
It’s important to 
note our actual 

print audience has 
not declined for the 

Herald for the past 20 
years. It’s been pretty 

consistent between 
520,000-560,000 

readers. That’s a big 
audience.  

While there was a hefty helping of self-con-

gratulation for the New Zealand Herald’s 

recent makeover, it was accompanied 

by a fair amount of navel-gazing for the newspaper 

industry as a whole. Long criticised for the ‘original 

sin’ of switching to a digital model that saw newspa-

pers giving content away, the global industry is still 

struggling to perfect the art of monetising an audience 

without alienating it. In this light, the Herald’s bold re-

brand looks like it was calculated as much to trumpet  

the strength of the medium as it was to fit into com-

muter lifestyles. 

The day the new-look compact/tabloid Herald hit 

the stands, the paper’s own columnist, Tapu Misa, 

reflected on the state of the business with a measure of 

pessimism. “The digital revolution hasn’t been kind to 

newspapers,” she wrote. “For at least the past decade, 

commentators have been reading the death rites for 

‘dead-tree technology’.” Her column was tempered 

with optimism about the necessary role journalism 

has to play in society, but let’s be honest, no amount 

of idealism is going to quiet the critics at this point, 

especially when recent data from the Newspaper 

Association of America showed newspapers there 

reclaim only $1 of digital ad revenue for every $25 of 

print ad revenue that’s been lost, increasing from a 

ratio of 1:7 the year before. 

While it may not be as dire in New Zealand, 

the general trend is similar. “There’s no denying 

the revenues lost by print aren’t being replaced by 

online,” says Tim Pankhurst, chief executive of the  

NZ Newspaper Publishers’ Association. And the 

ASA report cards show Kiwi newspapers have lost 

13.3 percent of ad spend share over the past ten years; 

last year, for the first time, the industry’s print ad 

revenue was eclipsed by television. Although on that 

score, Pankhurst is quick to point out international 

believed all the hype you’d think [readership] is go-

ing backwards, but it isn’t. It’s held up very strongly. 

And actually, the online audiences have added to 

that, not detracted,” says McLeay. “What’s hap-

pened concurrently with that is there are now more 

ways advertisers have to connect with audiences in 

general. The advent of the internet and electronic 

communications has meant businesses can do more 

themselves.” Which, to be fair, is not a challenge 

limited to the newspaper business.

Still, newspapers aren’t taking the loss of ad 

revenue lying down. There are a few business models 

that offer some degree of hope and, as the public’s 

trust in content found on the internet continues to 

decline, well-established, trusted mastheads are in 

a good position to prosper from that. Warren Buffett 

certainly thinks so, with his company confounding 

observers by buying a host of struggling newspapers 

in the US (see sidebar on next page). 

One model is obviously the pay wall, whether 

that’s the unbreakable iron curtain of Rupert 

Murdoch’s London Times or a hybrid model—a ‘leaky 

pay wall’ as some call it. In a hybrid model, like you’d 

see at The New York Times, a limited amount of content 

is free each month and can be shared on social media 

before content is blocked and users prompted to 

subscribe. Meanwhile, the Boston Globe has introduced 

a so-called noble content model, where day-to-day sto-

ries from junior journalists are free to everyone, while 

access to in-depth analysis and content from senior 

journalists requires a subscription. Encouragingly, 

since enacting the pay wall, the Globe has grown its 

total circulation and digital subscribers have grown 

28 percent to 23,000. 

Closer to home, both Fairfax and APN are keep-

ing their options open when it comes to paid content. 

Herald editor Shayne Currie told media recently that a 

markets have fared worse, having seen television 

revenues surpass those of print for most of the past 

20 years or more. 

In New Zealand, newspaper readership is actu-

ally pretty sturdy. Nielsen Consumer Media Insights 

data show around 1.58 million Kiwis aged 15-plus 

(about 45 percent) read a daily newspaper. “The reach 

of newspapers in this country is still very strong,” 

says Pankhurst. “And with our online products as 

well, we’ve got more readers than we’ve ever had.” 

Todd McLeay, APN’s chief operating officer, ech-

oes the sentiment. “It’s important to note our actual 

print audience has not declined for the Herald for 

the past 20 years. It’s been pretty consistent between 

520,000-560,000 readers. That’s a big audience,” 

he says. 

