 
draw them in with sponsored content. 

 Another way to attract readers’ attention is by sending newsletters, which can be used to 
promote engagement and advertise. 

 Reach out to local businesses and offer to provide services, like social media 
management and photography, if they’re willing to pay. 

 Host local events, which will increase interest in your publication, connect readers with 
each other and generate revenue. 

 Once you’ve built community interest and trust, encourage readers to pay to become 
members, which could offer behind-the-scenes access and other incentives. 

 If you choose to use a paywall, make sure your website loads quickly and your 
coverage is valued enough that readers will pay for it, rather than turn to a free 
alternative like a local news station. 

 Avail yourself of digital tools offered by press associations and journalism 
organizations; for instance, Metrics for News can help publications boost engagement.  

 



 
 
Best practices 
 
Understand the advertising landscape 
 
Back in the days when newspapers could rely on print advertising for their revenue, business 
models were simple: The wider the circulation, the more eyes on a print ad. The more people 
who read an ad, the more likely that the client was to profit and want to continue advertising with 
that newspaper. 
 
But those days are over. Weekday newspaper circulation fell by 7 percent in 2015, and non-
digital advertising revenue fell by 10 percent, according to the Pew Research Center. 
 
A news organization that wants to survive, thrive and stay profitable in today’s more complex 
world of advertising needs to be smart and understand how to market itself to advertisers and 
readers. 
 
Here are some concepts to keep in mind. 
 
Comprehend “lean back” and “lean forward” 
 
News consumers are moving away from TV, radio and print – formats that former Local Media 
Association chairman Gordon Borrell likes to call “lean-back” mediums. When people lean back 
to absorb information – either watching, listening or reading – they’re “more receptive to the 
advertising that hits them.” 
 
Online, though, readers aren’t usually browsing. They’re “leaning forward and looking very 
specifically for something,” Borrell says. In this mindset, people are less receptive to 
advertisements. 
 
Therefore, he says, advertisers “don’t want to be around news readers online – they want to be 
around people who are about to buy something.” 
 
Because of this, it’s not reasonable to expect the traditional print business model of turning high 
circulation (or page views) into profit to pay off. Newspapers need to accept the need to think 
outside the box and not revert to old ideas. 
 
Avoid becoming obsolete 
 
In the early 1900s, blacksmiths faced a crisis. 
 



They were “looking out on these dirt roads and were seeing people starting to drive by – their 
customers – in cars instead of on horses. And they didn’t say, ‘Come over here, you really need 
to ride a horse,’” Borrell says. “They said, ‘Our customer base is changing, and we have to adapt 
with that; we have to change with that.’” 
 
Many blacksmiths were too stubborn or foolish to adapt, and there are still blacksmiths today. 
 
“But you’re challenged to find one,” Borrell says. “But you’re not challenged to find what the 
successful blacksmiths became, which is service stations, gas stations and car dealerships.” 
 
Now is the time for news organizations to make that same transition, or risk becoming obsolete 
and falling behind competitors. 
 
Kelly McBride, vice president of the Poynter Institute, says adaptation is not as hard as people 
think – but organizations actually have to initiate the change instead of remaining indecisive. 
 
“There’s no mystery as to what you need to do. The mystery is why you’re not doing it,” 
McBride says. “In many cases, it is a paralysis on the part of the leadership. Part of it is the print 
product is still the cash cow, and many people are afraid to do anything that will jeopardize that.” 
 
Get smart about web ads                                                  
 
Clearly, conventional print advertising just isn’t enough anymore. There’s no need to set aside 
print ads entirely, of course – Borrell has found that 61 percent of all advertisers in a marketplace 
still buy newspaper advertisements, trailing only online ads (67 percent). 
 
The danger, though, is continuing to bet on print ads above all else. 
 
And if you’re looking to cut expenses, suggests Ken Herts, director of operations at The Lenfest 
Institute, cut from print. He said newspapers can benefit from a mixed policy. The St. Paul 
Pioneer Press is selling print plus digital packages – with print on Wednesdays, Thursdays and 
Sundays. Newspaper sales on those days are about triple what they are on other days, Herts said. 
 
You might be thinking that website banner ads offer potential, but don’t bet on it. Even 
traditional web advertising is becoming obsolete, says Matt DeRienzo, executive director of 
Local Independent Online News (LION) Publishers. 

