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Abstract

Twenty years into newspapers’ digital experiment, it is time to evaluate
what has been done and where the industry is going. This study first
synthesizes empirical research on U.S. newspapers’ multiplatform readership,
which explains their long-time difficulties in monetizing online content. Also
taking into consideration the market power of other players in the media
landscape, the researcher concludes that there is no such thing as an all-digital
future for the vast majority of U.S. newspapers. However, as U.S. newspapers
have collectively acted upon the assumption that their print product will die and
they must transform themselves digitally to survive, such a conclusion triggered
a heated debate about the state of the newspaper industry among media
observers and digital enthusiasts—some responded strongly and emotionally,
rejecting research findings accumulated over the years. Such narratives are of
interest because they reflect how deeply rooted the “digital mentality” is, which
may have shaped the industry’s technology-driven strategy with irrationality.
Newspaper publishers are advised to acknowledge the reality, drop the death
narrative, value audience research, and deliver quality content through preferred
platforms.
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