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Introduction
DID IT all really come from an editor in a
supermarket pondering the different sizes
of toothpaste containers? And when Simon
Kelner of The Independent asked himself
why, if toothpaste can come in all sizes,
can’t newspapers do the same, did he realise
that his conversion on the road to a compact
Damascus would spark a global phenomenon.
True, turning tabloid had been a rite of
passage for many evening newspapers in the
British regional market in the past 20 years,
with mixed results in a market declining
thanks to work patterns and demographics
as well as competition from other media.
In the British national market the Daily
Mail became a compact newspaper in 1971,
securing its future and then building upon it
over two decades to find circulation success
in the 1990s, and now selling in excess of 2.3
million copies a day. In Norway, a similar
change occurred in 1963 when VG became
the country’s first tabloid, starting its great
climb to the No. 1 slot from 47,500 in 1968
to a peak of 386,000 in 1994. Both these
newspapers shared a do-or-die moment. It is

that point in a newspaper’s history – common
to those circulation winners highlighted in
SFN Report 3.5 – when it has to find a new
direction and choose life, or simply wither
and die.
For The Independent of London the decision
to publish in both compact and broadsheet
formats from September 30, 2003, may have
been that final throw of the dice. Started
by three journalists in 1986, the newspaper
had shed its founders and its initial dramatic
circulation gains to enter a tortured period
under two owners, Trinity Mirror and
Independent News & Media, until INM
gained sole ownership in 1998. But even
under the most benevolent of proprietors,
there was no certainty that the No. 4
broadsheet daily in a market of four had a
right to life. That no doubt preyed as much
on the mind of Simon Kelner as it did on the
balance sheet scrutinised by his proprietor, Sir
Anthony O’Reilly.
Mr Kelner and his colleagues at The
Independent knew how the rot had set into
the market for broadsheet quality newspapers
5
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in the United Kingdom. They also knew
the huge amounts that were spent on
promoting newspapers through advertising
campaigns, price support and giveaway
CDs and DVDs merely to try to stop the
rot. The decision to go compact may have
smacked of desperation. It may have seemed
old hat to many weary executives. But the
fact that a British quality newspaper could
choose compact, either one as young as The
Independent or one as old as The Times
(which began printing both broadsheet and
compact on November 26, 2003) meant that
the world would sit up and take note. And, in
many cases, follow suit.
In this report, we look at what those
newspapers went through to reassure readers,
win over advertisers and ensure efficient
production of their newspapers. We also
match that experience with the lessons
learnt by others, most notably in the case
studies that form the second section of this
report. Some of these newspapers have
longer experience of the format change than
either The Independent or The Times. The
Newcastle Herald in Australia, for instance,
converted way back in 1998 – and has seen
circulation continue to grow since then. The
Western Mail, Wales’s national newspaper
and part of the Trinity Mirror group, threw off
its broadsheet clothes only in October 2004.
It has no audited circulation figures yet but its
executives see circulation growth at close to 4
per cent, compared with a 6 per cent decline
for the year before.
The format change discussed for most of
this report will be limited to changing from
broadsheet to compact (we will spare the
sensibilities of those editors and executives
who baulk at tabloid). Of course, that is not
the only change. Le Matin in Switzerland
went from Berliner to “micro” (that is, halfBerliner) in September 2001. The United
States would seem to be the country least
likely to embrace format change. Yet in
March 2005 the Journal and Courier, a daily
in Indiana belonging to Gannett, decided
to buy a MAN Roland Geoman to print in
Berliner format from 2006, a first for the
US. Perhaps the most notable conversion
to Berliner is yet to come: The Guardian of
London will begin publishing in the midi
format possibly in late 2005. This will be one
of the most intriguing market experiments
6

where a newspaper opts for a format that will
make it unique in its size. How The Guardian
repositions itself, as well as copes with the
challenges of its irregular size, will no doubt
make a compelling case study – but for next
year’s SFN reports.
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1. Coping with compact
SOME newspapers become successful by
changing their format. Some successful
newspapers change their format in search
of yet more success. In London in late
2003, when The Independent and The
Times decided to produce compact editions
alongside their broadsheet papers, both were
worried about the future.
The Monday-Friday sales of newspapers in
the so-called quality market – The Guardian,
The Times, The Daily Telegraph and the
Independent – were down 14.6 per cent
between 2000 and 2003. The Independent
itself was down 19.3 per cent.
Between them, these four newspapers spent
an estimated £60 million in the first nine
months of 2003 in marketing themselves – in
the hope that their circulations might just
stand still.
The arrival of Metro in the UK, the free
commuter daily (owned by Associated
Newspapers), had eaten into every
newspaper’s sales. Commuters were
increasing while sales to commuters were
falling. Readers were living busier lifestyles.

Research at The Independent showed that
broadsheets turned off the under-40s, women
and commuters. And those pressed for time.
It was too masculine. There was a fall in
regularity of readership. “We had to do
something to change the dynamics of the
marketplace,” says Terry Grote, managing
director of Independent News & Media (UK).
Something was needed that was commuterfriendly, modern, reader-friendly, younger,
female. The Independent produced a tabloid
dummy. It seemed different; loyal readers
didn’t like it. It seemed like something less
than The Independent.
The audience wanted the same but smaller,
says Mr Grote. “If there was anything that
was ground-breaking in what we have done,
it was the dual format concept,” he says. “We
believed it was too high a risk strategy just to
go from the quality end to a tabloid format.
People would think we had dumbed down
and reduced the quality of the paper,” Mr
Grote says. Independent readers didn’t want a
tabloid, so they were given a compact.
At The Times, they were watching The
Independent’s steps with interest.
7
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resistance was less than we had always
imagined, it was very likely that we would act
very quickly.”
Terry Grote and his colleagues at The
Independent decided a national launch for
this dual publication was too risky. The most
obvious place to experiment was the London
area, where the paper had almost 30 per cent
of its sales. It was also where it had suffered
its greatest circulation decline and the Metro
free daily was at its strongest. But as well as
being a contained area containing the most
commuters, it was also, usefully, high profile
for the advertising community.

