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Mukund Padmanabhan

Foreword
Print journalism in India, as in many other
parts of the world, seems caught in a sticky
bind, thanks to two opposing forces. On one
side, a slew of factors – falling advertising
revenues, tardy (if not shrinking) circulation
growth, poor revenues from the digital space
despite a marked shift in readership to the web
– have raised questions about the future of the
medium, in fact, of its very survival. On the
other side, the digital disruption has opened up
space for more players, more interesting ways
of storytelling, and the possibility of tailoring
content to grab the attention of specific readers
– in short, the possibility of ushering in newer
and more exciting forms of journalism.
How these two forces will shape the course of
the profession is a story that has not yet been
fully written. But, even in the absence of a clear
revenue model in this new age, one question
that editors and senior managements of newspaper groups and news websites are grappling
with is: what changes do we need to make in
our news operations to be future-proof?

4

WAN-IFRA REPORT

Chairman,
World Editors Forum,
South Asia Chapter

As journalists, we have known anecdotally what changes one newspaper group or the other has made in the
newsroom. But this report – the State of Newsrooms in
South Asia – provides a comprehensive look into how
news operations are carried out in the region. The study,
based on answers elicited from a detailed questionnaire,
provides a glimpse of what editors and owners of newspapers and websites in the region perceive as the biggest
challenges they face; also, how they plan to address these
challenges.
It deals with a number of issues, from relatively more
recent ones (such as technology in the newsroom and
fake news) to older ones (such as newsroom productivity and gender parity). Not surprisingly perhaps, of the
two major challenges they see, one is relatively new (the
shortage of people with multimedia skills) while the
other has been around for as long as I can remember (the
shortage of people with first-rate editing skills).
I think this report is useful as a record of where we stand
in South Asia in the face of the changes sweeping the
media landscape. I hope you find it both informative and
useful.
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Executive Summary

Executive Summary
Newsrooms today are
being plagued by a
lack of editors, including multimedia editors.
Our study of the State
of Newsrooms in South
Asia, the first such exercise ever on the issues
facing this crucial component of media houses, covers South Asia
and the respondents
come from both print
and digital newsrooms.
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It brings up the following as the most pressing issues, in
this order:

WW Shortage of editors (including multimedia editors)
WW Need for upgrading editing skills
WW Shortage of reporters and reporting resources
WW Lack of technology in the newsroom
WW Breaking news 24x7

Here’s a bird’s eye view of other
findings:
WW Breaking news on the ‘web’ or digital media first is
rated very high. But there is also a strong preference
for the print media as a vehicle for some stories - rare
interviews, features, investigative stories, analyses
and the like.

WW Platforms such as Facebook, Instagram and Google
Accelerated Mobile Pages (AMP) have become an
important part of the news ecosystem and more
than 80% of the publishers who participated in the
study said they used them to disseminate news to a
wider audience. That said, newsrooms still experience some amount of discomfort while using digital
platforms to disseminate news, given that the issue of
ownership vs reach of the content remains in question.
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WW Fake news is a major concern in the
newsroom. Almost all publishers make
some effort to control it. Many newsrooms have formed separate desks for
verifying news, and some have tied up
with external fact checkers like Alt News.
Interestingly, many said they use the
tools offered by Google to check fake
news. If published news is proved fake,
either an apology or a corrigendum is
issued. That’s a rarity in the digital world
though.

WW Suggestions to improve productivity include:
WW Segmenting the newsroom according to functions
WW Training journalists
WW Recruiting highly-skilled people
WW Using technology in the newsroom
WW Having a flexible shift system
WW Organising feedback, review and recognition
WW Arranging for daily productivity meetings

WW While online and agency sources have
become common in the digital news
reporting ecosystem, most newsrooms
which participated in the study lay great
emphasis on ground reporting.

WW While about 40% of newsroom staff are
women, the number of women in senior
executive roles is very low. However,
newsrooms claim they plan to add more
women over the coming years.

WW Almost all respondents said they trained
journalist staff regularly, either internally or by registering them for external
courses. But only one-third mentioned
that they train their journalists in multimedia skills.

To conclude, the study shows that
newsrooms are changing, but do so
very cautiously.
Though technology has made great inroads into newsrooms and reader habits are changing, the report calls
for readers and reader requirements to be the drivers of
change, and not technology. It also calls for skilling the
newsroom to address these changes. Journalists should
show the right attitude to adapt to the changing needs
and to technology. That would help quality journalism
thrive in the years to come.

WW Over 75% of the respondents said they
used a content management system. And
almost half said they planned to have a
new content management system in the
coming year.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Methodology

Methodology
In February 2018, the World Editors Forum
(WEF), the network of editors within
WAN-IFRA, started its first-ever regional
Chapter, the WEF South Asia Chapter.
Mukund Padmanabhan, then editor of The
Hindu, was elected as the Chairman of the
Chapter. One of the decisions at the meeting
was to come out with an annual report on
‘State of Newsrooms in South Asia’. The idea
was to identify the common challenges in
newsrooms and to benefit from each other’s
experience.

