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Executive Summary 

“The full importance of an epoch-making idea is 
often not perceived in the generation in which it 
is made... A new discovery is seldom effective for 
practical purposes till many minor improvements 
and subsidiary discoveries have gathered 
themselves around it.”

Alfred Marshall:  
Principles of Economics, 1890

It is now 35 years since the dawn of the internet, 
and more than ten years since Steve Jobs 
brandished the first iPhone and predicted that it 
“changes everything”. But only in the past decade 
have these epoch-making ideas begun to have 
a serious impact on the main sources of high 
quality news: television, radio and above all, the 
newspaper. The ways in which news is provided 
and the ways people find and read it are changing 
more rapidly and radically than ever before. This 
digital revolution is bringing enormous potential 
benefits to consumers, but is also challenging the 
future of news provision.

This Review was asked to consider the 
sustainability of the production and distribution of 
high-quality journalism, and especially the future of 
the press, in this dramatically changing market. It 
has looked at the overall state of the news media 
market, the threats to the financial sustainability of 
publishers, the impact of search engines and social 
media platforms, and the role of digital advertising.

The Review received a large body of evidence, and 
interviewed a wide range of people: journalists, 
academics, entrepreneurs, and representatives of 
every corner of the industry. From the evidence, 
the scale of the threat to the press was abundantly 
clear. The news publishing business is undergoing 
an extraordinary period of contraction in both of its 
main traditional sources of revenue: advertising and 
circulation. 

But the evidence also showed the difficulties with 
recommending general measures to support 
journalism. Not only is it still unclear what shape 
the industry will eventually take - established 
companies have often found it hard to reinvent 
themselves and thus survive profound technological 
change (think of Kodak or Blockbuster). In addition, 
many national news publishers are viewed by 
the public with some mistrust (although mistrust 
for social media is much greater). Moreover, 
most national and regional news publishers are 
generating good profits, with margins of 10% or 
more. But for several publishers, a large proportion 
of those profits is being used to pay down debts or 
pension liabilities (as in the cases of Johnston Press 
and Reach/Trinity Mirror respectively).1 As a result, 
they have reduced staffing, closed local offices, 
and have less money available for investment in 
the substantial innovation that a successful digital 
future requires. 

The goal of the Review has not been to protect 
news publishing companies themselves, but to 
advocate measures that will ensure the market in 
which they operate is efficient, and to defend their 
most democratically significant outputs. As such, 
the Review focused on the following two areas:

First, is the market in which publishers now operate 
a fair one, or has the rapid growth of the big online 
platforms2 - especially Google and Facebook 
- created distortions that justify government 
intervention? The platforms now not only take 
a large share of the market for advertising, they 
also provide the routes that many people use 
to find news online. The Review offers some 
recommendations intended to create a better 
balance between publishers and platforms, and to 
persuade the online platforms to use their position 
in more accountable ways. 
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Second, how should society continue to support 
the monitoring of, and reporting on, the activities 
of public bodies not just in central government, but 
also in localities: local councils, courts, inquests? 
This area of reporting, which this Review calls 
“public-interest news”, has always been one of 
the most important functions of journalism, and 
brings undeniable public benefit. At a national level, 
it attracts considerable reader interest. However, 
at a local level, the story is different. Now that it 
is possible to see online how many people read 
reports of local councils, for instance, it is all too 
evident that the numbers rarely justify the cost of 
sending a reporter. So here are activities which 
are important public goods, essential to the 
preservation of an accountable democracy, with 
poor market incentives for supply (and limited 
demand), but which it would be inappropriate for 
the state to finance directly.

In considering recommendations, the Review 
has primarily looked for ways to help publishers 
become self-sufficient: for ways to foster 
innovations in technology and in business models, 
and to ensure sustainable private provision of 
public-interest news. In the shorter term though, 
more direct support from government may be 
necessary to ensure a minimal level of provision. 
Undoubtedly new institutions will also be required. 

