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Abstract

The news media industry has undergone one of the most sustained business model disruptions of any sector in the 
digital economy, as advertising revenue has migrated to platform intermediaries, audiences have fragmented 
across social and video platforms, and generative artificial intelligence has begun to reshape both news production 
and news discovery. This paper presents a systematic, thematically organized review of academic and high-quality 
industry literature on the digital transformation of news media business models, published or released primarily  
between 2014 and 2026. Following a PRISMA-inspired identification, screening, and eligibility process, 48 sources 
were  retained  for  thematic  synthesis,  spanning  peer-reviewed  communication  and  media-management 
scholarship, and authoritative industry and statistical sources including the Reuters Institute Digital News Report,  
the Pew Research Center, Statistics Canada, and Press Gazette's journalism job-cuts tracker. The review identifies 
five interlocking themes: the structural collapse of advertising-based revenue models; the rise, and subsequent  
plateauing,  of  reader-revenue  and  subscription  models;  growing  platform  dependency  and  algorithmic 
distribution  risk;  sustained  newsroom  restructuring  and  employment  contraction;  and  the  accelerating,  
ambivalent integration of artificial intelligence into news production and distribution. Drawing on this synthesis,  
the paper proposes a five-stage conceptual model  from print-centric models through digitization, platformization, 
the reader-revenue pivot, to the AI-augmented newsroom  that situates these themes within a single explanatory 
framework.  The  paper  closes  with  theoretical  and  practical  implications  for  media  managers,  journalism 
educators,  and  policymakers,  and  identifies  priority  directions  for  future  research,  including  the  long-term 
sustainability of reader-revenue models and the net effect of generative AI on public trust in journalism.
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1. Introduction

Few  sectors  of  the  modern  economy  have  experienced  business  model  disruption  as  prolonged  and 
structurally severe as news journalism. Between 1990 and 2025, employment in the United States newspaper 
industry alone fell from an estimated 458,000 jobs to just 78,800  a decline of approximately 82 percent  even 
as  the  population  served  by  that  industry,  and  the  overall  volume of  news  content  consumed,  grew 
substantially (Reportearth, 2026; Pew Research Center, 2021). This apparent paradox collapsing industry 
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capacity alongside rising information demand is the starting point for this review: news consumption has not 
disappeared,  but  the  business  model  that  historically  funded  professional  news  production  has  been 
progressively decoupled from it.

The proximate cause of this decoupling is well established in both trade and academic literature: the classical 
newspaper business model bundled two largely unrelated products  journalism and advertising space  and 
sold them together at a profit margin that subsidized newsgathering (Picard, 2010, as cited in subsequent  
media-economics  literature).  Digital  technologies  unbundled  this  pairing.  Advertising  has  migrated 
overwhelmingly to platform intermediaries principally search and social media companies who's targeting 
and reach advantages advertiser's value independently of any specific publisher's journalism, while the news 
content itself  has become widely available at  zero marginal  cost,  undermining the willingness of  most 
audiences to pay directly for it. The result, as documented across the sources reviewed in this paper, has been 
a multi-decade restructuring of news media business models, now entering what several sources characterize 
as a distinct new phase driven by generative artificial intelligence and AI-mediated information discovery 
(Reuters Institute, 2025a, 2025b).

This restructuring is not merely a commercial matter; it carries direct implications for the communication,  
media, and linguistics disciplines this journal addresses. The business model an outlet operates under shapes 
what kinds of journalism are commercially viable, which in turn shapes the discourse available to publics, the 
linguistic and stylistic conventions used to capture attention in algorithmically mediated feeds, and the range 
of voices able to sustain themselves as professional communicators. A systematic understanding of how 
these  business  models  has  changed,  and  why,  is  therefore  a  necessary  foundation  for  research  on 
contemporary journalistic discourse, media language, and the broader digital public sphere (Fischer & Jarren, 
2024).

This paper addresses three research questions. First, what are the principal themes identified in the academic 
and industry literature on the digital transformation of news media business models published since 2014?  
Second, how do these themes interact to produce the current structural  condition of the news media  
industry, and can this interaction be represented as a coherent staged model? Third, what theoretical and  
practical implications follow for media managers, journalism educators, and communication scholars? The 
paper is organized as follows. Section 2 outlines the theoretical background. Section 3 details the systematic 
review methodology. Section 4 presents the thematic findings, organized into five subsections. Section 5 
develops taxonomy of business model archetypes for digital news media. Section 6 presents three illustrative 
case vignettes. Section 7 offers a regional and comparative analysis. Section 8 synthesizes these findings into 
a proposed staged conceptual model. Section 9 discusses theoretical and practical implications. Section 10 
addresses limitations, Section 11 proposes a future research agenda, and Section 12 concludes.

This  paper  makes three contributions to  the literature at  the intersection of  media  economics,  digital  
transformation, and communication studies. First,  it  consolidates a fast-moving, empirically fragmented 
evidence base spanning peer-reviewed scholarship, institutional survey research, and company-reported 
financial data into a single, thematically organized synthesis, addressing a gap the reviewed literature itself 
repeatedly notes: that academic publication timelines struggle to keep pace with the rate of structural  
change in this sector. Second, it extends existing platformization and media-economics theory (Section 2) 
with a novel business-model archetype taxonomy (Section 5) and a staged conceptual model (Section 8) that 
together provide researchers and practitioners with reusable analytical tools for classifying and comparing 
individual organizational cases going forward. Third, through the regional comparison in Section 7, it makes 
explicit  unevenness  in  reader-revenue  viability  and  platform  dependency  across  world  regions  that  is  
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frequently acknowledged only in passing in the underlying survey literature, and treats that unevenness as a 
substantive analytical finding in its own right rather than a footnote to headline global averages.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Business Models and Media Economics

A  business  model  describes  the  logic  by  which  an  organization  creates,  delivers,  and  captures  value 
(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Media economics has long treated news organizations as operating dual-
product markets, simultaneously selling content to audiences and audience attention to advertisers, with the 
two markets cross-subsidizing one another (a framework traceable to Picard's foundational media-economics 
scholarship). Digital transformation research more broadly conceptualizes digitalization as the integration of 
digital technologies into business processes in ways that alter value creation, delivery, and capture across 
virtually every industry (PMC/Structured Literature Review, 2021), a definition directly applicable to the news 
sector but complicated by journalism's distinct social function and its historical reliance on advertising cross-
subsidy rather than direct payment.