In January 2019, an online questionnaire in English was
sent out by WAN-IFRA to key editors and journalists
across newsrooms in South Asia. The respondents were
chosen from big and small newsrooms operating in various South Asian languages.
WAN-IFRA member companies in the region were
approached in particular, as they represent a cross-section of the industry. The respondents were mostly male
and 38 newsrooms were represented. The survey was
concluded in the first week of April.

In a subsequent meeting held in September
2018, the scope of the study was discussed.
It was decided that the study would cover the
following areas:

WW Pressing issues
WW Technology in newsrooms
WW Breaking news
WW Publishing in social media platforms
WW Fake news
WW Challenges of reporting
WW Reader feedback
WW Newsroom size and experience
WW Gender parity in newsrooms
WW Skilling the newsroom
WW Newsroom productivity
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Findings

Findings of the study
a. Pressing issues 		
in newsrooms
The media industry is going through a transitional period like never before. Digital disruption has been happening, making content
creation more democratic, but at the same
time creating ripples in the media industry. If
earlier, the industry saw excellent journalists
who produced impactful stories with meaningful content, today it is the need of the hour that
they be armed with technology – from multimedia techniques to data journalism skills. Not
just to survive but also to sustain and improve
great journalism for years to come. Most media
houses, therefore, are trying to give a facelift
to their newsrooms. Needless to say, the job is
challenging.
While there are myriad challenges, ‘Shortage
of editors (including multimedia editors)’ emerged as the most pressing and prevalent issue in newsrooms in the survey, with
over 50% of the respondents naming it a concern. This is followed by ‘Need to upgrade
editing skills.’ Together they are indicative
of a clear trend – presentation and packaging
of the content is extremely important to attract
and retain an audience, and good editors are
crucial to making the content presentable.
However talent is in short supply. The fast pace
of news demands editing – comparatively and
arguably a slower job – to be quicker, and pressures conventional editors to match the pace

of the digital era. While experienced journalists need to
skill up to realign themselves to the needs of the younger
audience, the industry should also be able to churn out
editors equipped with such techniques so as to address
this newsroom challenge. It needs to be realized that the
‘wait and watch’ period is over and disruption is at your
doorstep. Organisations must start thinking seriously
about training editors and creating a structure to groom
them from time to time.
Close to 40% of the respondents also expressed concern regarding ‘Shortage of reporters/reporting
resources.’ Alongside technology enabling everybody
to be a reporter and fake news posing a real threat to
authentic reporting of information, newsrooms are
grappling with a shortage of genuine reporters. Tumbling revenues make it difficult to afford experienced

Chart 1:
Pressing issues in newsrooms

0
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Shortage of editors and multimedia editors
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Upgrading editing skills

52.6 %
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and reporting resources
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reporters, while, in most cases, stories produced by affordable rookie reporters do not
match up to those produced by the former in
terms of quality. Good reporters and reporting
resources being among the fundamental pillars
of good journalism, this concern demands
immediate attention, as it could undermine the
quality of journalism with many good stories
being left untold. Upskilling is as important
for reporters as for editors in this digital era
and organisations should be able to facilitate
the process for reporters, which in turn will
allow the latter to do more productive work.
It is important that individuals too take the
initiative to upskill themselves so as to not end
up irrelevant and obsolete in an industry that
is increasingly demanding more. Appreciation
for work, productive feedback and freedom
to produce good, unbiased stories, are also
crucial to retain reporters and stop them from
growing disillusioned.
It is worrisome that more than one-third of
the respondents found ‘lack of technology
in newsrooms’ a serious challenge. With
digital and hybrid newsrooms outpacing their
traditional counterparts across the globe,
lack of technology is a concern that should be
addressed at the earliest by newsrooms in the
region. Delay in adoption of technology can
leave the organisation itself behind, affecting
its readership and revenue flow.
The day’s news being delivered early every
morning at your doorstep is well in the past.
Simple news delivery gave way to breaking
news as time passed. While the broadcast

media played a big role in changing the information
consumption pattern, the digital age, where everyone is
online always, has made breaking news an even more
demanding job that needs to happen round the clock. It
is no surprise that ‘breaking news 24x7’ emerged as
the fourth biggest problem in newsrooms. In fact, the
other challenges - shortage of quality editors and reporters – are obviously linked to this problem. Breaking
news round the clock is unthinkable as long as there is a
shortage of resources to make it possible.

b. Integration of
newsrooms
During this transitional phase, integration of titles and
sharing of resources for seamless flow of news is where
a newsroom can start. It is refreshing to see that most
newsrooms have already begun to go down this route.
Most newsrooms are semi-integrated, where integration
stands for various titles in the print, web, magazine
or radio arms of the same group working together and
sharing stories and sources. But what was striking was
that the number of newsrooms not integrated was greater than that of fully integrated newsrooms.
As per the survey, the awareness about integration is
high, with nobody expressing disbelief in it. Several
respondents felt that integration was helping seamless
sharing of resources and content, improving performance, offering rich content, saving time and resources,
and improving operational efficiencies and cost. Close
to 80% of the respondents revealed plans to further
integrate their newsrooms this year, reflecting a positive
trend.

