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Areas. Newsroom Integration 

Social media / audience engagement:
In the context of social media, even those companies that essentially 
rely on separate platforms feature relatively high convergence values. 
This seems logical: Every journalist is required to critically examine her/
his audience. Within editorial departments, issues concerning audience 
engagement serve as points of linkage for print traditionalists and on-
line veterans of the first hour, even in the case of those newspapers, 
which rely on separate newsrooms for their channels. For both, the 
social media phenomenon in all its sheer massiveness was brand new 
a decade ago. Meanwhile, almost all of the larger daily newspapers 
have persons endowed with specific responsibility or small teams that 
focus on the promotion of the contents of the social media channels, 
the support and moderation of forums – and who have to coordinate 
this with the journalists.

A national conclusion with an international view
Newsroom integration in daily newspapers is by no means a simple, 
one-dimensional process, but rather one that plays out across several 
levels. In some ways, Austria is a latecomer to the digitalisation pro-
cesses of the legacy media houses. This opened the way for learning 
from international experiences, where interest for the subject existed. 
At the same time, it provides ideal laboratory conditions for media 
and journalism research: In a readily comprehensible national market 
with merely 14 daily newspapers we identified every typical news-
room model leading up to the start of 2017: those, which continue to 
maintain largely separate editorial efforts in terms of print product and 
online journalism; others, which plan cross-media production and co-
operation in defined areas; and those, which are placing their bets on 
the far-reaching integration of journalistic production and content distri-
bution across all existing and perpetually new channels.
The differentiated analysis reveals that there is no single model that 
fits all, but that core questions can be defined, which require a conclu-
sive response, in order to deliver the promise of successful newsroom 
concepts. For this, too, has been established by the case studies, the 
interviews with media management teams, and the surveys of jour-
nalists: Clear mission statements, concise targets and timetables, and 
relevant discourse conducted with all those in the media value chain 
who are affected, will increase the likelihood of success for each newly 
developed newsroom model.
This is what the Austrian daily newspaper were and still are able to 
learn from international benchmarks. In a much cited poem written by 
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the Austrian poet Friedrich Hebbel in 1862, he opined: “This Austria 
is a small world, in which the larger world rehearses.”10 On the other 
hand, the following aphorism by Gustav Mahler has also survived: “If 
the world should ever end, I will move to Vienna, because everything 
happens fifty years later there.” 11

Curiously, many years later this may, in essence, apply to the devel-
opments on the newspaper market. With a delay of several years 
compared, for instance, to most Northern European and American me-
dia landscapes, the digital revolution has palpably arrived at Austria’s 
newspapers, with all its many challenges. Analysing this with the in-
struments derived from research in international markets we see the 
parallels: Also in this moderately scaled, concentrated market, those 
come under pressure who have insufficient means to invest in inno-
vation. Newspaper companies, especially at the regional level, are po-
sitioning themselves in an increasingly diverse manner as information 
service provides in multiple digital channels. Unsurprising: Those do 
better who invest time and energy in learning from international exam-
ples before (re-)designing the newsroom.
Meanwhile, in Austria, journalists and managers can follow the famous 
prediction made just one decade ago by the publisher of the New York 
Times, Arthur Sulzberger Jr., which caused a major stir among his own 
staff as well as at industry conferences: “At some point in the future, 
we will stop printing the newspaper” (see, e.g., Spiegel online, 2010). It 
is simply a matter of time, as the publisher frequently emphasised. The 
digital subscription model (“paywall”) of the Times was being prepared 
at the time, and the publishing company had recently moved into the 
new wholly-owned skyscraper – complete with integrated newsroom, 
new TV team, and a digital innovation lab: These are indeed invest-
ments in newsrooms, sustained by the hope for professional journalism 
in forever new channels, while following a decidedly venerable notion 
of quality. 

10 „Dies Österreich ist eine kleine Welt, in der die große ihre Probe hält.“ (Hebbel, 1862)

11 „Wenn die Welt einmal untergehen sollte, ziehe ich nach Wien, denn dort passiert 
alles fünfzig Jahre später.“ (Gustav Mahler)
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A practitioner’s view.

Lars R. Jespersen, editor in chief, Nordjyske Medier, Denmark

The Never-ending Story of Change

On September 1st 2003, 24Nordjyske was launched as a 24-hour local TV-
news operation, the first news-only TV-channel in Denmark and one of 
the very evident results of a process of media-integration initialized two 
years earlier. Based on a newspaper publishing tradition (250th anniver-
sary celebrated on January 2nd), we merged regional newspapers, radio, 
TV, internet and weekly papers into one company, working in a fully in-
tegrated manner in sales and newsroom. All editorial departments were 
working cross media, making stories for print, TV, net and radio. At the 
central “superdesk”, editors for the different media channels coordinat-
ed what to publish when, where and how. 
The publishing strategy was to meet user needs on any media channel 
they wanted, whenever they wanted it, and to meet all advertisers’ needs 
for targeting any audience with different frequencies and user situations. 
The organizational philosophy was “ready to change”. Newspaper circu-
lation and readership were declining, and new channels were growing, 
which meant we had to be organized to adapt to these changes repeated-
ly without having to throw the organization into constant chaos. 
It worked out great and continues to do so today. All media combined 
created a total weekly reach of more than 96 % of the population, more 
than the paper ever achieved in its golden days, and it has kept a strong 
position through the years of users moving to digital media, even though 
the paper is down to half the reach of 2003. We coped with incidents like 
a hugely damaging free paper war in Denmark and with the financial 
crisis of 2008-9, and went through years of cutting costs due to the catch 
that users move to new media much faster than business models and 
earnings can transform. The built-in flexibility in the organization of 
the newsroom and sales made it possible – and, importantly, the quality 
of journalism wasn’t harmed by the transformation of the newsroom. In 
fact, in the years following integration, one of our newspaper’s photog-
raphers won a prize for best TV photography, and one of our journalists 
won the highest Danish award for quality journalism.
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The inside of peoples’ heads
An organization is created of humans, as are audiences, which is im-
portant to remember in times of rapid and extensive tech development. 
Some observations from looking back on the human side of experiences 
with a fully integrated newsroom: 
• You truly can create a multimedia culture, where people naturally 

work with stories on different platforms with various ways of story-
telling. Don’t expect everybody to be equally good at it, and you don’t 
need that in any case.

• The newspaper mindset is hard to unlearn. Quality journalism skills 
should be enforced, but not the production mindset, which takes time 
to unlearn, and some will never forget it.

• If you want people to work together - put them in the same room, and 
give them the same objective and boss. 

• Cost-cutting can create a setback, where people tend to forget new 
ways of working and seek the “safety of the past”, which – of course 
– is an illusion. 

• Avoid becoming a versioning factory, doing all stories equally on all 
channels. You need to choose where to do the storytelling, where to 
use a simple version and where not to do the story at all.

• Complexity is an issue. You can teach people skills for several media 
channels and storytelling formats, but there is a limit. Break it and 
the cost might be stress and out-of-focus employees. The target is not 
everybody being able to do everything, but teams that are able to do 
so together, and using the different skills in the team. 

• Education is highly important. Often the greatest obstacle is perfor-
mance anxiety, and not knowing how to do the new stuff.

• Tools, especially software, needs to be easy to use. Easiness has im-
proved, but the constant wish for new functionally works against it.

• Attitude is much more important than age.

Interestingly, the web tech people, who thought newspaper journalists 
were dinosaurs, were themselves caught by surprise by the steep rise of 
mobile, and to some degree lost their way when mobile accelerated. To 
get tech people and journalists to co-create is too often still a coming to-
gether of different worlds, even though it has improved. There are such 
great possibilities in use of data and handling the different platforms 
fluidly that you need get people to think and work together. 

Lars R. Jespersen
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The publisher view
Newspaper credibility can be transferred to new media, which is not to 
be confused with the authority that newspapers used to have. That has 
been eroded by the abundance of media channels and services.
There is a huge catch: new devices and services enthrall users, who 
move quickly, but earnings and business models are lagging behind. To 
some degree, organizational flexibility can fill in this gap, making it pos-
sible to follow the user. But there are two main obstacles. When earnings 
catch up, they are on a lower level, and speed of change in user behavior 
has increased. This enforces further innovation in organization (meet-
ing users on new platforms, using data and new tools, innovate ways of 
working to reduce cost). So, change is needed once more.
The race for new products on new devices is not won by trying to do 
everything new. You need to keep focused on how your company truly 
can create value for customers, and focus on constant steps of innova-
tion. Do not strive for big leaps forward. Large concepts and tech de-
velopment projects tend to be delayed, more expensive and outdated 
when they finally launch, and being ahead of the next wave is nice and 
tempting, but not effective. Focus must be on speed in innovation and 
product development, trial and error, and user involvement. Some of our 
examples include a focus on sales and development of the e-paper when 
tablets arrived, and growing advertising from small customers with a 
combination of cross media packages and direct contact and events. 
To achieve focus we learned to create new tools like a definition of au-
dience groups based on cluster analysis of user behavior, not just the 
classic age definition. We use it for strategy (which audience to reach by 
which media channels), and in the newsroom (what to do for different 
audience groups). 

Recent changes
One pitfall is “why fix it, if it ain’t broken”. Which is right, but then, what 
happens if you wait until something is obviously wrong? It’s the art of 
urging the need to constantly make changes to adapt before you pain-
fully need to. 
Recent years have been all about mobile and social. Even though we’ve 
had social media managers since 2006, is has escalated and is moving 
from communities run by us to interacting through the social media net-
works. Prime focus has been on creating traffic and increasingly on the 
communication with users regarding our content, services etc.
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We created a “digital group” creating content for paid digital content; 
still working cross media, but with a “digital best” focus. It might be 
described as “integration with a prime focus”, which was needed to ac-
celerate focus on content and storytelling to the platform and targeting 
the right audience.
Regarding tools, it has been things like growing the use of mobile video 
from journalists and photographers; using drones for photography and 
implementing better systems for personalization on web. We need to im-
prove digital storytelling, which is not just using all those great digital 
effects, but how to narrate in a world where people live with digital com-
munication, picking up bits and pieces of personal messages, news, fake 
news, infotainment, and much more. 

In publishing, we have gone hyperlocal, once more, but now it’s looking 
good. We have digitized 250 years and 3.6 million newspaper pages of 
history with an online and e-paper archive. We created a media channel 
for young people that is co-created, involving school classes in hack-
athons and working with users as producers. Moreover, we have created 
an app and a website for quality digital journalism, with subscriber pay-
ment, and we have focused on light-footed innovation, like producing a 
new app in a week, and creating a Chatbot service in a few days.

Now what?
Today we talk a lot about “innovation in publicism”. We still reach 85 % 
on a weekly basis, but it has declined and daily user frequency is erod-
ing, and business models are dwindling even faster. We, as probably 
most media companies, have for some years focused on new devices, 
new channels and tech possibilities – and most of all, new business. We 
haven’t given enough attention to the single most important question: 
how does our media really create value for customers? 
We need more customer insight and to create daily interaction, perhaps 
integrate, customer insight analysis, data feeds and journalists. To give 
an example, we sent out anthropologists to examine how media is im-
portant to users. We need more user involvement in product and content 
development, and to rethink our role in their life: as the watchdog in 
society, as creating belonging and relations, engaging people and mak-
ing sense of a world with a huge overload of information, fake news, and 
things you need to relate to and cope with. Reach is important, but user 
time spent reading and watching is much more relevant for value-cre-
ating than clicks. 

Lars R. Jespersen
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Coming up is a new definition of value-creating elements; a change in 
the beats and journalist specialists in the newsroom, an integration of 
use of data and user behavior knowledge in the core of the newsroom, 
tools and education for digital storytelling, and, ultimately, a renewal of 
our role as publicist.
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Investigative Journalism 
How non-profit centers in the Balkans try to innovate 
when media freedom is under pressure 

Nevena Ršumović, media developer and researcher, Serbia

The world-wide trend of investigative journalism migrating to the 
non-profit sector has also caught on in the Western Balkans in the 
past decade. These organizations are functional producers of investi-
gative journalism according to the highest internationally recognized 
standards. They fill in the void created by the absence of investigative 
journalism in media landscapes characterized by politically controlled 
media and the proliferation of entertainment and tabloidization. How-
ever, they are donor dependent in countries were donor support for 
the non-profit sector is dwindling, with no viable alternative models for 
sustainability (that would preserve their independence) due to small 
and impoverished media markets and poor economies. Therefore, the 
issue of financial sustainability looms over their development and very 
existence, triggering the question if the model of such an organization, 
originating in the U.S. and the West, is actually applicable in an entirely 
different context. 
The paper first outlines contextual challenges for media in the Western 
Balkans aimed at understanding the circumstances in which investiga-
tive journalism exists in the region. It then presents three case studies 
of non-profit investigative journalism centers in the Western Balkans: in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and Macedonia. Following this, there is 
a discussion on the obstacles to these organizations creating models of 
sustainability. Final remarks pertain to new debates about public fund-
ing of such media in the region. 