“All these papers have been tinkering with
these ideas for a long time,” says George
Brock, Saturday editor of The Times, who ran
the paper’s first compact edition.
“Not that that lessens any of the credit that
should go to The Independent for triggering
off the change. Everybody had been put off
by nervousness about reader reaction.”
Mr Brock knew the magnitude of problem of
circulation decline. “People pretended that
this wasn’t happening. We all had a serious
problem,” he says. “When the Independent
announced what they were doing, we began
to think that if they showed that reader

8

The Independent is fourth in a market of four
but it could divert its marketing money into
selling copies. “We had to punch above our
weight,” Mr Grote says. “We had to be first
into the marketplace. To be first mover we
would definitely get an advantage.”
The marketing strategy came with a message
that with choice – of broadsheet and compact
– came the same content. The brand values
of The Independent remained: cool, stylish,
modern and innovative. The advertising
harked backed to the iconic campaign in1986
when the Independent was launched. Inspired
by the “It is. Are you?” came the two versions
of the paper: “It is,” the broadsheet was
labelled. “It is (too),” ran the caption under
the compact, with a main line of “No Less
Independent. Now available in two sizes”.
The dual production was launched on
September 30, 2003. The results were
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astounding. “We had a 50 per cent increase
in our circulation just in the London area,”
Mr Grote says. “If we had sold 10,000 copies
we would have been absolutely delighted. We
were selling 20,000, 30,000 and 50,000.”
Suddenly, The Independent was selling more
in different places. From September 2003
to May 2004, sales were up 66 per cent at
travel points, 61 per cent at supermarkets and
65 per cent at petrol stations. The surveys
were fulsome in their praise. Some 91 per
cent of occasional readers and 87 per cent
of lapsed readers thought the compact paper
was excellent. It rated highly for its size, ease
for commuters and quality of content. And
readers were keeping the paper longer.
New fronts were opened in new regions: to
the north-west and the south. In March 2004,
sales were up 40 per cent in London, 49 per
cent in the north-west and 32 per cent in
the south-east. The question soon became:
how long could both formats last? “The
dynamics of the sales became 70:30 in favour
of the compact,” Terry Grote says. “So, very
quickly the reader made the choice.” There
followed one gamble after another: “live
dummy mode”, as one Independent executive
describes it. After eight months of dual format
in London, and with people still buying
the broadsheet, it was withdrawn in May
without complaint. Even more important,
Mr Grote says, was the decision to abandon
the Saturday broadsheet in January 2004. It

sold an extra 50,000 copies, up 28 per cent.
Not only that the make-up of the readership
was changing: in a 24 per cent increase in
readership, 49 per cent were women, 27 per
cent were younger readers, and 26 per cent
upmarket readers.
In April 2005, the paper was redesigned,
putting editorial on to a seven-column grid
and reducing the number of sections that are
inserted by printing run of paper. For that
month, The Independent showed audited sales
(including bulks) of 262,004. The average
sale for November 2003 to April 2004 was
216,522.
Once The Times had embarked upon dual
production (from November 26, 2003), there
was no exit strategy. As Terry Grote says, the
Independent could have turned around and
reinstalled only the broadsheet at any point.
Not so for The Times. “For the Independent,
changing format was lower risk,” explains
Stuart Corke, director of strategic planning at
News International, the owner of The Times.
“As Britain’s youngest paper, it has always
had a challenging avant-garde agenda with
little historical baggage.”
For The Times, the risk was enormous,
Mr Corke says. “Changing format had the
potential to permanently damage perceptions
of one of the world’s oldest most established
and trusted broadsheet.”
Not surprisingly, everything was done to
9
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Dealing with
the agencies
Mathew Watkins, deputy advertising director
of Times Newspapers, lists three challenges
he had in the move from broadsheet to
compact:
• Maintaining clarity of information;
• Minimising ad revenue losses; and
• Making best use of the format.
“When you go to 100 per cent compact the
key challenge is to reinforce why you have
done it – to really show how the circulation
has increased,” Mr Watkins says. The April
2005 ABC figure was 685,448, up 4.68 per
cent. “We had to make sure the industry was
reassured about what was happening and
using our internal data because the external
data doesn’t move quick enough.”
So was pricing a problem? “All problems
we had with agencies we expected to have.
We didn’t have a choice as business. We
couldn’t let things continue as they were. In
simple terms you don’t make any changes to
how you trade you will probably lose 15 per
cent of your revenue,” Mr Watkins says.
All compacts in the United Kingdom operate
on seven columns. Mr Watkins said: “We’d
acknowledge that a tabloid page has to be
less than a full broadsheet page. We didn’t
buy into this ‘a page is a page is a page’.”
“The biggest volume we carry is 37 x 6s,” Mr
Watkins says. “So the key change in rate we
had to get right was the 37x6. Our starting
point is the 37x6 is the same as a page in a
tabloid.”
To get over the hurdle of explaining to the
agencies and their clients. Times executives
opted to “trade through”.
Mr Watkins says: “We are very
accommodating as long as people are
engaged in a conversation with us about
moving forward. By and large, this was
successful.”
He adds: “We are perfectly happy where we
ended up. We have a lot more colour.
We have bucked the trend on our circulation
and secured our core readership markets.
“We see it as year one, minimise the loss.
Year two, start making money; year three,
really make money.
“From an advertising perspective that was
what it was about.”
10