“Greater influence of social media is a plus to map the day’s events,
but requires fake news alerts. With increasing bandwidth and netconnected television, video and graphical stories are becoming popular,
requiring journalists to be skilled in this medium; podcasting also shows
promise. Journalists need frameworks to plug into, to transmit their
stories in different formats from remote locations, and skilled editors
are needed to translate these stories into consumable content.”
G Ananthakrishnan, Deputy Editor, The Hindu

FINDINGS

WAN-IFRA REPORT

11

Chart 2: How integrated
is your newsroom?

c. ‘Web-first’ approach

Some desks integrated

Media houses are well aware of the advancement of
digital media, with over half of them choosing the ‘web’
to publish many of their stories and over 70% believing
‘web-first’ to be the right way for breaking news. Close
to 20% of the newsrooms claim to break all their stories
on the ‘web’. However, it is noteworthy that for analytical stories, many prefer to stick with print. The short
attention span of the online reader, combined with the
traditional reading behaviours of users, still makes print
the first option for good long-form stories, including
interviews, editorial/opinion pieces and feature stories.
Some also rely on print for publishing local news, backgrounders and investigative pieces. Clearly, while digital
is the way forward, print still has life left in it.

71.1 %
15.8 %
13.2 %

Not
integrated

Fully integrated

It is clear that there is indeed general awareness about the need for technology in newsrooms, with most respondents pointing out
that it is very important to the existence of the
newsroom as well as the industry.
However, some feel that the clamour around
technology is mere noise. “A lot of the technological change I hear about strikes me as more
sizzle than steak! It is not clear to me that a lot
of it resonates with how readers wish to consume their news,” says Zafar Subhan, Editor of
Dhaka Tribune. He feels the driver should be
the readers’ wants and not the use of tech for
the sake of it.

Chart 3:
Planning to integrate in 2019

A previous study done by the Innovation International
Media Consulting group for WAN-IFRA in 2017 notes,
“Even if the content is the same, digital versions are not
read or experienced in the same way as their print forebears, which explains why the two still exist together in
many places. Researchers have found that while digital
news reaches far more users than print editions, the
amount of attention – measured in time – that readers
spend on articles still favours the immersive print experience by a large margin.”
Results of the current survey indicate that while the ‘web’
is the obvious choice for breaking stories, thanks to the
reach and impact it provides, print – which still commands more trust and time from readers – is entrusted
with in-depth and insightful pieces.

Chart 4: How many stories are
broken in web first?
All
19 %

Yes
79 %
No
21 %
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None 2 %
Not sure 3 %
Few
19 %

Many
57 %
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Chart 5: Do you believe
‘web first’ is the right way?

Chart 6: Are the stories published
in other platforms such as
Google Accelerated Media Pages /
Facebook Instant Articles?

Yes
71 %
Yes
79 %

No
29 %

No
21 %

d. Publishing on social
media platforms
More than 75% of the media houses publish
stories on third party platforms like Google
AMP or Facebook Instant Articles. Facebook,
Twitter, Instagram and Google AMP figure
among the most-used social media platforms
in newsrooms. Media houses hold diverse
views regarding publishing content on third
party platforms. Many believe it is an efficient
way to improve the reach and is critical to
getting more traffic to the content.

“Since the pages are
optimised for best
performance on their
platforms, these are key
to content distribution.
As long as the revenue
interests are protected,
we are okay.”
Tushar Banerjee,
Product Head, The Quint

FINDINGS

Chart 7: Social Media Platforms
used in newsrooms
Facebook
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A minority, nevertheless, is still uncomfortable with
posting content on third party platforms first, feeling
direct reach is more important. The apprehensions of
‘giving content away freely’ stop them short of adopting
this route. Security and copyright issues are the major
concerns that prompt this section to wait and see how
things are panning out globally, rather than rush into
adopting these platforms. Even among those who have
adopted the platforms, concerns persist.
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“We do publish stories on these platforms
because the major chunk of present users come
from social media and Google. However, there
are concerns too. For example, the censorship
by these technology companies is a serious
concern for us. We also get a lot of direct traffic. So we are more focused on building that,
instead of depending on the social platforms,”
said Ramesh Chandran, Associate Content
Producer – Digital, Malayala Manorama’s
English website Onmanorama.
Building direct traffic is easier for larger players than for small publishing houses as they
would need to depend on social media for more
traffic. The necessity to depend on them for
reach while there is a lack of viable monetisation avenues makes it a cost-intensive operation for many players. More attention therefore
should be focussed on how to alleviate such
concerns and how to find a middle path that
is a win-win for all. Combined effort from
industry stakeholders, keeping in mind better
security and copyright systems and improved
monetisation models, is the key.