Global trend of investigative journalism migrating into the   
non-profit sector
The trend of establishing non-profit investigative journalism began in 
the U.S. in the 1970s and 1980s. It spread particularly strongly after 
the collapse of Communism in Eastern Europe (Kaplan 2013, 25). A 
2012 survey identified more than 70 reporting centers devoted to in-
vestigative journalism in nearly 50 countries (ibid., 6, 28). Most of these 
organizations had been founded in the five years leading to the survey 
(Kaplan 2014), which shows a trend of rapid expansion of such opera-
tions. About half were based in the U.S., while almost a quarter were 

Nevena Ršumovic Areas. Investigative Journalism 
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located in the Eastern European and former Soviet states. The Global 
Investigative Journalism Network has grown to 145 member organiza-
tions in 62 countries in 2017 and most of them seem to be reporting 
centers (GIJN 2017). 
The need for non-profit investigative journalism producers in the West-
ern Balkans appeared primarily as a response to pressures related to 
media ownership and as a wish to deflect attempts at editorial policies’ 
control by political and commercial interests, but also due to the lack of 
legacy and expertise in investigative journalism in traditional media, in-
cluding investigative editors, and a serious shortage of resources need-
ed to spend months working on an investigative story. 
Experts agree about the purposefulness of non-profit investigative 
journalism production centers. Kaplan (2013, 7) notes that they have 
proven to be “viable organizations that can provide unique training and 
reporting, serve as models of excellence that help to professionalize 
the local journalism community, and produce stories with social and 
political impact”. “Sometimes these are the only independent news 
organizations in a country, and many have become important locally 
as a unique source of investigative news,“ Sullivan argues (2013, 24). 
Moreover, a study based on economic theory shows that although it 
may be expensive, investigative reporting generates social returns on 
‘investment’ that far exceed the initial costs (Green-Barber 2016). 
Notwithstanding the importance of investigative journalism non-profit 
centers, particularly in countries with stifled media, the question is if 
many of these organizations are going to last. Some have closed down 
for various reasons, among them lack of funding. Estimated overall 
donor support to such centers is very small. Investigative reporting, 
including training programs and other forms of support, receives only 
about two percent of global media development funding by major do-
nors (Kaplan 2013, 15). While Sullivan (2013, 20) argues that donors 
need to understand that supporting investigative journalism is a long 
process that cannot be completed in a one-year grant, he also notes 
that non-profits must have realistic, long-term plans. However, “[e]ven 
in the United States, organizations that have many donors available to 
them are struggling with this issue. It is a problem that the journalism 
industry as a whole must confront“ (ibid.).
Few non-profit investigative journalism organizations, particularly re-
porting centers, have adequate sustainability plans. Regardless of the 
model, funding remains critical to the non-profits’ success, Kaplan 
(2014) notes, arguing that these organizations are heavily dependent on 
donors – 84 % percent of the respondents cited grants and donations 
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as their major source of income12. “Even the best-run, most entrepre-
neurial centers have to fundraise for more than half of their budget, 
much like other NGOs“, notes Kaplan. 

Contextual obstacles to investigative journalism in the  
Western Balkans
A large part of the reasons for the absence of investigative journalism in 
mainstream media and its migration into the non-profit sector lies in the 
specifics of the media landscapes of the three countries where the cen-
ters we examine are located, each burdened with a host of problems13. 

The role of the state persists 
The state still exercises significant influence over media in these coun-
tries. Unclear ownership structures and financing from state resources, 
especially at local level, continue to be a feature of the media environ-
ment. In Serbia, it is done via paid advertising and marketing of the pub-
lic sector, with no transparent criteria. For four years state and public 
entities14 spent more than 60.9 million euros on paid advertising and 
marketing (IJAS 2016, 30), while the total advertising market in Serbia 
in 2014 was estimated to be 156 million euros15 (Nikolić and Gabrić, 
2016, 11). 
In BiH, transparency of public funding on media is a big problem, as well 
as the lack of clear rules for the allocation of the budget to media out-
lets by national authorities, which leads to unequal and non-transparent 
financing (IJAS 2016, 13; EC 2016a, 24). At the entity level, Republika 
Srpska has a legal possibility to fund both public and private media. In 
Macedonia, government advertising was recently suspended, but the 
data and criteria for granting such contracts previously have still not 
been made publicly available (EC 2016c, 21). The government was one 
of the biggest advertisers in media, disturbing the media market and 
threatening the independence of media. 

Political parallelism dominates media landscapes
Political and economic pressures influencing editorial policies in these 
countries abound. Overall, the ability of media in the region to engage 

12 Followed by story fees and membership and conference fees at 11 percent each, and 
teaching and training at 9 percent.

13 Serbia and Macedonia are among the countries that suffered the largest decline in 
the 2016 Freedom House Press Freedom Index (Freedom House 2016). Macedonia is 
labelled “not free”, while Serbia and BiH are “partly free”.

14 A representative sample of 124 state and public entities.

15 Estimate by the Nielsen Audience Measurement.
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in quality, investigative reporting and to perform their watchdog role is 
undermined by the political affiliations (Hodžić 2015, 6). Informal pres-
sure on editorial policy is exerted through the distribution of advertis-
ing funds where advertising agencies are linked to political parties (EC 
2016b, 21, EC 2016a, 24). In Serbia, this system is inherited by every 
new government, preserving clientelistic relationships between parties 
and the media (Petrušić 2016). “All media in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
regardless of whether they are private or public, are under the influ-
ence of some political party”, notes a comprehensive report on media 
freedom in the region (IJAS 2016, 13). In Macedonia, most of the TV 
stations with a national concession and newspapers with a wide circu-
lation belong to individuals known to have close links with the govern-
ment’s ruling coalition (EC 2016c, 21).
In Serbia, the recent privatization of state media outlets has not led to 
greater transparency of ownership or funding sources, including state 
funding (EC 2016b, 19). It led to minimizing of the public interest as the 
media were colonized by political parties (Petrušić 2016). Therefore, it 
is no wonder that one of the biggest problems that journalists face is 
self-censorship. 
In addition, in BiH, media pluralism is hampered by the division of the 
society according to national lines. Also, the EC (2016a, 22, 24) notes 
that there was no attempt to address the issue of the lack of transpar-
ency of media ownership and the country still lacks a law on media 
ownership transparency. 

Journalists’ safety – a persistent problem 
The state of journalists’ safety, without appropriate judicial follow-up 
(very slow judicial procedures) is worrying in the three countries, as 
noted in the EC 2016 Progress Reports. The number of different types 
of attacks in the past three years is increasing in Serbia, while a large 
number of those have not been resolved, including three unsolved mur-
ders of journalists committed in the last 20 years (IJAS 2016, 32–33). In 
Macedonia, large-scale illegal wiretapping of journalists was revealed 
last year, and there is an increase in threats and attacks on media - 35 
attacks on journalists, none of them processed or perpetrators sanc-
tioned (IJAS 2016, 18). Two journalists were imprisoned in the last 
three years in Macedonia. 

Working conditions contribute to self-censorship
Working conditions for journalists are worrying. Low salaries and a 
lack of job security continue to make media professionals vulnerable to 
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pressure, influence and self-censorship (EC 2016b, 21). In Serbia, the 
largest number of journalists earn a net salary of between 300 and 400 
euros (IJAS 2016, 32). In Macedonia, only about a half of journalists 
have full time employment with social benefits, while the income of 
others is lower than the average monthly income in the country and 
they have no job security or benefits (ibid., 18). 

Center for Investigative Reporting (CIN),  
Bosnia and Herzegovina | www.cin.ba16

CIN is the largest nonprofit investigative journalism operation in the re-
gion with 22 employees and an annual budget of close to half a million 
EUR. There are eleven journalists, two editors, a two-member multi-
media team (manager and graphic designer with excellent media mar-
keting skills), photographer, cameraman, web programmer and man-
agement. 
The center produced 26 investigative stories in 2016, and a number of 
short stories and news related to the investigative stories. The trend is 
to reinforce multimedia content due to the very positive audience reac-
tion to it, and so, in 2016, the team produced two large online databas-
es, 50 infographics, a number of video animations (an example is the 
guide for citizens to free access to information) and short video reports. 

The establishment of CIN
CIN was established in 2004 as an initiative by the New York University 
(NYU) and its subcontractor Journalism Development Group (JDG), a 
limited liability company based in the U.S. The founders realized that 
the large international development programs’ insistence on the ap-
proach that the media in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) just needs to be 
trained better had little effect with the media co-opted by political and 
financial interest, and that a whole new organization should be set up 
to raise the bar of journalism standards in the country. 
CIN was launched with a hefty kick-off grant to NYU by USAID – $1.7 
million for three years, crucial for the center’s initial success. The cen-
ter was officially registered as a non-profit local organization in 2005 
and operates independently of JDG with local staff having taken full 
ownership of it. 
The initial CIN expertise was also international. U.S. experts provided 
intensive on-the-job training for journalists for three years, based on 
the NYU training curricula. International editors guided the production 
of each story closely. 

16 The section is based on the interview with CIN director Leila Bičakčić, conducted in 
March 2017 for the purpose of this publication. 
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Donor assistance to the Center 
Although CIN has never won a grant geared specifically towards media 
and investigative journalism due to the lack of such options, it has a 
well-developed broad donor base whose priorities lie in various aspects 
of democratization, fit for the themes of the CIN story production. 
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA) has 
provided institutional grants to CIN of half a million EUR for four years 
for the third time, the current one to last until 2020. The grant covers 
core costs and ensures the center’s stability. 

Reach of CIN stories
CIN is now well-integrated and recognized on the media scene. The 
number of republications has been growing for years – currently an av-
erage of 15 media outlets republishes every CIN story. However, daily 
newspapers have a low circulation (10.000–15.000) and that is why 
republications by popular online-only news media with large traffic are 
important. 
A contract with Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty secures high visibility 
to CIN as its material reaches a broad network of local TV and radio 
stations in BiH through the RFE/RL network, although CIN does not sell 
content to the network. 
Presence on social networks has been key in boosting audience num-
bers, particularly on Facebook, as the leading social network in BiH. 
CIN pays Facebook advertising for each of its stories to put them on 
top of news feeds. Photo-stories on social networks, primarily on Insta-
gram, are planned to be tested this year. 

Impact of CIN stories and reactions of state institutions
CIN has won numerous international awards including the Global Shin-
ing Light Award, Thomson Reuters award, CEI/SEEMO Award for In-
vestigative Journalism and EU Award for Investigative Journalism.
It seems that the authorities have recognized CIN’s findings as firmly 
corroborated, so that they cannot ignore them and thus follow up with 
appropriate procedures. Despite a long list of institutional effects of 
stories, CIN director Leila Bičakčić says that stories have effects only 
sometimes, depending on the personal integrity of individuals responsi-
ble for initiating changes, such as prosecutors. Also, based on the noise 
that CIN stories create, parties or authorities realize that a member of 
their ranks has become a burden in terms of public image and such per-
sons are dismissed or prosecuted. Among the effects is a change in the 
system of choosing pro bono lawyers at one level – the national court. 
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Center for Investigative Journalism of Serbia (CINS) | www.cins.rs17

Six young journalists crammed into a small room, all the office space 
they have, with a meager annual budget and unstable income, won the 
2017 European Press Prize in the investigative journalism category, a 
feat they thought impossible considering high-profile competition. The 
team also boasts six national awards for investigative journalism. Along 
with journalists, there are only a director and a project manager, who is 
also the author of this contribution. 
In 2016 CINS produced 25 investigative stories, as well as analytical 
and other stories – a great output for such a small team, according to 
the CINS director Branko Čečen, considering that investigative work on 
a story can take five to six months. Journalists put an immense effort 
into creating two judiciary-related online databases in 2016 and they 
make sure that all the stories are furnished with attractive multimedia 
items that are catchy on social networks. 

The establishment of CINS
The organization was a product of conversations between several enti-
ties: the Independent Journalists’ Association of Serbia (IJAS/NUNS), 
the first home of CINS before it registered as a separate entity in 2012; 
representatives of the funding body National Endowment for Democ-
racy (NED) and the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project 
(OCCRP), a large network of non-profit and commercial media perform-
ing investigative journalism. 

Donor assistance to the center 
The funding is project-based, short-term, and generally small, with 
a few exceptions, one being funding by the EU Delegation in Serbia, 
the only call targeting media and investigative journalism in particular 
and providing subsistent funding, but difficult to win due to a fierce 
competition. CINS won such a project in early 2016 that gave a signifi-
cant boost to its annual budget. A small, but very important institution-
al grant helped to cover part of the management’s costs in 2015 and 
2017-2018. The nature of donor funding is such that CINS used to have 
spells when its journalists worked without pay in between projects. 
The center competes for funding with the entire civil society as it ap-
plies for grants aimed at various aspects of democratization, not media 
in particular, as the latter opportunities are close to none.

17 The section is based on the interview with CINS director Branko Čečen, conducted in 
March 2017 for the purpose of this publication. Disclosure: The author is currently also 
active as a project manager for CINS. 
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Reach of CINS stories
CINS secures a high reach of its stories primarily on social networks. 
Several still independent media that understand CINS’ standards re-
publish its stories quite regularly, but the reach of these outlets, with 
some exceptions, is far from great. As there is no funding to kick off 
intensive daily online production, CINS cannot count on the website 
statistics that would result in online advertising, but the traffic to the 
CINS website has increased almost ten times in the past three years. 

Impact of CIN stories and reactions of state institutions
A recent impact of a series of CINS stories came in the form an arrest 
of a fraud-committing public official. The charges read like a digest of 
CINS stories. Based on a CINS investigation about the illegal financing 
of an electoral campaign in a local town, local prosecution launched an 
investigation. The Serbian Anti-Corruption Agency opened procedures 
against several public officials after CINS stories and the Agency has 
been fixing its databases based on CINS proven facts. CINS believes 
that its stubborn investigation of a drug lord significantly contributed to 
his surrender and all the facts published by CINS were introduced into 
the charges.
Other consequences of CINS stories happen slowly and covertly, hid-
den from citizens – Čečen thinks that the state is trying to hide mis-
deeds primarily from the public, but also from the international commu-
nity or because these concern the business of important entities. Also, 
the prosecutors’ offices are under political control, he thinks, and there 
is an appalling media cacophony in Serbia – overwhelming citizens with 
scandals and fear – where important blunders of the authorities go un-
noticed.
CINS has been a target of vicious smear campaigns, along with other 
investigative journalism producing non-profits. The campaigns come 
from government controlled media, mainly tabloids and the most pop-
ular TV broadcaster in the country, both with incredible reach and influ-
ence on society. These attacks diminish the importance of revelations 
by investigative journalists and tarnish the reputation of investigative 
journalism in Serbia.
In late 2016, CINS journalists working on a very sensitive story noticed 
they were being followed and photographed in public places by un-
known persons. CINS made the case public and an official investigation 
is ongoing. 
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Center for investigative journalism SCOOP-Macedonia | 
www.scoop.mk18

SCOOP is a small operation with five employees: four journalists and a 
financial assistant. Journalists are in charge of management and fund-
raising. The center hires external associates to strengthen its work-
force as projects require. SCOOP publishes online in three languages: 
Macedonian, Albanian (for the large Albanian minority in the country) 
and English. Annual production in general is ten to 20 investigative sto-
ries depending on the available funds. SCOOP’s other focus is produc-
ing short TV investigative pieces/documentaries ( ten to 15 minutes), 
broadcasted once a month on two independent TV stations, but not 
paid for – the project is supported by donor funding. 