accommodate the readers who lost their
broadsheets. A helpline and website were
established for readers still attached to the
broadsheet. Every call, email or letter was
followed up within 48 hours, with readers
receiving vouchers and free gifts. “The
primary focus was to reassure and retain
vulnerable readers,” Mr Corke says.
In charge of the Times’ compact editorial
team, George Brock saw how the success of
the compact put extra pressure on his team to
perform. It was a parallel operation working
about two hours behind the main paper. “The
problem was that compact was rather more
successful rather faster than we expected
so that lag time started to come down quite
quickly,” Mr Brock says. “There were travel
points where they went 90:10 in favour of
compact within a month.” There was also
a lot to learn. Many more pictures were
needed for the compact and the picture editor
became key to the smooth working of the
team. It was essential to avoid any surprises,
especially in appearance.
“If your key words are reassurance and
replication, which is what we were doing,
you are not looking for a large number of
immediate innovations,” George Brock says.
“If you are throwing at the reader a huge
change of format it actually makes sense not
to throw other changes at them at the same
time. We make not apology for the fact that
we did not introduce radical design changes
at that point. What you are trying to do is to
get the reader, who is an existing loyal reader,
over that bumpy period.”
As The Times rolled out dual supply, its
managers tried reducing the paper’s reliance
on bulks, foreign copies and lesser rate
copies, which acted to increase costs without
any evidence that attracted the right audience.
The paper was also keen to communicate its
attributes, particularly its grip on business
readers.
George Brock sums up the reasons for
compact conversion: “The fundamental driver
of the change is the failure of the quality
papers to renew sufficiently their younger
reader base. Size is certainly not the most
fundamental reason they would read a paper
in the long run. In the end, content forms the
relationship between a quality paper and its
reader.”
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Commercial checklist
Simon Barnes was not at The Independent
when it became a compact newspaper. But
he can offer a checklist for change from his
experiences as the newspaper’s commercial
director.
“You have to ask yourself: how are we
handling this? Have we talked it through with
our customers and established a degree of
buy-in? And are they talking back to us?” he
said.
For a newspaper like The Independent, its
position as fourth of four makes it imperative
to get the market to buy into the concept.
Simple maths too suggests that format change
is a significant business risk. The paper went
from pages with 432 col cm (broadsheet) to
204 col cm (compact) and now to 238 col
cm. In an April redesign the paper went to
seven columns a page. “Had I been here at
the time I would certainly have advocated
going straight to seven columns,” Mr Barnes
said. The reason it was on six was that it was
easier to replicate the broadsheet for editorial
and ads with six columns. As it happens, Mr
Barnes was accused of attempting to sneak
through a 16 per cent pay rise by adding the
column. As he points out, the design came
from editorial, and, incidentally, all tabloid
papers in the UK use a seven-column grid.

‘When we launched
the compact paper we
had no idea whatsoever
that we would cease
publishing our
broadsheet.’
Terry Grote, Managing Director, Independent
News & Media (UK)

‘If you start to provide
a dual format product,
your end goal must be
complete transition.’
Stuart Corke, Director of Strategic Planning,
News International Newspapers

11
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‘Een pagina is een pagina’
A page is a page – be it in broadsheet or
tabloid – runs the argument. But does that
advertisement have the same impact? When
Gazet van Antwerpen ran in both formats
for six weeks at the beginning of 2004,
an advertising sales house renowned for
its marketing research set out to test the
effectiveness of advertising in each product.
For more than a decade, Full House has
run a barometer of effectiveness by asking
newspaper readers on the street the day after
the advertisement’s publication whether
they saw the advertising, whether they could
recognise the brand that was in it, or whether
they knew where they saw it. “It’s well
accepted by media agencies, ad agencies and
the advertisers as well,” says Eric Christiaens,
commercial director of Concentra Media
which publishes Gazet van Antwerpen.
“We said: why not run this barometer on
the impact of tabloid versus broadsheet?”
Mr Christiaens. Full House conducted the
interviews face to face with 1800 respondents
for each format, examining three categories of
advertising:
• The same size in both broadsheet and tabloid;
• The size proportional to each page; and
• Full pages.

“In almost all cases, the impact of tabloid
advertising was at least as high as the impact
of the broadsheet advertising,” Mr Christiaens
says. “You see the results of recognition,
effectiveness score and attractiveness
were clearly higher for tabloids than for
broadsheets.” (See table 2.1 below.) The only
advertising that came off poorly was the type
favoured by supermarkets such as Aldi or
Lidl, and packed with information.
It was an extremely important lesson, Mr
Christiaens says. “The impact of the ad is not
related to the size of the newspaper but to the
size of the ad itself.” It is important to sell the
impact. Mr Christiaens compares the situation
with the television industry. “Advertisers do
not ask: How many small TV screens will my
ad be shown on and how many big screens
will my ad be shown on? They never ask
that question,” he says. “They want to know:
What is the context in which my ad will be
seen? What is the programme before or after
my commercial? The context is extremely
important. The relevance of the context is
extremely important. Not the size of the
medium.”
Gazet van Antwerpen cut its full-page price
by 15 per cent when it went tabloid. “Based
on that research,” Mr Christiaens says. “I
wouldn’t even have gone to a 15 per cent