e. Fake news
As fake news plagues the industry, media houses have
acknowledged it as a serious issue and have adopted
different strategies to tackle it. Most organisations rely
on the conventional way of checking multiple times
with the sources, ensuring the sources are authentic
and flagging non-reliable information during editorial
meetings. While this is a good first step to take and an
essential one as well, will it be enough on its own is the
question, particularly when the fake news menace is
growing unchecked with the spread of technology and in
the absence of adequate regulations.
It is encouraging to see more and more newsrooms
forming dedicated fact-checking teams, training editorial staff to identify potential fake news and consulting
with external fact-checking websites/teams. Many
publishers use the tools offered by Google to check fake
news. In the event of fake news being published, most
also publish an apology/corrigendum/correction or
remove the online link to the news item. In one such
instance, The Quint corrected an auto-published story
which originated from a wire service that carried a
picture of a footballer wrongly identified as Luis Garcia.
The correction was made after some users pointed it out.
Some publishers, however, report that they have been
dragged to court despite taking all available measures to
prevent fake/wrong news.

Chart 8: With fake news
spreading fast, what are
the efforts taken in
your newsroom for fact
checking the stories?

Checking with
the sources
44 %

Dedicated
fact checking
team / internal
fact checking
mechanism
23 %
Consulting with
fact checking
websites
12 %
Others
18 %
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No efforts
3%
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f. Reader feedback
Reader feedback is considered very seriously
by most newsrooms. Letters from readers are
frequently carried by these organisations, as
they feel these are more involved readers than
others and deserve to be engaged meaningfully.
In fact, it was reader feedback that prompted
leading publication Dainik Bhaskar to start initiatives like ‘No Negative Monday.’ In another
instance, the Dhaka Tribune, a compact-sized
newspaper, launched its business section on
January 1 as a broadsheet pull-out in response
to a reader survey.
Publications like The Hindu also carry a
dedicated column written by the Reader’s
Editor where issues raised by the readers are
discussed. “Opinions are published as letters
based on their value to public discussion, while
errors of fact and language are transmitted to
the concerned writer, editor. Broader suggestions are incorporated in editorial decisions on
coverage,” G Anathakrishnan explains.

Apart from the above examples, several newsrooms
cite instances of incorporating new segments of stories,
using comments for ‘web’ articles to further develop and
enhance the story, running focus groups with readers, starting new columns and following up on readers’
grievances as cases of taking reader feedback seriously.
Several of them have also witnessed stories that were
followed up after receiving insights and feedback from
readers creating an impact and authorities acting upon
them.

Chart 9: Does your publication
carry letters from readers?

Yes
86.8 %
No
13.2 %

Chart 10: Do you take reader
feedback seriously?
“By engaging readers,
you are increasing your
credibility or you can
say that is how we build
trust between readers
and the media.”

Yes
97.1 %

Ramesh Chandran,
Onmanorama

FINDINGS

No
2.9 %
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g. Challenges
of reporting
Most newsrooms – i.e., 75% of the respondents
- give very high importance to ground reporting
of stories and rely on stories that are generated by their reporters from the field, thereby
relying less on wire stories and stories from
other sources. Close to 65% of newsrooms see a
higher percentage of ground stories compared
to wire stories, whereas around 20% see a
50:50 share between ground and wire stories.
Given that most newsrooms rely on ground
reporting for the larger share of stories, it can
be assumed that they are in a relatively better
position to combat disinformation and fake
news.

Chart 12: What is the rough ratio of
stories reported from ground and
reported from wire sources?

90:10
22 %

With the digital reader becoming more
demanding and less patient, it wouldn’t be
surprising if newsrooms came under pressure
to put out news instantaneously and rely on
means other than ground reporting for doing
so. Many online news media have less than
50% of their stories reported from the ground.
This could fuel the growth of fake news and
disinformation if left unchecked.

Other
11 %
Less than
50:50

5%

80:20
19 %
70:30
24 %

50:50
19 %

Chart 11: How important is ground
reporting on a scale from 1 to 5?
1

75.7 %

Very high importance

2

10.8 %

Fairly important

3

Important

5.4 %

4

Not very important

5.4 %

5

2.7 %

Not required
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h. Newsroom size
and experience
The respondents were made up of an almost
equal number of small and large newsrooms. If
around 45% of respondents were from newsrooms with less than 100 editorial staff, 42.1%
were from large newsrooms with 200-500+
editorial staff.

Chart 14: How many editorial staff have
more than 15 years experience?