The establishment of SCOOP
Although established by a group of Macedonian journalists in 2011 as 
an NGO, the initiative for the center came from the Danish-led network 
SCOOP that used to support investigative projects of individual journal-
ists in the East and South East Europe and wished to see its mission 
continue. The Danish initiative left the region, but its coordinators for 
Macedonia were the pioneers of investigative journalism in the country 
– they left their mainstream media and turned to creating the SCOOP 
brand.

Donor assistance to the center 
Unlike in Serbia or BiH, in Macedonia there is donor support for media 
and investigative journalism, more now than in previous years. Hence 
a number of other organizations have appeared on the media scene 
doing investigative journalism. Along with some short-term grants, 
SCOOP has been consistently supported by NED for four years now 
and it has a two-year institutional grant. Donor support allows it to oper-
ate quite comfortably at present. However, SCOOP wants to go further 
and distinguish itself from other similar outfits by innovation. 

Reach of SCOOP stories
SCOOP TV pieces reach some 10.000–20.000 viewers, while its sto-
ries promoted on social networks get to at least 60.000–70.000 users. 
Audience critical of the socio-political situation in the country turned to 
social networks due to the predominant political control of the media 
in the past ten years. Between five and ten media on average, mainly 

18 The section is based on the interview with SCOOP co-founder and journalist Žaklina 
Hadži-Zafirova, conducted in March 2017 for the purpose of this publication.
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online, republish SCOOP stories regularly. The number is often bigger 
for some hard-hitting stories, reaching more than 30 republications. 
Republications multiply after each story is published in Albanian and 
English. SCOOP stories in English reach outside of Macedonia as many 
international media have republished the stories, quoted them or done 
analyses based on them. SCOOP stories would have more republica-
tions were it not for government and commercial influences on the me-
dia. However, recent legal changes prevent the authorities from adver-
tising in the media, which shrank the budgets of pro-government media 
significantly. This might allow more independent media into the market. 

Impact of SCOOP stories and reactions of state institutions
There are some ten non-profits and commercial media carrying out in-
vestigative journalism in Macedonia nowadays, mainly online media. 
Part of the credit for such spreading of investigative journalism belongs 
to SCOOP, as veterans of the trade in the country, SCOOP co-founder 
Žaklina Hadži-Zafirova thinks, because journalists and the public real-
ized the great impact of the center’s stories. 
SCOOP kicked off debates in the public sphere about many social and 
political issues. Generally, the authorities react to the stories by silently 
and covertly introducing changes. However, there is a long list of sto-
ries that resonated quite loudly and had direct positive consequences. 
A story among those with the greatest impact proved that one of the 
two major ruling political parties in Macedonia (VMRO-DPMNE) is one 
of the richest in Europe. There were no denials. This topic initiated а 
broad debate on transparency of party financing, involving strong voic-
es of local authorities and the international community, and it was in-
cluded in the latest EU Progress Report on Macedonia.
SCOOP has never been sued in court, but there have been pressures: 
its website has been hacked and journalists have had suspicious phone 
calls regarding the stories they were working on. The center has had 
administrative checks by tax authorities. Other NGOs critical of the 
current government have recently been subject to similar checks, as 
part of the general trend to make the work of the NGO sector difficult, 
including by smear campaigns19 in what is dubbed de-Sorosization of 
the country. 

19 For more on smear campaigns see BIRN Team 2017, and Jordanovska, Meri 2016. 
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The crucial issue of sustainability20 
With the continued donor presence in the region being a guessing game 
as they quickly turn to new geographic areas and priorities, a true test 
for any media innovator would be to find revenue generating models for 
the non-profit investigative journalism centers in the Western Balkans 
– for at least partial sustainability. CINS and CIN had experiences with 
Western consultants whose ideas come – from the West. Trying to find 
the application mode for these has not been successful so far.
The main obstacles to innovation are the same as those to the sus-
tainability of the organization, and there are several. The key one is 
the absence of a free and relatively well-off market where the centers 
could sell their products and services, and diversify sources of income. 
Here is an explanation of contextual challenges impeding several of the 
potential centers’ sources of revenue. 

• Selling stories to local media: A large number of media is controlled 
through the politically captured advertising markets and will not pub-
lish the centers’ stories. Those few independent media that would, 
cannot afford to compensate costs. 

• Selling stories to media outside the region: This is an unexplored 
possibility. To be able to do that, the organizations first need to prove 
that their standards are watertight, which means enhancing the rep-
utation internationally. It would probably take a really big blockbuster 
investigation for a local center to build its brand internationally. Also, 
as most of the stories the centers do are locally relevant, they would 
need to think more strategically about investigations with relevance 
abroad.

• Subscriptions for online stories: CIN is weary of charging some form 
of subscription for its content looking at the failure of prominent 
media in BiH that tried to do so and because it is afraid of losing 
audience: “It is still more important to us to create the need for our 
content than to earn a small amount of money that would disappear 
in the ocean of expenditures”. In Serbia, hardly any media charge for 
content. The CINS director thinks that this option requires serious 
market research that CINS cannot finance and an initial risky invest-
ment that is at present impossible to find. SCOOP is thinking about 
charging for content, but with a lot of skepticism due to the local 

20 Oostlander, Gauter and Van Dyck (2015) identified as many as 52 potential sources 
of revenue for today’s producers of quality journalism – yet they found that very few 
organizations use more than four of them. Many of these ways to generate revenue 
have not been well explored, leaving substantial potential untapped. 
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mentality, a population unused to paying for media content, and the 
fear of losing audience. 

• Selling TV formats: The CINS director thinks that the investigative 
journalism non-profits centers will have to switch to TV formats as 
users are reluctant to read long articles online. Television broadcasts 
with national coverage would be a natural market for such products, 
but these are politically controlled and steer clear of broadcasting 
anything critical of the authorities, explains the CINS director. 

• Charging for newsletters with added value: To be truly attractive for 
subscribers, such a project would require additional human resourc-
es and time for intensive production of quality analytical pieces – a 
parallel newsroom of sorts that can be built only with a kick-start 
grant, unavailable to the examined centers, with an uncertain out-
come. 

• Training services: For the training to be attractive in the market, the 
organizations would have to forge partnerships with reputable edu-
cational institutions and ensure formal certification of the training by 
the state so that it would help the trainees with employment. This 
is a long-term, laborious process with a highly uncertain outcome. 
Also, media organizations, operating in unhealthy media markets, 
are not interested in paying for their staff to be trained.

• Online advertising is hardly an option due to insufficient website traf-
fic in the case of all the three organizations – unless they reshape 
their mode of operation and somehow start a fast daily production of 
content. There are also ethical concerns – once a center deals with 
an advertising company, it means a financial relationship with exist-
ing or potential protagonists of its investigative stories as advertising 
agencies are the tool for media control by the government: media 
reporting critically of the government quickly lose advertisements 
and revenue. 

• Crowdfunding: It is currently not possible in BiH and Macedonia be-
cause of the dysfunctional online payment system. Once the condi-
tions are in place, the centers are ready to try this option as a way of 
partial funding although with some skepticism, aware that it requires 
serious commitment in terms of time and human resources to lead 
the campaigns, and particular knowledge and skills. 

• Local philanthropy: There is no legacy of individual donors funding 
journalism in the Western Balkans; moreover, there is no legacy 
and mentality of philanthropy at all. To kick-start such donations, 
the states would have to allow for tax deduction on donations as 
a motivating factor. Also, the wealthy in the Western Balkans are 
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often those that could be or are protagonists of investigative stories. 
Business people would be afraid to donate money as they would be 
exposed to inspection, commented SCOOP’s Hadži-Zafirova. 

Generating revenue? – the case of the Balkan Investigative 
 Reporting Network
To show how generating commercial revenue in the Balkans, with a lot 
of effort put in it, still does not yield proper results due to contextual 
reasons, it is useful to reflect on the example of the Balkan Investigative 
Reporting Network (BIRN) with outposts in nine countries. 
Despite its name, BIRN’s core activity has never been the production 
of investigative journalism; instead, the network was set up based on 
diversified media-related activities that include investigative journalism 
on top. This allows BIRN much more flexibility in attracting revenues. 
Some of the network’s centers produce more investigative journalism 
than others, with a very unequal distribution of staff and resources be-
tween centers that operate as separate entities within the network.
While the centers in different countries take care of their own survival, 
the network has regional projects and BIRN Ltd., a company set up 
as a commercial arm of the BIRN charity that does all income-gener-
ating jobs. Some of these are: sales of subscriptions to BIRN’s Bal-
kan Insight, a leading analytical web portal in the region; consultancy 
services; sales of services of BIRN’s IT/digital team, development of 
an online job finder. None of the journalists are involved in these busi-
nesses to maintain their independence. Nevertheless, BIRN’s funds 
still predominantly come from donations. BIRN Ltd. manages to cover 
a small portion of the regional-level expenditures and does not fund 
individual centers. 
Dragana Žarković Obradović, director of BIRN Serbia21, predicts inevi-
table shrinking of donor support in the long term and says that BIRN 
will then probably be forced to downsize the operations in individual 
countries. Obradović does not see a way to generate revenues other 
than diversification and notes that BIRN will always have to rely on the 
combination of donor funds and modest commercial income. 

Concluding discussion – donor funding and alternatives
In the attempt to draw conclusions, one has to return to the initial ques-
tion of this study: the three examined centers were made in different 
ways upon a Western model of investigative journalism non-profits, yet 
can this model function in the long term in the Western Balkans? 

21 Interview conducted for the purpose of this study in March 2017. 
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The three centers are well-functioning operations and leaders in inves-
tigative journalism in their respective countries that have spread the 
culture of investigative journalism. They produce high-quality investi-
gations with effects and disseminate them widely via other media and 
primarily social networks. 
They still have access to foreign funding and feel reasonably comfort-
able. However, they are buying time knowing that donor preferences 
change fast, without any idea of how long donor organizations will still 
be present in the region and to what extent. Donor funding for me-
dia and investigative journalism is a real rarity in Serbia and BiH, and 
the centers are competing for funding with the entire community of 
non-profit organizations. The centers are aware that there will come 
a time in the foreseeable future when their existence will depend on 
well-developed sustainability-geared projects. 
There seem to be two types of obstacles to weaning them off the 
donor money: those internal to the organizations and contextual im-
pediments. 
The inertia to dive into testing such models put aside, the centers are 
legitimately caught in a vicious circle of the absence of funding for test-
ing and maybe failing, as well as the lack of expertise for marketing and 
sales within the organizations. It is highly unlikely that there are external 
experts of this kind to be found in the Western Balkans considering 
that no one has found the formula to sustainability of non-profits inves-
tigative journalism in the region yet. Additionally, the organizations lack 
time, human resources and expertise for testing models of sustainabil-
ity, and above all money to research the market and produce feasibility 
studies for new projects. 
Moreover, the sustainability odds are against them in a social context 
and media landscapes are opposed in every way to their organizational 
models. They operate in impoverished societies, without a developed 
culture of donating or paying for media content, and in poor and con-
trolled media markets that cannot pay for their media products. Natural 
streams of money – those coming from the audience and the media 
market – seem unavailable at present. 
So, what is to be done to help these organizations survive and thrive in 
circumstances opposed to their growth? And should efforts be put into 
keeping them alive? 
These organizations provide proofs for systemic problems in their so-
cieties and thus they help enliven these issues in the public discourse 
and among stakeholders, beyond helping citizens make informed deci-
sions. Therefore, they perform a public service in countries where pub-
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lic service media have been experiencing a great crisis of their mission 
and where commercial media suffer from political and financial capture 
rendering them pawns in the hands of the powerful. These centers are 
needed precisely because of the very complex socio-political situation 
of the transitional countries where they operate, still far behind on the 
path to the EU. They should work on reaching as many citizens as pos-
sible instead of being faced with what seems to be a hardly possible 
task of finding sustainability models that do not interfere with their in-
dependence – and the models are a rarity even in the much better-off 
West where the non-profit investigative journalism centers originated. 
Independent media is a public good and needs to be treated as such 
(Premchaiporn 2017). Although not profitable, “it is an important ele-
ment of democracy, not a commodity for sale” (ibid.). Therefore, “di-
rect assistance from either individual contributions or funding agencies 
are important as a bloodstream” to keep the independent media alive 
(ibid.). Supporting investigative centers, although expensive, is appro-
priate to some degree in every country and it is a very good approach in 
countries with little or no independent media (Sullivan 2013, 32). “The 
decline of the civic media poses a threat to civil society and, ultimately, 
to the democratic process itself”, note Sievers and Schneider (2017) 
stressing that it is vital that philanthropy responds to this world-wide 
threat: “In the face of these disturbing contemporary trends, philan-
thropy offers one of the few social resources with the potential to pro-
tect the civic role of the media and sustain civil society’s vital function 
in democratic life”.
In the debates about funding non-profit online media, there are new 
voices in favor of their public financial support. Just as we understood 
the need to invest taxes in the building of the systems of public educa-
tion, public health, pensions and so on, it is high time that our gener-
ation understands its obligation to create a publically, commonly fund-
ed media system, note Nichols and McChesney (2009). Media expert 
Jovanka Matić (Vučić 2016) thinks that non-profit media must remain 
that way in order to preserve their mission and that the best source of 
money for them would be public funds – via taxes introduced to new 
technology providers – that is, taxes on connections to new technolo-
gies. Also, the influx of money to the media from the audience should 
be stimulated by deducting it from taxes. According to Matić, such ini-
tiatives can only be started by media workers and only by joint efforts 
could they define specific solutions and demands to put pressure on 
decision makers (ibid.). 
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Živković (2016, 19) proposes a set of new funding measures for 
non-profit media in South East Europe, Western Balkans including: 1) 
establishing a public fund for journalism and media work; in addition to 
filling the fund from state and local budgets, it should be replenished 
from taxes on all forms of advertising, consumer electronics, revenues 
from internet subscriptions, and from radiofrequency usage fees and 
auctions; 2) tax regulations should allow for the deduction of small in-
dividual donations to non-profit media from the tax base; 3) introducing 
a system of citizen donations for journalism and media work whereby 
all citizens would allocate their share of public funds for journalism and 
media work to media outlets of their choice. 
These propositions seem like a radical change in thinking about in-
dependent media funding, including non-profit media. Therefore, the 
chances of the Western Balkans governments placing these issues on 
their agendas are slim as long as the public fails to put “powerful and 
organized pressure” on all interested actors (Živković 2016, 18). Clearly, 
this would be a very long struggle.
In the meantime, international donors are well-advised to think about re-
storing funding in the Western Balkans specifically targeted at indepen-
dent and non-profit media and investigative journalism and continuing 
to support the non-profit sector in general, where such media can de-
velop great projects, as their experience shows. Strategic investments 
into investigative journalism programs can have a significant positive 
impact in a wide range of countries, notes Kaplan (2013). Long-term 
commitment of donors is needed to build sustainable media. 
Considering the lack of basic skills in business management in the in-
dependent media newsrooms in emerging and developing media mar-
kets, a WAN/IFRA study (Milošević 2011, 7) recommends that donors 
should adopt a comprehensive approach to media development: one 
that promotes both editorial independence and business development, 
so that financial sustainability is supported along with editorial quality. 
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Media Freedom in Post-Communist Countries 
Under Seizure

