‘The future of professional journalism has to be market-based’
Tim Luckhurst, Professor of Journalism at the University of Kent, argues that a new generation of professionals and entrepreneurs will have to respond creatively to the crisis in confidence currently afflicting the industry
In September 2009, a memorandum by Tim Brooks, managing director of Guardian News and Media, revealed that staff and cost cuts were urgently required. The group was losing £100,000 a day. The Guardian has invested heavily in online journalism but this investment is not paying for itself.   
Across the United Kingdom online consumption of news is growing, but revenue to pay for journalism is not. The consequences include drastic economies imposed in local, regional and national news organisations. One result is that councillors complain about the absence of reporters in council meetings. Another has judges and magistrates remarking on a dearth of court reporting. 

Such difficulties are not restricted to the United Kingdom. In The reconstruction of American journalism, Leonard Downie and Michael Schudson (2009) identify an urgent need to find new ways of funding professional reporting in the internet era. They believe it is in danger of disappearing.          

There is a crisis in journalism. Its most damaging manifestation presents itself not in job losses and collapsing revenues, but in the response of professional journalists and the news organisations that employ them. In the representative democracies, though not in the developing world, the news industry is afflicted by an ostentatious crisis of confidence. 

Prophets assert the internet changes everything

Journalists and web prophets including Roy Greenslade (2009), media blogger on the Guardian, Clay Shirky, author of Here comes everybody (2009), Jeff Jarvis (2009), blogger and associate professor at the City University of New York’s new Graduate School of Journalism, and Jay Rosen, Professor of  Journalism at New York University, assert that the internet changes everything. They believe top-down media is endangered and that user generated content provides an insight into how journalism must work in future. 

A sober response to the challenge of change treats these claims as unproven. It acknowledges that they may owe more to faith than evidence. They certainly threaten to become self-fulfilling. 

First, user-generated content (UGC): this is not an entirely new phenomenon that poses unprecedented challenges to the professional gate-keeping journalism upon which representative democracies have been accustomed to depend for their health. Granted, it is increasingly common. Since 2007, participation in UGC and social networking activities has proliferated and now accounts for almost 20 per cent of internet time in the UK (Newman 2009). But prevalence and originality are not synonymous: UGC is common but it is not new.
In the eighteenth century, when Captains of Royal Navy warships reported their own engagements in letters to the Admiralty, they produced a form of UGC. Copy similar to material now prevalent online thrived in Britain’s radical unstamped press in the early years of the nineteenth century. Titles such as The Black Dwarf and Poor Man’s Guardian, Destructive and Cosmopolite contained items as short of factual evidence and as rabid in tone as amateur blogs.

Beware: reporting by propagandists

One deficiency is instantly recognisable to a modern reader. Like much modern UGC this is reporting by propagandists. They promote their cause vigorously and with barely a nod towards fact-based reporting. That this approach has been given fresh momentum by new technology is plain, but momentum alone does not give UGC new value.  
Professional, fact-based reporting replaced it after the abolition of taxes on knowledge launched the age of professional journalism. In doing so it facilitated and reinforced representative democracy (Schudson 2008). The professional can outlive the amateur again.   

Digital multimedia technology alone does not explain fully the damage afflicting journalism’s economic base. Peter Preston (2007) explains that eviscerated newspapers and stripped-out television schedules are not attributable to the internet alone. Changing lifestyles damaged newspaper and broadcast profits before multimedia fragmentation. Changing patterns of democratic behaviour have also eroded interest in news. Editors understand that consensus is less stimulating than confrontation. 
A news industry with Fourth Estate principles emerged in an era when revolution threatened. It thrived amid conflicts martial, industrial and social. It is not astonishing if it feels less robust when politicians have swopped leadership for focus groups. But, these are minor additional factors. The age of the internet has coincided with an economic crisis in journalism. It is wrong to imagine that it has caused it.     
On this occasion, as so frequently in reality though not in Marxist theory, an ideological assumption is defining the economic base. An ideology is abroad that is rooted in misunderstanding and promoted by critics of for-profit journalism, many of whom prefer citizen-journalism to the professional variety. In describing the profession’s plight they hope to assist its destruction.    