2.2. Platformization Theory

Platformization describes the process by which digital platforms  search engines, social networks, and app 
ecosystems  become the primary infrastructure through which other sectors, including news media, must 
distribute their products and reach audiences (Fischer & Jarren, 2024). Platformization theory holds that this 
dependency is  not  merely  a  distribution inconvenience but  a  structural  transformation of  journalism's  
relationship  to  its  public:  platform  algorithms,  optimized  for  engagement  and  attention  rather  than 
journalistic or civic value, increasingly determine which journalism reaches which audiences, and on what 
terms, while capturing a disproportionate share of the resulting advertising revenue (Fischer & Jarren, 2024). 
This dynamic is central to the platform-dependency theme discussed in Section 4.3.

2.3. Disruptive Innovation and Legacy Organizational Constraints

Digital transformation research on legacy industries frequently draws on disruptive-innovation theory to 
explain why incumbent organizations despite possessing more resources than digital-native entrants often 
respond to disruption too slowly or too narrowly. Applied to news media, this literature emphasizes that  
organizational and cultural barriers within legacy newsrooms, including print-first workflows, risk-averse 
governance, and journalist skepticism toward metrics-driven editorial decisions, compound the external 
revenue pressures described above (Murschetz & Friedrichsen, 2017; academic case-study literature on 12 
media-economy business cases in Germany). This combination of external market disruption and internal 
organizational constraint provides the theoretical basis for the five-stage transformation model developed in 
Section 8.

2.4. Two-Sided Markets and Network Effects

A complementary theoretical lens, drawn from platform and industrial-organization economics, treats digital 
news distribution as a two-sided (or multi-sided) market, in which platforms simultaneously serve two or  
more distinct user groups readers and advertisers, in the classical case, but increasingly also content creators, 
data brokers, and, in the AI era, model developers seeking training data or licensed content access whose  
participation decisions are interdependent. Network effects in such markets typically favor the platform 
intermediary over any individual content supplier: as more readers use a search engine or social platform, 
more  advertisers  wish  to  reach  them  there,  which  in  turn  funds  better  targeting  and  further  reader  
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acquisition, a self-reinforcing loop from which individual news publishers are structurally excluded because 
no  single  publisher  can  replicate  platform-level  scale.  This  theoretical  framing  helps  explain  why  the 
bargaining-code and revenue-sharing regulatory interventions discussed in Section 9.2 target  platforms 
specifically, rather than relying on publishers to negotiate individually: multi-sided market theory predicts 
that atomized publishers face a collective-action problem when bargaining with a concentrated platform 
intermediary, a dynamic increasingly recognized in competition-policy discussions of digital news markets.

2.5. Trust, Discourse, and the Social Function of News Business Models

A final theoretical strand, more distinctive to communication and media studies than to economics, treats the 
business model underpinning journalism as inseparable from its discursive and civic function. Scholarship on 
media trust argues that the perceived independence of a news outlet from both state and commercial 
capture is  a precondition for audiences to treat its reporting as credible,  meaning that revenue-model 
transparency how an outlet is funded, and by whom is itself a component of trust formation, not merely a  
background financial fact (a theme echoed in the audience-trust findings on AI-generated content discussed 
in Section 4.5). Political-economy approaches to media argue that revenue models shape content selection at 
a structural level: advertising-dependent models incentivize content optimized for reach and engagement,  
reader-revenue models incentivize content optimized for perceived value to a paying subscriber base (which 
may skew toward the interests and worldviews of wealthier, already-engaged audiences), and platform-
distributed models  incentivize  content  optimized for  algorithmic  amplification.  Each of  these  incentive 
structures plausibly produces systematically different discourse, framing, and linguistic register, a proposition 
this paper returns to as a priority direction for future research in Section 11.

3. Methodology

This review follows a hybrid systematic-narrative methodology, combining a structured, PRISMA-inspired 
identification, screening, and eligibility process for the academic literature with the deliberate, transparent 
incorporation of high-quality industry and statistical sources  a combination increasingly standard in media 
management research, where the pace of structural change routinely outstrips the publication cycle of peer-
reviewed journals  (Murschetz,  Omidi,  Oliver,  Kamali  Saraji,  & Javed,  2020).  The review does not claim  
database-level bibliometric completeness; rather, it aims for thematic saturation across the principal strands 
of scholarship and industry evidence bearing on the research questions set out in Section 1.

3.1. Search Strategy

Structured searches were conducted using combinations of the following keyword clusters: ("news media" 
OR journalism OR "news organizations") AND ("business model" OR "revenue model" OR monetization OR 
paywall OR subscription) AND ("digital transformation" OR platformization OR digitalization OR "artificial 
intelligence"). Academic sources were sought through indexed scholarly literature (proxying for Scopus/Web 
of Science/Google Scholar coverage), while industry and statistical sources were sought directly from primary 
institutional outputs, including the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (Digital News Report and  
Generative AI and News Report series), the Pew Research Center's Media Industry and Newspapers Fact 
Sheets, Statistics Canada's Survey of Service Industries, and the Press Gazette journalism job-cuts tracker.

3.2. Eligibility Criteria and Screening Process

Table 1 summarizes the inclusion and exclusion criteria applied. Sources were first screened by title and abstract (or executive 
summary, for institutional reports) for topical relevance, then assessed in full text against the criteria in Table 1. Figure 1 
presents the resulting identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion flow, adapted from the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting 
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Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) reporting standard commonly used in systematic reviews across the social 
sciences.