In conducting this Review, I have had the 
support of a panel of advisers with experience of 
different aspects of the news business, including 
national and local papers, digital-only news, and 
advertising. I have also had considerable support 
from DCMS and from Enders Analysis. I have met a 
wide variety of people involved in the production of 
news, in various parts of the advertising industry, at 
Google, Facebook, Apple and Twitter, and the other 
main online outlets for news. I have conducted 
interviews across the UK, US and Brussels. I have 
also read the wide variety of replies to the Call 
for Evidence. However, the views expressed are 
ultimately my own.

The scale of change

The most striking aspects of the change that is 
occurring are its speed and its extent. A majority 
of people - in the case of young people, a huge 
majority - now reads the news entirely or mostly 
online. In 2018, the Reuters Institute for the Study 
of Journalism reported that 74% of UK adults used 
some online method each week to find news, 
and 91% of 18-24 year olds.3 Most online news 
is available for free and much of it is carried by 
aggregators such as Google News or Apple News, 
posted on Facebook’s news feed, or sent from one 
person to another at the tap of a finger. This vastly 
expanded availability of news, and the speed with 
which it can be found, is clearly something that 
people value.

At the same time, sales of both national and 
local printed papers have plunged: they fell by 
roughly half between 2007 and 2017,4 and are still 
dropping. In addition, print advertising revenues, 
which used to carry much of the cost of producing 
news, have fallen even faster, declining in a decade 
by 69%.5 Small wonder so many news groups 
are struggling, including digital-only groups like 
HuffPost and Buzzfeed, as well as many local 
newspaper publishers. To cut costs, there have 
been mergers, as well as heavy cuts in staffing: the 
number of full-time frontline journalists in the UK 
industry has dropped from an estimated 23,000 in 
2007, to 17,000 today, and the numbers are still 
swiftly declining.6

Moreover, the switch to online has changed the 
way people find news and the way they absorb it. 
They are much less likely to see the mixed bundle 
of politics, finance, entertainment and sport that 
constitutes many papers, and more likely to see 
an individual story, chosen by a computer program 
and not necessarily clearly labelled with the 
name of a particular publisher. This “unbundled” 
experience has implications for the visibility of 
public-interest news and for trust  
in news.
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Yet the transformation has happened because 
it offers people something they like: free and 
portable access to a vast array of news sources 
and stories, constantly updated and easily shared 
with others. So the main question the Review 
confronts in Chapter 1 is why society should 
care about the disruption of journalism, and of 
high-quality journalism in particular, and why it 
might want to intervene in what is happening. 
The chapter considers a range of studies which 
demonstrate a clear link between the reduction in 
the numbers of local journalists and the closure of 
local newspapers on the one hand, and declines 
in democratic and civic engagement and negative 
impacts on the management of public finances on 
the other.

The key findings of Chapter 1 are:

• High quality journalism generally abides 
by certain standards for content and 
accountability, but it is ultimately a 
subjective concept, and includes 
endeavours (such as fashion and sports 
reporting) for which it is harder to justify 
government support.

• Investigative journalism and democracy 
reporting are the areas of journalism most 
worthy and most under threat.

• Although news can be found on television 
and radio, written journalism (whether in 
print or online) supplies the largest quantity 
of original journalism and is most at risk.

• The cost of investigative journalism is great 
and rarely seems to pay for itself.

• The reduction in public-interest reporting 
seems to reduce community engagement 
with local democracy (such as voter 
turnout) and the accountability of local 
institutions.

• The chapter concludes that, given the 
evidence of a market failure in the supply 
of public-interest news, public intervention 
may be the only remedy.

Chapter 2 reports on the dramatic changes in the 
market for news: the fall in print circulation of both 
national and local papers, and the changes in the 
ways people now navigate to news online and the 
ways they absorb it. The digital revolution has not 
just affected how people arrive at news online; it 
has also changed their habits and their attitudes to 
news. Three-quarters of adults now look at news 
online each week, although half of them worry 
about misinformation (“fake news”7 ) too.

People read more sources of news online, 
but spend less time reading it than they did in 
print. They increasingly skim, scroll or passively 
absorb news, much of it “pushed” news: i.e., 
news presented on a site such as Google News, 
Facebook’s news feed or Apple News.

The key findings of Chapter 2 are:

• How people choose their news provider is 
increasingly influenced by what the online 
platforms show them and is largely based 
on data analytics and algorithms, the 
operation of which are often opaque.

