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Topic 3: Sustaining media industries in a time of digital revolution. 

Robert Levine, (required reading Topic 3 Free Ride), quotes Brian Napack (CEO of global 

publishing giant Macmillan), as saying, ‘There was a time when the advantage of being a big 

publisher over little publishers or an individual is that we had the infrastructure to get a book 

printed, ship it to a warehouse, ship it to a book store and take returns…In the digital world, that 

becomes less important’ (p.172). 

Explain why Napack might be correct about this and what lessons the particular example of 

publishing might have for media industries more generally. Use both required readings from the 

course and at least four additional good quality sources. 
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The introduction of digital publishing to the media industry has created a paradox for media 

producers. While it is becoming more difficult to maintain profits, consumption of media content is 

rapidly increasing due to innovations such as tablets and smartphones (Cantatore, 2013; Gershon, 

2013; Hughes, 2013; PwC, 2013). Modern journalists, musicians, authors and other media producers 

must contend with online piracy and cheap digital content (Hughes, 2013). This, combined with the 

high cost of providing quality content and competition with independent producers, creates a new 

challenge for more traditional publishers (Hughes, 2013; Levine, 2011). In addition, the introduction 

of social media has created a ‘participatory culture’ (Jenkins, 2002) in which consumers demand more 

control over their media content (Jenkins, 2002; PwC, 2013). It is becoming evident that publishers 

and producers must evolve to incorporate new technologies in more sustainable ways (Miller, 2010; 

Silva, 2011). 

 

Digital technologies are not the first, and certainly will not be the last innovation to transform the 

media industry. Constantly changing technologies mean there is no guarantee for permanency in the 

media business, as demonstrated by former giants Blockbuster Video and Blackberry (Gershon, 2013). 

There are many previous examples of old technologies adapting to new media. Traditional 

newspapers were challenged by radio in the late 1930’s and 1940’s. In response, newspapers 

increased their coverage of photo journalism and published more in-depth news (Gershon, 2013). 

Television was expected to replace radio in the 1950’s, however radio adapted to produce less 

narrative-based content and more music and sports-related subject matter (Gershon, 2013). This 

adaptive process continued over many years, with the introduction of cable television, compact disks 

and downloadable music (Gershon, 2013). 

 

The somewhat recent introduction of mobile devices (such as smartphones and tablets) has disrupted 

almost every aspect of the media industry (Hughes, 2013). The introduction of eBooks has created a 

series of dilemmas for traditional publishers (Levine, 2011). The low price and convenience of eBooks 

can make digital publications more appealing to consumers; however, the cost of producing such 

content is no different to traditional book publishing (Levine, 2011). This consumer saving is 

ultimately detrimental to traditional publishers, who produce and market this content but receive 
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fewer royalties (Levine, 2011). In addition, it is argued that the digital age provides resources for 

independent authors to print their work without the need for traditional publishers (Coleman, 2014; 

Levine, 2011). This situation is described by Brian Napack, CEO of Macmillan publishers, in a book by 

Robert Levine (2011); ‘There was a time when the advantage of being a big publisher over little 

publishers or an individual is that we had the infrastructure to get a book printed, ship it to a 

warehouse, ship it to a book store and take returns…In the digital world, that becomes less 

important.’ (Levine, 2011) 

 

As previously mentioned, independently produced content is affecting more than just book 

publishers. In the news industry, ‘citizen journalists’ are also becoming more prominent (Westlund, 

2013). The increasing use of smartphones with internet connectivity, cameras and social media 

capabilities allow individuals to post their life events instantaneously. The use of these mobile 

technologies becomes especially prominent during times of emergency and nationwide events, 

where citizens may break a news story faster than professional journalists (Westlund, 2013). 

Furthermore, the translation of news media onto digital devices has also threatened the business 

model of news producers. Modern news publishing involves a variety of distribution methods, such 

as social networking, news websites, smartphone applications (‘apps’) and traditional print media 

(Westlund, 2013). Throughout history, advertising and paying readers have allowed the continuation 

of print media (Westlund, 2013). However, the increase in uptake of mobile news content has been 

detrimental, as advertising has made news superficially inexpensive (Hughes, 2013; Westlund, 2013). 

This has mislead the public into thinking the content is inexpensive to produce (Hughes, 2013), and 

hence consumers are less inclined to pay for online content (PwC, 2013; Wilmore, 2014). 

 

While digital and independent publishing appear to be the most viable options in modern times, there 

are still many advantages to using traditional publishers. Independent publishing appears to be most 

successful when the author is well-known (Levine, 2011) or has extensive industry connections 

(Coleman, 2014). Therefore, Levine (2011) argued that traditional publishers are still important due 

to their unique ability to invest in, market, edit and distribute risk across their titles. Therefore, it is 

still beneficial for lesser-known or struggling writers to use large publishers (Levine, 2011). Similarly, 

as dedicated news providers, news media companies are often recognised brands, associated with 

credibility and high esteem (Gershon, 2013). In addition, news companies are able to produce more 

regular and detailed insights that have become part of the consumers’ expectations (Gershon, 2013; 

Westlund, 2013; PwC, 2013).  