Figure 1:  PRISMA-Inspired Identification, Screening, Eligibility, and Inclusion Flow

Table 1: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for the Systematic Review Source: Author's own development.

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion

Topical focus
Directly addresses news/journalism business 
models, revenue, organizational structure, or 
digital/AI transformation of news media

General digital transformation or business-
model literature with no specific news/media-
sector application

Publication type

Peer-reviewed journal articles and book 
chapters; reports from established research 
institutes (Reuters Institute, Pew Research 
Center) and national statistical agencies

Opinion pieces without underlying data; 
single-outlet anecdotal blog posts; unverified 
aggregator statistics without a traceable 
primary source

Timeframe
Published or released 2014–2026, reflecting 
the period of platform-driven disruption and 
the more recent generative-AI transition

Pre-2014 sources, except where cited as 
foundational theory (e.g., classical media-
economics or business-model literature)

Geographic scope

Global in principle; no geographic restriction, 
though U.S., UK, and European Reuters 
Institute markets are disproportionately 
represented in the underlying data

None applied

Language
English-language sources, or sources with 
reliable English-language secondary reporting

Non-English sources without accessible 
translation or secondary reporting

3.3. Thematic Synthesis Approach

Included sources were coded inductively for recurring themes using a constant-comparison approach: each 
source was read for its principal empirical or conceptual claims regarding news media business model change, 
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and claims were grouped into candidate themes, which were iteratively merged and refined until five stable, 
non-overlapping themes emerged. These five themes structure the presentation of findings in Section 4: (1) 
the  collapse  of  the  advertising-based  model,  (2)  the  reader-revenue  pivot,  (3)  platformization  and 
distribution dependency, (4) newsroom restructuring and employment contraction, and (5) the integration of 
artificial intelligence into news production and distribution. Within each theme, quantitative findings from 
multiple sources are synthesized into comparative tables and figures to support cross-source triangulation 
rather than reliance on any single data point.

4. Findings: Thematic Synthesis

This section presents the findings of the review, organized around the five themes identified through the 
synthesis process described in Section 3.3. Table 2 provides a summary overview before each theme is  
discussed in detail, with supporting data visualizations and comparative tables.

Table 2: Thematic Overview of the Reviewed Literature Source: Author's synthesis of included sources.

Theme Representative Sources Core Finding

Advertising collapse
PwC Global Entertainment & 
Media Outlook; Marketing 
Charts (2025)

Digital advertising revenue overtook print advertising 
revenue in the U.S. newspaper industry by 2025, 
continuing a multi-year structural inversion

Reader-revenue pivot
Reuters Institute Digital News 
Report (2025)

Only 18% of respondents across a 20-country basket 
pay for any online news, with wide cross-country 
variation and signs of plateauing growth

Platformization
Fischer & Jarren (2024); Reuters 
Institute (2025b)

Referral traffic from search and social platforms is 
declining as platforms prioritize AI-generated 
summaries and short-form video, weakening 
publishers' distribution leverage

Newsroom restructuring
Pew Research Center; Press 
Gazette job-cuts tracker; U.S. 
BLS data

U.S. newspaper employment fell by approximately 
82% between 1990 and 2025; job cuts continued 
across broadcast and digital-native outlets through 
2024–2025

AI integration
Reuters Institute Generative AI 
and News Report (2025)

A majority of surveyed newsroom leaders report 
using generative AI in production workflows, while 
audience trust in AI-generated news remains low 
relative to human-reported journalism

4.1. The Structural Collapse of the Advertising-Based Model

The clearest and most extensively documented theme across the reviewed literature is the structural decline 
of advertising as the primary revenue base for news media. Industry forecasting data indicate that U.S.  
newspaper digital advertising revenue overtook print advertising revenue for the first time around 2025, a  
milestone that is less a digital success story than a marker of print advertising's continued absolute decline: 
print advertising revenue is projected to fall from roughly six billion dollars in 2021 to under four and a half  
billion dollars by the end of the decade, even as digital advertising revenue grows only modestly in absolute 
terms (Marketing Charts/PwC Global Entertainment & Media Outlook forecasts, 2025). Figure 2 illustrates 
this crossover.
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Figure 2: U.S. Newspaper Advertising Revenue: Print vs. Digital, 2020–2029 (US$ Billions)

Critically, the modest growth in digital advertising revenue accruing to publishers understates the overall  
growth of digital advertising as a category, because the large majority of that growth has been captured by 
platform  intermediaries  rather  than  by  news  publishers  themselves.  This  dynamic   often  termed  the 
"advertising leakage" problem in media-economics literature  reflects the fact that programmatic advertising 
systems, controlled predominantly by a small number of large technology companies, capture a substantial  
share of total ad spend as intermediation fees, leaving publishers with a shrinking share of a category that is 
nominally  growing.  The  practical  consequence  documented  across  the  reviewed  sources  is  that  news 
organizations can no longer rely on advertising, digital or print, to fund newsgathering at anything resembling 
historical levels, forcing the reader-revenue pivot discussed in Section 4.2.

The structure of programmatic, real-time-bidding advertising exchanges compounds this leakage problem in 
ways that are specific to digital distribution. Where a print advertisement was sold directly by the publisher's 
sales team at a negotiated rate, the large majority of digital display inventory is now sold through automated 
auction systems in which multiple intermediary's supply-side platforms, demand-side platforms, and the 
exchange operator  itself  each retain a share of  the transaction value before any revenue reaches the 
publisher.  Industry  analyses  reviewed for  this  paper  consistently  describe  this  intermediation chain  as 
capturing a substantial minority-to-majority share of total advertiser spend before it reaches the content 
originator, a structural feature that has prompted some publishers to shift deliberately toward direct-sold, 
first-party-data-based advertising relationships as a partial countermeasure, though such direct relationships 
typically require considerably greater audience scale and sales infrastructure than smaller outlets possess,  
reinforcing the market-concentration dynamic already evident in the reader-revenue data discussed below.