Table 2.1: Measures of tabloid advertising impact
Broadsheet = 100

Unchanged size

Proportional size

Full page

Recognition

107

99

105

Attribution

104

101

103

Effectiveness score

111

101

107

Attractiveness

104

101

97

Credibility

101

99

99

Originality

100

98

97

Informative

99

95

99
Source: Full Page/Concentra Media
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decrease.” He cites the example of dailies
in Belgium that cut their prices by up to
40 per cent when they changed format and
are still suffering for it. “They never really
recovered,” he says. “They are still upset over
the money they lost over that decision.”
From January 1, 2005, the Belgian newspaper
retired the single column centimetre,
replacing it with modules. (See illustration
above.) The process was made easier by the
fact that the two national sales houses, Full
Page and Scripta, have been buying packages
in modules in the past.

13
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2. Case studies
Gazet van Antwerpen, Antwerp,
Belgium
AFTER suffering 15 years of declining
circulation, it was obvious that something
had to be done with Gazet van Antwerpen, a
conservative daily founded in 1891 to give a
voice to the Flemish people in Belgium.
Circulation was down 2.6 per cent in 2001-2003.
The readers were ageing; too many were
men; and fewer and fewer were taking Gazet
van Antwerpen as a first paper. “We had to
change the size,” explains Eric Christiaens,
commercial director of Concentra Media,
which owns the title. “We lacked dynamism
in the readers’ eyes and, more importantly, in
the non-readers’ eyes.”
With its sister title, Het Belang van Limburg,
Gazet van Antwerpen was one of the two
remaining general broadsheets in the area. “In
the northern part of the country, broadsheet
was a competitive weakness,” says Mr
Christiaens.

15
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“For years we had projects in the drawer
about changing format and going to tabloid.
But we didn’t dare to risk the number of
subscriptions we had with older readers.”
Then, as Mr Christiaens puts it, a light shone
from the United Kingdom: The Independent
decided to appear in broadsheet and tabloid
formats alongside each other. “We said:
That’s it, let’s do exactly the same thing.”
A six-week roll-out began in January 2004
with both editions available in the urban
area of Antwerp. Subscribers kept their
broadsheets. Saturdays remained a broadsheet
edition because of the paper’s size. The
marketing plan was quite simple: to create
awareness, trials and purchase.
The satisfaction rating was high: 82 per cent
“really enjoyed the tabloid”; 72 per cent
thought it “a more pleasant read”; and 69 per
cent said it should have been resized sooner.
Gazet van Antwerpen’s initiative with the
sales house, Full Page, to overcome advertiser
resistance by demonstrating the impact of
tabloid advertising was as effective as in
broadsheets, if not more, is detailed on pages
12 and 13. Mr Christiaens regrets that the
paper chose to cut its full-page rate by 15 per
cent with the format change. But he does not
regret the change itself.
“When we changed the format,” he says, “we
noticed that there was an incredible adrenalin
boost in the organisation, in the editors’ room,
among the sales people, in pre-press, in the
printing plant, all over the place. Everybody
was really enthusiastic. And that is a very
positive side of format change.”
He lists three lessons learnt:
• The need to retain price stability;
• Format change can only be the last step in
the transformation of a title (“We had a new
chief editor”); and
• Making a tabloid is very different from a
broadsheet (“With layout, maybe there was
too much learning by doing”).
Mr Christiaens compares the first quarter
circulation figure for 2005 with the previous
year: 114,040, down from 116,096. But in
the year-before period there was massive
sampling as the tabloid was rolled out with
circulation up on some days by 20 per cent.
“We are not in a panic about it,” he says.
16

“We have managed to stabilise the decline of
sales thanks to the tabloid. Is tabloid going to
save us in the long run? Of course not. But
if we hadn’t had all the changes in the style
and culture of the newspaper, we would have
gone down faster than today.”

Götesborg Posten, Gothenburg,
Sweden
The evidence that readers of GötesborgPosten wanted a tabloid paper became very
clear when 42,000 new subscribers signed
up to a promotional offer to try out the
paper: 30 days for 30SEK (€3). It was even
more overwhelming when 10,000 of those
taking GP on trial converted to a full-year
subscription afterwards – a healthy boost to
the 247,000 circulation enjoyed by the paper.
Not that the public has always been so willing
to accept a tabloid GP. Back in 1994, the
suggestion had to be abandoned. “We tried
the tabloid format in 1994 [on focus groups]
and there was a massive protest,” admits Per
Andersson-Ek, GP’s development editor. So
why now? Mr Andersson-Ek says: “I think
the whole attitude in society towards tabloids
has changed. I think it started with the
introduction of Metro. We also have a serious
[compact] business paper, Dagens Industri,
in Sweden and I think that contributed to the
change in attitudes.”
The change, when it was agreed in 1999, was
editorially led, however. “We were trying
to meet up with the readers’ demands,” Mr
Andersson-Ek says. “They specifically asked
for a smaller format. Our surveys showed
something like 80 to 85 per cent preferred the
smaller format.”
Even so, GP, the seven-days-a-week market
leader in Gothenburg with a market reach
of 67 per cent, took a softly-softly approach
to format conversion. It began with Section
3, the culture, entertainment and classified
section in 2001. Then in March 2003 Section
2, the business, politics and sport section,
followed. Finally, Section 1 went compact on
October 5, 2004 – the same day, incidentally
as Dagens Nyheter and Sydsvenska
Dagbladet. “The gradual change is probably
the explanation why it went so smoothly,” Mr
Andersson-Ek says. “It got the readers used to
the idea.”
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Metro, which is GP’s only serious newspaper
rival in Gothenburg, may have influenced the
public in favour of the compact format but it
did not pressure GP into its format change.
Mr Andersson-Ek says: “Metro has, in fact,
increased reading in Gothenburg. It has
reached new groups: for instance, immigrants
in the suburbs.”
With the final stage of format change in
October came a massive marketing push that
brought those 40,000 trial subscriptions (of
which 5,000 were taken out by SMS).