A sharp decline of the media freedom worldwide, particularly in 
post-communist countries, is one of the causes as well as one of the 
consequences of the overall backlash against democracy, because liber-
al theory is guided by the assumption that a better informed citizenry 
buttresses democracy. However, an abundance of information does not 
necessarily lead to a greater diversity.
There is growing evidence that the media suffer from multiple chronic 
democratic deficits, which stem not only from their failure to establish 
a democratic public sphere, but are also rooted in their complicity in 
the maintenance of inequality, minimizing public knowledge, and the 
exclusion of the public from deliberation and decision making. The role 
of the media is often reduced to consent manufacturing.

The teetering post-communist transition
The transformation of former one-party communist societies into plural, 
democratic ones, has been prodigious. In spite of an attempt to cut all 
ties with the old regimes, post-communist countries were confined by 
value systems from the previous, socialist model which had endured. 
For that reason, some vestiges of the old regimes, like partisanship, are 
still discernibly informing the nascent media systems, particularly in 
countries facing cavernous national and other types of political schism, 
like in the Balkans.
As a consequence, trends such as Italianization, Mediterreanization 
and oligarchization are deeply rooted in post-communist media.

Media oligarchization instead of pluralism
The market economy has historically been deemed one of the pillars of a 
democratic society, because, without economic freedoms, political ones 
are inconceivable. However, paradoxically, in the case of market driven 
media, the logic of profit which is ingrained in their operation in the con-
temporary world often undermines their role in promoting democratic 
principles and the search for the common good.
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The social innocence of the media – their harmlessness – rests on the 
fact that they coerce no one. Nevertheless, they are getting weaker in 
promoting the identity of citizens within their audience, while their pri-
mary focus is on the identity of consumers. However, the very notion of 
citizens assumes their equality in society, while consumers, who are on 
the consumption treadmill, are not equal in the market, due to their 
different purchasing power.
The discourse of the consumer’s sovereignty  is at the core of market 
populism. Proprietors and advertisers have been seen to be much less 
interested in the non-market preferences of the public. Therefore, peo-
ple are rather treated as docile audiences to be sold to by advertisers, 
than mature citizens whose active role is an intrinsic feature of democ-
racy.
The expectation that the plurality of ownership – with emphasis on 
private ownership – would boost democracy and free press, following 
the communist legacy of state-controlled media, soon proved false. The 
initial liberalization of the media market – aimed at getting rid of the 
Leviathan of alienated state power – and the proliferation of media has 
been supplanted by their concentration in the hands of a few large con-
glomerates such as in the Czech Republic, where the oligarchization of 
media is deeply rooted. 
The most striking example is the incumbent Czech Finance Minister 
and media mogul, Andrej Babis. His conglomerate, Agrofert, employs 
33,000 people in 250 separate firms including two of the country’s top 
newspapers, its most popular radio station, an internet news portal, as 
well as a music-television channel. Fearing the Babisconi phenomenon 
– a reference to former Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, who 
used his vast media empire to influence Italy’s politics – the Czech politi-
cal establishment stood together against Babis, passing a law that would 
ban cabinet ministers from owning media firms or more than a quarter 
of any company pursuing state contracts or European Union subsidies.
However, many experts are concerned that the very powerful Babis, who 
is set to be the next plutocrat to head an EU member state, will find ways 
to circumvent the ban. 
Another example of the pressure on the media is the recent closure of 
Népszabadság, the largest Hungarian independent newspaper. The sus-
pension of the 60-year old left wing newspaper was wrapped in the guise 
of business, but it was rather a political decision. 
Népszabadság ceased to exist and its parent company Mediaworks, 
owned by an Austrian entrepreneur, was sold to a media giant report-
edly close to a friend of Prime Minister Victor Orban in a move to clamp 
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down on the remaining recalcitrant media and silence them into obedi-
ence. Hungary is one of the most salient examples of a “post transitional 
and post accession backlash” (Rupnik 2007, 20) and a “de-consolidation 
of media freedom” (Bajomi-Lázár 2013, 70).

“Democratic” and “legal” means to pressurize media
Ruling elites have at their disposal various very effective measures to 
stifle the media, like taxes, arbitrary financial inspections and checks 
on bizarre issues like fire protocols without prior warning, withholding 
of advertising – as well as the imposition of draconian defamation laws. 
Pushed by strong competition and political pressure to remain finan-
cially sustainable on the market, the media are forced to maximize their 
profit by often pandering to the lowest instincts of the public. For that 
reason, the media very often are in service of amusement, rather than 
information, as well as playing the role of a public sentinel. As a conse-
quence, civil society and public opinion are marginalized, as Splichal 
(2000, 16) warned. “The absence of market economy makes the media 
politically dependent, but the opposite does not hold true: a market 
economy cannot guarantee political autonomy media”.
For that reason, instead of being an agent of change, as enshrined in 
democratic theory, the media often functions to maintain the status quo. 
As Jakubowicz put it, the environment in which the media operate, their 
structure itself, “places them on the side of power” (Jakubowicz 2001, 
76). 

The difficulties of being an independent journalist in times of 
war 
Balkan countries have been touting their move toward democracy in 
an attempt to join the EU. However, while preserving the outward trap-
pings of democracy, media freedom is increasingly being curtailed, 
putting a damper on democracy, which is unconsolidated and fragile at 
best, though not yet reaching the point of no return. 
Apart from the common problems which have plagued the media in all 
post-communist societies, the Balkan media, particularly in Serbia, is 
still bedeviled by the ever-present legacy of their role during the wars in 
the 1990s following the breakup of former Yugoslavia, as well. Part of the 
media served as a pure propaganda tool, which even nowadays denies a 
reckoning of Balkan societies with their recent past. 
As Adam Michnik (1995, 71) pointed out: “The Balkan war first started 
in the newspapers, radio and television stations. Before bullets began to 
kill, the words killed”. 
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In such circumstances, it was a daunting task to pursue professional 
journalism. It was a particularly difficult undertaking for several do-
mestic independent media supported by foreign donors as well as for 
non-commercial international media like Voice of America (VOA), BBC, 
Deutsche Welle and Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL), be-
cause they were stigmatized as “foreign agents”.
I still vividly remember when RFE/RL Balkan service, financed by the 
US Congress, was founded in January 1994 – at the peak of armed clash-
es in former Yugoslavia. It was the first and the only media organization 
making a regional program, i.e. common to the whole space of the for-
mer country, unlike domestic media focusing mostly on events in their 
own state, and the majority of them served as mere authorities’ puppets 
stoking ethnic hatred. A RFE/RL moderator is from one country, a news 
editor from another, a lead story author from a third one. 
RFE/RL has stuck to the principle that only professional journalism can 
provide to listeners timely, accurate, and non-biased information help-
ing them to fathom the very complex and troublesome circumstances 
they live in. We believed that this approach would eventually promote 
tolerance and bridge national divides deepened by domestic, first of all 
nationalist media. It was a formidable task due to the fact that such an 
objective approach was met with suspicion, if not enmity. 
However, many people used to listen the RFE/RL program because it 
was a very timely, accurate and balanced source of information. During 
the NATO campaign against Serbia in 1999, a top Serbian general wrote 
in a report to the Supreme Command, which was leaked to the media: 
“The Army’s morale is low: soldiers and even field officers use RFE/RL 
as a primary source of information.”
Propaganda media have now tried to dispel the sinister image by provid-
ing at least a semblance of objectivity. However, they still mostly refrain 
from tackling sensitive issues like causes and responsibility for the wars. 
Moreover, they often portray indicted war criminals, who stand trials 
before the Hague Tribunal, as “national heroes”.
I have realized the perplexity in grasping the truth, particularly in war-
torn societies like those of the Balkan region. It’s very often an elusive 
endeavor and amounts to a will-o’-the-wisp, because reality as an imme-
diate experience in everyday life is contrary to media reality or reality 
as a cultural construction, especially at a time in which villains present 
themselves as victims. 
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This, however, does not mean that we should abandon the search for 
truth, although many agree that this is an unattainable ideal. There are 
very firmly established criteria of checking information, as well as vali-
dating the credibility of sources, that could enable the audience to com-
prehend the meaning, context and background of events and processes.

Investigative journalists as “enemies of the state”
The Balkan media face numerous problems: starting from the lack of 
independence of the media regulatory bodies, to the hidden ownership, 
because most media outlets were privatized and very often fell prey to 
tycoons in a murky way, cobbling an unholy alliance with politicians. 
Respective international organizations have warned of continued polit-
ical meddling in the media work, an increase in breaches of journal-
ists’ rights, biased and lengthy court proceedings as well as a climate of 
impunity for crimes against journalists. As a consequence, journalists 
faced insecurity which, in combination with the retraction of advertis-
ing contracts, has led to self-censorship. 
Many journalists in the Balkans work on temporary or no contracts, of-
ten earning less than the minimum wage, leaving them vulnerable to 
political pressure. As a result, investigative reporting is mostly absent 
from the mainstream media which aligned their strategies to a “pay to 
play” model in return for government payments as a reward for positive 
coverage or lack of critical reporting. 
This is very powerful leverage, given the fact that state funds are the 
principal source of advertising revenues for the media, whose share in 
the media market in Serbia range from 23 to as much as 40 per cent.
Eighty-four journalists from the Western Balkans, interviewed by Hu-
man Rights Watch in 2015, said they have been exposed to various 
threats and in 18 cases they suffered attacks on their person or property, 
because of dealing with corruption, war crimes issues as well as radical 
religious groups. Investigative journalists are exposed to unchecked at-
tacks, intimidation, smear campaigns and even death threats as they go 
about their work. 
In November 2015, the Sarajevo-based Klix, the most visited news site in 
Bosnia, revealed an audio recording of Željka Cvijanović, Prime Minister 
of Republika Srpska, the Serb entity in Bosnia and Herzegovina, contem-
plating “buying” two opposition MPs to support the government. Instead 
of investigating on possible corruption charges, police searched the of-
fices of Klix, confiscating reporters’ cell phones, hard drives, and alike.
While various investigative independent journalist networks revealed 
numerous wrongdoings involving high ranking politicians in the Bal-
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kans, unfortunately, there is not yet any sound evidence that it has led 
to their resignations or has badly affected their standing in elections. 
For example, investigative journalists unearthed that Belgrade Mayor 
Sinisa Mali concealed 24 apartments in Bulgaria, but he has remained 
unscathed.
The mainstream media have been used as the authorities’ iron fist in 
cracking down on reports produced by those investigative journalists 
labeling them as unfounded, if not “hostile attempts”, sponsored by 
“ill-intentioned” foreign powers, aimed at undermining not only the gov-
ernment but also the cohesion of the state and the nation as a whole. 
Journalists are perceived by the ruling elites as enemies of the state, 
rather than a critical check on unharnessed authorities. 

The EU’s complicity
As a consequence of politicians’ impunity, they’ve mostly remained in 
the saddle, going back to the end of the wars in the 1990s. It is a paradox 
that Aleksandar Vučić (recently elected Serbian President), who origi-
nally oversaw the most draconian measures against independent media 
in 1998 while he held the office as the Serbian Information Minister, and 
continued to clamp down on the media domestically from 2014 onwards 
in his role as the Prime Minister of Serbia, is now adored by the EU, be-
cause he has espoused a pro-European agenda.
Vučić’s combative attitude toward the media is partly emboldened by 
the pragmatic or realpolitik approach by the EU, whose representatives 
are prone to turning a blind eye to his crack down on the media. While 
sending tepid messages about the importance of democratic values, it 
appears that the EU is poised for the sake of its overarching goals of 
striking an ethnic and geopolitical balance in the very fragile Balkans, 
to trump concerns about fundamental freedoms. Moreover, Aleksandar 
Vučić is being perceived as a stabilizing factor in the region, even though 
he branded investigative journalists as “scum”.