Less
than
10 %:
18.4 %

Over
75 %:
2.6 %

10 to 30 %:
28.9 %

51 to 75 %:
15.8 %

A clear trend that emerged was that smaller
newsrooms lacked experienced hands compared to larger newsrooms.

31 to 50 %:
34.2 %

WW 70.56% of smaller newsrooms (with less
than 100 editorial staff) had less than 30%
of staff with over 15 years of experience,

WW 78.4% of larger newsrooms (with more than
200 editorial staff) had more than 30% of
editorial staff with over 15 years of experience.
Given that smaller newsrooms find it difficult
to afford experienced hands, it is important
that they ensure the right training for their
staff and check attrition so as to maintain consistency and quality in their news delivery.

Chart 13: How many editorial
staff work in your organisation?

Less
than
30
15.8 %

500+
26.3 %

FINDINGS

30 to 100
28.9 %

101 to 200
13.2 %
201 to
500
15.8 %

According to the survey, more than 50% of the newsrooms have less than 20% of their staff working on both
digital and print, possibly indicating the presence of
dedicated print and online teams in a greater number
of newsrooms. This however doesn’t take away the need
for journalists to upskill themselves with digital capabilities, as newsrooms have been increasingly looking for
candidates whose skillsets extend beyond conventional
reporting, writing and editing. Once integration becomes the norm, the line between print and digital will
blur, forcing out those who cannot handle both.

Chart 15: What percentage of staff work
on both print and digital?

Less
than
10 %:
19.5 %

10 %:
33.3 %

Above
50 %:
13.9 %
40 %:
8.3 %

20 %:
25 %
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i. Gender Parity
Gender balance continues to be an issue in
newsrooms, with less than 5% of them being
able to say that more than half of their staff are
women. Around 8% of the newsrooms maintain a 50:50 ratio while a whopping 87% have
a larger number of male staff. On the positive
side, more than a third of the newsrooms report a 60:40 ratio, which opens up the possibility of them achieving a balance in the ratio in
the near future.
However, when it comes to the presence of
women in senior roles, the picture is grim.
More than half the number of newsrooms see
just 20% or less of the senior executive roles
being occupied by women. Nevertheless, an
overwhelming majority of respondents claim
they plan to hire more women in the coming
years. This should be made a reality. Newsrooms should work proactively towards being
gender inclusive and gender balanced so as to
embody and represent diverse viewpoints of
society.

“By increasing the
skills and leadership
abilities of women
working in media,
news organisations
improve the journalism
product, have access
to more diverse
sources, and become
more competitive.”
One of the important
observations from the
2018 WAN-IFRA report titled
‘WINning STRATEGIES’

18
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Besides being merely representational, gender balance
would also help bring more inclusiveness in the dayto-day affairs of the newsroom as well as in the news
delivered.

Chart 16: Male to female ratio
in the newsroom

90:10
13.2 %

80:20
15.8 %

Other
7.9 %

70:30
18.4 %

50:50
7.9 %
60:40
36.8 %

Chart 17: Male to female ratio in
top executive roles in the newsroom

90:10
34.2 %
Other
10.5 %
50:50
7.9 %
60:40
13.2 %

80:20
23.7 %
70:30
10.5 %
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j. Skilling the
newsroom

Chart 18: Does your newsroom
provide the skills necessary for
journalists to create data stories?

While data stories were part of the content
that all the respondents produced, close
to three-fourth of them maintain separate
teams for data stories and more than a
third of them agree that data journalism
is very important in the present day. A
majority of the respondents also provide
the required skills training for journalists
to create data stories. A few depend on
external agencies for data stories.
Skills upgradation for journalists in newsrooms involves

WW Training in infographics and special

Yes
62 %

No
38 %

Chart 19: What is the skill level of your
journalists?

tools

WW Creation of data analysis software com-

Fully trained
42 %

petency

WW Exposure to experts, courses and work-

Other
8%

shops
However, some feel that what is being done
does not match what they desire to do, and
that lack of skilled staff is indeed a challenge.
The WAN-IFRA survey shows that over
80% of newsrooms have journalists who
are fully-trained or semi-trained; nevertheless, when it comes to the number of
journalists who are trained in multimedia
skills, in more than half the newsrooms
only one-third of the journalists are qualified in this way. This once again highlights
the problem of talent deficiency in the
industry and underscores the necessity
of newsrooms, j-schools and journalists
themselves making better efforts for skills
upgradation. However, the fact that a large
majority of respondents claim to be using
multimedia techniques for reporting, is
promising and gives rise to the hope there
will be more multimedia-trained journalists in the future.

FINDINGS

Freshers
3%
Semi trained
42 %

Chart 20: How many of your journalists
are trained in multimedia skills?