The surveys after the change were hugely
positive, showing nine out of 10 preferred
the compact Section 1 and eight out of 10
thought GP was a better paper. Encouragingly,
younger readers, women and non-subscribers
were the most positive about the change.
“The paper is more mobile, which will result
in a longer life cycle and a longer reading
time,” says Göran Aadland, the paper’s senior
key account manager.
The advertising department was prepared to
give ground on the full-page rates. A tabloid
full page costs 70 per cent of the broadsheet
price. Mr Aadland says: “A full-page tabloid
ad has the same impact as a broadsheet ad,
but my gut-feeling says it should be a little
cheaper.” He would advise: “Don’t be shy, go
for 80 to 85 per cent. We think the economic
effect will show in the long run.”
The paper is designed on four columns for
editorial and six columns for advertising.
Having moved to selling ads in modules,
GP’s sales team also began experimenting
with different shapes, such as a small ad in
the centre of the TV pages. “It’s booked all
this year and all next,” says Mr Aadland.
At that rate, it may be more expensive in the
future.

The Irish Independent, Dublin,
Republic of Ireland
The Irish Independent is the sister paper of
The Independent in London; both are part of
Sir Anthony O’Reilly’s Independent News
& Media group. So it is not surprising that
after seeing the boost format conversion gave
the ailing British daily that Ireland’s biggestselling national daily should decide to operate
in dual formats from February 2004, seeking
to make greater inroads into the commuter
market.
The paper has seen a considerable circulation
gain with their July to December audit
showing 99,684 broadsheet copies and 52,045
compacts sold, according to Joe Webb,
deputy managing director of Independent
Newspapers (Ireland).
Both papers have exactly the same content
and cost €1.50 Monday to Saturday, although
the 290,000-selling Sunday Independent does
not have a compact edition.
17
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are produced together on the same MAN
Roland Geoman presses at the same time,
using dual printing. Every other paper is a
tabloid. How? The eight 4x4 tower press was
installed with a skip slitter on the former,
intended for production of a tabloid section
within the broadsheet while running in collect
mode. The Geoman is a two-around press,
so the broadsheet plates are put of the low
side of the cylinder and the compact plates
on the high side, as if it were running collect.
The slitter is applied as if there were to be a
tabloid section inside the broadsheet. Then
the folder is run in straight mode, producing
alternate copies of each format. What’s more
the compact version is also stitched. INM’s
electronics team then set to work on the
Ferag mailroom to make sure the papers were
picked up by two different lines.
What’s important about this technical
innovation is that it means there is little
pressure from the production operation to
choose one format over another. When the
paper was printed with the broadsheet on five
towers and the compact on three, pagination
had to be equal and there was no back-up
in case of breakdown. Printing side by side
means printing two titles in effect, says Joe
Webb. Now there is colour on every page and
pagination can rise as required.
The dual delivery has not complicated
distribution, Mr Webb says, since there are no
bulk deliveries to wholesalers. “We actually
parcel for every single outlet,” he explains.
“Fifty per cent of our parcels would be under
20 items.” The arrival of the compact has
merely increased the number of small parcels.
The editorial cost of producing two formats
is not great. “In the greater scheme of things
it’s not that significant,” Mr Webb says. “It is
a cost, there is no question about it. But it’s
a fraction of the base cost of producing the
Irish Independent.”
So how long will the paper continue in both
formats? “It will be a decision made by
the customers,” according to Joe Webb. He
says the print run is now split roughly 50:50
between formats.
That the Irish Independent can do that is
thanks to a lot of technical innovation at
the paper’s €50 million Citywest print site
in Dublin. The broadsheet and the compact
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On advertising, the Irish Independent has
adopted the “a page is a page” policy. The
broadsheet is the price starting point, Mr
Webb says. “The reaction’s been quite
positive,” he adds.
The rise in circulation has not been a major
uplift like the London Independent’s. But then
the Irish Independent is the market leader. “It
has given us growth,” Mr Webb says. And the
paper was able to raise its advertising rates by
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6 per cent in January. “We were experiencing
exactly the decline every other newspaper
in Europe is. We have reversed a negative
trend. So the swing is greater than the actual
percentage growth.”

The Herald, Newcastle, New South
Wales, Australia
The Herald is a six-days-a-week morning
paper, serving the Hunter Valley and the
Central Coast, some 160 kilometres north of
Sydney. Owned by Fairfax, the Herald has a
long history, tracing its roots back to 1858.
In July 1998 the paper was forced to shed its
broadsheet format.

headline type and a new san serif. Gradually,
the serif was dropped.
The paper moved away from the paper of
record mentality. “We set out to inform and
entertain our readers,” Mr Quinn says. “We
tried to touch each sector of the community
over the week.”
Editorially, working practices had to change.
Stories became shorter. Photographers had
to adjust to taking more vertical pictures.