Media sunk by market censorship
It is ironic that the independent media in the Balkans resisted years 
of dictatorship, but could not survive democracy. They withstood the 
crackdown and censorship of the war-time regime thanks to huge fi-
nancial assistance by international donors, but were eventually sunk 
by market censorship. The issue of the Belgrade-based B92 is the most 
striking example of the paradox of media transition. Once Milosevic 
was toppled, international donors mostly withdrew their support and 
B92 was forced to find its fortune in the unregulated media market.
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While the post-Milosevic authorities promulgated media transformation 
as a part of the overall democratic transition aimed at joining Serbia to 
the EU, however, in practice they were also prone to maintaining the 
control over the media. For that reason, even the new, pro-democratic 
Serbian authorities were not fond of the critical B92 approach and ad-
vertisers started to withdraw advertisements. As a result, B92 could not 
sustain in the market. Thus, it was forced to be privatized and the cur-
rent owner overhauled the program toward commercialization. That’s 
how B92 lost its “soul” as well as the credibility it enjoyed in the 1990s. 
Another example is the Croatian weekly Feral Tribune, the stalwart of 
independent journalism, which courageously steered through the tu-
multuous 1990s, resisting political pressures and many lawsuits, only to 
be ultimately sunk by market totalitarianism in 2008 due to a boycott 
by advertisers, albeit it had a stable readership. 
Notwithstanding generous politicians’ promises about media freedom, 
media independence is being mostly hollowed out. For that reason, the 
warning of OESCE Representative on Freedom of the Media, Dunja Mija-
tovic (HRW 2015, 56) that “freedom of the media in the Balkans is worse 
than after the wars in the ‘90s”, sounds pretty gloomy and pessimistic.
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What editors and publishers can learn from  
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Christopher Buschow, research associate, and Carsten Winter,  
professor, Department of Journalism and Communication Research, 
Hanover University of Music, Drama and Media, Germany 

Since the dawn of the digital age journalism’s future appears more 
open as well as more insecure. This is also true for a country such as 
Germany with its historically very strong newspaper and magazine cul-
ture and with journalism being extensively funded by public broadcast-
ers. In Germany, digital journalism began more than twenty years ago, 
on 25 October 1994, with the start of Spiegel Online. From this day on, 
publishers and editors have experienced a digital as well as disruptive 
transformation in terms of financing, producing and distributing journal-
ism. For them, we have developed the following agenda: Leading and 
innovating openly co-organized networked journalism: What editors and 
publishers can learn from digital musicpreneurs. 
In Germany, the social and institutional consequences of this transfor-
mation led to the establishment of a special law for press publishers 
to protect their services and current organization of the production and 
distribution of journalism (Leistungsschutzrecht für Presseverlage; Bus-
chow 2012; Tworek and Buschow 2016). The federal government grant-
ed these ancillary rights especially because publishers could plausibly 
and strategically argue for journalism’s importance for an independent 
critical public sphere.
Our agenda with the learnings from the music sector aims to support 
editors and publishers in their work for a more independent and se-
cure future of journalism. It recommends the redefinition of journalism 
management on the basis of a music management innovation: “the 
generation and implementation of a management practice, process, 
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structure or technique that is new to the state of art and is intended 
to further organizational goals” (cf. Birkinshaw, Hamel and Mol 2008, 
829). The management innovation considered here – institutionalized 
co-organized openly networked support – allows a more agile, more 
flexible, more efficient, often cheaper and generally more sustainable 
and secure as well as independent value creation in the music industry. 
Our recommendation is based on research on this management inno-
vation, on the results of several empirical projects on digital transfor-
mations and innovations in the media, music and publishing industry, 
and in particular on our knowledge of the dynamic return of the music 
industry in a much more subtle, more complex, openly networked form 
since 2010.
We identified this management innovation, which gave the impetus for 
the agenda and for our recommendations, in the last project of a cycle 
of three projects (2010-2016) on the digital transformation of the struc-
tures of the music industry. The first project researched the drivers and 
shapers of the dynamic recovery of the Berlin music industry in transi-
tion (2010–2011). One central result of the project was that dynamics of 
structural transformation and growth were driven by new actors, often 
“prosumers” as “culturepreneurs” (cf. Winter 2012) or musicians as 
“artepreneurs” (Paulus and Winter 2014). The second project analyzed 
expectations of all stakeholders of the Clustermanagement Music Busi-
ness of Mannheim & Region to help to lead digital industry transforma-
tions (2013–2014). Starting with a focus on new networks, network 
organizers and the organization of support in the first two pro jects, 
the third project investigated how institutionally networked actors in 
the Berlin music industry organize support to develop their activities 
and competitive advantages and how they are supported by the Berlin 
Music Commission (BMC), by their networking activities and formats 
as well as network organizations and other actors in the network (cf. 
 Winter and Paulus 2017).
In this research project, we discovered – in comparison to the first pro-
ject in Berlin and the second project in Mannheim – that actors belong-
ing to the Berlin music industry are interlinked with one another in a 
completely new quality and quantity. 
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As ordinary support activities we would usually differentiate the fol-
lowing:
• infrastructure – which consists of activities such as control, public 

relations, accounting, legal and in particular strategic activities, 
• technological development – e.g. hardware, software procedures 

and technical – digital – media knowledge needed in their transfor-
mation of inputs into outputs, and

• human resources management – activities involved in recruiting, hir-
ing, training, developing, compensating and dismissing or laying off 
personnel or procurement, the acquisition of new software, digital 
network media, services or work efforts from an outside external 
source. 

Active members of the Berlin music industry do not necessarily orga-
nize such support activities as is recommended in the textbook (cf. 
Porter 1985). Less frequently than before the investigated actors have 
resources within their company, ready when needed, or reach out to 
well-known professional supporters (web designers, graphic designers, 
attorneys, tax consultants, etc.). Instead, we found that they increasing-
ly interact in an institutionalized, co-organized manner with their BMC 
network actors, who openly networked them with supporters, whom 
they believe could help them best. For the actors in the digital-me-
dia network of the Berlin-based music industry, support in networking 
has become the most important supporting activity (Winter and Paulus 
2017): It has become increasingly relevant for the development of value 
activities and competitive advantages in digital media.
The institutionalized, co-organized, openly networked support, made 
possible by the Berlin Music Commission and by network organizers in 
the city´s music industry, is more agile, flexible, effective, often more 
favorable and sustainable as well as less risky in organizing support for 
the development of value activities and competitive advantages (Win-
ter and Paulus 2017).
Currently, there are no comparable structures for openly networked 
support in German journalism. Publishers and editors, as well as found-
ers in journalism have so far failed to achieve profitability or to become 
profitable in times of transition. A classic case of market failure (see 
Karmasin and Winter 2000, 29): Although a whole range of actors have 
tried to sustain journalism in the context of structural transformations, 
they have so far not succeeded in creating new sustainable models of 
(digital) journalism. In journalism, there are no comparable new net-
work formats and network organizers: Institutions that might link new 
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and old industry players and stimulate new digital-media value activities 
as well as competitive advantages, such as the BMC, the Clusterman-
agement Music Business Mannheim & Region or the kre|H|tiv-music 
unit in Hanover, are not (yet) observable.
Our empirical results suggest that this will change once the number of 
new creatives in journalism increases, as it was the case in the music 
industry where the number of new, especially urban music networks 
rose after the number of potential digital musicpreneurs in a wide 
range from prosumers to artepreneurs increased. In the music indus-
try, their importance is increasing simultaneously with their quantity 
(cf. Seufert, Sattelberger and Schlegel 2015) as well as with the new 
potential of network media such as Napster (1999), MySpace (2003), 
Facebook (2004), Spotify, YouTube (both in 2006), SoundCloud (2007) 
and Kickstarter (2009). They are new “post-industrial means of produc-
tion” (Alexander 2015). Since 2015, “creatives” (whom we would call 
musicpreneurs) are recognized as a (new) music industry “subsector” 
(Seufert, Sattelberger and Schlegel 2015), which includes 27,895 peo-
ple contributing 15 % to the industry’s gross value added – 22,196 of 
whom are self-employed and owners in the new digital industry (see 
chapter below The management innovation …).
To sustain their support in developing their own value activities and 
value activities of others – in particular, established music industry ac-
tors – as well as their competitive advantages, it is necessary to discov-
er the proper musicpreneurs in the increasingly fragmented and more 
complex networked music industry. Also, their support achievement 
has to be understood and evaluated and they have to be reached as 
well. In the best case, they can be directly embraced and invited by 
digital media. As revealed in a recent study on digitalization of the Berlin 
music industry, this is increasingly achieved by all actors in the Berlin 
music sector. They understand digitalization as a personal and profes-
sional challenge (Hermes, Knoflach and Winter 2016) because they are 
engaged in personal and professional networks. They also use network 
organizers and regularly visit networking events which are essential for 
their activities. 
Against the backdrop of the assumption that the digital future of the 
media industry first appears in the music industry, where it started with 
the introduction of the CD on the occasion of the IFA in Berlin in 1981 
(and later with MP3, Napster, Last.fm, Spotify, SoundCloud etc.), we 
further assume that, similarly, the future of digital media management 
– a management that is based on digital innovation – will first be found 
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in a more complex networked digital media music industry. We as-
sume that the institutionalized co-organized openly networked support 
observed in Berlin’s music industry is a management innovation par ex-
cellence which might serve as an orientation for editors and publishers 
when developing journalism. The following chapter will introduce this 
management innovation in the context of the digitalization of structures 
of the music industry. It shows how this management innovation is 
based on digital innovations and digital-media transformed practices, 
principles and processes as well as structures. Based on these find-
ings, the subsequent chapter formulates recommendations on how the 
future of journalism can be developed especially by refining its manage-
ment, i.e. what editors and publishers do and could do in the light of 
the currently prospering new digital-media networked music industry.

The management innovation institutionalized co-organized 
openly networked support in the context of digital music 
industry structure transformation
Institutionalized co-organized openly networked support allows the in-
terlinked actors of the Berlin music industry to structurally innovate their 
management. Since the BMC in Berlin has institutionalized itself as an 
innovative network-actor-constellation regarding new practices, princi-
ples, processes and structures (such as new network organizers, net-
work formats and network media), the actors expect themselves to be 
able to organize support in a co-organized openly networked way that 
is more agile, flexible, effective, often more favorable and sustainable. 
Furthermore, this is less risky and helps to develop value activities and 
competitive advantages. 
These developments and competitive advantages are made possible 
by faster, uncomplicated and – as a rule – socially and personally provid-
ed new networking opportunities of a better quality and quantity. This 
innovation, the foundation of the BMC and the development and espe-
cially the institutionalization of co-organized openly networked support, 
benefits from being based on the new practice of the digital-media 
‘peer-to-peer production’ in which many Berlin actors and the found-
ers of the BMC were experienced. With the expansion of digital-media 
peer-to-peer activities, the music industry entered into the second of 
three waves of digitalization (regarding these waves cf. Hermes, Kno-
flach and Winter 2016, 6). In each of these waves, new digital-media 
structures of production, distribution, orientation and organization of 
the perception and the use of digital forms of music were developed by 
more and more different actors. 
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Whereas the CD was still essentially developed, financed and pro-
duced in large electronic enterprises (Sony and Philips), this changed 
with the development of MP3 and music software as digital instru-
ments. While the music industry has celebrated new revenues in sales 
each year since the introduction of the CD in 1981, new digitally net-
worked scenes were established in the environment of science, mu-
sic, informatics, sub-, club- and DJ culture around MP3 music files, 
the programming of music and open source programs. This actually 
first happened in Berlin in the environment of clubs such as the Deli-
cious Doughnuts, which was (from 1993-1997) owned by today’s BMC 
CEO Olaf “Gemse” Kretschmar, and new digital music software cre-
ators such as Native Instruments (1995), today a global enterprise with 
branches all over the world.
This digital creative scene became impressively visible for the music 
and media industry when Shawn Fanning, informatics freshman known 
by the nickname “Napster” within his “hacker crew” (Röttgers 2003, 
17), provided a client-server software for free called “Musicshare”. This 
software allowed the peer-to-peer (P2P) sharing of MP3 files via the 
internet and also made it possible to see what kind of music others 
have on their computers. Musicshare was the first P2P medium that 
spread worldwide. 
Peer-to-peer activities were innovated on the basis of new opportuni-
ties brought about by practices and principles of dealing with estab-
lished additional digital network media as “post-industrial means of pro-
duction” (Alexander 2015) – such as those mentioned above: MySpace 
(2003), Facebook (2004), Spotify, YouTube (both in 2006), SoundCloud 
(2007) and Kickstarter (2009). These new opportunities were opportu-
nities of sharing, commenting, criticizing, co-creating and networking, 
even of co-financing – to mention only the most important. In the social 
peer-to-peer context and in new technical and also somehow personal 
P2P processes new principles and roles emerged around the new digi-
tal-media (production) practices. All parties involved learned that digital 
forms of music do not become less but more by sharing them and that, 
because of the free availability of production means, value activities 
often do not have to be directed towards markets. Thus, the integration 
of diverse, particularly non-monetary motivations is becoming more im-
portant, because it increases the value of value activities, also because 
they become “values activities” (cf. Benkler 2016; Winter and Paulus 
2017). Anybody associated with digital network media as a post-indus-
trial means of production has become a musicpreneur – a supporter 
of a new entrepreneurial role which is, in the sense of Schumpeter, 
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at the same time productive and innovative as well as disruptive (cf. 
Schumpeter 1950).
Since Napster (1999) and the new digital-media opportunity to share 
MP3 files peer-to-peer via the internet and to even see that others lis-
ten to similar songs, not only structures of distribution of music were 
at first disruptively transformed by prosumers in particular (cf. Winter 
2012). Since then, more or less all essential structures that constitute 
music in society have been digitally transformed (cf. in detail Winter 
2013).
Our research suggests that the management innovation institutional-
ized co-organized openly networked support has announced an end to 
this transformation – at least to the disruptive transformation. Shortly 
after the institutional support of P2P productions by the Berlin BMC 
and many other networks, the Berlin music industry started its stable 
and dynamic growth, long before the end of the unprecedented reve-
nue slump (by significantly more than half) between 1998 and 2013 (cf. 
in detail Winter and Paulus 2017). 
In today’s new digitally networked music industry the dynamic of which 
is pushed by new creative digital musicpreneurs, all – and not only new 
or only a few – actors in Berlin profit from these new actors, practices, 
principles and structures in the form of innovative open network-actors 
constellations with innovative network and networking formats and 
network organizations and thus new principles and processes based 
on more personal relationships. The transformation of the music indus-
try’s structures has reached a totally new quality. This also becomes 
apparent in the way the big music industry, i.e., the major label industry, 
has come to terms with these transformations.
The compendium Musikwirtschaft in Zahlen 2015 of the Bundesver-
band der Musikindustrie, the German branch of the International Fed-
eration of the Phonographic Industry (IFPI), pronounced significant 
growth (2015 by 4.6 %) and that “streaming subscriptions” had ex-
ceeded the prognoses and even increased by 106 % in 2015 (Seufert, 
Sattelberger and Schlegel 2015). Frances Moore (CEO of IFPI) began 
her Executive Summary to the Global Music Report 2016: State of the 
Industry as follows: “Today we are at a crucial moment in the evolution 
of recorded music. After two decades of almost uninterrupted decline, 
2015 witnessed key milestones for recorded music: measurable reve-
nue growth globally; consumption of music exploding everywhere; and 
digital revenues overtaking income from physical formats for the first 
time” (IFPI 2016, p. 5).
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Our research on the music industry reveals that the institutionalized 
co-organized open networked support in the sense of the definition of 
management innovation (cf. in detail Birkinshaw, Hamel and Mol 2008) 
allows networking participants a more efficient organization of support 
for their own value activities and their development and thus of new 
competitive advantages (cf. in detail Winter and Paulus 2017). In the 
sense of the definition, this efficiency creates a more efficient inno-
vative network-actors constellation compared to the state-of-the-art 
management. The network-actors constellation, in particular, is more 
efficient on the basis of innovative digital-media practices, especially 
networking, but also sharing, commenting, co-creating etc., based on 
new, more personal relationships. These relationships often work bet-
ter on the basis of principles other than relationships based on contracts 
and markets. This particularly applies to the discovery and development 
of anything new. Everyone able to rapidly establish a better relation-
ship quality, especially with unknown actors, practices, technologies 
etc., as is facilitated by open and network-like structures, may benefit 
enormously. 
In the new role of the digital musicpreneur, people with digital-media 
peer-to-peer experience are able to become structurally embraced 
and invited as well as to embrace and invite others within digital me-
dia – integrity and fairness presumed. This is – firstly – proven by the 
continuously increasing number of new institutionalized networks with 
network organizers and formats and often even own network media. 
Secondly, it is a fact that the support in networking in networks (!) has 
become the most important kind of support. This includes activities 
such as help with the organization of new interests or – as has been 
the case in Berlin for some years – with the internationalization of own 
value activities. Thirdly, it has to be stressed that the structural signifi-
cance of new networks for the development of the economy has now 
also been realized in policy. Therefore, financial support is extended 
and very attentively observed, e.g., in German cities such as Berlin, 
Hamburg, Mannheim or Hanover. 
Against this background, we assume that the management innovation 
institutionalized co-organized openly networked support established in 
the music industry today, is, in an adapted form, at least partially able to 
open opportunities for independent financing, production and distribu-
tion as well as for orientation and organization of the perception and use 
of journalism in a more productive sense and for more creative actors. 
Thereby, this management innovation might become more sustainable 
in an intelligent, including and durable sort of way – quite in the sense 
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of the EU 2020 strategy for smart, inclusive and sustainable growth 
(European Commission 2010). 