The money or the rag
So then, the problem isn’t really eyeballs, either 

in print or online—it’s monetising them. “If you 

Many newspaper brands have more readers than ever, but they certainly don’t have more 
money than ever. So are newspapers ‘corporate hospices’ that are destined to die? Or 

could the country’s rapidly morphing media consumption habits—and the changes they’re 
necessitating—actually lead to an unexpected renaissance? Lynda Brendish turns the page. 
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Hype for Hyperlocalism
➔➔While everyone from the New York Times 

and AOL to citizen journos have struggled to 
monetise hyperlocalism, the trend for creating 
super-specific community news hubs, invest-
ment guru Warren Buffett still believes a strong 
community focus makes a strong newspaper. 
And he put up the money to prove it when, 
earlier this year, his Berkshire Hathaway con-
founded observers by buying up 63 struggling 
US newspapers, with news that more could be 
on the way. Whether he can turn the papers 
around is the big question, but where Warren 
Buffett sees value it pays to take note. In fact, 
it may well be that a strong community focus 
goes some way to explaining the robustness of 
some of New Zealand’s more unapologetically 
parochial papers. Stalwarts of the South Island, 
like the Otago Daily Times and The Press, have 
managed to maintain circulation and reader-
ship, facing only marginal declines in recent 
Nielsen results. By the same token, Nielsen 
shows the Waikato Times has grown readership 
significantly over the 2010-2011 measurement 
period. All three are papers with a strong local 
focus and emphasis on community news. And 
while advertising revenue is a different kettle 
of kaimoana, maybe Buffett’s on to something 
after all.

pay wall was “inevitable”, while Fairfax’s Australian 

counterparts are already moving in that direction. But 

for Kiwis, it might not quite be a fait accompli just yet. 

“We’re definitely exploring different options for pay 

walls and how they might work,” says Carin Hercock, 

market information director at APN. “There’s no 

media company that wouldn’t be looking at it.” 

And Nigel Tutt, general manager of digital media at 

Fairfax, says the same. “I think the business is viable 

without pay walls, but that’s not to say we wouldn’t 

consider them.” 

The great wall
Instituting a pay wall isn’t straightforward in any 

case. You have to counter the possible bump in 

subscription revenue with the inevitable loss in 

audience, and therefore in advertising dollars. “What 

that would require is a fundamental shift in the 

revenue model and [a decision on] how much longer 

they can then continue to rely on advertising revenue 

to keep that business afloat,” says OMD’s managing 

director Andrew Reinholds. “And that’s a decision 

that needs to be taken sooner rather than later.”

Overseas, The New York Times’ hybrid pay wall 

model has been a modest success, with subscriptions 

for both the US and international editions bringing 

in more revenue than advertising for the first time, 

but that’s partially due to slumping print advertising 

revenue. And some other papers have kept content 

free but made use of reader data so advertisers can 

better target potential customers.  

Industry veteran Bernard Hickey, who recently 

announced the launch of his citizen-funded public 

interest journalism site, journalism.org.nz, notes the 

most successful pay walls are those on newspapers 

providing quality, niche content not available for 

free elsewhere. Which is why publications like The 

Financial Times, The Wall Street Journal and, more 

locally, The NBR, which Barry Colman recently sold 

to chief executive Todd Scott, have continued to be 

successful even behind a pay wall. Hickey points out  

that these types of subscription can likely be charged 

to expense accounts or written off for a large group of 

subscribers, which wouldn’t necessarily be an option 

open to Joe Bloggs and his subscription to the Herald. 

Man cannot live on news alone
Both Fairfax and APN have acquired secondary, 

often more transactional businesses that help un-

derwrite the journalism, although with APN cutting 

around 500 jobs in the past three years and writing 

down its intangible Kiwi assets like mastheads and 

goodwill by almost $500 million, there’s a lot to make 

up for. Fairfax recently did the same with a $782 

million writedown. And as APN’s chief executive 

Martin Simons said frankly on StopPress: “News 

alone won’t sustain us as a business.” 

Says Pankhurst: “Publishers are moving into 

new areas to develop alternative revenue streams. A 

good example is APN moving into online retailing, 

or Fairfax with the extraordinarily successful Trade 

Me [which was partially floated last year]. That’s a 

healthy thing. To some extent they are replacing print 

revenues that have been lost, and that’s channelled 

back into the overall pot.” But if The New York Times’ 

recent $194 million write-down of its alternative 

revenue stream About.com tells us anything, it’s 

that the search for a sustainable business model 

continues, and it’s clear there won’t be a one-size-

fits-all approach.

In the light of all this, it’s been interesting to 

observe the roll-out of both the new-look Herald 

and Fairfax’s crowd-sourced content initiative Stuff 

Nation. While APN’s campaign looked to the past to 

remind readers of its history as gatekeeper to our big-

gest collective moments, the makeover was ultimately 

very forward-looking, incorporating digital elements 

and an attempt at streamlining both the sales and 

journalism forces to take advantage of the multimedia 

landscape of advertising and news consumption.

“Acknowledging and accepting people use the 

online and printed version in different ways has 

been a key part [of the redesign],” says McLeay. The 

redesign uses QR codes to drive linkages between 

print and online editions via smartphones, while 

introducing a new suite of iOS and Android apps as 

well as a Facebook social reader. The social reader 

allows people to read and share content without 

having to leave Facebook, which is very much in 

the style of The Washington Post and The Guardian’s 

near-ubiquitous social media apps. 

Stuff Nation, on the other hand, is a purely digital 

initiative. The project opens up the Stuff platform to 

any registered user to submit content or cover news 

assignments from the editorial desk, generally from a 

human interest rather than a hard news perspective. 

Tutt says Stuff Nation is an attempt to get closer to 

the audience. 