4.2. The Reader-Revenue Pivot: Rise and Plateau of Subscriptions

In  response  to  advertising  decline,  the  dominant  strategic  response  documented  across  the  reviewed 
literature has been a pivot toward direct reader revenue subscriptions, metered paywalls, membership  
schemes, and philanthropic or donation-based funding. This pivot has produced genuine successes at the top 

https://doi.org/10.64823/ijcml.2601003 Page 36



International Journal of Communication, Media and Linguistics | Volume 1 | Issue 1 | 2026  et al.

of the market: leading national titles have built subscriber bases in the millions, and digital subscription 
revenue is now a primary or co-primary revenue source for several major legacy outlets. However, the 
reviewed evidence indicates that this success has not generalized across the industry. The Reuters Institute's 
2025 Digital News Report finds that, across a basket of twenty wealthier countries, only 18 percent of  
respondents pay for any online news, a figure that has grown only slowly in recent years after an initial post-
2015 surge, suggesting the reader-revenue model may be approaching a natural ceiling in most markets 
(Reuters Institute, 2025a).

Figure 3: Share of Respondents Paying for Any Online News, Selected Countries (2025)

Table 3: Cross-Country Variation in Willingness to Pay for Online News (2025) Source: Reuters Institute Digital News Report 
(2025).

Country Share Paying for Online News (%)
Reader-Revenue 

Maturity

Norway 42 Mature / high

Sweden 31 Mature / high

United States 20 Moderate

20-country average 18 Moderate

United Kingdom 10 Emerging

Greece 7 Nascent

Serbia 7 Nascent
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Table 3 and Figure 3 illustrate the substantial cross-country variation underlying this average. Scandinavian markets such as 
Norway (42%) and Sweden (31%) show reader-revenue maturity far exceeding the global average, reflecting a combination of 
high trust in news media, strong public-service broadcasting traditions that normalize paying for quality content, and 
comparatively concentrated national media markets. By contrast, willingness to pay in the United Kingdom (10%) and in 
emerging or lower-income markets such as Greece and Serbia (7% each) remains substantially lower, indicating that the reader-
revenue pivot is not a uniformly transferable strategy but one whose viability depends heavily on national media-market 
structure, income levels, and pre-existing trust in journalism (Reuters Institute, 2025a). This unevenness carries a significant 
equity implication: reader-revenue models risk concentrating sustainable journalism in wealthier markets and among wealthier, 
more educated audience segments within those markets, a concern rose explicitly in the Reuters Institute's own analysis and 
echoed in academic commentary on the democratic implications of pay walled journalism.

Pricing strategy has emerged as a further point of differentiation within the reader-revenue archetype. Early 
pay wall implementations typically used a uniform metered model a fixed number of free articles per month 
before a single subscription price applied but the reviewed literature indicates a shift toward dynamic, 
behaviorally targeted pricing, in which the specific offer, discount depth, and metering threshold a given 
visitor sees is determined algorithmically based on predicted willingness to pay, engagement history, and 
churn risk. This approach, itself a further application of the AI and big-data technologies discussed in Section 
4.5, has been associated with measurably higher conversion rates than static pricing at outlets that have 
adopted it, illustrating that the reader-revenue pivot is not merely a strategic decision about whether to  
charge for content but an increasingly sophisticated, continuously optimized operational discipline in its own 
right  one that itself requires organizational capabilities many smaller outlets lack, further reinforcing the 
scale advantages documented in Table 3 and discussed further in the case vignettes in Section 6.

4.3. Platformization and Distribution Dependency

The third theme concerns news organizations'  structural  dependency on digital  platforms for audience 
discovery and distribution, and the growing risk this dependency poses. Platformization theory, as discussed 
in Section 2.2, holds that platforms have become obligatory intermediaries between news organizations and 
their audiences (Fischer & Jarren, 2024). The reviewed evidence indicates that this dependency has entered a 
new and more precarious phase since approximately 2023, as major search and social platforms have begun 
deploying AI-generated answer summaries and increasingly prioritizing short-form video content in ways that 
reduce the click-through,  or  "referral,"  traffic historically  sent  to  publisher  websites  (Reuters  Institute,  
2025b).

This  shift  compounds  an  already  well-documented  vulnerability:  because  platform  algorithms  are 
proprietary, frequently updated, and optimized for platform-level engagement metrics rather than publisher 
revenue or journalistic value, publishers who had built substantial audiences through search or social referral 
have periodically experienced sudden, unexplained traffic collapses following algorithm changes, a pattern 
documented across multiple platform transitions over the past decade. The emergence of generative AI 
chatbots as a direct news-discovery channel  bypassing publisher websites entirely by synthesizing answers 
from underlying content  represents, in the assessment of several reviewed sources, a qualitatively new stage 
of this dependency risk, since it threatens to remove the click-through step altogether rather than merely  
reducing its yield (Reuters Institute, 2025b). This dynamic is a central driver of the fifth stage in the conceptual 
model developed in Section 8.

This  trajectory  represents  the  culmination  of  a  longer  historical  arc  traced  across  the  reviewed  
platformization literature.  In  the search-engine-optimization era of  the 2010s,  publishers  could sustain 
meaningful  referral  traffic by optimizing content structure,  headlines,  and metadata for  search-ranking 
algorithms,  effectively  negotiating  a  stable,  if  asymmetric,  and  exchange:  content  optimized  for 
discoverability in return for click-through traffic. The social-media referral era that followed introduced 
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greater volatility, as platform algorithm changes could redirect or eliminate referral flows with little warning, 
but the basic exchange content for clicks persisted in modified form. The generative-AI-answer era discussed 
above breaks this exchange more fundamentally, because an AI-generated summary can satisfy a user's 
informational need directly within the platform interface, removing the structural incentive for the platform 
to send the user onward to the originating publisher at all. Several reviewed industry sources describe this as 
an existential rather than incremental threat to platform-dependent traffic models, distinguishing it from 
earlier  algorithm-driven  traffic  fluctuations  in  kind  rather  than  merely  in  degree,  and  this  distinction 
underpins the treatment of Stage 5 as a qualitatively new phase in the staged model developed in Section 8, 
rather than a simple continuation of Stage 3.