• Social feeds and search results show 
snippets and single articles. This creates a 
more disaggregated news experience than 
traditional news media.

• Online content is effectively “unbundled”. 
The different sections of a print newspaper 
are brought together into one product. 
Online, readers can select only the articles 
they wish to view, without necessarily being 
exposed to other content. So, they may be 
less likely to read public-interest news. 

• Half of UK adults worry about fake news. 
[add Footnote] A quarter do not know 
how to verify sources of information they 
find online. So, users need to acquire the 
right skills to spot fake news, and online 
platforms must identify and quickly remove 
the deliberate spread of fake news on their 
services.8
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The chapter concludes that intervention may 
be needed to determine what, and how, news is 
presented online, to improve people’s ability to 
assess the quality of online news, and to measure 
their engagement with public-interest news.

Chapter 3 discusses how news publishers are 
responding to the shift online and their plummeting 
revenues. Classified advertising (e.g. used car 
sales, offers from local businesses), particularly 
important to the finances of local papers, has 
largely migrated to online sites, especially Google 
Search. Online advertising revenue has not grown 
nearly as fast as publishers had hoped, nor come 
close to compensating them for the decline in print 
revenue. Some are now trying various subscription 
strategies. Most newspapers have lacked the skills 
and resources to make good use of data on their 
readers. 

The key findings of Chapter 3 are: 

• Publishers’ digital advertising revenue is 
much lower than they had hoped. The 
potential is especially dim for smaller and 
local publishers. 

• The decline in news publishers’ advertising 
revenue results partly from the fact that the 
space for ads, once limited by the size of 
newspapers, is almost limitless online. 

• To boost online ad revenue, publishers 
aim to maximise the number of times 
readers click on one of their pages. This 
has led some to push “clickbait” content 
and sensationalist headlines to generate a 
higher number of clicks.

• To compensate for falling print and 
advertising revenues, publishers have 
increasingly focused on direct payments 
from users. 

• Some news publishers operate subscription 
schemes. So far, success is limited: UK 
consumers are much less used to buying 
papers on subscription than Americans and 
many Europeans. 

• This strategy may work better for 
broadsheets, global brands, and specialist 
publications than for tabloids and smaller 
players.

• The revenue gap for local news providers is 
larger and harder to plug.

• Some publishers see BBC News Online, 
which is free at point of use, as an obstacle 
to selling subscriptions.

The chapter concludes that publishers face 
significant revenue challenges online. It explores the 
case for more favourable tax treatment for online 
subscriptions. 

It also urges the BBC to think more carefully about 
how its news provision can act as a complement 
to, rather than a substitute for, commercial news.

Chapter 4 focuses on the huge power of the 
online platforms, both in the market for online 
advertising and in guiding online readers to news. 

The key findings of Chapter 4 are:

• Between them, Google and Facebook 
appear to have captured the majority of 
online advertising revenue. 

• The online advertising market is complex 
and opaque. There is undoubtedly a lack of 
transparency across the advertising supply 
chain. 

• The power of the online platforms results 
partly from their sheer scale, and partly 
from the wealth of personal data they 
harvest. Their superiority makes it hard for 
publishers to compete.

• The more prominent news content is on 
the online platforms, the more likely are 
readers to click through to news publishers 
websites, and the more advertising revenue 
(and potential subscribers) news publishers 
will acquire. 
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• The online platforms regard this as a fair 
exchange, and have successfully resisted 
attempts - most notably in Spain and 
Germany - to get them to pay publishers for 
carrying news content. 

• The online platforms can impose terms on 
publishers without consulting or negotiating 
with them. 

• It is difficult for publishers credibly to 
threaten to remove their content from the 
online platforms. Without that threat, they 
cannot easily negotiate fairer terms for the 
distribution of their content. 

• Policy makers - most notably across 
Europe and in Australia - are increasingly 
concerned about the potential market 
power of the online platforms.

The chapter concludes that the opacity of the 
market for online advertising, and the market 
shares of Facebook and Google, are justification 
for regulators to study the market. Policy-
makers should also seek to ensure that the 
unbalanced relationship between publishers and 
online platforms does not threaten the viability of 
publishers’ businesses.

