
NEWSROOM  
TRANSFORMATION: 10 BIG IDEAS
By George Brock and Grzegorz Piechota



Most people who had managed a newsroom before 2020 could tell epic stories about 
resistance to change from newsroom diehards. The simplest things, like relocating a desk 
or changing a schedule, could be a considerable challenge. This year changed 
everything.  
 
When COVID-19 hit, forcing lockdowns and a scary fall-off in advertising, needs-driven 
digital transformation happened overnight. While some of the changes introduced were 
neither properly planned, nor perfect, they happened.  
 
A newfound trust in digital talent in the newsroom was born and with it, a willingness to 
experiment. Fortuitously for 11 mid-sized organisations from Asia Pacific, when COVID-19 
hit, they were ready to think through issues of change as participants of the five-month 
WAN-IFRA-World Editors Forum Newsroom and Business Transformation 2020 
Programme, supported by the Facebook Journalism Project. 

FOREWORD

https://events.wan-ifra.org/events/newsroom-transformation-programme-2020
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To lead them through the process, with workshops, mentoring and support, they had two of the 
news business’ most respected consultants, Prof. George Brock and Grzegorz “Greg” Piechota. 
Together, through lockdown, they led the 20 mid-level participants through a process to 
• understand waves of disruption, so that they could plan, lead and manage transformation while 

building a culture of innovation in the newsroom; 
• develop an editorial vision for the news organisation and a content portfolio that supports the 

needs of different revenue streams; 
• collaborate across all parts of the business to define target audiences and planning audience 

development for acquisition, activation, engagement and retention; 
• identify the new operational skills and capabilities needed to deliver the editorial strategy. 
 
This Newsroom Transformation handbook of 10 Big Ideas, a product of their work in Asia, was 
presented at Digital Media Asia in October 2020.  
We’re publishing it in handbook format, in the hope it will help you advance your digital journey 
while transformation is a choice, rather than a last-ditch strategy.

Cherilyn Ireton 

Executive Director 

World Editors Forum



- Unprecedented spike in 
demand for quality journalism 

- Unprecedented pressure on 
news publishers’ funding 
models and logistics 

- Accelerated shift  
of consumers and business 
customers to digital

CONTEXT: THE BEST OF 
TIMES, THE WORST TIMES

Demand for news worldwide 
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- Publishers want to embrace 
new business models, such as  
digital subscriptions, 
memberships, e-commerce… 

- These are hard to execute  
if your company is not oriented 
to the shrinking importance of 
print and ready to deliver 
journalism on any platform 
available

1. DIGITAL CHANGE 
BEFORE NEW ONLINE 
READER REVENUE



“NINETY-FIVE PERCENT OF THE EDITORIAL AND COMMERCIAL 
EFFORT GOES INTO ACQUIRING SUBSCRIBERS. WORRYING ABOUT 
WHAT HAPPENS TO THOSE SUBSCRIBERS AFTER A COUPLE OF 
MONTHS OR A FEW YEARS TENDS TO BECOME AN AFTERTHOUGHT, 
WHICH IS DANGEROUS. IF PUBLISHERS ARE GOING TO PUSH 
MONEY, EFFORT AND TALENT INTO CONVERTING READERS INTO 
PAYING SUBSCRIBERS, THEY NEED TO THINK, PLAN AND WORRY 
ABOUT HOW THEY’RE PLANNING TO RETAIN THEM. A CRITICAL 
THING IN DOING THAT IS KNOWING HOW THEY ARE BEHAVING.”

GEORGE BROCK
VISITING PROFESSOR OF PRACTICE,  

CASS BUSINESS SCHOOL, CITY,  
UNIVERSITY OF LONDON



- This has huge implications for the 
way everyone in a news publishing 
company thinks and acts 

- News publishing is reader-centric in 
a way that it was not in the print 
era. Everything that matters to the 
reader - from UX, annoying 
subscription messages to an 
editorial - matters to the company 

- This affects the newsroom as much 
as any other department

2. NEWS PUBLISHING 
WAS INDUSTRIAL; 
NOW IT IS A SERVICE

Newsrooms in London (1950)  
and in Singapore (2020)



- By all means encourage good 
ideas to bubble up from 
anywhere in the organisation - 
smart companies will always 
do this 

- But deep change must be 
decided, driven and 
communicated from the most 
senior people in the 
organisation 

- That strategy must closely 
integrate editorial and 
commercial. Change-makers 
create cross-functional teams 
to do new stuff

3. DRIVE FROM THE TOP



- Of course you will have print 
and desktop readers and 
revenue and you must forecast 
and measure the mix 

- But those are not channels 
that your readers, target 
readers and potential 
subscribers frequent  

- Mobile is that channel 

- The clue is in the intimacy of 
the connection

4. THINK MOBILE  
(AND LITTLE ELSE)



- Sounds obvious, right? 