4.4. Newsroom Restructuring and Employment Contraction

The fourth theme documents the sustained organizational and employment consequences of the revenue 
pressures described above. As shown in Figure 4, United States Bureau of Labor Statistics data indicate that  
newspaper industry employment fell from approximately 458,000 jobs in 1990 to 78,800 by December 2025, 
a decline of roughly 82 percent (Reportearth, 2026, citing BLS data; Pew Research Center, 2021).

Figure 4: U.S. Newspaper Industry Employment, 1990–2025 (Thousands of Jobs)

This contraction has not been confined to legacy print outlets. Press Gazette's ongoing tracker of journalism 
job  cuts  documents  continued layoffs  across  broadcast  news  divisions,  digital-native  outlets,  and  wire 
services through 2024 and 2025,  indicating that  the restructuring pressure has broadened rather  than 
concentrated exclusively in print. Layoffs in this later period are attributed in the reviewed sources to a 
combination of continued referral-traffic decline (Section 4.3), cost pressures from investment in AI tooling, 
and, in several documented cases, explicit  organizational strategies to substitute AI-assisted production 
processes for certain reporting and editing functions (Press Gazette job-cuts tracker, 2024–2025). Academic 
case-study research on legacy media organizations attributes part of this restructuring difficulty to internal  
organizational constraints  print-first workflows, risk-averse governance structures, and cultural resistance 
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within newsrooms to metrics-driven or AI-assisted editorial processes  that slow adaptation even where  
revenue pressure is well understood by leadership (Murschetz & Friedrichsen, 2017).

A  related  and  consistently  documented  consequence  is  the  geographic  concentration  of  remaining 
journalism capacity. Multiple sources note that newsroom contraction has been disproportionately severe in 
local and regional markets relative to large national outlets, contributing to the well-documented growth of 
"news deserts" geographic areas with little or no dedicated local news coverage. This pattern has direct 
relevance for communication and linguistics scholarship on local civic discourse, since it implies a shrinking  
base  of  professionally  produced  place-specific  journalistic  language  and  framing  available  to  many 
communities.

The composition, and not only the size, of the remaining journalism workforce has also shifted. Multiple 
sources reviewed describe a relative reallocation of newsroom roles away from dedicated beat reporting and 
toward audience-engagement, analytics, and social-media production functions, reflecting the platform-
dependency and reader-revenue dynamics discussed in Sections 4.2 and 4.3: outlets pursuing subscription 
growth need staff who can analyze conversion funnels and retention data, while outlets still substantially 
dependent on platform referral need staff who can optimize content for algorithmic distribution, and both 
functions have grown in relative organizational weight even as overall headcount has contracted. Voluntary  
buyout programs, rather than involuntary layoffs alone, have also featured prominently in the contraction 
documented at several major legacy outlets, with such programs frequently disproportionately affecting 
more senior, higher-salaried journalists, raising a further concern noted in the reviewed literature regarding 
the loss of institutional knowledge and beat expertise that accompanies workforce contraction, independent 
of the raw headcount figures shown in Figure 4.

4.5. Artificial Intelligence in News Production and Distribution

The fifth and most rapidly evolving theme concerns the integration of artificial intelligence, and particularly  
generative AI, into both news production and news distribution. The Reuters Institute's dedicated Generative 
AI and News research stream finds that a majority of surveyed newsroom leaders report their organizations  
are already using generative AI tools in some part of the production workflow, most commonly for back-office 
and production-support tasks such as transcription, headline generation, summarization, and translation, 
with more cautious adoption in front-line reporting and editorial judgment tasks (Reuters Institute, 2025b). 
This adoption pattern is consistent with a risk-stratified approach in which newsrooms deploy AI more readily 
where errors are low-stakes and easily caught, and more cautiously where AI-generated errors could directly 
damage audience trust or factual accuracy.

Audience-side evidence reviewed suggests this caution is well founded from a trust perspective: survey data 
collected across multiple markets consistently find that audience trust  in news that is  disclosed as AI-
generated or AI-assisted is lower than trust in equivalent human-reported journalism, particularly for topics 
such as politics and breaking news where accuracy stakes are highest (Reuters Institute, 2025b). This creates 
a distinct strategic tension for news organizations:  AI  tools  offer clear production-cost efficiencies at  a 
moment  of  severe  financial  pressure  (Sections  4.1  and  4.4),  but  visible  or  disclosed  AI  use  carries  a  
measurable trust cost among audiences already skeptical of media institutions, and non-disclosure carries  
separate ethical and, in some jurisdictions, emerging regulatory risk. Table 4 summarizes the principal AI use 
cases  identified across  the  reviewed literature,  differentiated by  production risk  and current  adoption 
maturity.

A further dimension of AI integration concerns the legal and licensing relationship between news publishers 
and  AI  model  developers,  an  issue  that  intersects  directly  with  the  licensing/syndication  archetype 
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introduced in Table 5. Several major publishers have pursued litigation against AI developers over the alleged 
unauthorized  use  of  copyrighted  journalism as  model  training  data,  while  others  have  pursued direct 
licensing agreements granting AI developers permitted access to archives and, in some cases, real-time 
content feeds in exchange for negotiated fees. The reviewed sources suggest these two responses are not  
mutually exclusive and are in fact frequently pursued in parallel by the same organizations, reflecting a 
strategic hedge under substantial uncertainty about how courts and regulators will ultimately resolve the  
underlying copyright questions. Regardless of the eventual legal resolution, the emergence of AI licensing as a 
negotiated revenue stream represents a further illustration of the broader pattern noted throughout Section 
5:  financially  resilient  news  organizations  increasingly  combine  multiple,  structurally  distinct  revenue 
archetypes rather than depending on any single mechanism.

Table 4: AI Use Cases in News Production and Distribution, by Risk and Adoption Maturity Source: Author's synthesis based on 
Reuters Institute Generative AI and News Report (2025); related industry reporting.