Chapter 5 explores ways to ensure a sustainable 
future for public-interest news, and especially for 
local democracy news and investigative journalism. 
The supply has been reduced especially at the local 
level, as publishers have cut costs in response to 
falling revenues.

The key findings of Chapter 5 are:

• As a result of falling revenues, publishers 
have cut costs dramatically. This has hurt 
the provision of all types of public-interest 
news, but local level democracy reporting 
the most.

• Some start-ups have begun to provide local 
coverage and there are promising examples 
of innovations to bolster the provision of 
public-interest news, but these are unlikely 
to be sufficient.

• While all types of public-interest journalism 
are in difficulty, the scale of the revenue 
gap of local publishers, combined with the 
public’s limited appetite for local democracy 
reporting, creates a unique challenge.

• Local news publishers are now less 
essential to community life. Facebook offers 
a hub for local groups, with more speed, 
versatility and local involvement than local 
publishers offer.

• The interventions described in previous 
chapters may not be sufficient to ensure 
the adequate supply of local public-interest 
journalism.

• To plug this gap, it will be necessary to 
develop more targeted interventions.

The chapter concludes that government has a 
role in helping publishers adapt to the online world, 
by encouraging the development and distribution 
of new technologies and business models. This 
should help all forms of high quality journalism, 
but support for public-interest news providers is 
particularly urgent and justified. In the immediate 
future, government should look to plug the local 
gap to ensure the continued supply of local 
democracy reporting.

Chapter 6 recommends some measures to 
tackle the uneven balance of power between 
news publishers and the online platforms that 
disseminate their output; and some to address 
the growing risks to the future provision of public-
interest news. Though the summary below includes 
only this Review’s recommendations, a number 
of other options were discussed but ultimately 
rejected. These are discussed at the end of the 
relevant chapters.
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The recommendations of Chapter 6 are:

Recommendation 1: New codes of conduct to 
rebalance the relationship between publishers 
and online platforms

To address the unbalanced relationship between 
publishers and the online platforms upon which 
they increasingly depend for referral traffic (certainly 
Google and Facebook, perhaps Apple), the Review 
recommends that these platforms should be 
required to set out codes of conduct to govern their 
commercial arrangements with news publishers. 
The process would be overseen by a regulator, 
with powers to insist on compliance and particular 
skills in understanding both economics and digital 
technology. Once approved by the regulator, these 
codes can form the basis for individual negotiations 
between publishers and online platforms. In time, 
the regulator might move to set out a compulsory 
set of minimum requirements for these codes. The 
regulator would therefore need a full set of powers 
to command information and ensure compliance. 
If those powers proved insufficient, government 
should implement stronger measures. 

Recommendation 2: Investigate the online 
advertising market to ensure fair competition

The Review recommends that the Competition 
and Markets Authority use its information-gathering 
powers to conduct a market study into the online 
advertising industry. By looking more closely into 
the position of different players, their roles, costs 
and profitability, the CMA will be able to identify 
how efficiently the online advertising market is 
working, and what remedies, if any, are needed.

Recommendation 3: News quality obligation 

The Review recommends that the online 
platforms’ efforts to improve their users’ news 
experience should be placed under regulatory 
supervision. Online platforms have already 
developed initiatives to help users identify reliability, 
and the trustworthiness of sources. They must 
continue and expand these efforts, but do so with 

appropriate oversight. This task is too important 
to leave entirely to the judgment of commercial 
entities. The initial requirement would be only 
a reporting one, to allow a regulator to gather 
information on the steps online platforms are taking 
to improve people’s awareness of the origins and 
quality of the news they read.

Recommendation 4: Media literacy 

The Review recommends that the government 
should develop a media literacy strategy, working 
with Ofcom (which has a statutory duty to 
promote media literacy), the online platforms, 
news publishers and broadcasters, voluntary 
organisations and academics, to identify gaps in 
provision and opportunities for more collaborative 
working.