All
8%

Two
thirds
13 %

Other
10.5 %
None
15.8 %

One third
52.6 %
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k. Newsroom
productivity
More than three-fourths of the respondents
use content management systems in their
newsrooms. Good Content Management
Systems play a major role in improving the
productivity of a newsroom and help journalists to make structuring more effective and
publish their stories faster. It is encouraging to
see that most newsrooms are keen on improving productivity with the help of a CMS. The
percentage of respondents who used a CMS
stood at 78.4%.
Among the respondents who did not have a
CMS, 35.7% said they planned to install one
this year and an equal number had no plans
to do so in 2019. The industry might need to
look into what is stopping newsrooms from
adopting CMS. There have been reports about
prohibitive costs and inefficient CMS systems
that makes things more difficult instead of easy
for journalists. While the vendor community
should take note of such issues and take steps
to amend the situation, publishers should keep
an eye out for efficient CMS systems that would
help them improve newsroom productivity.

Most newsrooms made it clear that they believed training and upskilling of journalists is the best way to enhance productivity. Segmentation of newsrooms according to functions and drawing up clear reporting lines for
trained talent are important for enhancing and streamlining output and thereby optimising productivity.
Apart from that, the study throws up aspects like the fact
that regular, constructive feedback and a better work
environment are crucial. Apart from providing better
technology and infrastructure, several newsrooms are
now moving to a 5-day week with the intent of helping
its employees achieve better work-life balance, which in
turn would translate to better newsroom productivity.
Dhaka Tribune claims to be the first in Bangladesh to
adopt a 5-day week while in India several media organisations have started moving in this direction fully or
partially.

“The main challenge in newsrooms productivity
in 2019 will be how to combine the ease of
use and creativity of individual production
tools and skills like mobile journalism or video
editing with enterprise-level CMS tools and large
teams spread across different locations.”
Nikhil Kanekal, Executive – Group Strategy, Deccan Herald
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‘Indian readers will
surely value paid
digital content’
The report reveals lack of multimedia journalists as the most
pressing issue facing newsrooms. How does this correspond to the challenge you face
in your newsroom and how do
you plan to address it?
The print and digital arms are working closely.
But making content available well on time to
the Desk is a challenge. To ensure an integrated
newsroom, a dedicated team has been introduced in the system to work as a bridge 24x7 to
exchange content as per the requirement and
to make it available on time. The Special and
Breaking News sections are also exchanged
among the arms so that they can be published
in both print and digital media with credits
given to the respective journalists. Technologically, the print and digital arms have been
integrated as well and users can use an App to
scan pictures published in the print media and
watch videos on mobile phones. Content like
match scores, videos, multiple photographs of
events, and reference content which cannot be
published in the print media due to space constraints, are available in their digital versions,
to prompt users to access the digital arm. This
integration helps to provide extensive content
and retain brand users.
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Pawan
Agarwal
Deputy
Managing Director,
Dainik Bhaskar,
India

Dainik Bhaskar has introduced the concept of ‘No Negative Monday’ based
on the reader feedback. Can you
please elaborate?
It’s Bhaskar’s core idea. No Negative Monday is an
editorial initiative introduced on January 26th, 2015.
Reading negative news in the morning brings bitter feelings right at the start of a day. The concept is to begin
the week afresh on a positive note, saying ‘no’ to negative thoughts. The idea is that no negative news is to be
published on the first day of the week, and that’s why we
have named it ‘No Negative Monday’. If any big negative
news comes in, it will be published with a tag – ‘सि र्फ
वह ीं नकारात्मक खबर, जो आपको जानना जररू ी ह ’ै (Only that
negative news which is essential for you to know). The
campaign has brought to light several noteworthy stories
on individuals, organisations, communities and institutions who are making efforts to bring about positive
change in society. These positive stories are published in
all pages of the newspaper every Monday. The idea was
recognised and appreciated by India’s Prime Minister,
Mr. Narendra Modi, who mentioned the initiative in a
speech he delivered in Canada.

The report finds increasing use of
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third-party social media platforms in newsrooms. Do you feel
that third party platforms like
Google Accelerated Media Pages or Facebook Instant Articles
are taking your readers away?
Please elaborate.
FB’s Instant Articles feature provides seamless
experience by instantly opening an article on
their platform as users don’t need to navigate
to external browsers for the purpose. But it
impacts direct interaction of readers with the
publisher and their other offerings.

What is your take on data teams
in newsrooms? Do you feel it’s
not really essential to have a
separate team for data journalism? Or does your newsroom
impart data journalism skills to
existing journalists?
We already have a separate team for Data Journalism. Mostly, journalists don’t show much
interest in deep-diving into data and numbers
amidst their regular tasks. The dedicated team
for Data Journalism is well placed to play a
vital role in the newsroom by comprehensively
studying data, numbers and related jargon and
after number crunching, presenting content in
a simplified manner which readers can understand and draw takeaways from.