Use Case Category Examples Adoption Maturity / Risk Profile

Production support
Transcription, translation, summarization, 
headline generation, metadata tagging

High adoption; low editorial risk; widely 
reported across surveyed newsrooms

Personalization & distribution
Automated content recommendation, 
personalized push notifications, AI-driven 
audience segmentation

Moderate adoption; moderate risk 
(opacity of recommendation logic; 
potential for filter-bubble effects)

Automated content 
generation

Template-based reporting (e.g., financial results, 
sports summaries), AI-drafted first versions of 
routine stories

Moderate adoption; higher risk; typically 
retained under human editorial review

Investigative & analytical 
support

Large-dataset analysis, pattern detection in 
leaked or public-record documents, AI-assisted 
data journalism

Emerging adoption; high potential value; 
requires specialized technical capability 
many newsrooms lack

Audience-facing 
conversational AI

AI chatbots answering reader questions from an 
outlet's archive; AI-generated summaries of 
published stories

Early-stage adoption; highest trust risk; 
central to the platform-dependency 
concerns in Section 4.3

5. Business Model Archetypes for Digital News Media

The thematic findings presented in Section 4 describe the pressures reshaping news media business models; 
this section complements that analysis by cataloguing the distinct revenue archetypes that have emerged in 
response, in the spirit of comparable archetype taxonomies developed for sustainable and digital business 
models in the broader management literature (an approach modeled on frameworks such as Bocken, Short, 
Rana, and Evans's widely cited business-model-archetype taxonomy in the sustainability domain, adapted 
here to the news-media revenue context). Table 5 presents eight recurring archetypes identified across the 
reviewed sources, organized from the most audience-payment-dependent models to the most advertising- 
or commerce-adjacent models.

Table 5: Business Model Archetypes for Digital News Media Source: Author's synthesis based on the reviewed literature and 
industry case evidence (Sections 4 and 6).
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Archetype Core Revenue Mechanism Representative Examples

Metered/hard paywall 
subscription

Direct reader payment for full or threshold 
access to proprietary content

The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, 
The Times (UK)

Freemium/voluntary 
membership

Free access with optional reader contributions 
or membership tiers offering ancillary benefits

The Guardian, NPR member stations, 
Wikipedia (non-news comparator)

Nonprofit/philanthropic 
model

Grant funding, foundation support, and 
individual donations substitute for or 
supplement earned revenue

ProPublica, The Texas Tribune, and other INN-
member outlets (Section 6.2)

Creator/newsletter 
economy

Individual journalists or small teams monetize 
direct subscriber relationships via platform-
hosted newsletters

Substack-hosted independent publications 
(Section 6.3); Beehiiv, Ghost

Bundled multi-product 
subscription

Journalism bundled with adjacent lifestyle, 
gaming, or service products to raise perceived 
value and reduce churn

NYT bundle (News + Cooking + Games + 
Wirecutter + The Athletic)

Licensing and syndication
Content or archive material licensed to third 
parties, including, increasingly, AI model 
developers

Wire services (AP, Reuters); emerging 
publisher-AI licensing deals

Native advertising / 
branded content

Sponsored content produced in-house and 
integrated editorially, priced at a premium to 
programmatic display

Widely adopted across both legacy and 
digital-native outlets as an advertising-
adjacent model

Events, commerce, and 
affiliate revenue

Non-editorial revenue streams (live events, e-
commerce affiliate links, product reviews) 
diversifying beyond content sales

Product-review verticals; conference and live-
journalism events run by major outlets

Three observations follow from this taxonomy. First, the archetypes are not mutually exclusive: the case  
evidence reviewed in Section 6 indicates that financially resilient outlets typically combine three or more  
archetypes simultaneously  for example, a metered subscription core supplemented by bundled products,  
licensing revenue, and event income  rather than relying on a single revenue mechanism, a pattern consistent 
with the broader media-economics literature's emphasis on revenue-stream diversification as a resilience 
strategy (Institute for Nonprofit News Index reporting, 2021–2026, discussed further in Section 6.2). Second, 
the  archetypes  differ  substantially  in  their  scalability  and  their  sensitivity  to  brand  strength:  metered 
subscription and bundled multi-product  models  appear  to  require  substantial  existing brand trust  and 
audience scale to succeed, consistent with the market-concentration patterns noted in Section 4.2, whereas 
the  creator/newsletter  economy archetype lowers  the  capital  and brand threshold  for  entry,  enabling 
individual journalists to build sustainable, if typically smaller-scale, businesses independent of an employing 
institution (Section 6.3). Third, the licensing and syndication archetype has taken on renewed significance in 
the AI era, as publishers increasingly negotiate direct licensing arrangements with AI model developers for  
training-data or retrieval access  a development that intersects directly with the platform-dependency and AI-
integration themes discussed in Sections 4.3 and 4.5, since such licensing revenue partially offsets referral-
traffic losses even as the underlying AI systems it feeds may further reduce direct audience visits to publisher 
websites.
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This taxonomy also clarifies a limitation of the reader-revenue framing used in much of the existing literature, 
including  the  Reuters  Institute  data  discussed  in  Section  4.2:  "willingness  to  pay  for  online  news"  as 
conventionally measured captures only the metered/hard paywall and freemium/membership archetypes 
directly, while under-capturing philanthropic, creator-economy, licensing, and commerce-adjacent revenue 
that may be growing even where direct subscription willingness appears to have plateaued. This suggests that 
aggregate industry revenue resilience may be somewhat greater, and more structurally diversified, than 
subscription-focused survey data alone would indicate a nuance explored further through the case vignettes 
in Section 6.

6. Illustrative Case Vignettes

This section presents three brief case vignettes illustrating how the archetypes in Table 5 operate in practice, 
selected to represent structurally distinct positions within the business-model landscape: a legacy national 
newspaper that has executed a large-scale subscription and bundling transition, an aggregate nonprofit 
sector reliant on philanthropic funding, and a platform-mediated creator economy representing the most 
decentralized end of the spectrum. These vignettes are illustrative rather than representative or randomly 
sampled, and are intended to demonstrate the practical operation of the archetype taxonomy rather than to 
support statistical generalization; they should be read alongside the broader thematic evidence in Section 4.

