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Crash! Where are the News Media Headed? 

By Mette Bock, Director, Programme Production, DR 

 

When you are trying to answer the question where the News Media 

are Headed, you have to ask yourself fundamental questions that 

we perhaps ask all too rarely: What is news presentation? And what 

is journalism all about? 

 

News, reporting and thereby journalism are basically about three 

things: 

 

1. Here is a story!  

2. I want to tell it! 

3. What is the best and quickest channel or route to the people I 

want to reach? 

 

Notice that none of the three questions refers to the distribution 

channel ─ but to the presentation of news. The choice of medium ─ 

paper, radio, TV, internet or other service is a secondary matter.  

 

If it is so difficult for us today not to think in terms of paper, TV, 

radio or internet as our point of departure, this is because we are 

mentally still living in an era in which media concerns concentrated 

on one main channel, which therefore determined the way 

journalists worked. You were a newspaper, a radio station or a TV 

station. And every time a new medium made its appearance, the 

old media tried to protect themselves and combat the newcomer by 

demonising it. That’s how it was when radio arrived, when TV 

arrived, when the internet made its breakthrough, and that’s how it 
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was when the free newspapers became a serious part of the media 

scene in Denmark a few years ago. 

 

But the old mindset and the business model attached to it are out 

of date in a world in which the great majority of media houses are 

trying to get access to as many channels as possible, and in a world 

in which the media are merging and journalists are increasingly 

called upon to work multimedially. It is not enough that you can 

write ─ you also have to be able to record sound and pictures. And 

if you have hitherto been employed in radio, now you also have to 

be able to write for the internet and produce pictures for the 

internet or TV. 

 

When I speak to journalists about what is the core of their 

profession, I always try to speak to their journalistic heart: The 

message must get through! Find the best channel ─ and use it! 

Access to the many distributions channels is not a threat, but an 

opportunity, and the technology today is so simple that to a large 

extent it is possible for journalists to distribute without technical 

assistance. This opens the door to hitherto unknown possibilities for 

the presentation of news. 

 

Many people’s immediate reaction is that the new agenda is a 

threat. This is not least true of the newspaper industry, which in a 

period with falling circulation and stiffening competition appears to 

continue to hope that it’ll “pass over” and that “normal conditions” 

will return. But the normal is no longer what it was previously, and 

it has become better, so that it is a poor strategy to resist 

developments by, for instance, protecting the classical paid-for 



 3 

papers against competition. The challenge is to find new 

commercial models, since when people are no longer willing to pay 

for news, we have to find our income elsewhere.  

 

The question of the ways by which news is brought to the public is 

in reality an age-old question that ”real” journalists have always 

regarded as trivial. Just look around you. We all know the veteran 

correspondents who, no matter where they are, have brought along 

the primitive equipment that ensures that they have all distribution 

channels available ─ just in case! They write, record, film, and in 

the fight to bring the news to the public any accessible distribution 

channel is regarded as a gift.  

 

My point here is merely that in order to think innovatively and 

progressively it can be useful to look back and revive old values. 

Journalistic values, for instance! Of course this means that for a 

while we have to disregard all kinds of strange agreements and 

contracts that have been concluded with the best of intentions in 

order to secure reasonable working conditions for reporters ─ but 

which have now and again developed into bureaucratic red tape 

regulation that in the final instance makes it impossible for good 

journalism to exploit all the opportunities that are available ─ if we 

wanted and dared to use them.  

 

With this little lament I shall now address some of the problems 

that the news media in open democratic societies are facing at the 

moment. These are ─ unfortunately, but also luckily ─ largely self-

created problems that we have a chance of doing something about. 

Provided that we have the will and the courage to do so! 



 4 

 

A new business model 

For historical reasons the media, not least in our part of the world, 

usually base their thinking on one particular distribution channel: 

Are we a daily newspaper, a free newspaper, a radio medium, in 

the TV world or on the internet? Indeed, I would go so far as to 

assert that the newspaper industry tends to think even more 

narrowly ─ are we a paid-for newspaper or a free newspaper? Are 

we one of the old classical newspapers or are we a second-class 

publication like the free papers, for instance? The interesting thing, 

however, is that the public have accepted the free newspapers 

distributed in the transport networks to such an extent that 

newspaper-reading in Denmark has never been more widespread 

than it is today. So paper as a medium is not threatened ─ 

newspapers will continue to exist. 