Internet need not destroy professional journalism

But the internet need not destroy irreversibly the economic foundations upon which journalism achieved independence and influence. The dual income stream that flowed when news producers could sell the same space or time to readers or viewers and again to advertisers is not dead. But media owners and journalists have created an online environment in which all opinions are equally valid because none has economic value to its creator.  
I plead guilty. At the Scotsman, when I was editor there, I supported free access to our website, Scotsman.com. A consultant with a goatee beard and a Mac said advertisers would pay handsomely to have their product displayed alongside the work of our most expensive correspondents. He knew as much about newspapers as I did about websites. But I was taken in along with the rest of the news industry. 
Newspapers and broadcasters declared that online journalism would be free and collaborated to promote a lie that serves Google’s business case, but not their own. The untruth flaunts itself: journalism isn’t free. Cub reporters require salaries and expenses. Foreign and investigative correspondents cost more.   
The news industry did not make journalism free. Even Albus Dumbledore, the fictional headmaster of Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry in the Harry Potter novels by J.K. Rowling, could not do that. It just spent a decade pretending that it was. Now it is facing the consequences. 
Why did hardened business people and editors volunteer to undermine the economic foundations of their industry even though Google wanted them to? Middle-aged men like to pretend to be down with the kids, but it took daftness on a Titanic scale to make the news industry buy-into the utopian fantasy that nearly everything online should be free (nearly everything, that is, except advertising on aggregation sites). 
What can be done?

Rupert Murdoch has pledged to launch the fight back by charging for access to New Corp online content (Clark, Andrew 2009). And, if he can devise a practical mechanism for deducting micro-payments from bank accounts he may succeed. New evidence is emerging to bolster his case that small numbers of readers willing to pay for online journalism are the key to success, not the millions of hits charted by the Audit Bureau of Circulation that set naïve pulses racing but generate minimal revenue. 
The route to sustainable news businesses is open 

Dharmash Mistry, of the private equity firm Balderton Capital (2009), calculates that persuading less than 5 per cent of the online readership of a national newspaper to pay approximately £3 a month would raise as much revenue as is currently being made from online advertising sales. If newspaper proprietors abandon the fiction that the size of their digital audience matters most, the route to sustainable news businesses is open.    

Hyper-local journalism by virtual teams of reporters working collaboratively online may work for community reporting (Jarvis 2009). Expensive, public service journalism should and will be conducted by organisations big and wealthy enough to afford expensive lawyers. Britain already has one, but the nation’s future democratic vigour requires that the BBC should not be the last surviving source of revelatory reporting and analysis. 

Plainly, some of the big hitters in journalism’s future will be names we do not yet know. They will be created by journalists with multimedia skills and professional ethics and capable of the independent thought and action profit finances. 
If representative democracy is to thrive, the future of professional journalism must be market-based. State subsidy and independent reporting do not mix and the internet has not changed that. It has shifted profits from news organisations to aggregators, but that is not a defeat for capitalism. 

Exact details of the model that will sustain the future are emerging slowly. It will probably not charge for general news. Have we ever paid for news? Did the Chartists who paid pennies to read the radical press of the early nineteenth century or the Liberal reformers who campaigned against taxes on knowledge? They paid for informed opinions, as readers of the Daily Mail after its launch in 1896 paid for entertainment and the readers of today’s quality newspapers pay to have their opinions confirmed or challenged and their cultural appetites stimulated. 

To support news reporting online in the post-give away era editors will package reporting alongside other services. With experiments such as the Times Club, Rupert Murdoch has already started (Clark, Nick 2009). Offerings such as guardian.co.uk’s Fashion Statement and Sleeve Notes indicate that editor Alan Rusbridger and the owners, the Scott Trust, are following a similar path. 
A new generation of professional journalists and news industry entrepreneurs will surely be at least as innovative. It is that generation of multi-skilled, professional multimedia pioneers that journalism educators should work to inspire.  
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