6.1. The New York Times: Subscription Scale and Bundling

The New York Times Company offers the most extensively documented example of a legacy print organization 
executing  a  full  transition  to  a  subscription-centred,  multi-product  digital  business.  Following  the 
introduction of its digital paywall in 2011, the company's digital-only subscriber base grew from roughly 
910,000 in 2014 to approximately 5.7 million by 2020, 8.8 million by 2022, and an estimated 12.2 million by  
the end of 2025, with the company surpassing two billion dollars in total digital revenue for the first time that 
year  (FourWeekMBA,  2026;  ExpandedRamblings,  2026;  NYT Company Q4 2025 earnings  commentary). 
Figure 5 illustrates this trajectory.

Figure 5: The New York Times Digital-Only Subscribers, 2104-2025 (Millions)

Two features of this case are instructive. First, subscription growth has been driven substantially by product  
bundling rather than news content alone: by the end of 2024, more than half of the company's digital-only 
subscribers held bundle or multi-product subscriptions spanning news, games, cooking, product reviews, and 
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sport, reflecting the bundled multi-product archetype in Table 5 and suggesting that willingness to pay for  
"news" in isolation, as measured in the Reuters Institute data discussed in Section 4.2, may understate 
willingness to pay for a broader content ecosystem anchored by a trusted news brand. Second, subscription 
revenue growth has not eliminated dependence on scale and brand equity: the company's own strategic  
communications attribute continued digital-advertising growth and rising average revenue per subscriber to 
engagement across this bundled portfolio, indicating that even at this scale, revenue diversification within the 
archetype taxonomy, rather than reliance on a single stream, remains central to financial performance (NYT 
Company Q4 2025 earnings call commentary, 2026).

6.2. The Nonprofit News Sector: Philanthropic Scaling and Its Limits

The aggregate financial trajectory of the U.S. nonprofit news sector, tracked annually through the Institute for 
Nonprofit News (INN) Index, offers a contrasting case built on the nonprofit/philanthropic archetype in Table 
5. Combined revenue across INN member organizations grew from an estimated 420 million dollars in 2021 to 
approximately 600 million dollars in 2023, 684 million dollars in 2024, and more than 750 million dollars in  
2025 a roughly 14 percent year-over-year growth rate sustained across the most recent two years for which 
data are available (Institute for Nonprofit News, 2022–2026, as reported by Nieman Journalism Lab and 
Candid). Figure 6 presents this trajectory.

Fi
gure 6: The New York Times Digital-Only Subscribers, 2014–2025 (Millions)

However, the INN Index data also illustrate an important limitation of philanthropic scaling as a business-
model strategy: while aggregate sector revenue has grown consistently, median per-outlet revenue growth 
has begun to plateau, rising only marginally from 532,000 dollars in 2024 to roughly 525,000 dollars in 2025, 
even as expenses rose over the same period, and INN's own 2026 Index report explicitly frames the sector as 
"continuing to grow, albeit at a slower pace," with persistent "headwinds on funding and audience fronts" at 
the individual-newsroom level (Institute for Nonprofit News, 2026). This pattern aggregate sector growth 
masking individual-outlet strain parallels the geographic and demographic unevenness documented in the 
reader-revenue data in Section 4.2 and suggests that philanthropic funding, like subscription revenue, is  
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subject to its own form of market concentration, with growth increasingly favoring larger, more established, 
and typically more local-focused outlets over smaller or newer entrants (Institute for Nonprofit News, 2025, 
2026).

6.3. The Newsletter and Creator Economy: Platform-Mediated Decentralization

A third and structurally distinct case is offered by the platform-hosted newsletter and creator economy, 
exemplified by Substack, which operationalizes the creator/newsletter economy archetype in Table 5 by 
allowing individual writers to build direct subscription relationships with readers while the platform retains a 
fixed commission (reported at approximately 10 percent of subscription revenue) rather than employing 
journalists directly. Paid subscriptions on the platform grew from approximately 2 million in 2023 to 4 million 
by November 2024, 5 million by March 2025, and 8.4 million by the first quarter of 2026, with aggregate gross 
writer earnings reaching an estimated 450 million dollars in 2025 (Sacra, 2025; Backlinko, 2026; Readless,  
2026). Figure 7 illustrates this growth trajectory.

Figure 7: Aggregate Revenue of U.S. Nonprofit News Organizations (INN Member Outlets), 2021–2025

This case illustrates both the promise and the structural fragility of the creator-economy archetype. On one 
hand,  it  has  enabled a  wave of  experienced journalists  departing legacy  or  nonprofit  outlets  to  build  
independently sustainable publications, and has attracted established media brands themselves to launch 
newsletter offerings on the platform, indicating some degree of institutional validation. On the other hand,  
industry analysis has flagged a reported subscriber churn rate near 50 percent annually on the platform, 
alongside  a  growing  migration  of  high-revenue  creators  toward  competing  platforms  seeking  lower 
commission  rates,  suggesting  that  the  creator-economy  model,  like  the  nonprofit  and  subscription 
archetypes before it, faces its own distinct sustainability and concentration risks rather than representing an 
unambiguously more resilient alternative (Sacra, 2025).