Agenda: Leading and innovating journalism for openly  
co-organized networked public spheres
Unlike the music industry, journalism has not yet been embraced by 
a third wave of digitalization, in which all actors embrace the person-
al as well as professional challenge to use digital network media as a 
post-industrial, more powerful means of production and in which old 
and new subsectors and – in particular – the new subsector “creatives”, 
is growing (Seufert, Sattelberger and Schlegel 2015). So far, we cannot 
observe a new open network-like structure in journalism that allows 
new creatives to easily enter the industry and participate in the devel-
opment and the support of new value activities for their own benefit 
and the benefit of the industry. 
However, similar to the music sector, we observe that market entry bar-
riers in journalism are lowered especially by new post-industrial means 
of production (Buschow 2017), that new creative actors and founders 
of new ventures are growing in numbers and professionality as well as 
that institutional expectations are formulated towards an “intelligent, 
inclusive and sustainable” development of the industry (EU 2020). 
These observations suggest that the modes of production and distri-
bution as well as the orientation and organization of the perception and 
use of journalism will continue to change in the process of digitization.
Against this background, in their work on the future of journalism, pub-
lishers and editors can profit from the experiences of actors from the 
established Berlin music industry, the BMC and from musicpreneurs. 
This can be achieved if they engage more in the development of novel 
actor constellations and the development of their capacities. This is 
likely to be the case if they consistently build on digital innovations that 
allow them to share and develop new experiences with new digital and 
media-based practices as well as new principles of sharing, producing 
etc. (see below).
The development of not only technical and economic but, above all, 
social and cultural competencies in the implementation of new digi-
tal media practices requires, as our research shows, not only a lot of 
practical experiences but also a more complex social, cultural and en-
trepreneurial curiosity on different levels, such as personal, technical, 
commercial, political, legal, etc. (see below). 
Looking back at all projects from the research cycle on the music indus-
try, it has been shown that this experience and competence coupled 
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with the corresponding curiosity creates the prerequisite for the devel-
opment of value creation, which is obviously necessary in order to find 
the right partners on a professional, objective and personal level. And 
not only to find, but also to be able to successfully embrace and invite 
digital-media, which contribute to development best and most. This is 
particularly successful if often unknown potential supporters are co-or-
ganized, as individuals can be personally addressed and also engaged.
In the light of our research, digital-medial practical experiences with 
new media as new means of production based on new principles – 
coupled with a more complex curiosity and openness and in relation to 
a peer-to-peer media developed personality which allows to embrace 
and invite other digital creative actors – are only a prerequisite. In order 
to lead a management innovation and to perform the digital transfor-
mation of a structure more is required: This needs founders and their 
experiences. To start the BMC in Berlin, know-how was provided by 
actors of the ClubCommission, the network of Berlin clubs which was, 
like later the BMC, founded bottom up in 2000. The establishment of 
Clustermanagement Music Business Mannheim & Region benefitted 
civically from the society of Mannheim’s founders’ centers mg:gmbh. 
Similarly, the MusicUnit at kre|H|tiv profits financially from hannoverim-
puls, the organization for economic development of the county capital 
and region of Hanover. In Mannheim and in Hanover, the interdepen-
dence with already established civic structures supported the respon-
sible network organizers with stronger engagement for the music clus-
ter. In contrast, the responsible actors in Berlin often express hope for 
a more stable institutional connection to civic structures.
The following recommendations are meant to explicitly support editors 
and publishers in developing their own management innovations in jour-
nalism. The recommendations build upon each other. We think of them 
as steps on the path to a management innovation which is somewhat 
similar to the institutionalized co-organized openly networked support. 
They are recommendations to responsible actors, the consequences of 
which however project much further than the action radius of individual 
actors.

Facilitate positive media DEVELOPMENT experiences
Our research shows that structural dynamics and transformations are 
not only presently but also generally inspired by actors who collect ex-
periences with new media as a means of added value. They are in 
some respects ahead of their time, as they co-develop or at least in-
ternalize the specific functional logic of new media earlier than others. 
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Those who try out new media at an early stage – also in a private con-
text – become agents of change. Therefore, it is barely surprising that 
new generations find themselves at the forefront of change. Young 
journalists – digital natives – whose private use of media is changing, 
carry individual experiences or formerly unfamiliar practices over into 
professional environments. In network theory one calls this spillover 
effects; effects which extend further than thus far separated contexts 
(Padgett and Powell 2012). We assume that in journalism younger ac-
tors expect digital network media to be provided within organizations 
for team work and expect that it is naturally used in various ways in 
production and distribution and the orientation and organization of their 
reception. 
We recommend – more strongly than ever – that editors and publishers 
facilitate experiences in practical interaction with new digital network 
media as so-called post-industrial means of production as an explicitly 
positive development experience, as opposed to conventions of the 
past within the music and the publishing business.

Inspire cultural CURIOSITY and entrepreneurial OPENNESS
In the context of conflicts in digital processes of structural transforma-
tion, it has been shown that new experiences have enabled produc-
tively configured dynamics when cultural (often scientific) curiosity is 
coupled with entrepreneurial openness.
This is more and more frequently inspired by the collaboration with ex-
ternal actors which is known to change, for example, journalistic prac-
tices (Buschow 2017). For instance, in projects common for this day 
and age such as workshops (so-called hackathons), journalists and/or 
publishing employees together with software developers, technicians, 
hackers and designers co-operate, co-produce, comment, share their 
knowledge and so forth. Nowadays, more and more software and hard-
ware products are developed, which later on present a meaning in and 
for journalism as media. An exemplary result of such a co-operation 
in form of sharing practices and knowledge within a process of inter-
action are modern actor-constellations and new phenomena such as 
data-journalism, a new distinguishable way of reference to, on the one 
hand, journalistic rules and resources as well as, on the other hand, 
rules and resources of data analysis, statistics, computer and hacker 
culture. Something similar is not only true for such overlaps also pres-
ent in drone, sensor and robotics journalism, where thus far there were 
clearly separated practical constellations (aviation, computing, robotics) 
overlapping with journalism – it increasingly also applies to the growing 
number of digital reestablishments of journalism (Buschow 2017).
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Hire digitally creative journalists, partners and developers as 
INDIVIDUALS
The institutionalization and distribution of the management innovation 
institutionalized co-organized open networked support in the music 
industry proves that this innovation is a further development of the 
digital-media organization innovation peer-to-peer production. It is par-
ticularly successful and procures competitive advantages for actors 
developing their value activities in the branch if own experiences with 
peer-to-peer practices can be drawn upon and where it is possible to 
build upon the basis of these practices and their principles – rather 
principles of personal relationships than those of market or contractual 
relationships. 
It is possible to establish new digital-media relationships significant for 
value activities in the long term when participants have seen them-
selves as individually participating people and also have addressed and 
supported each other. Therefore, our recommendation for editors and 
publishers is to see media employees, internal and external partners 
and freelance journalists more than before as individuals and to address 
them as such and to integrate them into their People Business. Thus, it 
becomes possible to even embrace and invite them digitally from time 
to time. In the organizational form of the publishing house, new val-
ue-creation constellations, which also develop digital-media structure 
transformations in journalism, are becoming more and more important. 
Competitive advantages no longer arise mostly from the optimization 
of internal production processes alone, but particularly from (the opti-
mization of) the cooperation and the networking with more and more 
different digitally creatives. 

Participate in the FOUNDATION and INNOVATION of  
digital-media open and networked forms of management  
of journalistic value creation
Just as more and more actors from the Berlin music industry do, accept 
digitalization as a personal as well as a professional challenge. Con-
tribute actively to the foundation and innovation of digital-media open 
networked network institutions – with your digital-media experiences 
and competences with digital network media, with your cultural and 
entrepreneurial curiosity and your experiences in foundation. It is best 
to do this in cooperation with junior journalists or young actors who are 
committed to the cause instead of being just controllers and number 
crunchers as has been the case in journalism for the longest time. If 
implemented, journalism will become more agile, flexible, often more 
favorable, more sustainable and, above all, economically less risky.
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LEARN more than before from others and from other branches
We are just beginning to understand the almost ten-year history of the 
Berlin Music Commission as a story of management innovation in the 
music industry. Its economic importance as an innovative actors’ con-
stellation, especially compared to other similar network organizations 
and their different network institution, currently indicate that first and 
foremost network organizations are beginning to learn from other net-
works and their respective other chances, challenges and structures 
or forms of institutionalization. We are discovering that networks, net-
work organizations and networking formats have become a kind of 
new external infrastructure for more and more value actors. These new 
structures suggest the end of disruption of established structures as 
well as the outlines of a new order of value creation. In conclusion, we, 
therefore, recommend editors and publishers to be even more interest-
ed in structure transformations of other media industries, to discuss 
those transformations and new digital-media structures with responsi-
ble persons belonging to such networks. Potentially, in the light of the 
new structures and order of value creation in the music industry, they 
might start developing new openly networked structures for journalism 
as well.
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Clemens Pig, CEO of Austria Press Agency, Austria

The Good old Cooperative as an  
Innovation Model 

News agencies are exotic in the media industry: in every country there 
is generally just one national agency with original content creation for 
all editorial divisions. Numbering around 20 amongst a total of about 
140 news agencies worldwide, the “club of independents” is especially 
limited and therefore worthy of protection. The independent, full-ser-
vice agencies of the western paradigm are a role model under the own-
ership of media enterprises, which in their founding rationale instruct 
the news agency to produce a basic supply of news (“news wire”). The 
underlying thinking is to provide services that would be too expensive 
for each individual media enterprise to provide on its own.
With this in mind, directly after the Second World War, in 1946, Austria 
Press Agency (APA) was founded as a cooperative with a mandate under 
the ownership of the Austrian daily newspapers and the public broad-
casting station ORF. APA’s basic editorial mandate is stipulated in stat-
utes. Briefly put: its mandate is to provide public value on the basis of 
private mandate.

The company’s tectonic plate as an entry point for strategic 
innovation management 
The company objective of a news agency is therefore the production of 
information services which for individual media companies cannot be 
produced expediently from an economic point of view. This is the foun-
dation – a kind of tectonic plate on which genuine entrepreneurial inno-
vation can take place.
Apart from the development of products and services, real innovation 
means the ongoing reinterpretation of the company objective. In the 
case of Austria Press Agency, this is the adaptation of the cooperative 
mandate for its member (=media) companies in the area of content cre-
ation. (The company objective itself is formed on the basis of the struc-
ture of ownership and its interests; a substantial change would result 
in a shift in the tectonic plate and, consequently, the company’s objec-
tive – it would be an earthquake). In the current media economy and in 
media production, the speed and depth of this ongoing reinterpretation 
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is necessarily oriented around the triangular relationship comprising 
disruptive technologies and platforms (motor for technological mo-
nopolisation with massive data aggregation), global players and busi-
ness models (new non-media players based on the principles of “winner 
takes all” and “cut out the middleman”), and changed user behaviour 
with fractured business models (news unbundling and distribution 
along non-media channels with new advertising forms and sources of 
revenue).