With a large number of readers
and advertisers shifting to digital media, and circulation data
of print media showing a downward trend (as per RNI and ABC
figures), have you felt that the
growth of print is being threatened?
The shift to digital media is certainly a challenge
to print but the latter still has scope of growth
in numbers. In the Hindi-speaking market,
readers are largely habituated to starting their
day by reading a newspaper. This is also evident
from the results we got over the last couple of
years, clearly showing a growth in numbers.

report revealed that Dainik Bhaskar has seen sustainable growth in terms of AIR (Average Issue Readership).
Bhaskar had an AIR of 1,53,95,000 in IRS 2019 Q1,
from 1,38,72,000 in IRS 2017. Circulation has also seen
growth. In the last 10 years, as per ABC, certified publication numbers have gone up by almost 5%.

“Our States still don’t have 100%
reach. Not everybody reads a newspaper yet. I think in the next phase,
i.e., three to five years from now, you
would see us growing our readership
and circulation in the current States”
- this was what you said in an interview in 2017. Have things been moving
according to your expectations?
In the Hindi-speaking market, readers continue to start
their day by reading a newspaper. The newspaper is an
inevitable part of their lives. We have not yet penetrated
100% in these markets, which means an opportunity
is still open for us to grow in terms of readership and
circulation.

Do you think the Indian reader is ready
to pay for content? What is your opinion on introducing paywalls or paid
apps?
Readers have been subscribing for newspaper for decades because they have a close bond with a brand and
have deep faith in its credibility and offerings. Indian
newspapers have to build the same faith and credibility
on their digital platforms. Paywalls will be a possibility
in the future and Indian readers will surely value paid
digital content; but it will take some time.

What would be DB’s strategy to accelerate growth for the print as well as
digital arms?
We are continuously reaching out to people who don’t
read Dainik Bhaskar and working on our content to
make it unique, and that is what is helping us to add
news readers to the print format. As far as digital goes,
we are improving on our user experience and also
building analyses of the stories that we publish to bring
credibility to digital journalism.

Reference - IRS / ABC data: IRS Q1 2019
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‘Gender diversity in the
newsroom is really
the need of the times’
What are the measures you
have adopted from across the
globe to keep pace with the
fast-changing nature of media?
It is most important to stay abreast of technology updates and innovations in digital publishing and video production. Technology allows
the processes to be more resource-efficient and
creative at the same time. The Product and
Tech teams at The Quint are in touch with innovation and tech companies across the world
and we keep experimenting with those that are
relevant to us. It is for this reason that at The
Quint, we have set up the Quint Lab, a Content-tech-product team whose focus is to stay
ahead of the Ideas and Innovation curve - and
to build technological innovations in-house

According to the survey, upgrading editing skills, shortage of editors with multimedia
skills and of technology in the
newsroom are the three most
pressing issues in newsroom. As
a fully digital newsroom, how
different or similar are the challenges you face? Please elaborate on how you handle them.
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Ritu Kapur
Co-Founder
& CEO,
The Quint

We are a digital-only newsroom and we have rolling
training workshops on all things multimedia through
the year. Our senior editors are part of these sessions
- learning when they are not training. As mentioned
above, the Quint lab interacts very closely with the editorial team, including the editors, to keep them up to speed
on all new technology. Also, most of our editors come
with a broadcast background and are well-versed in
video techniques and creative ways of telling stories. So,
perhaps, we don’t have as much of a challenge as some of
the other newsrooms.

Have you felt users have a trust issue
with digital content? How do you make
sure that branded content is not packaged as original stories?
Our branded content is clearly and transparently
labelled as such. We feel very strongly about drawing a
clear line between advertorial and editorial.
On trust - in India, over the past 2-3 years some of the
biggest investigative stories have been broken by digital
news sites. In fact, it is the new media that is speaking
the truth to power far more fearlessly - so other than
trolls who try their damndest to undermine the truth - I
think digital sites have a very close and honest relationship with their readers.
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At The Quint we have been running a fact
checking initiative called WebQoof, and hundreds of readers write in every month sending
is stories for fact verification. We also have
a citizen journalism initiative - My Report where citizens from across the country are
sending us stories to be published. I have no
doubt that we have a strong, loyal community
of readers that trusts us.

News media is often called the “attention economy”. Consumption of content on a mobile phone can
be very distracted. A consumer of content on the Internet is being bombarded by way too much information.
Which is where multimedia skills play an important role
- in making a story far more accessible and compelling
for a reader. Because, it’s not enough to get the story - it
is important to get citizens to engage with the story at
several layers.

Have you felt that the focus on
creating more viral content has
diluted the quality of journalism? How do you address this
problem?

The survey reveals newsrooms employ
women, but women in senior executive
roles are very few. Do you think a gender-balanced newsroom can contribute to the industry as a whole? Why?