Programmatic ad selling is a very difficult path to follow, as it brings in revenue at very low 
rates, Herts adds. It helps turn “print dollars into digital dimes and mobile pennies,” he says. 
 
One innovation that’s been particularly crippling to publishers, DeRienzo says, is ad tech – 
essentially, the ability of an advertiser to follow someone around the internet. 
 



Ever notice how after you shop for a certain pair of shoes on Amazon, shoe ads start cropping up  
on random web pages? That’s what DeRienzo is talking about. Now that advertisers can entice 
customers on music streaming services, social media and Google, newspapers are a clunky ad 
medium. 
 
And even if news websites do utilize banner ads on their home pages, they’re usually not 
effective. 
 
“People are ad-blind,” explains Jeremy Caplan, the director of education at the City University of 
New York Graduate School of Journalism’s Tow-Knight Center for Entrepreneurial 
Journalism. 
 
In other words, readers are so used to being bombarded with sales pitches that they’ve tuned it all 
out. 
 
“You have to give readers a reason to check the ad out,” Caplan says. 
 
If you are going to use banner ads, though, at least try a method called audience extension, 
Borrell says. In essence, a news organization can work with a company that places the banners 
into a larger network that reaches the entire market. Major websites like Yahoo, The Huffington 
Post and CNN participate in this network and accept such ads, he says. 
 
Newspapers can work with companies like Centro and Simpli.fi to amplify the audience for the 
ad – a prospect that should greatly interest an advertising company. 
 
Experiment with new strategies and online tools 
 
Despite the pessimism about online advertising, don’t forget that the most popular advertising 
choice is still the internet.  
 
So don’t ditch the online ads – just make sure you get them right. 
 
 
Utilize sponsored content 
 
One way to do that, Caplan of Tow-Knight says, is to spend some time creating sponsored 
journalistic content of interest to readers and advertisers alike.  
 
Look at Netflix, he says. It creates interesting, authentic stories about women in prison. Those 
articles are informative on their own, but they’re also used to promote the television show 
“Orange is the New Black." 
 



Think about ways to get local businesses involved, Caplan suggests. For instance, “Fun places to 
eat with your kids” could be sponsored by a restaurant. “Great places to exercise outside during 
the summer” could attract interest from an outdoorsy-style shop, and “Five ways to stay healthy 
working a desk job” might grab the attention of a local health company. 
 
“People are a lot more likely to be interested and engaged in a piece of content that actually has 
authentic value than in a piece of content where it’s clear (a business is) just marketing 
something,” Caplan says. 
 
Newspapers can expect advertisers to be intrigued and willing to pay for this type of advertising, 
which could cause readers to develop a genuine interest in the product, Caplan says. 
 
Of course, publishers must ensure the reader “is the ultimate client.” 
 
“Most of what the publishers do hopefully is quality content solely for the sake of the reader, and 
a small fraction of the content should be where there’s a benefit to a brand partner in some way 
as well,” Caplan says. 
 
Interact with advertisers 
 
Borrell has some similar advice that might be a hard pill to swallow for many journalists. 
 
“What the newspapers today have to do is look at their most important customer base, which I’m 
sorry to say is advertisers, not readers,” he says. “If you’re not relevant to advertisers, you have 
no business.” 
 
Working with advertisers may sound daunting, but Borrell says it’s easy. Simply go into your 
community and see what advertisers need and want. 
 
“How can you help the local tire store, the local restaurant, the local florist, the local plumber get 
more customers?” he says. 
 
Local businesses have products to sell, but they can’t make sense of the world of digital 
advertising on their own. Seventy-two percent of local advertisers are novices at the business, 
according to a survey Borrell conducted this year. Of that group, 70 percent are making decisions 
on their own. 
 
“That’s a disaster waiting to happen,” Borrell says. 
 
That’s where a savvy media organization should come in, offering to make sense of it for them – 
for a price. 
 



Media companies have useful skills that can help advertisers, including writing intriguing 
headlines and summaries, making sense of social media and avoiding embarrassing gaffes, and 
taking high-quality photos that could interest customers in an advertiser’s product. 
 
“Businesses are perfectly willing to pay people to take over these responsibilities,” Borrell says. 
 