Only an appropriate understanding of the rationales of transforma-
tion for one’s own business (“What business are we in?”) will result in 
the necessary, ongoing reinterpretation of the existing basic company 
objective. This reinterpretation provides fertile ground for the vision, 
strategy, and the company’s corporate identity in change and innovation 
management (“completeness of vision”).

Maturity of the company as an enabler of operational 
innovation management 
In addition to the determinants and limitations described for strategic 
innovation management (triangular relationship), the level of maturity 
of the company itself (in the sense of production, organisational, prod-

Figure 1. Author’s representation
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uct, and customer market development as central processes of value cre-
ation) is a critical influence on the degree of effectiveness in operational 
innovation management. The company’s respective phase of develop-
ment determines whether the strategically defined reinterpretations 
(real innovations) can actually be implemented by the organisation 
(“readiness to fulfil”). In the case of APA Group, when reinterpreting 
the company objective in terms of the aforementioned triangular rela-
tionships and the organisation’s level of maturity, the basic cooperative 
mandate of “producing a basic news service” (content) is expanded by 
adding the areas of “media technology as member value” and “data net-
work as customer value”. In change and innovation management, the 
classic news agency is transformed into a data-driven news-tech agency.

Figure 2. Author’s representation
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The company’s culture of innovation as a catalyst 
Probably the most persistent obstacle for change and innovation man-
agement is corporate culture (extended time to change). In person-
nel-intensive services, in particular, an explicit culture of innovation 
functions as a catalyst for the organisation’s innovative strength in the 
long term. The central corporate cultural achievements and models in 
the digital media economy involve:
• Trial and error: the frequently cited culture of failure conceives of 

failures as a (necessary) part of the path to success and in everyday 
corporate life means, first and foremost, the willingness to quickly 
adjust services and business models that do not work. The recogni-
tion and cessation of error-related developments are critical in the 
context of phasing out few but profitable legacy media products and 
establishing numerous but less profitable digital media products. The 
principle of trial and error itself must become best practice in inno-
vation management.

• Exploitation and exploration: in the production of old products, 
the elimination of dual practices in the organisation and the digital-
isation of workflows with respect to process excellence (exploitation) 
establishes the necessary financing capacity for the development of 
new solutions (exploration). In the current phase of transformation 
in the media, in which there is still no clear picture of future val-
ue creation in view of the ongoing changes, media innovations can 
generally be financed only by way of legacy products (through de-
fined seed and research budgets). In this respect, fast-paced media 
innovations are grouped around the (still) existing services that have 
been a success. In the case of Austria Press Agency, for example, 
Austria Kiosk has been developed as a cross-publisher digital news-
stand with diversified ecosystems (W-Lan-models = digital reading 
circles, media bundles, mobile communication installation) along the 
flagship APA-Online Manager platform. In this strategy there is con-
tinued development of classic products, in which real innovations are 
positioned next to existing ones without destroying them.

Based on this perspective, the disruptive innovation approach is coun-
terproductive and would lead to the erosion of the financing power of 
legacy products. A smart innovation strategy accommodates the current 
parallelism between old and new patterns of media use and therefore 
the legitimacy of old and new product rationales. In this respect, the 
establishment of real innovations also means the need for new thinkers 
who create these innovations and take responsibility in the company 
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for themselves: “disrupt yourself or be disrupted” is an unfeasible task 
asked of commercially successful product managers and the directors 
of existing services, who have to implement a clear strategy of exploita-
tion through to maturity. There is no room here for real innovations; a 
multicultural strategy of innovation that learns to differentiate between 
classic product development and innovative development is needed. The 
concept of disruptive innovation appears to account for patterns of fail-
ure rather than to formulate functioning rationales of innovation for the 
future.
• Prototyping and business planning: the frequent lack of visibility, 

particularly for early-stage innovations and their upstream techno-
logical fields of research, and diffuse business use cases mitigate the 
potential strength of imagination and innovation of new products and 
services. Moreover, in many cases the logic of the classic business 
plan prematurely stifles the potential for innovation in digitalisation. 
In contrast to the legacy product model, in which media enterprises 
within the national borders define the constellation of the product 
market from top down and their media organisations are able to prac-
tice an agenda-setting monopoly (“ordered interpretation”), the digi-
tal production model has a wide range of versions. The digital culture 
of innovation calls for creative latitude in development; success and 
failure (“trial and error”) are frequently undetermined before proto-
typical application in the respective business case.

Several promising prototypes or indeed commercially successful in-
novations probably never would have seen the light of day in what for 
legacy media is classic business planning with three-year revenue fore-
casts and break-even calculations. The entrepreneurial alternative lies 
in the development of prototypes or click dummies with the respective 
business cases (customer back-channel), a rapid trial-and-error process 
including the transfer of the successful prototypes to project manage-
ment or rejection of dysfunctional prototypes. Only at this stage in the 
process of innovation does the prototype leave the creative, control-free 
developmental sphere, passing through the revolving door into the line 
organisation’s business segment together with business planning. And 
in business planning itself there is a difference between the culture of 
legacy and digital innovation. The latter overcomes existing market bar-
riers and product silos and benefits from the positive scale effects of 
digitalisation (think big). For example, Austria Press Agency managed 
this through innovations in mobile publishing (internationally licensed 
white label apps with monetisation widgets for media).

Clemens Pig
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Best practice: insourcing innovation into the line organisation
The paths of innovation into the line organisation should be no mystery. 
The challenge in corporate practice lies primarily in establishing an 
explicit culture of innovation and in transferring concrete innovations 
to the line organisation. During implementation, innovations and their 
results generated in externally managed innovation units are frequently 
perceived in the company as foreign bodies and are only slowly integrat-
ed, or indeed rejected, by the existing organisation. With respect to the 
“psychology of innovation”, it appears that “innovations from without” 
are often perceived more as a threat to that which is familiar and ex-
isting and less as something new that can be positioned alongside what 
exists and ensure future revenue (see the relations between exploita-
tion and exploration described in the concept of disruptive innovation).
To overcome these effects, APA Group bundled rather than dislocated 
the innovative strengths in the company by establishing the APA-Media-
Lab and integrating it spatially into the heart of the company, namely 
in the newsroom. Furthermore, drawing from most of the company di-
visions an interdisciplinary team of programmers, developers, design-
ers, editors, researchers and business analysts was established, which 
forms the core MediaLab team and for each innovation project this is 
supplemented by one colleague from the existing organisational unit, 
who implements the innovation. This is meant to ensure the smooth 
transfer into the regular production processes from the inception of the 
innovative idea to the creation of the prototype and transfer into regular 
operations.
Parallel to the innovation unit’s organisational and spatial integration 
into the company, new methods and techniques in innovation manage-
ment support the necessary trial and error and the important visibil-
ity of innovations. Rapid prototyping as well as sprint and slack-time 
models are used in the MediaLab. Click dummies or prototypes with 
the respective business cases are necessarily replacing traditional forms 
of presentation for innovative ideas and applications, while innovative 
sprints and defined innovation times for employees in the line organ-
isation (slack time) guarantee concentrated and rapidly available pro-
totyping in terms of time and content. Developed prototypes are made 
available to users (editorial offices, communication decision-makers) in 
MediaLab’s technical innovation platforms for direct testing and via API 
for integration into existing editorial systems or web CMS systems. In 
the trial and error process, this back-channel supplies essential findings 
on the continuation, adaptation or abandonment of the respective pro-
totypes. Moreover, through this back-channel decisions on the features 
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and applications in the prototype’s specific business cases are made 
where monetisation is to subsequently occur: in the creative develop-
mental sphere among users and customers, unlike in the legacy model 
in management as part of a wide array of committee meetings (“democ-
ratisation and innovation”). Apart from this, decisions on pricing and 
business models are made in the business segment after the prototypes 
are transferred into the line organisation.

Technology as a central driver of growth functions as a constant for all 
measures in operational innovation management. In the triangle of re-
lationships described at the outset, technology is the only area which 
offers hands-on potential for the company to act. The new digital busi-
ness model for global players as well as the changed pattern of media 
use and resulting new forms for generating advertising and revenue are 
determinants of current and future media developments, upon which 
there is little influence. For media enterprises technology has to prove 
its strength “under the hood” and, as a web-based modular solution, dis-
tribute media content in a flexible and integrated manner that caters to 
specific target groups (“customer journey”). In the case of Austria Press 
Agency, all of the technologies used are combined in a shared architec-
ture of technology in order to display, market and monetise the identical 

Figure 3. Author’s representation
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content (e.g. structured media content feeds) in a variety of platforms 
and channels (APA-Online Manager, Austria Kiosk, apps, etc.). In the 
future, every item of content will be linked with the appropriate tech-
nology, editorial offices, and users.

Best practice: interpretations of the foundation as innovations 
in fulfilling APA’s basic mandate
Most of the innovations presented below represent an interpretation of 
the news agency’s original basic mandate. The continued development 
of the basic mandate focuses the services that in the digitalisation of 
the media and communication environment would be too expensive for 
every single media enterprise in production. For the APA Group, a clear 
strategy of a sharing economy is emerging for innovation management 
in media digitalisation in the cooperative organisational form. National 
partnerships and joint efforts in creating and financing new technolog-
ical solutions for media production have become indispensable in the 
digital economy. In contrast to the business models of global players, 
in the cooperative sharing economy the added value remains with the 
participants, be it in the form of benefits from marketing media content 
(APA-Online Manager, Austria Kiosk) or dividends, or through limited 
investment costs in the context of white label solutions (APA-Media 
Apps, APA-MediaPay). In some cases cooperative innovation occurs di-
rectly in the business model (Austria Video Platform).
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Table 1. Author’s representation

Innovation Interpretation Field of Innovation

Austria Video Platform Cross-media video exchange platform 
with financing from advertising

Visual / video, data, 
marketing

Austria Kiosk Cross-media digital newsstand with 
financing from paid content

Publishing, paid 
content, unbundling, 
mobile

APA-MediaPay Cross-media payment solutions with 
subscription and kiosk link

Paid content, data, 
unbundling, mobile

APA-TrustedContent Cross-media platform for classifying 
sources (SourceCheck) and live 
research assist

Trusted

APA-Future Web-based individual module for all 
online media production, distribution 
and marketing

Media technology

APA-Mobile  
Publishing Suite

White label apps for e-paper and wire 
with widgets

Mobile, publishing, 
paid content

APA-NewsCards Source- and issue-centred news 
interface (AOM) with social media 
plug-in, editorial offices: production & 
planning through smart linking  

Data, social

APA-VideoNow Annotation-based image selection and 
video production

Visual / video

APA-Live-Video Editorial live streaming with smart 
embedding and video player for online 
+ TV

Visual / video

APA is the fourth oldest news agency in the world. In the digital me-
dia economy and production it is driving the renaissance of cooperative 
models of innovation.
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Digital Transformation
The organisational challenge –  
creating a roadmap for change

Lucy Küng, Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism,  
the University of Oxford, UK

We are now at the end of the digital beginning. Two decades after the 
emergence of the internet and world wide web convergence is well-un-
derway, and the structure of a new strategic environment, of a new 
media system, is beginning to take shape. 
Changing consumption habits have eroded revenues from traditional 
products while equivalent replacement income from digital products 
has not yet materialized. From a strategic perspective, a handful of very 
large technology organisations are playing an increasingly powerful role 
in the media sector, reducing legacy players’ strategic sovereignty and 
constraining access to audiences. 
Organisationally, the on-going addition of new “layers” to media sys-
tems (recent ones being digital/online in the late 1990s and social/mo-
bile from around 2008 onwards) have increased operational and stra-
tegic complexity inside legacy media and led to resource overstretch.

The core challenge is organisational
This chapter presents some very early findings from a major research 
project focusing on the digital transformation taking place inside me-
dia organisations in response to the new environment they find them-
selves in. The core premise is that the core challenge facing legacy 
media is organisational. And while there is little doubt that they have 
the ability and commitment to master the content transformation, the 
organisational transformation is equally critical but has so far been less 
of a priority. Organisations are being transformed, but piecemeal rather 
than systematically and strategically, and perhaps sub-optimally as a 
result. My new research builds directly on the findings from Innovators 
in Digital News (2015). Its goal is to create a roadmap for legacy trans-
formation that identifies best practice in five inter-related fields. This 
chapter provides some very early findings from the research so far.

The big shift
The big shift in the media industry over the past two decades has been 
the gradual ascendency of technology. Convergence theories predicted 
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that media, tech and telecoms would gradually move closer together 
forming a mammoth new sector. In fact, the media industry seems 
to be slowly being ingested by the tech sector. Technology has long 
since lost the epithets “new” and “high”. Technology is now just tech-
nology (or increasingly just “tech”) and it’s everywhere – determining 
outcomes in strategy and in leadership, central to industry core compe-
tencies, and helping shape the structure of organisations. 
The ascendancy of technology in the media industry means that tech 
is no longer simply the “plumbing” that allows news organisations to 
get their content out to audiences, it is now absolutely intrinsic to the 
creation of content, to the distribution of that content, to the quality of 
that content, to building a relationship with audiences, and to scale and 
therefore competitive sustainability. Many successful new players, like 
BuzzFeed or Netflix, are essentially tech companies with a media layer 
on top. This isn’t just happening in the media, the Tesla S has been 
described as a computer on wheels.