“We were an ailing broadsheet paper in what
was clearly a tabloid market,” recalls Rod
Quinn, who led the newsroom transition
to tabloid and is now editor. “We were up
against a Sydney-based tabloid [the Daily
Telegraph] in our own market and we had to
do something radical.”
That radical something has brought
circulation success for The Herald. In the
six months before the format change in 1998
daily circulation stood at 44,388. For the
same January-June period in 2004 the sales
were an average 55,000 a day.
Intensive efforts to test readers’ reactions
and win over advertisers paid off. “It was
incredibly well accepted,” Mr Quinn says.
“That wasn’t a surprise to us because the
process that we went through to get there was
one of consultation with our readers. We got
a lot of feedback. By the time we changed
we were able to say: ‘This is the change you
asked for’.”
New editorial products were brought in: a
quarterfold television guide launched on
Fridays made that a big seller. “We added
[some years after the format change] a preprinted, stitched and trimmed Weekender
magazine on Saturdays, which has been
phenomenally successful,” Mr Quinn says.
It now forms part of a second book on a
Saturday when sales are well over 80,000.
“Almost overnight the paper got a new
personality,” Mr Quinn says, cautioning:
“But we couldn’t move too quickly and
disenfranchise our rusted-on readers.” The
paper started with a mix of the previous serif
19
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“They had to come to terms with serving
up both shapes of picture on every job,” Mr
Quinn says, admitting: “These sound like nobrainers in hindsight.”
On the commercial side, the circulation
success story has been mirrored in the paper’s
revenues rising from A$25.5 million (about
€15 million, $19 million) in 1997-98 to
A$38.5 million in 2003-04.
The team set to work on advertisers. More
than A$450,000 was spent on marketing the
launch. “We threw buckets at it,” says Julie
Ainsworth, general manager, who presented
to agencies in Sydney and Melbourne.
How did they fare on pricing the tabloid
against the broadsheet? “We attacked it from
a different angle,” says Ms Ainsworth. “We
looked at spend; we didn’t look at what they
took. Then we converted that spend into
tabloid pages.” A client would be offered two
pages if they normally took one broadsheet.
The Herald worked closely with Woolworths,
the biggest national grocery advertiser,
converting the four broadsheet pages they
take into nine tabloid pages. “They were our
linchpin,” Ms Ainsworth says. It brought in
the store’s competitors.
The Herald was helped by the fact it had a
new press that increased colour positions that
attracted a 30 per cent surcharge. “We really
sold colour,” Ms Ainsworth admits. Higher
premiums were also put on ads for the early
right-hand pages. “We actually grew revenue
from day one,” she says. There was also a

Table 3.1: Newcastle Herald sales
Jan – June

July – Dec

1998

44,388

48,360

1999

50,300

49,989

2000

52,700

51,386

2001

53,000

52,974

2002

53,456

53,183

2003

54,006

55,499

2004

55,000

52,598
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bigger business in inserts that would be lost in
a broadsheet paper. Interestingly, the Herald
uses an eight-column grid for the classified at
the back of the book but a seven-column grid
for the editorial at the front.
One over-riding aim was to reach the 23-yearold female reader. The Herald had always had
a predominantly male readership.
“We had to deliver on the 23-year-old
female,” Ms Ainsworth recalls. “Our biggest
area of growth in the first 12 months was that
23-year-old. So we delivered.”

The New Straits Times, Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia
Over the past decade, the New Straits Times,
Malaysia’s oldest newspaper, has seen its
fortunes dwindle. Aligned closely to the
ruling party and suffering pretty regular
management changes as a result, NST has
seen its sales drop to about 130,000, less
than half what it was in its heyday. Now a
new team has taken over and the paper was
published in both broadsheet and compact
formats from September 2004 before the
decision was made to abandon the broadsheet
in April 2005.
“We were the only English broadsheet,”
says Syed Faisal Albar, chief executive of
New Straits Times Press which owns NST
and a stable of other papers, including a
leading Malay-language daily, Berita Harian.
NST’s main rival, The Star, had seemingly
grown by exactly the same amount NST
had shrunk. The Star is now the market
leader, having doubled its sales in the past
10 years to 300,000 copies a day. The Sun
has grown circulation as a free daily. The
good news is that NST has, thanks to its
compact experiment under chief editor Datuk
Kalimullah Hassan, reversed the trend. “We
have stopped the circulation decline and
now it’s up,” Mr Syed says, seeing growth in
sales of up to about 8 per cent. Circulation
is now around 144,000. The commercial
push has also been accompanied by many
improvements in the editorial working
practices.
A survey saying that 70 per cent of those
asked preferred a compact led NST to
distribute only 20 per cent of the copies in
broadsheet form from January 1. Advertising
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has experienced a bit of a dip. Mr Syed
admits: “We knew it would be a long haul.”
He does not think format change will extend
to the Malay-language papers. Berita Harian
has a strong enough position in the market to
hold its own.

