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Acting now for net gains  
 
Internet publishing strategist Danny Meadows-Klue argues that rapid growth of 
wireless telephony and Internet portals should accelerate newspapers to greater 
digital heights. As Internet newspaper publishing matures, the new challenge is how 
to turn the newspaper’s content into action tools for its readers. 
 
 
 
 

The future arrives 
 
My new WAP phone bleeps softly. The sports results and hourly news bulletin have just 
downloaded and are in the background screen while I scroll through the listings for tonight’s 
trip to the films. Its early evening in a packed train carriage crossing the chaos of commuter 
London. Everyone onboard is carrying a mobile and megabytes of data are flowing unseen 
from us all. The young mother next to me is checking updated European flight arrivals into  
Gatwick airport and the BA luggage tags suggest that the executive next to me is rebooking 
his flight through the newly launched wireless check in service. Just behind them a business 
meeting continues in this new mobile workspace with notes being scribbled on a palmtop and 
emailed onwards to their project team. From their conversation I’m guessing that the elderly 
couple sitting next to me are looking at closing stock prices while the secretive huddle of 
young teenagers by the door are text messaging their community with all the dexterity of well 
practiced Nintendo playing fingers. 

: 
Online check-ins and electronic tickets: fundamentally changing the airline market 

 
 
Digital is here. Wireless is here and now. And life is finally, as the advert says, ‘in the palm of 
our hands’. 
 
Okay, so I can’t complete the booking for my cinema trip - yet. I doubt the elderly couple can 
sell their stocks without the aid of a voice call, and my sports results feel uncomfortable, 
squeezed into this tiny mobile screen only four lines deep. But the Wireless Application 
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Protocol (WAP) that allows telephones limited access to the Internet is a medium barely 
eighteen months. Those current frustrations will quickly ease. 
 
 

The world changes, media changes 
 
Access to mobile services is growing faster than the deployment of any consumer technology 
in history. We can only speculate on the effects of placing a tiny networked computer into so 
many people’s hands but clearly it will bring fundamental changes to the way in which we 
communicate and how the economic and social networks that we are part of function.  
 
Society and culture are changing. They’re changing faster than we can imagine. The changes 
are no longer on a distant horizon. Networked services and applications are the enablers. And 
media is in the front line for the fall out. 
 
The place newspapers enjoy in people’s lives rests on a cultural landscape which includes 
how all of us: learn, do business, receive information, interact with others and structure our 
leisure time. A hundred and fifty years ago this landscape created the potential for newspapers 
and now it is undergoing a change so rapid we can barely comprehend it. Cultural, economic 
and social studies texts are crammed with talk of ‘paradigm shifts’ and ‘new networks’. 
Digital is reshaping this landscape at breath-taking speed and for newspapers to prosper, 
maybe even survive, they need to wake up to these changes and work with them. Fast. And 
don’t let the current depression in the dot com stocks lull you into a false security, its as 
inconsequential as the initial barriers to online shopping that Amazon.com faced were. 
 
Our London carriage echoing with a dozen different ringing tones is just the start, and for 
those who want to see more of the future  Western Europe has become an excellent laboratory 
to study the trends. The racing pace of digital adoption in television and mobile telephony,  
the UK the government’s pledge to switch off the analogue spectrum in just five years time, 
the high penetration of Internet access and changes in the regulatory and political frameworks 
are all accelerating these changes, propelling western European countries to the forefront of 
the convergence revolution. These are the countries to watch. 
 
But wireless is only part of the story, alongside it the web model of ‘portals’ is also worth 
revisiting. Portals and online networks already perform part of the role newspapers play in the 
offline world. AOL, MSN and 
Yahoo all aggregate news and 
content and package it to 
match consumers’ needs in a 
way strategically similar to 
the objectives of an editor. 
Without touching on their 
editorial standards, the reality 
is that the portals, not the 
newspapers, have become the 
real traffic hubs on the net, 
enjoying pride of place as the 
user’s ‘start’ page and 
fulfilling much of the role that 
a newspaper does in the 
offline world. 
 

Where do you want to go today? 
www.msn.com positions itself as the 

place to start you day 
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The secret is simple: portals help web users run their lives. They combine content with 
applications in a way that helps people to act. And there’s a lesson here for online 
newspapers.  
 
Convergence simply makes the portals mobile. And everyone wants a slice of the action. The 
global and national web portals are going mobile and the network operators are also joining 
the race. Indeed in Europe, following the expensive auctions of the 3G telephone licences, 
companies like Vivendi and Vodafone are making giant strides to own the ‘wireless’ portal 
space in a land grab that echoes the Internet markets of the mid 1990s. Their pitch to 
customers is simple: any time, any place, anywhere – we’re always by your side. 
 
So why does all this matter to newspaper executives? Its simple: the audience these 
companies are chasing are  newspaper readers, the services compete head to head with 
newspapers for the reader’s time and these are services readers will want. And where our 
readers go, advertisers will follow.  
 
How big is the threat? Lets talk classifieds: what percentage of your ‘help wanted’ or ‘real 
estate’ listings need to migrate from your newspaper before the business’s bottom line is 
squeezed? Lets talk listings: why should I ever use any printed local directory again? Lets talk 
personal finance: what help is an article that tells me about changes in loan rates if I can’t 
calculate what it means to me for my home loan repayments? 
 
If that were the end of the story then it would look like the final pages are closing on the 
history of our sector. Its not simply about migrating audiences, media choice and gadgets. 
Newspapers cannot, and should not, try to fight the changing tide of consumer culture, but 
they can flow with the currents and be part of the new picture. Newspaper businesses are 
about building markets and connecting audiences with advertisers in a focused environment. 
The new technologies simply change some of the rules of the game. 
 