Additionally, Borrell suggests, hire people who understand digital marketing and advertising. 
 
Don’t be afraid to collaborate 
 
Herts from The Lenfest Institute suggests news organizations reach out to university journalism 
schools to collaborate on projects; for instance, he says, the University of North Carolina is 
working with several North Carolina newspapers.  

Giannina Segnini, director of the M.S. in Data Journalism Program at Columbia University, 
likes the idea of teaming with other journalism organizations and j-schools, particularly on larger 
projects. 

Segnini was a partner of the Panama Papers project, which brought together 400 journalists from 
around the world to investigate financial crimes in 80 nations. She advises that news 
organizations keep in mind that journalism is increasingly international; for instance, Columbia 
graduate students, half of whom are from other countries, are working on mapping President 
Donald Trump’s business interests around the world. 

Segnini also suggests adding other disciplines to journalism staffs, including geographers and 
computer programmers. 

But not all local newspapers can afford to hire such personnel – or even people who specialize in 
marketing and advertising. Fortunately, for advertising, there’s a digital tool that just might help. 
 
Randy Picht, executive director of the Reynolds Journalism Institute, calls it a digital back 
office:  a suite of advertising tools that they can use to help local publications assist advertisers. 
 
 
Send newsletters 
 
If readers are ad-blind online because of the constant bombardment, it makes sense to advertise 
somewhere they’re not prepared to automatically tune out — like email. 
 
“Advertising in an email is in many cases more effective because it’s not full of advertising,” 
agrees Caplan of Tow-Knight, who says sending newsletters is also a good way to build 
engagement.  
 



Plus, “email is something everybody reads every single day.” 
  
Caplan advises publications to place just one or two sponsors or ads in the email, which could 
also include information about recently published articles and upcoming community events.  
 
Not sure where to start? There’s a digital tool for that, too.  
 
Reynolds partnered with Crosscut News, a Seattle news site, to create a free newsletter decision 
tree called Opt In, which helps news organizations optimize existing newsletters and create new 
ones based on their needs. 
 
“The idea is that you could say, ‘Well, we want this to be an additional revenue stream,’ or you 
could say, ‘We want this to increase the number of paid subscribers,’ or you could say, ‘We just 
want this to drive traffic to some of our events,’” Picht says. “You have to kind of figure that out 
first.” 
 
Once you’ve decided the purpose of your newsletter and entered your preferences, the tool will 
spit out a PDF report that a news organization can use as a guide to determine the newsletter’s 
design, content, frequency and more. 
 
Try Metrics for News 
 
Instead of relying on instinct, use statistics to inform your publication. The American Press 
Institute’s Metrics for News suite of tools helps publishers use empirical data to make decisions. 
 
The software API developed isn’t free, but it will go beyond conventional web metrics, which 
aren’t great at explaining the “why” — the reasons certain posts or articles performed better than 
others. Metrics for News will do just that, says Liz Worthington, API’s content strategy program 
manager. 
 
Metrics for News will categorize published stories with “tags,” which include topic, the depth of 
reporting that went into the story, the job the story performs for the reader (for instance, an 
explainer vs. a profile or a preview) and the type of multimedia in the story. 
 
Each story will receive a number on an overall engagement index, which combines page views, 
time spent reading the article, social media shares and more. Publishers can then compare stories 
with different index scores and see what tags they have, which will give them some insight into 
what aspects of a story help or hurt engagement. 
 



Using this data, Metrics for News has drawn some general conclusions about engagement that all 
publications can benefit from.  
 
Major enterprise stories – like Sunday centerpieces and big investigations – are worth the time 
they take to write, Worthington says. Such stories boost engagement 48 percent, but only make 
up 1 percent of all content. 
 
“Sometimes major enterprise work is the most time-consuming,” Worthington says. “The 
Metrics for News program can guide you to figure out, ‘Well, where is it worth us doing major 
enterprise? What topics would (benefit from more) of this kind of work?’ ” 
 
Other API findings, summarized here, include unsurprising conclusions, like the fact that photos 
boost story engagement by 19 percent (multiple photos boost it by 43 percent), and less-obvious 
tidbits; for instance, crime briefs and police blotters do not perform well online. 
 
API also offers a customized audience survey to help a publication learn how people feel about 
their community, which can be combined with Metrics for News to improve news organizations’ 
coverage. 
 
