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In the second half of the 1990s, major 
international newspapers begin to appear 
online, one after another.
In Europe, the process is slower. In many 
newsrooms, computers themselves only 
arrive during the ’90s.
In Italy, Corriere.it goes online with a digital 
edition in 1998.
1998.

The Dawn of Digital News
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A prophecy

“The classified ads (and stock market quotations) are the 
bedrock of the press. Should an alternative source of easy 
access to such diverse daily information be found, the press 
will fold.“
Marshall McLuhan 1964

Ma rs h a ll Mc Lu h a n  (19 6 4 )
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News in newspapers, as a commercial product, have 
some very specific characteristics

Non-fungible and non-excludable
Distribution cost remains the same regardless of 
production cost
The audience seeks out the product (in proportion to 
its salience)

The News Economy before the internet
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Start-up costs  especially distribution were very 
high, so competition was limited. 

After the initial investment, all other marginal costs 
were relatively low.

Local newspapers tended to be natural monopolies, 
and the only place to publish and read classifieds.

Natural monopolies
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Easy money

“The newspaper business was as easy a way to make huge 
returns as existed in America. No paper in a one-paper city, 
however bad the product or however inept the management, 
could avoid gushing profits.”
Warren Buffett (2007)

Wa rre n  Bu ffe tt  ( 20 0 7)
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In the 1990s, the structural incentive of Web 1.0 isn’t 
integration, but rather specialization and the 
disaggregation of services.
Creation and distribution costs on the web were 
comparatively tiny.
Around the year 2000, initially simply because it’s trendy, 
advertisers begin to move online as well.

Generalization vs Specialization
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Content is King

“When it comes to an interactive network such as the Internet, the definition of “content” 
becomes very wide. […] But the broad opportunities for most companies involve supplying 
information or entertainment. No company is too small to participate. […]

The Internet also allows information to be distributed worldwide at basically zero marginal 
cost to the publisher. Opportunities are remarkable, and many companies are laying plans 
to create content for the Internet.”

Bill Gates – Content is King, 1996

Bill Ga te s , Co n te n t is  Kin g  (19 9 6 )
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Around 2005, the first smartphones start 
gaining popularity, especially among the 
population segments most valuable to 
advertisers.

Gradually, the world becomes always 
online. 

The rise of the smartphone
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In 2003, Zuckerberg creates a creepy website, 
Facemash, using photos of Harvard students. It will 
become the precursor to Facebook.
In 2005, Odeo, a podcast company, launches twttr, a 
service that lets you post SMS messages visible to 
anyone in your group.
That same year, Rupert Murdoch’s media giant 
NewsCorp acquires Myspace, which quickly fills up 
with ads.

The Rise of Social Media



13

Newspapers, especially local ones, like social media, are 
typically subject to what economists call network effects.
They tend to concentrate and create monopolistic or 
oligopolistic equilibria. Once established, they generate 
lock-in and coordination issues.
These are the same network effects behind the explosive 
growth of social media and other digital platforms.

Network Effects
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Newspapers were online before most institutions, 
with more money, authority, and visibility than 
anyone. 

But they fell victim to the contradictions of their 
own business model.They thought their business 
was content creation, but in fact they were in the 
business of intermediation.

It is certainly not just the fault of the internet or 
social media. The rise of the 24-hour news cycle had 
already exposed some of the press’s structural 
weaknesses.

It was not inevitable, and it’s not just the internet
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Sponsored content – The sponsor pays a publisher to 
create, distribute, and promote a specific piece of 
content, with or without editorial collaboration.

Native advertising – Advertising that matches the look 
and feel of the content on the host site. The goal is to 
reproduce the user experience of the surrounding 
content, both in form and in substance.

Native advertising, Sponsored Content
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The shift from an ad-driven business model to one 
based on subscribers or memberships changes 
incentives for what gets covered.

“In postjournalism, reporting is commenting.” –
Andrey Mir

From this perspective, media polarization is not a 
side effect but a necessary condition for survival as 
a business.

1
6

Post-Journalism
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Starting in the 2010s, journalism began to polarize into 
two paths: churnalism/PR/native advertising on one 
side, and quality journalism on the other.

In 2016, four out of five articles in British digital media 
were copy-paste from press releases.

Another interpretation is that digitalization did not 
change the quality of journalism much, but significantly 
increased its quantity.

This is gonna get much worse with AI

Churnalism and Sturgeon’s Law
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On one hand, news content is better than at any 
point in history. New technologies and digitalization 
have have enabled new formats and brought in new 
voices, to the second live coverage is considered 
normal and obvious, and there is an overabundance 
of expert voices everywhere.

On the other: In the US, 60% of journalism jobs have 
disappeared over the past 25 years. In Italy, the 
number of registered journalists dropped by about 
10% from 2010 to 2018 (though the vast majority of 
those contributing to the news media ecosystem are 
not even “pubblicisti”).

Journalism is fine, journalists are not.

The Golden Age of Journalism, the end of journalists
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