 

Napack is correct in implying that simply delivering content is no longer a viable business model for 

media publishers (Gershon, 2013; Levine, 2011; PwC, 2013). The introduction of mobile devices (such 

as smartphones and tablets) and social media has created a new generation of interactive media fans 

and ‘produsers’ (consumers who also produce media content) (Jenkins, 2002; PwC, 2013). Publishers 

must respond by reconfiguring their business models to take full advantage of modern technology 

and social networks (Carreiro, 2010; Gershon, 2013; Silva, 2011).  
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With Australians spending $977 million on hardcopy books in 2012 alone, it is widely accepted that 

paper books are still valued (PwC, 2013). However, in the modern book industry, publishers may need 

to provide more services relating to book editing and marketing (Levine, 2011) and broaden their 

publishing capabilities to remain viable (PwC, 2013). The digital revolution may require publishers to 

become multimedia producers (PwC, 2013). This provides the opportunity for publishers to see digital 

media as a way to free books ‘from the shackles of print and paper’ (Carreiro, 2010). Consequently, 

the term ‘out of print’ may be abandoned as a result of digital storage abilities (Carreiro, 2010) and 

the production of interactive books may also become more common (PwC, 2013). 

 

The idea of evolving business models to encompass digital media can be applied to numerous other 

aspects of the media industry, including magazines, newspapers and other print media (Silva, 2011). 

In an age where digital information is highly diversified and accessible, it may be beneficial to focus 

on the ways information is presented (Silva, 2011). According to Chon et al. (2003), the increasing 

use of digital technologies is ‘breaking down barriers between media platforms, services, and 

industries’ (Chon, Choi, Barnett, Danowski, & Joo, 2003). Companies once independently specialising 

in avenues such as publishing, film, computer software and broadcasting are beginning to converge 

(Chon, Choi, Barnett, Danowski, & Joo, 2003). Consumers now embrace the idea of choice and 

personalisation (PwC, 2013), and with the example of publishing, these new technologies and 

partnerships provide the opportunity to create interactive magazines and news stories; a way to 

incorporate images, video, games and augmented reality to enhance the storytelling process and 

encourage a more personal experience (Silva, 2011). Convergence and company mergers is an 

effective way to reduce costs and enhance diversity (Chon, Choi, Barnett, Danowski, & Joo, 2003); 

therefore, it is required, or at least beneficial, to remain competitive in the digital age (Chon, Choi, 

Barnett, Danowski, & Joo, 2003). There are countless potentials for ‘old media-new media hybrids’ 

(Miller, 2010). Print media may provide ‘QR codes’ for smartphones to scan and provide digital 

content (Westlund, 2013). Newspapers can extrapolate stories with the help of online videos (Miller, 

2010). Furthermore, there are numerous apps developed by companies such as CNN, Al Jazeera and 

Associated Press that provide an outlet for citizen journalists to post content (Westlund, 2013). This 

is an effective way of creating harmony between large news agencies and citizen journalists 

(Westlund, 2013). 

 

Finally, there is difficulty in maintaining viability when consumers are reluctant to pay for digital 

content (PwC, 2013; Wilmore, 2014). It has been estimated that for every dollar gained from digital 

revenue, seven dollars are lost in print advertising (Gershon, 2013). There are many 

recommendations to generate revenue from digital content. In the same way online publications are 

personalised to suit the user, advertisers are now utilising technology to deliver targeted ads to 

relevant users (PwC, 2013; Silva, 2011). While advertisers are currently finding harmony between 

data collection and privacy issues, it has been found that many consumers are open to sharing 

personal data if they are aware of the benefits to providing such information (PwC, 2013). A 

somewhat controversial, but important suggestion is to change public perception on the cost of 

media production, and create an agreement between media publishers to charge for digital content 

or subscriptions (Gershon, 2013). Alternatively, the answer to revenue generation may lie in exclusive 

content, online shops or special editions (Silva, 2011). 
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In summary, traditional publishers face many issues associated with the evolution of digital 

technology. Competition with independent producers, as well as the reluctance of consumers to pay 

for digital content, has made it difficult for media producers to remain viable. In response, it is 

recommended for media producers to reconsider their roles and embrace modern technology in 

conjunction with traditional publishing. There are many opportunities to combine old and new media, 

however this can be expensive. The cost of old media-new media hybrids may be reduced by 

encouraging convergence of specialised companies. Furthermore, digital media encourage 

personalisation of content as well as provide the opportunity for interactive storytelling. This creates 

interest and can also be translated to more interactive and targeted advertisements, which will 

increase the value of advertising. The possibilities of digital publications appear to be endless and 

ever-changing with technology. If traditional publishers embrace this evolution, they may not only 

sustain their business, but also thrive and maintain malleable business models for the future. 

 

Word count: 1,443 words  
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