 

The news media ─ and their staff ─ are thus far too focused on 

ensuring employees specialist competences in what they regard as 

their main channel.  

 

Throughout the entire period of the industrial society employers 

and employee organisations have had a common agenda on this 

basis. Everything has been well arranged ─ there has been 

agreement on the basic premises and thereby also on the 

prioritisation of the issues to be discussed. But for the news media 

the technological revolution that we are now in the middle of is of a 

considerably further-reaching extent than the industrial revolution. 
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Let me give some examples drawn from the Danish reality in which 

I work. 

 

For a number of years I was administrative director and executive 

editor of Syddanske Medier, an umbrella organisation for media in 

Southern Denmark. When I took up my post in 2001, 

JydskeVestkysten was the biggest regional daily in Denmark with a 

strong tradition as a printed medium. The journalists were 

newspaper journalists, and the sales staff sold advertising space for 

the newspaper. 

 

Shortly after my arrival it was decided jointly by the board, 

management and staff that the regional newspaper should develop 

into a regional media house with a number of different channels. 

This triggered quite a lot of discussions with staff and unions 

concerning conditions for working multimedially ─ and this led to 

very important and deeply interesting discussions about how we 

should act in relation to the stream of news and breaking news. 

Was paper ─ i.e. the newspaper ─ still our ”top” product? Or should 

the newspaper’s role be redefined? We were not the only people to 

have this discussion ─ in recent years it has been taking place in 

virtually all media houses, and it has been a healthy and exciting 

discussion. 

 

Many media houses have long been established on the internet, 

some have begun to produce radio, and some have ventured into 

live pictures ─ what I call ”barefoot TV” ─ on the internet. But I 

have yet to encounter a media house historically founded on paper 
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that has treated the channels as equal and given them equal 

priority. 

 

This is due to the fact, as I have already mentioned, that it is 

difficult to free oneself from the mindsets and business models of 

the past. The challenge for all of us who are responsible for 

management tasks in the news media is unmistakable ─ old ways 

of thinking must be changed and we must learn to think 

innovatively on the premises of journalism. Managements in the 

news media continue to be, if I may be a little provocative, the 

most significant barrier to new thinking. When we accuse 

employees and unions, this is in fact merely an excuse for our own 

lack of competence and courage. 

 

I should like to illustrate this with some examples drawn from the 

Danish news media, in this case the daily newspapers, as this 

assembly is, of course ─ and very significantly ─ a “paper 

assembly! 

 

In Denmark in recent years we have experienced a veritable boom 

in the area of free papers distributed in the transport networks. Up 

to the turn of the century free newspapers in Denmark were 

synonymous with the local advertising papers or district papers, 

which in the second half of the last century were bought up on a 

large scale by the paid-for newspapers according to the motto: It’s 

better to have control of them and their revenues than to have 

them as competitors. Since in that case we can also ensure that 

they don’t develop too fast journalistically and thereby begin to 

compete with our own paid-for papers. 



 7 

 

But then the transport newspapers arrived, which in the first place 

didn’t have a paid-for mother paper to put a damper on their 

activities and secondly didn’t just appear once or twice a week, but 

every day ─ and thirdly were distributed in the transport networks. 

AND ─ most importantly ─ they were free newspapers with 

journalistic ambitions AND a strong desire to take part in the 

competition to present the news. 

 

The reaction came in various stages. At first they weren’t taken 

seriously. It wouldn’t last ─ anyone could see that it couldn’t be 

done. But MetroXpress got a foothold and became popular. Then 

one of the national papers launched its own free newspaper under 

the name of Urban. The striking thing about this measure was that 

it was not an offensive but a defensive move! Not the best 

springboard for a successful initiative. 

 

The next phase in the invasion by the free papers came when the 

Icelanders decided to avenge centuries of Danish occupation ─ now 

the troops should be mobilised and Denmark conquered, among 

other things in the media sector. A free, household-distributed 

paper modelled on the omnibus newspaper would revolutionise the 

market. 