The press need to earn their place in their customer’s new digital lives, just as they earned 
their place in the analogue world.  As customer expectations shift (among both readers and 
advertisers) we need to respond. While this may have meant more color and extra 
supplements in the past, today it means a whole host of value-added services that go wildly 
beyond our traditional output. Its about turning the information that we’ve historically 
provided into tools that the customers can use straight away in their lives. Its about action. It 
takes us into areas that high street stores or specialist professionals may have previously 
provided, but if we don’t move there then someone else will, and the reader’s enthusiasm for 
our titles will gradually be undermined further. That’s a spiral nobody wants, because as we 
all know falling circulation leads to falling advertising yields which leads t falling investment 
in editorial and marketing.  
 
The sudden explosion of wireless adoption and the consolidation in the portal market simply 
mark different facets of the same digital phenomenon. How should newspapers respond? Well 
a tour of some leading sites shows that some are already there… 
 
 

Travel takes us on a journey 
 
The smart online travel supplements from newspapers go way beyond repeating articles, 
blending in classifieds and adding a few links to other websites. They inform and entertain the 
consumer, include the links and factfiles of background and then deliver a fuller service: live 
weather reports for the destination, hotel booking tools, flight availability checks, local web 
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cameras, local entertainments guides, itinerary planning tools. This may sound more like the 
role of the online travel networks like Expedia, Travelocity or Travelstore.com, but their 
existence is testimony to the gap left by traditional media companies. Newspapers in the UK 
have fought back with offerings like The Daily Telegraph’s travel.telegraph.co.uk or The 
Guardian’s Travel Unlimited service. Online travel publications should give us the tools to 
plan and enjoy the experience that the travel writer has just sold us. 

 
 

http://travel.telegraph.co.uk 
 

www.travelstore.com 
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Getting personal with finance  
 
For decades newspapers have played an integral part in explaining the complicated world of 
personal finance to consumers, but reprinting articles is only the start of the process for the 
shrewd online teams.  
 
Why not combine an article about loans with a spreadsheet the reader can use? Give the first 
time buyer a mortgage calculator rather than just a list of bank rates. Give the small investor a 
portfolio management tool rather than just share prices and refocus the editorial to help 
readers plan their finances rather than simply learn more about a topic.  
 
One of the best examples of this is the Financial Times, Britain’s business newspaper that has 
repositioned itself on the world stage. Part of their vast network is an innovative personal 
finance service and they’ve linked applications and text together in a truly innovative way. 
 

 
 

http://www.ftyourmoney.com 
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Community pages that empower communities 
 
 
Newspapers thrive off their 
partnership with community 
organizations: letters pages, 
announcements, special 
publications, news reporting. 
However the interactive world 
can take these on several stages. 
Letters pages become 
interactive bulletin boards, 
special publications become 
their own web pages, 
announcements become links 
and databases and the smart 
newspaper can position itself as 
the gateway to all of these. For 
the Jewish community the UK’s 
Jerusalem Post is a fine example 
but for regional communities 
the pioneering work was begun 
 

 
many years ago in Boston 
when Boston.com brought 
together a consortium of local 
media companies. Technology 
has allowed websites to give 
readers the tools to publish 
themselves. Its one of the most 
popular uses of the web and 
yet the majority of newspapers 
have simply dug in their heals 
and refused to follow their 
customer’s needs. Instead 
Yahoo, AOL and Tripod have 
become the new community 
franchises online. 
 
 

 
http://www.boston.com 
http://www.thisislondon.co.uk 
 - guide to what’s on 
http://www.yahoo.co.uk  
- guide to Manchester 
 
 



__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Digital Strategy Consulting  8 Act now for Net gains 
 

 
What happens next? 
 
That’s up to you and your board.  
 
The implications of these changes are by no means small scale or easy to respond to, but they 
are indisputable. However the ending of this story has not yet been written and the pen can 
rest in our hands. The commuters in my train carriage have not settled on which wireless 
service will be bookmarked. Their next holiday is yet to be planned, their next property yet to 
be bought and online is now forming a fundamental part of that purchase process. The key 
point is that your customer’s digital habits are not yet entrenched. 
 
Of course many newspapers won’t rise to these challenges, they will see a depressed dot com 
sector and proclaim the Internet ‘over’. Their investors will trade short-term profits for long 
term business health. Managing directors will reject the risk of embarking on such unfamiliar 
paths and unclear business models. Circulation directors will witness some further decline in 
sales and run tactical promotions. Advertising directors will bundle some more value when 
key clients reduce their business further. And the talented people will continue to look 
longingly outside (just look at how many of these successful internet businesses have former 
newspaper people behind them). 
 
But it need not be like that. The very first newspapers only launched onto the world wide web 
in 1994. They came out of their research and development phases in the late nineties. Their 
audiences are, only now, really substantial in media terms. Digital wireless has just arrived. 
The ‘pure play’ dot coms have realized the costs of building brands and systems from scratch, 
and they’ll remain bruised for another few months. Your newspaper is one of the strongest 
brands in your community, you have a wealth of content stretching back decades, experienced 
teams, great writers and all the processes and structure of a mature organization. Why are the 
commuters in my carriage not logging on? 
 
 
 
 
 

Further information  
 
Danny Meadows-Klue is the chief executive of Digital Strategy Consulting, an independent 
consultancy specializing in helping publishers develop robust and effective digital strategies. 
 
Previously he was the publisher of the award winning Daily Telegraph’s Internet service which he 
managed from 1995 until 2000 before joining NBC’s Internet team as their European Vice President 
for content and product. 
 
He has been chairman of the Internet Advertising Bureau since 1999 and a member of various 
government advisory groups, policy boards and educational boards since the mid nineties. He is an 
accomplished author, lecturer and broadcaster and commentator on the sector . 
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