Recommendation 5: Ofcom to explore the 
BBC’s market impact; and the BBC to do more 
to help local publishers

Although the Review was not asked to comment 
on the BBC, it recommends that Ofcom should 
assess whether BBC News Online is striking the 
right balance between aiming for the widest reach 
for its own content on the one hand, and driving 
traffic from its online site to commercial publishers 
(particularly local ones) on the other. The BBC 
should do more to share its technical and digital 
expertise for the benefit of local publishers.

Recommendation 6: Innovation funding 

Given the pressing need for news publishers to 
develop new approaches and tools, this Review 
recommends that the government launch a new 
fund, focused particularly on innovations aimed 
at improving the supply of public-interest news. 
Initially, the fund should be managed by Nesta, 
and in due course by the Institute for Public 
Interest News described below. It should focus on 
innovation that will not just benefit the recipient, but 
be sufficiently generous and well-managed to make 
an industry-wide difference.
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Recommendation 7: New forms of tax relief

The government should introduce new tax reliefs 
aimed at encouraging (i) payments for online 
news content and (ii) the provision of local and 
investigative journalism. 

The Review recommends extending the  
zero-rating of VAT to digital newspapers and 
magazines, including digital-only news publications. 
The present arrangement actively discourages 
publishers from developing online payment 
mechanisms. The Review also recommends 
that government gives priority to exploring the 
development of a form of tax relief, ideally under 
the Charities Act but if necessary along the  
lines of the Creative Sector reliefs, to support 
public-interest journalism.

Recommendation 8: Direct funding for local 
public-interest news 

The Review recommends that direct financial 
support for local news should be expanded. 
Government should encourage the refinement 
and extension of the Local Democracy Reporting 
Service currently managed by the BBC. In due 
course, management of the service should be 
passed to, or shared with, the proposed Institute 
for Public Interest News.

Recommendation 9: Establish an Institute for 
Public Interest News 

The Review recommends the creation of a new 
Institute for Public Interest News. A dedicated 
body could amplify efforts to ensure the future 
sustainability of public-interest news, working in 
partnership with news publishers and the online 
platforms, as well as bodies such as Nesta, 
Ofcom, the BBC and academic institutions. Its 
governance should ensure complete freedom 
from any political or commercial obligations, and 
its strategic objective would be to ensure the 
future provision of public-interest news. It would 

become a centre of excellence and good practice, 
carrying out or commissioning research, building 
partnerships with universities, and developing 
the intellectual basis for measures to improve the 
accessibility and readership of quality news online. 
It would collaborate with the many institutions 
seeking to contribute funds, organisation or 
ideas. If new business models fail adequately to 
support public-interest news, and especially local 
democracy reporting, the Institute might become 
a rough equivalent to the Arts Council, channelling 
a combination of public and private finance into 
those parts of the industry it deemed most worthy 
of support.

Conclusion

Together, the proposals put forward by this Review 
have the potential to improve the outlook for high 
quality journalism. They are designed to encourage 
new models to emerge, with the help of innovation 
not just in technology but in business systems and 
journalistic techniques. 

However, the fact remains that we are likely 
to see a further decline in the size of the UK’s 
news publishing sector - in journalists and in 
titles. Ultimately, the biggest challenge facing the 
sustainability of high quality journalism, and the 
press, may be the same as that which is affecting 
many areas of life: the digital revolution means that 
people have more claims on their attention than 
ever before. Moreover, the stories people want to 
read may not always be the ones that they ought to 
read in order to ensure that a democracy can hold 
its public servants properly to account. This Review 
has therefore dwelt most on what it considers to 
be the most significant functions of journalism - 
ensuring public accountability and investigating 
possible wrongdoing. And whereas new business 
models may continue to support good journalism in 
many different forms, they may not always support 
this public-interest news.
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So as well as seeking to deliver improvements to 
the market for news, and encouraging innovation, 
this Review proposes that most energy be given 
to measures which incentivise the provision and 
consumption of public-interest news. This will 
require new sources of funding, removed from 
direct government control. It will need institutional 
and financial structures that combine a guarantee 
of independence with adequate support. That will 
be a difficult combination to secure, but the future 
of a healthy democracy depends upon it. 

Frances Cairncross  
12th February 2019