 

None of the Danish media houses dared to ignore this threat. And 

many of them decided to invest in their own free papers ─ again as 

a defensive measure to protect their own paid-for newspaper. And 

to make a long story short, the Danish media sector has poured 
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billions of kroner into a war, the primary purpose of which has been 

to defend the paid-for omnibus papers.  

 

However, the monomedial media house with the paid-for 

newspaper as its primary product is doomed to fall. And the same 

applies to the electronic news media that are not able to work 

multimedially.  

 

In the case of the dailies there is a need to turn their investments 

in other directions and secure other sources of revenue than the 

traditional sources. In my view it is both logical and inevitable that 

─ in Denmark at any rate ─ among the paid-for papers there will in 

some years only be a handful of niche papers left. The rest will be 

free! 

 

The big question is, then, not whether the newspapers will continue 

to exist ─ it’s obvious that they will because paper can do 

something that the other distribution channels cannot do. The big 

question is how one can develop a new business model.  

 

I shall not go into details here, but just point out a couple of 

possibilities that are near at hand. Nearly all Danish omnibus 

papers ─ whether they are national, regional or local ─ have a 

number of district papers in their portfolio. And these are both 

popular and profitable. The first step could be to merge the district 

papers and the paid-for papers and publish a single daily paper. 

And this would reduce costs substantially.  
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That this hasn’t happened yet is due to the old prejudices against 

the classical district papers. The crusade was started many years 

ago, when the district papers ─ or small ads papers as they were 

condescendingly called ─ saw the light of day. It was already at 

that time that the foundation was laid for the arrogance of the 

classical newspapers. 

 

It was said that the advertising newspapers prostituted the 

profession, that they did not produce genuine, critical independent 

and therefore credible journalism. The impermeable wall between 

journalism and the advertisers’ needs was not respected. 

 

This was basically a correct assessment. It was to a large extent 

possible for advertisers to ”buy” positive and uncritical mention. 

 

But then something interesting happened. As the paid-for 

newspapers gradually silted up in agreements that narrowed the 

room for manoeuvre open for reporters, the district newspapers 

caught sight of a new unexploited market. And the long and the 

short of it is that the advertising papers quietly began to hire “real” 

journalists and to write ”real”, that is independent, critical and 

credible, news stories. 

 

The classical daily newspapers continue to reassure one another 

that ”real” news reporting can only take place in the paid-for 

papers. But I can assure you that out there readers don’t care 

whether they get their news on the internet, in a paper they have 

paid for, via their cell phone or in a transport paper. And yet they 

are not entirely indifferent. For they are increasingly dropping the 
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paid-for papers. For a number of reasons, the most important of 

which is that the news from other sources doesn’t cost anything.  

 

The next big problem is that paid-for newspapers are finding it very 

difficult to adapt content to the new reality. They do not have a 

monopoly on the presentation of news ─ but what content should 

they focus on? News finds its way to the quickest channel, and 

paper must be used in other ways than previously: for presenting 

perspectives and background, for in-depth analysis and examining 

possible consequences. Of course it’s very nice when the paid-for 

newspapers can deliver breaking news. But independent and 

credible news reporting can be found in all channels today.  

 

The policy is still to ignore this fact. Free newspapers like 

MetroXpress and Nyhedsavisen continue to be unwelcome in the 

Association of Danish Media Employers, the exclusive organisation 

for the “classical” traditional newspapers.  

 

But the old days will not return, media are merging with one 

another and news reporting is developing. And for this reason the 

classical newspapers must find a new business model based on the 

heart’s blood of the reporter: find the stories and tell them using 

the most appropriate and immediately accessible distribution 

channels. 

 

It’s no use closing one’s eyes and keeping the newcomers out of 

good society or using one’s efforts on combating the will of the 

electronic media to develop on the internet.  

 



 11 

These tactics are backward-looking and reflect a failure to 

understand the beautiful logic of news journalism. News must 

always find the shortest way to the public. Irrespective of whether 

this is via radio, TV, print, the internet or cell phone. 

 

But how can the classical newspapers find a new business model? 

How can they adapt to a reality in which consumers are not willing 

to pay for news? 