One Pennsylvania newsroom, Worthington said, took survey responses that showed readers were 
very concerned with crime in their community and reimagined their crime coverage using 
suggestions from Metrics for News. They had covered crime traditionally, with daily briefs and 
mugshots, but “saw a big opportunity to do something” with this data. 
 
After switching to more explanatory and enterprise coverage and including more diverse photos, 
the newsroom saw 200 percent growth in engagement with their crime coverage. 
 
“They had a lot of success by not just seeing this data, but acting on it,” Worthington says. 
 
 
 
Interact with the community 
 
In an era with a plethora of online publications, social media outlets and countless ways to get 
information, experts agree that local news organizations need to demonstrate their relevance to 
the community they serve. 
 
A publication that is respected, valued and well-received by its audience is more likely to garner 
goodwill and enthusiastic readers, and it stands a greater chance of surviving when advertising 
revenue isn’t enough to keep it afloat. 
 



Host local events 
 
Bringing people together through a physical meet-up builds engagement and interest in a 
newspaper or online publication, says Trevor Knoblich, head of programs for the Online News 
Association. 
 
Despite the ever-increasing ease of contacting someone online through a brief text message – or 
perhaps because of it – in-person communication is more valuable, Knoblich says. 
 
 “A lot of people are placing value on meeting in real life, on hearing from interesting readers in 
their communities, or hearing from their newspaper or sharing stories with their newspaper, and 
events are increasingly becoming a really strong revenue driver for a lot of newsrooms,” he says. 
 
But what kinds of events should a local newspaper or website host? 
 
That “depends on the wants and needs of your community,” advises McBride of Poynter. 
 
Newspapers searching for successful examples should look to business journals, which make 
money hosting hiring fairs and speaker series with themes like “top businesswomen in the area” 
or “best businesses to work for,” McBride says. 
 
McBride points to The Texas Tribune as an outlet that’s gotten it right; the Austin-based news 
website hosted more than 50 events last year. 
 
“They were lunchtime conversations with lawmakers on college campuses back in their districts; 
early morning one-on-ones with movers and shakers a few blocks from the Capitol at the Austin 
Club; daylong deep dives into single topics like urban public ed and transportation; a handful of 
previews of the 85th Legislature; and of course, the annual three-day government geek-out 
known as The Texas Tribune Festival,” the Tribune’s website says. 
 
Caplan of Tow-Knight recommends having a local business or advertiser sponsor the event, and 
says such interactions help readers become more engaged with their newspapers. 
 
“Aside from the advertising value for the sponsor and the revenue value for the publisher and the 
event in-person value for the reader, you also have this sense of community that develops,” 
Caplan says. “People actually see the other readers of that publication, and they meet each other 
and they talk.” 
 
He says innovative news sites like The New Tropic in Miami and The Evergrey in Seattle are 
great examples of publications that have successfully hosted events and profited. 
 
Knoblich of ONA has a digital tool that can help generate interest in such events — the Event 
Manager WordPress plug-in, which debuted in 2016 and allows news organizations to create 
colorful, interactive event schedules using Google Sheets. View an example here. 
 
 



Pursue a membership model 
 
It may seem obvious, but asking people to contribute money each month can pay dividends, says 
DeRienzo of LION Publishers. 
 
He advocates a membership model: Trusted local publications should make it clear that they 
need community support to continue producing high-quality content.  
 
News websites should have an easy and obvious sign-up form allowing a reader to become a 
member. Membership should involve a donation and certain perks: a tote bag, a coffee mug, a 
newsletter, behind-the-scenes access or discounts on events the publication hosts. 
 
One website that has successfully employed this model is the Voice of San Diego, which offers 
different membership levels and perks based on the amount of money someone contributes. 
 
The strategy was so successful for the Voice of San Diego that it’s now helping other news 
organizations with a membership model, using an organization called News Revenue Hub. 
 
If a publication is doing good work, DeRienzo says, it will be able to gradually bring people “up 
the ladder of engagement.” A reader might visit a news site initially, sign up for a newsletter, 
comment on an interesting story and finally become invested enough to become a member. 
 
Prove your value 
 
The key is to be important to the community – readers have to want to support their local 
publications. 
 