- Take nothing for granted. 
Mistrust of journalism and 
news avoidance are on the rise  

- Draw a trenchant distinction 
between what you do and the 
misinformation, rubbish and 
nonsense which circulates 
online 

- Make the journalism as 
transparent as possible

5. PROMOTE WHAT’S 
DISTINCTIVE ABOUT 
JOURNALISM



“IT IS PAINFUL FOR PUBLISHERS TO REALISE THAT THEY ARE 
NO LONGER MASS MEDIA AND NEED TO FOCUS ON NICHES 
THAT ARE WILLING TO PAY. HENCE, THEY NEED TO FOCUS 
FROM BUILDING FROM SCALE TO CREATING RELATIONSHIPS. 
THIS IS EASIER SAID THAN DONE BECAUSE IT MEANS THAT 
EVERY PROCESS IN MARKETING, PRODUCTION, TECHNOLOGY 
AND IN THE NEWSROOM NEEDS TO BE RETHOUGHT; THE 
CONSEQUENCES OF THIS CHANGE NEED TO BE FACED.”

GRZEGORZ PIECHOTA
MEDIA RESEARCHER AND CONSULTANT



- Don’t talk at them but with them 

- Understand their needs, wants 
and feelings in the great detail 
now allowed by digital data 

- Unleash your inner 
anthropologist! 

- Good, granular data well 
handled is the key to many 
reader-revenue success stories 

- Editorial dashboards help the 
newsroom to think digitally

6. KNOW YOUR 
READERS BETTER

Field research by editors of Aftenposten 
and internal dashboard at The Guardian



- Ignore the ‘fail fast, fail often’ 
advice 

- Make sure (1) that experiments 
are properly designed and 
supervised 

- (2) that they are designed to 
produce learnings at lowest 
possible cost

7. QUALITY-CONTROLLED 
EXPERIMENT IS 
ESSENTIAL



- To beat the competition, you 
may have to pay for rock stars 
and give them freedom 

- It’s not just headhunting. 
People with news skills must 
be integrated into the 
organisation to work at their 
best 

- Break the silos and let people 
work in cross-functional teams

8. TALENT 
MANAGEMENT IS KEY

Yosuf Omar, mobile journalist,  
ex-Hindustan Times, CNN, Snap



- Do ‘content audits’ to detect 
output which is neither crucial 
to your journalistic mission nor 
much read 

- The habits of print are deeply 
embedded but they can inhibit 
success

9. DUMP HABITS 
WHICH WASTE TIME 
AND ENERGY & MONEY
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- An organisation’s ‘capital’ is 
often said to be its people. In 
reality that capital is the 
relationships between people 

- Two sets of relationships are 
key to digital transformation 

- Between (1) ’product’ and 
editorial and (2) between data 
and technology

TWO KEY 
RELATIONSHIPS

Cross-functional teams and meetings at 
The Washington Post and Aftenposten

NEWS

MARKETING

PRODUCT



- Digital has changed the style in 
which journalism is framed to 
make it less formal. Print 
language and visuals may work 
less well 

- Your relationship with your 
readers is closer  

- That means that the publication’s 
‘voice’ is crucial, however hard it 
is to define 

- It will influence every step of the 
reader journey

10. THINK HARD ABOUT 
STYLE AND ‘VOICE’  
ONLINE

News coverage on Tik Tok  
by The Washington Post



Grzegorz Piechota is an Oxford-
based researcher and an ex-fellow at 
Harvard and Oxford universities. He 

studies technology-enabled 
disruption patterns across industries, 

with a focus on business model 
innovation in news  

media.  
He is a former media  

executive from Poland and  
began his career as a reporter at 

Poland’s Gazeta Wyborcza, rising to a 
news editor and a vice-president of 
Agora Foundation. He co-authored 

the book,  
Unlocking the Customer Value Chain. 

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
George Brock, now a Visiting Professor 

at the Cass Business School of City, 
University of London, is a former 

Professor and Head of Journalism at 
City University. Prior to his academic 

career, he was a journalist and spent 28 
years at the Times of London holding 

key editorial leadership positions 
including Saturday Editor, International 

Editor, and Managing Editor.  
He is the author of two books: 

Newspaper, Journalism and the 
Business of News in the Digital Age 

and The Right to Be Forgotten: Privacy 
and Media in the Digital Age. He is a 
former President of the World Editors 

Forum, WAN-IFRA’s network for editors.

https://events.wan-ifra.org/speakers/grzegorz-piechota
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