De Standaard, Brussels, Belgium
Format change for De Standaard came while
the paper was being modernised rather than
in response to circulation decline. With
sales of 78,000 – 70 per cent of which are
subscriptions – and a readership of 271,000
De Standaard is a leading Flemish quality
daily in Belgium. In fact, for the quarter
before De Standaard went from broadsheet
to compact in March 2004 the newspaper
recorded a 4 per cent increase in circulation.
For the full year De Standaard enjoyed a
cumulative increase of 2.7 per cent in a
market that was static. “It’s hard to say what
the figures would have been without the
format change because we were growing but
it would have been less,” says Gert Ysebaert,
the paper’s marketing manager.
According to the editor-in-chief, Peter
Vandermeersch a huge piece of market
research into the newspaper in 1999 had
opened many eyes inside the company and on
the editorial floor. The good news was that
readers – and non-readers – thought the paper
was serious, reliable, employed excellent
journalists and was regarded for its coverage
of politics, foreign affairs and culture. The
bad news was that non-readers – and readers
– thought that it was boring, one-sided (the
paper has been the voice of the Catholic
intelligentsia in Flanders) and a paper for
old people. “Our challenge was to keep the
good news and get rid of the bad news,” Mr
Vandermeersch says. And it would require a
joint effort between editing and marketing.
Market-editing, he calls it.
Whatever their views of the paper, the
readers were certainly attached to it. Some
13,000 would spend up to 45 minutes filling
in the annual survey. Another 6,000 added
comments. And 800 even attached letters with
more comments. The editorial and marketing
teams were now prepared to listen. As a
result, the paper extended its sports coverage
and launched five regional editions.
In 2001 18 per cent of readers surveyed said
they thought the paper’s format was too big.
In 2003 that figure ballooned to 54 per cent.
Mr Vandermeersch cannot explain why but he
says: “From that moment we knew we would
change the format of the paper.”
He opted for as little change as possible at
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few months.”
Dealing with the advertising, Mr Ysebaert
admits, was trickier. Yet as market leader, De
Standaard came from a position of strength.
Initially, using single column centimetres, the
price was raised from €4 to €6.40, up 60 per
cent. But at the same time, the price of a full
page was lowered from €17,280 to €12,320,
a drop of 29 per cent. In January 2005, all
Belgian newspapers, whatever the format,
dropped the single column centimetre in
favour of modular advertising (see page 22).
“Our advertising revenue was down 4 per
cent in the first year,” says Mr Ysebaert.
“That was only temporary; it was something
we expected.” Now, he adds, prices are as
high as before the format change, even a
little higher. “We didn’t lose any volume. It
was purely a matter of tariffs,” Mr Ysebaert
concludes. “There were no advertisers that
refused to advertise in the new format.”

The Western Mail, Cardiff, Wales
Wales’s national newspaper, the Western
Mail, has seen a nine per cent turnaround
after suffering years of circulation decline,
according to Keith Dye, the managing
director of the 43,000-plus daily. Thanks to
a revived editorial package and the move
to compact in October 2004, the paper is
now looking at growth again. One yet-to-be
audited week in May 2005 was up 3.4 per
cent against the same week in 2004. That’s a
rise of almost 4,000 copies, compared with a
6 per cent fall in 2004 against the year before.

first. Certainly, the size would alter, the front
page would be different, as would the inserted
sections. But that was it. “We changed as
little as possible,” Mr Vandermeersch says.
“We kept the structure, we kept the headline
typeface and sizes, the length of articles, the
pictures and, of course, the journalists.”
He had a big fear for his subscribers: “I did
not want people saying they had delivered the
wrong newspaper.” As time passed, however,
the design did evolve. “Most days we have a
single issue cover, but that only came after a
22

The turnaround for the paper, part of the
Trinity Mirror group, has taken in the arrival
of Mr Dye, the hiring of a new editor,
Alan Edmunds, and an £18 million press
investment.
The intention with the move to compact may
have been to increase circulation but it was
the readers who demanded it. There was an
enormous amount of research, according to
Mr Dye. “There was a lot of research that
showed we had to broaden the appeal of the
paper,” says Alan Edmunds. “It was regarded
as too staid and boring and old-fashioned.”
Changes were made, with a relaunch (still
as a broadsheet) following in March 2003.
“Some worked,” Mr Edmunds says. “Some
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of them were clearly platforms that would
have sat better in the smaller size.” By then
the modernisation was already looking like it
would end in format change.
“One thing that undoubtedly helped us was
the Independent,” Keith Dye says. “We were
absolutely delighted when they did that.” By
the time The Independent began publishing in
broadsheet and compact in September 2003,
the Western Mail executives were already