  

On the basis of the situation in Denmark, which is what I know 

best, I shall give a rough sketch of how I see a possible future: 

 

1. Implement a merger between free newspapers and paid-for 

newspapers in the media houses that contain both. That is the 

majority. The merger can take place in a number of phases: 

The omnibus papers that are published seven days a week 

and already have district, advertising or free newspapers in 

their portfolio must choose to come out with one newspaper 

daily. Some days it will be the classical omnibus paper, on 

other days the familiar district paper. The main point is that 

the publisher is the same ─ and that the merger means a 

price reduction for the consumer ─ and a reduction in costs for 

the concern. 

 

For the presentation of news the consequence will be that the 

journalistic resources are pooled ─ and there will be just as much 

”status” in writing for the free newspaper as for the paid-for paper. 
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2. The next step will be the hardest. It is a step that means that 

payment will be not for the paper but for distribution. The 

paper is in principle free and can be picked up in various 

places. But if you want it delivered at your door in the 

morning, you have to pay. This is a far more genuine business 

model than the one we have today. And far more transparent 

for the consumer. 

3. Produce radio and live pictures and distribute via the internet. 

It is and will continue to be the internet that will be the nodal 

point, the place where the media are pooled ─ and the public 

will have increasing access to the internet via cell phones, 

small laptops, the TV set, and so on. 

 

My point is that it is high time to take the basic business model for 

the news media up for serious consideration. We cannot ignore the 

fact that the willingness to pay for news is declining dramatically ─ 

and that the new media have come to stay. 

 

All new media have traditionally been met with scepticism. This 

happened at the beginning of the 19th century, when we got radio. 

And it happened in the 1950s and 1960s when we got television. 

And it happened again in the 1990s when we got the internet, and, 

quite unreasonably, the daily newspapers refused to recognise that 

this was a distribution channel that appealed to the public. 

 

Today we continue to see attempts to block the new media and to 

disregard the merging of distribution channels. In Denmark the 

organisations refuse to recognise that the free newspapers are 

“real” newspapers and to accept them in their midst. The 
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professional organisations are still fighting ─ though with declining 

conviction ─ for the principle that journalists should be monomedial 

─ or receive higher pay. This is an entirely legitimate wage demand 

─ but it is not good for the strategic development of the sector. 

 

The Danish Newspapers Publishers’ Association is also trying at 

present to limit DR’s possibilities for, for instance, working on the 

internet. It is possible that in the short term they will succeed in 

placing obstacles in the way. But in the long term the battle has 

been lost. Just as we broadcasters must recognise that the dailies 

have begun to produce TV on their websites ─ for the merging of 

the media is inevitable ─ and a good thing too! 

 

I can summarise my message as follows:  

1. The news media must stop basing themselves on a 

distribution channel. The important thing is reporting, and the 

possibility of presenting news as well and as quickly as 

possible. 

2. We must work to make the most of the individual distribution 

channel in a complex media world. What is paper best at? 

What can radio do? What can TV do? What can mobile 

telephony do? Here there is a lot of work to be done. 

3. We must accept that the willingness to pay for news is rapidly 

decreasing. Therefore the traditional omnibus papers must 

transform themselves so that they both get access to more 

distribution channels and also find financing from other 

sources than payment for their newspapers. The great 

majority of newspapers will be free.  
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4. Media houses must in general become far more offensive and 

progressive in their perception of what good journalism is. 

5. And finally the professional organisations must focus on what I 

have called the heart’s blood of journalism: Find the stories, 

tell them well ─ in the most suitable distribution channel. 

 

We may find the concern for daily newspapers and radio exhibited 

by the Danish Minister of Culture Julius Bomholt back in the sixties 

somewhat amusing: he wanted to limit the dissemination of 

television. And we ─ or I ─ can also find some cause for 

amusement in the Newspaper Publishers’ Association’s belief that 

they can, for instance, limit DR’s possibilities of using the internet. 

 

But, more seriously, we must face the fact that an open mind and 

the will to work with developments in the media world instead of 

combating them will, in the final resort, be best for the news media 

– and for the general public. I am confident that this situation is 

receiving increasing recognition. Not least in the Nordic countries. 

 

Thank you for your attention!  

 

  

 


