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ﬁow to
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Newspaper

It's now or never for America’s
dailies. A former TIME managing

editor offers a way to return
journalism to prosperity: charge Wi o neds
forit, a nickel at a time [

By'“Ta’lt:r Isaacson

URING THE PAST FEW MONTHS, THE CRISIS IN JOUR-
nalism hasreached meltdown proportions. It isnow
possible to contemplate a time when some major
cities will no longer have a newspaper and when
magazines and network-news operations will em-
ploy no more than a handful of reporters.

There is, however, a striking and somewhat odd fact about
this crisis. Newspapers have more readers than ever. Their con-
tent, as well as that of newsmagazines and other producers of
traditional journalism, is more popular than ever—even (in
fact, especially) among young people.

The problem is that fewer of these consumers are paying.
Instead, news organizations are merrily giving away theirnews.
According to a Pew Research Center study, a tipping point oc-
curred last year: more people in the U.S. got their news online
for free than paid for it by buying newspapers and magazines.
Who can blame them? Even an old print junkie like me has quit
subscribing to the New York Times, because if it doesn’t see fit to
charge for its content, I'd feel like a fool paying for it.

This is not a business model that makes sense. Perhaps it
appeared to when Web advertising was booming and every half-
sentient publisher could pretend to be among the clan who “got
it” by chanting the mantra that the ad-supported Web was “the
future.” But when Web advertising declined in the fourth quar-
ter of 2008, free felt like the future of journalism only in the
sense that a steep cliff is the future for a herd of lemmings.

Newspapers and magazines traditionally have had three rev- -_—
enue sources: newsstand sales, subscriptions and advertising.
The new business model relies only on the last of these. That
makes for a wobbly stool even when the one leg is strong. When
it weakens—as countless publishers have seen happen as a re-
sult of the recession—the stool can’t possibly stand.