Platforms are eating the environment 
Technology is critical inside media organisations, and technology organ-
isations are now critical actors in the media industry. The impact of the 
media conglomerates – the media monoliths – was a prime concern for 
scholars a decade ago. Now this issue has faded from view, eclipsed 
by the implications of a new set of monoliths, the tech giants such as 
Apple, Google, Amazon and Facebook, which are now some of the 
best resourced organisations on the planet, which are playing an in-
creasingly powerful role in the media, controlling increasing portions of 
media content distribution and consumption, reducing legacy players’ 
strategic sovereignty, constraining access to audiences, and reducing 
income. 
The platforms have been a slow-to-ignite bomb under legacy media’s 
digital strategies, although the ignition process has accelerated as so-
cial media and classic media content have converged. Social is a bridge 
to the next generation of audiences, and social means platforms. For 
many publishers, the majority of digital traffic is not on their own sites, 
but on platforms, over 70 % of that traffic is now mobile, with half on 
Facebook. 
Legacy strategy now needs to be inflected through the prism of plat-
forms. Despite the current emphasis on (and in some cases welcome 
growth in) subscription revenue, legacy media’s growth is dependent 
on the platforms, not least because the platforms will continue to grow 
and improve. The search engines, the social networks, and the mes-
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saging apps are the new distribution vectors for media content.
This is driven by two underlying feedback mechanisms. First, as plat-
forms grow their value increases, so they attract more investment, 
which allows them to improve their products and services. Second, 
as Evan Williams, founder of Medium explains, the search engines, 
messaging apps and social networks “link the web and host often da-
ta-heavy content for free. And because each of the nodes is more in-
teresting than any one individual’s or publisher’s personal site, people 
who used to go to those sites wind up at the nodes instead, thus they 
seize more and more users” (Fine 2016).
And as the platform economy grows in scope and sophistication, tradi-
tional publishers are weakened. They have less power over Facebook 
than they do over Google’s natural search, more control over Facebook 
than they do over Snapchat and Instagram.

The effects of these developments are serious: 
• Lower revenues. While publishers get 100 % of every dollar that is 

invested on their own platforms, they will get only a percentage of 
income generated by it on Facebook. 

• Reduced control over the context in which content is consumed. 
This undermines the journalistic principles many media organisa-
tions were built to serve.

• Less scale. The platforms have redefined “mass”. The media used 
to be the mass media. They were the scale players. Today that is 
less and less the case. Newspapers were designed to be habitual 
products. Social media are designed to be addictive, as this boosts 
both scale and lock-in. And scale and lock-in bring longevity in tech 
markets, since they protect against the rapid cycle of creation and 
destruction.

The need for organisational transformation
The new strategic environment poses organisational challenges for 
legacy media over the entire scope of their activities. And this is an 
industry that has always prioritized content creation – being excellent 
organisationally has never been a high priority in the media. This is 
dangerous because the organisational transformation piece is probably 
more critical than the content transformation one. My current research 
focuses explicitly on a number of inter-related organisational elements 
essential to successful transformation, and below I explore some early 
findings in these dimensions.
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Dimension One: Strategy
The pace, scale and scope of change in the sector has undermined 
strategic processes in many media organisations. In the face of rapid 
and far-reaching change, many have abandoned classic strategic plan-
ning in favour of a series of opportunistic, tactical moves, often focused 
around innovation projects. Indeed, in many firms the energy and in-
vestments that once went into strategy have shifted into the field of 
innovation, into reinventing products, services and business models. 
But there is a central distinction between strategy and innovation: inno-
vation decisions are exploratory, quicker and reversible. Strategies may 
pivot, but the perspective is longer term. And while the media industry 
appears to have put classic strategy work into abeyance, the digital ma-
jors have almost old-school strategies for building scale and scope and 
investing long term in competence building (particularly in technologies 
that will create barriers to entry). 

Reading environmental signals correctly 
The platforms are a central development in publishers’ strategic en-
vironments. The environmental context drives all strategic activities – 
from environmental analysis, through the development of options, to 
implementation. The industry grew up in a “steady state” environment, 
where change was gradual and well-signposted. Firm strategies could 
be developed using extrapolations from the past. Companies would 
gather all possible data on the environment, look for opportunities to 
pursue or threats to avoid, study the experiences of companies that 
have gone before, and then develop options. 
But the new environment is “disrupted”. A range of macro and micro 
developments with unclear interdependencies are at work and mov-
ing at different speeds. And there is always counterfactual data that 
undermines strategic clarity and inhibits planning. For example, recent 
research by Neil Thurman found that despite the collapse in print adver-
tising UK audiences spent 88.5 percent of their newspaper brand time 
with print and only 11.5 percent online. Similarly, a report by the Video 
Advertising Bureau into Twitter behaviour over one month in Autumn 
2016 found that TV programmes accounted for 87 per cent of trend-
ing topics on any given night and that 77 per cent of TV is watched 
live (advanced-television.com/2017/02/03/tv-dominates-trending-top-
ics-on-twitter/). 
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Strategy development
Strategy is highly context-dependent. All media organisations are dif-
ferent and their strategic options reflect their resource base, ownership 
and the characteristics of the home market. But all media organisations 
are also the same in that they are crafting digital strategies in disrupt-
ed, technology driven environments. Here are some early findings con-
cerning strategy development in legacy media organisations: 
• Know your endgame. The velocity and sheer toughness of recent 

years meant that for many organisations, deep strategy work was 
hi-jacked by shorter term innovation projects. The new disruptive 
competitors started out with an end-game in mind. They may pivot 
frequently and change their goal, but the long term considerations 
guide current actions, and this is especially the case for digital pure 
plays backed by venture capital. 

• When making big strategic bets, know what you don’t know. 
This means try to pinpoint the critical assumptions you are basing 
these decisions on and double check their validity before you move. 
Once resources have been invested it will become hard to reverse 
the decision. Be especially careful if assuming the new will automat-
ically replace the old.

• Master the pivot, or, “if it isn’t working, call it quits and move on 
quickly”. The pivot is part of Silicon Valley jargon, but under the hype 
lurks an important point. The pivot is a systematized way of capital-
izing on shifts in the market or reacting to strategies that don’t work, 
and examples of pivots are legion, and often forgotten: Twitter was 
originally a podcasting business, YouTube a video dating site and 
BuzzFeed, serial pivoter, has moved from tech provider to content 
play, from full-stack vertical integration to intelligent multi-platform 
network.

• Release strategy in beta too. The principles of agile product design 
have long been applied to news products, but they apply to strategy 
also. The digital media sector is a “non-steady state” environment 
– in strategic terms things can change very fundamentally and very 
fast. This means strategy processes need to have an inbuilt expec-
tation of iteration, testing, revision, testing and change. 

Dimension Two: Active culture management
The impact of culture on strategic outcomes is widely acknowledged. 
Cultural rigidity has been widely blamed for legacy media’s inability to 
seize the potential of digital markets, and the industry often reflexively 
assumes culture will pose a barrier to change.
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Culture is highly strategic and an extraordinarily powerful force inside 
organisations. A strong culture is the heart of a sustainable future. So, 
start transformation efforts with a recognition of how powerful a force 
culture is. 
A strong set of shared cultural values is the bedrock to any transforma-
tion. Conflicts between existing cultural values and new organisation-
al goals will undermine change efforts. As Geoffrey A. Moore noted 
“One of the most important lessons about crossing the chasm is that 
the task ultimately requires achieving an unusual degree of company 
unity during the crossing period” (Moore 2014, 8). 

Legacy organisations – “culture is a problem”
Legacy organisations need to be both smart and systematic about shap-
ing their cultures, and how they manage the cultural dimensions of key 
change initiatives. But culture change is difficult. Culture is especial-
ly tricky in news organisations because journalism has a strong moral 
core. A deep commitment to the civic importance of quality journalism 
has powered many legacy players through a very difficult decade. But 
this also creates a sensitivity to anything that smacks of manipulation. 

Pure plays – “culture is performance driver and needs to be 
managed” 
A “pro-digital culture” has been identified as a success factor in suc-
cessful digital news organisations. In my book, Innovators in Digital 
News, I described this as a culture that views the digital news arena as 
an opportunity (albeit a highly competitive field), that is not particularly 
nostalgic about the old legacy days, and which is open minded about 
using the functionalities of digital technology to reinvent quality news. 
Digital pure plays view culture proactively and much more optimisti-
cally. Culture is, first, something that isn’t just “there”, but something 
that needs to be curated, and, second, a key element in superior per-
formance. Indeed, overt cultural management is a key feature of new 
organisations’ self-promotion, as in, for example Netflix’s much-shared 
slide deck on building a performance culture, and Google’s detailed cul-
ture documents. 
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Dimension Three: Inserting technology, digital and data, deep 
into the organisational DNA
Inside companies we see this playing out in the gradual blurring of 
technology, editorial and commercial activities. We can see this shift in 
many areas – new C-level roles in product development, the integration 
of data analytics into content creation, a focus on UX, user experience, 
and the development of smart metrics. There are leaders and laggards 
in this respect – not least because it’s a difficult integration to pull off. 
Workspaces, team structures, products, formats and tech systems all 
need to be changed, but more fundamentally a shift in culture is re-
quired, which is in turn a very significant leadership issue. It requires 
an approach that is on the one hand nuanced and respects the smarts 
of the individuals that create news, but on the other is relentless about 
increasing agility and the imperative of pushing forward towards a sus-
tainable future.
This change is nowhere more evident than in storytelling. The pure 
plays like BuzzFeed, Quartz, Vox are 100 % digital. From inception, they 
have been exploring how to use the evolving panoply of digital storytell-
ing tools to create content with impact. Legacy media are retrofitting 
this capability, but part of their culture and systems are still focused 
on traditional journalistic processes and forms, so they have an inbuilt 
disadvantage right there. Similarly, the pure plays have data analytics 
engines at the heart of their businesses, which means their content 
creation is permanently informed by insights on user behaviour and 
preferences. Again, legacy media are acquiring this capability as a pri-
ority, but it needs to be fitted into existing systems and processes, and 
into their journalistic culture. And lastly, and possibly most critically, it’s 
important to remember that these new players are often magnificent-
ly funded. While legacy media are, essentially, all trying to do more 
with less, and effectively running two businesses, the old and the new, 
the digital pure plays benefit from very generous private backing, often 
venture capital (VC). This not only allows them to move fast and hard 
into new areas in search of scale, but the VC sector is in general much 
friendlier towards risk. The entire sector is predicated on making intelli-
gent bets, and recognizing that not all of them will pay off. This in turn 
“de-sensitises” experimentation and failure, both of which are much 
more charged issues for cash-strapped established businesses.
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Dimension Four: Building an agile organisation
All the organisational elements this book concentrates on – strategy, 
the integration of technology into the organisational DNA, managing 
culture, and agility, flow into one common issue, structuring an organi-
sation for agility and innovation. 

Reorganise rather than restructure
“Organization design is hard. What works when you’re small and in one 
location does not work when you get bigger and have people all over 
the world. This is why there are so many reorgs” (Google CEO Eric 
Schmidt, Schmidt and Rosenberg 2015, 43).
In practice, this is not a one-off decision. Digital media content, delivery 
and consumption are permanently evolving, and so too are the shapes 
of the organisations engaged in these processes. Legacy media firms 
have been reorganising in the face of digitalization for two decades. 
At the beginning of digital, new units were launched to address new 
areas. Over time, as content was created for multiple platforms, these 
were often integrated into existing elements, and digital teams gradual-
ly moved to the heart of publishers. The resulting integration between 
the two areas improved the quality of digital content and of digital sto-
rytelling. However, the emergence of digital pure plays changed the 
game. Legacy’s unified teams were slow and unwieldy in comparison, 
which created competitive disadvantage. Complexity increased as the 
social/mobile media layer strengthened and competition intensified. 
New dedicated units were needed to handle on-platform consump-
tion, data analytics, product development, data visualization and more. 
These new activities needed to be integrated into newsroom and con-
tent creation. At the same time, falling revenues mandated cost cutting 
and streamlining. So, more restructuring took place. Legacy structures 
and roles often bore the brunt. Content hubs were introduced to im-
prove content sharing across ten content areas and reorganisation. 
Today, most media companies are integrated bundles of digital and 
analogue activities. Large-scale restructuring based on binary thinking 
(integrated or separate) has been supplanted by frequent reorganisa-
tions that are (1) hybrid (combining old and new, tech and journalism), 
and (2) evolutionary. 

Teams as basic building block
Semi-autonomous and semi-permanent cross-functional teams fo-
cused on a specific milestone project or goal have long been recognized 
as a key tool in increasing agility and innovation, and play a prominent 
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role both in agile methodologies as well as in theories of organisational 
creativity. This is a huge literature, but a handful of practical ground 
principles are common to all: 
• Split teams if they grow too large (which should mean by extension 

that the project is becoming larger or a permanent unit of the organ-
isation). 

• Dissolve teams once a project ends. 
• Composition is important. Teams need to have diversity – in exper-

tise, background, problem-solving style, experience. Google be-
lieves that teams should be functionally integrated, combining for 
example product managers, designers and developers (ibid.).

• Keep checking that the chemistry works and shift members around 
if necessary. Build an expectation that team composition may be 
liable to change with circumstances. 

• A team infrastructure depends on support from the top. 
• Teams need adequate (but not over generous) resources, autonomy 

and a sense of ownership over the outcome.
• Teams needs to interact with other teams. Google design its office 

space for interactions, and keeps them crowded (the rule is if you 
can tap someone on the shoulder there is nothing to get in the way 
of communications and the flow of ideas (ibid.).

Conclusions
This chapter has presented some early findings from a major research 
project in a field that is moving fast, that seeks to sift out best prac-
tice from a set of complex organisations facing significant challenges, 
against the backdrop of a somewhat tech-obsessed industry discourse. 
The overarching goal is to provide a useful, workable, helpful roadmap 
for legacy organisations facing disruption, one that enables them to re-
spond successfully to digital disruption and ensure a sustainable future 
for the quality content they produce. One benefit of producing results 
mid research is that things are still flexible. So, please do give your feed-
back. All observations, comments and ideas for cases are welcome. 
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