planning the change. But The Independent
helped the propaganda battle to win hearts
and minds. “They did a really good job of
getting over the incredible prejudice we have
in the UK about that you can’t do a serious
newspaper if it isn’t a broadsheet,” Mr Dye
says.
Senior business leaders and politicians took
note of the path trodden by The Independent
with The Times in its footsteps and started
to ask if the Western Mail would follow suit.
“It meant we were playing to the audience,”
Mr Dye says. “They gave the concept
credibility.”
More importantly, Alan Edmunds adds: “In
the last bit of research there was a very clear
majority that would prefer the compact size.
That is the overriding reason – when your
customers tell you what they want.”
The intention was not, however, to engineer
a sudden spike in sales, which might be
followed by a return to decline. Dye and
Edmunds wanted to see growth in the paper’s
sales across the week, not just new readers.
Thursdays with its jobs section and Saturdays
with its home and TV sections are the best
days of the week for the Western Mail. The
heart of the challenge was to encourage
readers to take the paper for a few extra days
each week, Mr Edmunds says. It seems to
have worked. “So far, the traditionally weaker
days have improved the most,” he says. Much
of his task was to ensure the consistency of
the paper across the week and improve the
broadness of the appeal on what traditionally
had been weaker sales days.
Over the years Keith Dye has overseen
many format conversions. “The fundamental
mistake you can make is to believe that by
changing the format of the paper you change
its destiny,” he says. “When you do change
format you cause people to take a second
look. If they go and have a second look and
it’s just the old newspaper they always had
before dressed up in a new set of clothes, that
isn’t sufficient.”
Mr Edmunds and his team had already been
working since the March 2003 to improve
the paper. “It was a year of change that
culminated in the compact,” he recalls.
“There was massive amount of content
change over that period.”
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As Wales’s national newspaper, the Western
Mail remains strong on business and politics.
“They are no less important to us,” says
Mr Edmunds. The quality of writing and
commentary has improved.
“To make sure there was variety on the
menu, we had to do a lot more in terms of a
feature-led approach to a lot of the news,”
Mr Edmunds says. And more human interest
stories. Nevertheless it has been a challenge
to broaden the paper’s appeal – it is usually
bought in tandem with an English national
newspaper – without alienating existing
readers.
The paper cannot stand still. “To some extent
newspapers, and particularly broadsheet
newspapers, didn’t change that much for quite
some time,” Mr Edmunds says. “Now change
is pretty much a constant. Although it can be
imperceptible.”
On the commercial side, Keith Dye believes
the effect on advertising revenue has been
neutral. While the premium advertisement
on the front page has dropped in size, more
premium spaces have opened up early in the
book – spaces that in the broadsheet would
have been empty.
“The reality is that the few broadsheet pages
we did carry were at specially negotiated
prices so consequently we didn’t convert on
a cm for cm basis,” Mr Dye says. “While we
didn’t necessarily achieve exactly the same
rate, we didn’t see rates halve. We were left
overall with the feeling that we have not lost
any business by it.”
Advertisers have welcomed the change. “The
advertisers want readership. They were very
happy because we now have a great sales
story. I don’t think we had a single advertiser
who criticised or resisted what we were
doing,” Mr Dye says.
Having already migrated many of the sections
– such as property, motoring and the TV
guide – to tabloid while the main paper
remained broadsheet, advertising in those
areas was unaffected.
One area that has shown significant
improvements in output and efficiency is
production. No longer are the supplements
pre-printed and inserted, thanks to the 16-unit
Goss Colorliner press which can print 128 full
colour pages on the run. “The consequence is
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that we have later deadlines,” Mr Dye says.
“With the same deadlines for our supplements
as the main paper gives you more last-minute
opportunities.”
As well as saving on the make-ready waste
of the pre-print, the single run frees up more
time for contract printing, Mr Dye says. And
there’s no more having to pre-print too many
copies of the inserted sections just in case of
big sports news breaking that will push up
circulation.
Keith Dye sums it up: “We are actually
at a nine per cent turnaround of sales
performance, which is well in excess of what
we expected, so we are absolutely delighted
with it – and it’s holding up.”
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Conclusion
IS TABLOID going to save us in the long
run, asks Eric Christiaens, commercial
director of Concentra Media in Belgium in
one of this report’s case studies. No is his
own blunt answer to the question.
Changing format is only one part of the
process of newspapers waking up to
consumer demands. True, consumers
haven’t wished for compact newspapers so
overwhelmingly in the past. Per AnderssonEk of Götesborg-Posten in Sweden, who
watched his readers give the thumbs down to
compact in 1994 before crying out loud for
it in 1999, attributes the change of mentality
to the arrival of Metro in the mid-1990s.
A non-partisan, non-sensational newspaper
for commuters perhaps played its part in
changing perceptions of what newspapers
in small formats were about. Form did not
dictate content as the scandal sheets may have
made people think.
Format change cannot be a newspaper
Viagra to revive flagging sales any more
than a free DVD will build long-term
circulation rather than a sudden spike that

has to be replicated when the next audited
circulation period comes along in a year’s
time. However, format change is not a oneoff and its occurrence should be exploited to
the hilt. It is a rare opportunity to bring the
community of the newspaper, its readers and
the public together. As Rod Quinn, editor of
The Herald in Newcastle, Australia, says of
the public consultation over his paper’s 1998
transformation: “By the time we changed
we were able to say: ‘this is the change you
asked for’.”
Format change is also an opportunity for
changing staff or working practices. It should
not, however, be an excuse to tear down the
edifice of a newspaper. Sometimes editors
need replacing, as do other employees. It is
interesting to note that neither The Times nor
The Independent reported dramatic changes in
their working practices. That stability was no
doubt a bonus in the madhouse of having to
produce the same newspaper in two formats.
Comfort is a necessity to reassure readers,
advertisers or even staff. And that comfort
can only come through communication.
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There is an adrenalin charge throughout a
newspaper when format change is in the air,
as Eric Christiaens points out. It is buoyed
by the extra marketing and promotion that
accompanies such a change.
Commercially, the key issue outside
the general intent to lift circulation and
readership has to be to protect revenues. It’s a
long hard climb back once you have cut your
advertising rates. Several of the newspapers
interviewed in this report already regret
reducing their tariffs.
Editorially, format change allows newspapers
to become dynamic, engaged and modern,
as Peter Vandermeersch of De Standaard
in Belgium says. “Newspapers, especially
the editorial side, were for much too long
arrogant institutions. We knew what was
best for the readers and forgot to listen to
the market,” Mr Vandermeersch says. His
prescription of intertwining the editing and
the marketing reminds us that we – editorial
and commercial – are all in it together.
The time-hungry world of the modern
consumer means that newspapers have to
fight all the harder to win attention. Making
our products the right fit for our readers is the
best start to meet their needs. But there will
be plenty more to do.
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