We definitely do not focus on creating viral
content at The Quint. I would like to believe
that the viral content (mostly fake) is being generated by a parallel dark social universe which makes its way into mainstream
media. It is very important that such content
is not picked up and amplified any further. All
content must be fact-checked and debunked.
Which is what our WebQoof team focuses on.

Gender diversity in the newsroom is really the need of
the times. More women in the newsroom leads to more
gender issues being journalistically raised and tackled. Fifty percent of The Quint newsroom comprises
women and it reflects in the kind of content the site
engages with. At a time when women’s issues are barely
addressed in an election year (even though they are half
the electorate), at The Quint we ran a comprehensive
six-month programme focusing on the aspirations and
needs of the first-time Indian woman voter, called Me
The Change.

What are the qualities that you
look for in a journalist? How do
you think they would help improve the quality of journalism?
Honesty. Rigour. Curiosity. Strong multimedia skills. That’s what we seek in a journalist.
Honesty and rigour are critical, so that all
journalism is based on research, fact and
empirical data. That is the very basis of sound
journalism. It is important that a journalist
spots a story where no one else sees one. Curiosity plays an important role here, so that a
journalist is not just curating and chasing the
story that everyone else is - but is discovering
the lesser told story.

INTERVIEW WITH RITU KAPUR

When women report on issues of rape, harassment and
gender abuse - the nature of the writing and reporting is
far more sensitive. Also, survivors find it much easier to
open up and raise their issues through women journalists.
Beyond gender issues, women journalists are multitaskers with the ability to take a 360-degree approach on all
stories while deep-diving into the minutiae.
For the same reasons, it is important for women journalists to be in senior, decision-making roles in newsrooms.
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‘Productivity has
improved as people
get full two days to
recharge their batteries’
Dhaka Tribune is the first newsroom in your country to move to
a five-day week. What has been
the impact of this in the newsroom? Has it been posing any
challenges for the continuous
flow of news?
It has been challenging. Even though working
eight hours a day, five days a week, is not really
very different from seven hours a day, six days
a week, we needed to hire more people to ensure that we have sufficient staff on hand every
day. We also need more people in leadership
positions and positions of responsibility to
allow newsroom leaders and those in charge
of shifts to take days off. And to be honest, it
is still work in progress. The biggest challenge
is continuity and sharing of information from
one day to the next, as there might be very little
overlap between teams on two consecutive
days. But this has forced our internal communication and institutional knowledge and process development to get much better. We are
confident that it is the right thing to do, despite
the challenges. And I do believe that productivity and quality of work has improved as people
get a full two days to recharge their batteries.
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Zafar Sobhan
Editor,
Dhaka Tribune

Regarding publishing stories on third
party platforms, you had said ‘no objection in principle’ during the survey.
But have you faced practical difficulties?
Actually, none at all regarding publishing. We have had
some problems with respect to monetising, as Facebook,
for instance, seems to have very idiosyncratic rules for
what stories it allows to be published via their Instant
Articles platform, and we are frequently falling foul of
their rather mysterious and opaque criteria for what
they will allow and not allow. Communication between
such platforms and content creators such as ourselves is
certainly an area for improvement.
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According to your response to
our survey, less than 10% of your
editorial staff has more than 15
years’ experience. How does
that impact the journalism you
do? Have you found it a challenge or do you feel it helps to
bring young energy into the
newsroom?
From the start, we have gone with a youth
policy at Dhaka Tribune, and it has paid rich
dividends for us. The key is to invest in training
up the young talent and not just leaving them
to sink or swim. I have also found that to make
the team work optimally, we need a handful of
extremely experienced team members at the
top. That has been the model which works best.
In the newsroom, my executive editor, business
editor, and special correspondent have a combined 75 years of experience. Almost everyone
else is under 35 and a large proportion of those
are below 30, including my chief reporter.
But just a few senior hands in the right places
makes all the difference, I have found.

In your response to the survey, you
had made clear your disagreement
with adopting technology for the sake
of it. Can you elaborate, citing instances of how you have been adopting
technology according to the readers’
needs?
I was thinking of expensive and complex content management systems which have never worked as well for us
as the simple meat and potatoes files and folder systems
we always seem to revert to. Similarly, we have found
that not all stories are enhanced by having QR codes embedded in them or require fancy moving graphics online.
In fact, quite the opposite, in our experience. We have
found readers don’t like too many bells and whistles and
appreciate simplicity.

What are the challenges posed
by a lower number of journalists
trained in multimedia skills and
a separate team of data journalists? How do you plan to tackle
these challenges?
I think the time has come when all journalists
need to be trained in multi-media journalism.
That is another advantage of a young team.
They are more adaptable and flexible. We have
also hired a research director and have a new
media team, both of whom are available to all
reporters to help with their stories. I can envision a day when the majority of our stories will
include input from these two departments.

INTERVIEW WITH ZAFAR SOBHAN
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