But it’s not enough to just claim you’re essential – you have to prove it. To that end, advises 
American Press Institute program manager Kevin Loker, publications should make their mission 
statements more apparent and articulate why and how their stories have merit. 
 
“People will pay for things that help them a lot,” Loker says. “Explain why you do what you do.” 
 
That includes making some newspaper operations visible to the public. For instance, explain to 
readers how you decide what to cover and what separates your news and opinion sections and 
stories. 
 
“Transparency builds trust,” says Loker, whose institute provides free research and data about 
trust in the media to journalism organizations. He also recommends Santa Clara University’s 
Trust Project. 
 
Along those lines, says Sue Cross, executive director of the Institute for Nonprofit News, make 
sure to create an “about us” page on an easy-to-find place on your website, and include contact 
information, because personal connections matter. 
 



Explain the business side of the journalism you produce, Cross adds. Show how much time it 
took to create a particular story, as well as any other costs. 
 
But how can newspapers and news websites ensure they’re covering relevant stories, and receive 
recognition for their coverage? 
 
“Build pillars,” Loker says. “Things you’re recognized for.”  
 
Exceptional community coverage could include coverage of local businesses and schools. Loker 
points to Stat, a flourishing publication The Boston Globe started specifically for health news. 
 
To paywall, or not to paywall? 
 
No issue was more divisive among experts than whether a news organization should require 
readers to pay to access some or all digital content. For instance, The New York Times allows 
readers to view 10 articles for free before requiring them to create an account (subscribe). 
 
“Paywalls seem to come and go,” says Picht of Reynolds. “First, paywalls are a bad idea, and 
that was in favor for a while. And then paywalls are the only hope, and that was in favor for a 
while. And now there are sites that have hard paywalls (no free articles) and there are some that 
still have the metered approach – 10 articles free a month or five free. And then you have some 
that have abandoned it completely.”  
 
The argument for paywalls is that readers should be required to pay for a publication’s online 
work the same way they do for print – after all, newspaper subscribers don’t expect to receive a 
paper at their door each morning for free. If readers care enough about an organization’s content, 
they’ll be more than willing to pay to continue accessing it. 
 
“Most of the successful small organizations that we’re seeing have that meter dialed down pretty 
low,” says McBride of Poynter. “Some of them as few as three or five articles a month” for free 
before requiring a subscription. 
 
McBride says a lot of news websites see paywalls fail to bring in revenue and new subscribers –
not because the idea is flawed, but because their websites aren’t quick enough to kick in with the 
option to subscribe. 
 
“If your page doesn’t load in less than a second-and-a-half or two seconds, a metered paywall 
will never work, because they’ll bounce away from your website before you hit the meter,” says 
McBride, citing online readers’ notoriously short attention spans. “After two seconds, 90 percent 
of your traffic will leave.” 
 
Paywall critics contend that paywalls have not been proven to work; it’s too easy to find a 
workaround, and readers feel cheated out of their news and are unwilling to buy in. 



 
DeRienzo of LION Publishers says only big newspapers like The Wall Street Journal can make 
paywalls work, because community publications “can’t compete with local news stations” when 
readers want access to breaking news stories – they’ll just go somewhere else. 
 
“Show me the example of where it has worked,” DeRienzo says. 
 
There doesn’t seem to be one definitive answer, but it appears that the more valued a newspaper 
is in its community, the more receptive readers are likely to be to the implementation of a 
paywall. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The media landscape, especially in the digital era, is changing constantly, and this report is only 
a starting point in regards to useful strategies and helpful journalism organizations that a 
publication can seek out for guidance.  
 
A similar report examining best practices conducted six months or a year from now, surveying 
the same organizations, could reach drastically different conclusions – that’s how quickly 
innovation is occurring. 
 
Still, this report at least provides a snapshot in time, and a number of approaches for a struggling 
local newspaper or website. The hope is that an enterprising publisher, working hard to make 
ends meet, can use this advice to right the ship, starting today.  
 
No tactic is full-proof, and those surveyed would readily agree that the approaches they advocate 
are not guaranteed to yield immediate, fantastic results and soaring profits. Much depends on a 
publication’s individual financial situation, organization and community – but hopefully at least 
one of the many ideas discussed here will make the difference in a publication’s bid for survival. 