“We realise storytelling is not necessarily in the 

hands of dedicated news organisations. The public 

should have a say and we’d like to encourage that.” 

But civic-mindedness isn’t the only driver: there are 

hopes for revenue generation through more effectively 

targeted ads and use of demographic data gained 

through the sign-up process.  

Ear to the ground
Response to both companies’ ventures has been 

mixed, and both are quick to put paid to any 

rumours that journalism quality—or journalists’ 

jobs—will suffer. “We’re absolutely not replacing 

journalists,” says Tutt. “We haven’t cut back on 

the rest of our content in other areas.” And he says 

Stuff Nation stories go through the same editorial 

checks as the regular journalism, although a quick 

look through the stories on the site brings that claim 

into question. 

Anecdotally, we’ve heard reports that the 

uncertainty in the industry has translated into a 

reduced pool of applicants for journalism jobs. Even  

high profile journalists, like The Listener’s Joanne 

Black, have fled to the supposedly cushier world of 

public relations. 

But Michael Peters, Fairfax’s human resources 

general manager, says it doesn’t have any issues filling 

positions. “While there is some uncertainty in the 

wider market, given the restructuring announced 

in the Australian media market – News Ltd and 

Fairfax Media – compounded locally by the recently 

announced APN lay-off, that’s not playing out into 

unfilled vacancies for our editorial staff.” 

APN’s Hercock insists the move to compact 

format won’t impact negatively on the journalism 

but, if anything, will improve it. “Going to compact, 

we improved the warmth of brand,” she says. “Now 

we have to almost over-compensate and improve the 

quality of the editorial environment for people to see 

the Herald as a brand with quality and authority.”

How accurate Hercock’s words prove remains 

to be seen, but there has been little if any additional 

investment in editorial resources in recent years;  and, 

at least in the immediate aftermath of the launch, 

pundits weren’t convinced. 

OMD’s social media listening tool Antenna 

parsed the online chatter around the change and, 

says Reinholds, the perception of the content quality is 

the area where public cynicism really shone through. 

“New look NZ Herald,” tweeted one armchair critic, 

“now with shittier reporting, more opinions, and 

instagram. Remember, it’s what they’re not telling 

you that matters.” 

On one hand, with a recent double page spread of 

Kate and Wills that would have been more at home in 

the Woman’s Weekly, it’s hard to fault the skeptics. On 

the other hand, at just two weeks into the change (as of 

time of writing) it’s hard to make any real meaningful 

calls on the success or lack thereof. 

Mourning paper
The trend toward news with mass-market appeal 

is worrying enough that other media ventures  

are springing up to counter the decline. Hickey, 

for one, has announced he is to reduce his involve-

ment in the successful—and free—financial news  

site,interest.co.nz and launch a public interest in-

vestigative journalism site inspired by international 

models like the US’s ProPublica. 

“I describe the newspaper industry as not so 

much a growing, thriving business that can look for-

ward to the future; they are effectively now corporate 

hospices. Their role is to extend the life of a dying 

asset and to do it in a humane and comfortable way 

for shareholders and readers and employees… The 

economic drivers behind media are sending editors, 

journalists and publishers down the track of lowest 

common denominator, most number of page impres-

sions and biggest audience rather than the most useful 

and sustainable stuff. The way I describe it is we have 

too much high sugar, low protein journalism and not 

enough of the opposite.” 

Journalism.org.nz is still in an embryonic 

stage, where the exact business model is still to be 

determined. But it is clear Hickey aims to produce 

something the public pays for, rather than advertisers. 

“In short, I don’t think online advertising or sponsor-

ship can support online journalism. I think you need 

a direct relationship with the reader, whether that’s 

through pay walls, memberships or subscriptions.” 

“What I’m proposing is not a solution,” says 

Hickey. “It may not work and it may work, but I’ll 

give it a good go regardless.”   

ReadiNG PaPeRS 
➔➔ There are two ways to measure a newspaper’s reach: readership and circulation. The first considers 

the reach of each issue, while the second simply measures how many copies are actually circulating. 
Readership is Nielsen’s territory, and is arrived at based on an annual survey of 12,000 New Zealanders 
aged 10 and up. The core survey is conducted face-to-face and uses masthead show cards to aid recall. 
Kim McFadden, communications and marketing manager at Nielsen, explains that to be considered a 
‘reader’, “the respondent must have read ‘any copy’, ‘anywhere’ and done ‘any reading’ for two minutes or 
more. For newspapers, the survey goes on to measure readership of each day’s edition in the past seven 
days.” Circulation is a bit of a different beast and is measured by the Audit Bureau of Circulation (ABC). 
In this case, ABC takes into account net paid sales and free copies to come up with the average net 
circulation total. Net paid sales include issues—print or digital—sold for at least 33 percent of the cover 
price (compared with 50 percent for magazines).
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If you like
something,

go back 
for more.
Or even
10 years
more.

Rachel Doughty
One Design, Auckland 

(10 years loyal)
Creating Connections
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