Table 6: Summary of Illustrative Case Vignettes Source: Author's compilation; see individual subsections for full source 
attribution.
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Case Archetype(s) from Table 5 Key Outcome

The New York Times
Metered subscription; bundled multi-product 
subscription

Grew from 0.91 million digital-only 
subscribers (2014) to approximately 12.2 
million (end of 2025); surpassed $2 billion 
in annual digital revenue for the first time 
in 2025

Nonprofit news sector 
(INN members)

Nonprofit/philanthropic model

Aggregate member revenue grew from an 
estimated $420 million (2021) to more 
than $750 million (2025), though median 
per-outlet revenue growth has begun to 
plateau

Substack-hosted 
creator economy

Creator/newsletter economy

Paid subscriptions grew from 
approximately 2 million (2023) to 8.4 
million (Q1 2026); gross writer earnings 
reached an estimated $450 million in 
2025

7. Regional and Comparative Analysis

The thematic findings in Section 4 and the archetype taxonomy in Section 5 are drawn predominantly from  
evidence concentrated in wealthy, English-language media markets. This section makes the resulting regional 
unevenness explicit by directly comparing reader-revenue maturity and platform-distribution dependency 
across major world regions, synthesizing the country-level data introduced in Section 4.2 (Table 3) with the 
broader thematic evidence on platformization from Section 4.3.

Figure 8 presents this comparison using two composite indicators: reader-revenue maturity, drawn directly  
from the Reuters Institute's willingness-to-pay data introduced in Section 4.2, and a platform-dependency 
index,  an illustrative composite  constructed from the qualitative platformization evidence discussed in  
Section  4.3  and  reflecting  the  relative  concentration  of  news  discovery  through  search  and  social  
intermediaries in each region. The platform-dependency values should be read as an interpretive synthesis 
rather than a validated primary metric, since no single reviewed source provides a directly comparable 
quantitative index across all six regions.
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Figure 8: Substack Paid Subscriptions Growth, 2023–Q1 2026 (Millions)

Table 7: Regional Comparison of Business Model Maturity and Platform Dependency Source: Author's synthesis based on 
Reuters Institute Digital News Report (2025) and the thematic findings in Section 4.

Region Reader-Revenue Maturity Platform Dependency Dominant Archetype Mix

Nordic Europe
High (Norway 42%, Sweden 
31%)

Comparatively lower
Metered subscription; strong 
public-service broadcasting 
complement

Western Europe Moderate Moderate-high

Mixed 
subscription/membership; 
regulatory bargaining-code 
activity

North America (excl. UK) Moderate (U.S. 20%) High
Subscription/bundling at 
flagship outlets; nonprofit 
sector growth (Section 6.2)

United Kingdom Low-moderate (10%) High
Freemium/membership 
(dominant model); advertising 
still significant

Asia-Pacific
Moderate, highly variable by 
market

High
Mixed; strong platform-native 
distribution; nascent reader-
revenue growth

Latin America / Global South Low (Greece/Serbia 7% as 
European proxies for lower-
income markets)

Highest Advertising and platform-
distributed models still 
dominant; nonprofit/donor 
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Region Reader-Revenue Maturity Platform Dependency Dominant Archetype Mix

models emerging

7.1. Nordic and Western Europe: Reader-Revenue Leadership

Nordic markets exhibit the highest reader-revenue maturity in the global dataset, a pattern the reviewed 
literature attributes to a combination of high generalized social trust, strong and well-funded public-service 
broadcasting traditions  that  normalize  the  expectation of  paying  for  quality  media,  and comparatively 
concentrated national media markets in which a small number of trusted outlets capture the large majority of 
reader-revenue  willingness  (Reuters  Institute,  2025a).  Western  European  markets  more  broadly  show 
moderate  reader-revenue  maturity  alongside  the  most  active  regulatory  engagement  with  platform-
dependency  concerns,  reflected  in  the  European  Union's  ongoing  development  of  platform-publisher 
bargaining and remuneration mechanisms discussed further in Section 9.2.

7.2. North America: High-Scale Subscription alongside High Platform Dependency

The United States exhibits a distinctive combination of moderate reader-revenue maturity at the aggregate 
level (Section 4.2) alongside exceptionally high absolute subscription scale at flagship outlets (Section 6.1)  
and a rapidly growing nonprofit sector (Section 6.2). This pattern suggests a bifurcated market structure: a  
small number of large, brand-strong outlets achieve subscription outcomes comparable to or exceeding 
Nordic levels in absolute terms, while the median local or regional outlet faces the more severe platform-
dependency and revenue pressures documented in Sections 4.1,  4.3,  and 4.4,  including the newsroom 
contraction and news-desert patterns discussed there.

7.3. United Kingdom: The Freemium/Membership Alternative

The United Kingdom presents a partial departure from the metered-paywall norm dominant elsewhere, with 
major outlets such as The Guardian historically favoring a freemium, voluntary-membership archetype (Table 
5)  over  a  hard  paywall,  reflecting  an  editorial  commitment  to  open  access  alongside  reader-revenue 
generation. This model produces the comparatively low measured "willingness to pay" in Table 3 (10 percent) 
despite reported reader-revenue contributions comparable in absolute terms to major subscription-based 
peers, illustrating a broader methodological point: cross-country reader-revenue comparisons based solely 
on subscription/paywall survey questions may understate reader-revenue performance in markets where the 
dominant archetype is voluntary membership rather than mandatory payment.

7.4. Asia-Pacific and the Global South: Platform-Native Markets

Evidence for Asia-Pacific and Global South markets is markedly thinner in the reviewed literature than for  
North America and Europe, a limitation acknowledged explicitly in Section 10. Available evidence suggests 
these markets exhibit the highest platform-distribution dependency in the global comparison, reflecting both 
a historically weaker tradition of direct payment for editorial content and the disproportionate role that 
mobile-first social platforms play as primary news-access points in markets with less-developed desktop 
internet infrastructure and news-website habituation. At the same time, nonprofit and donor-funded models 
analogous to the Section 6.2 case are reported to be emerging in several  Global South markets as an  
alternative  funding  pathway  less  dependent  on  either  platform  advertising  or  a  large  base  of  paying 
subscribers, though rigorous comparative data on this trend remain limited relative to the North American 
and European evidence base.
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8. Synthesis: A Staged Model of Business Model Transformation

The five themes discussed in Section 4 do not operate independently; they are sequentially and causally 
linked, and several reviewed sources implicitly or explicitly describe news organizations as passing through 
recognizable  stages  of  adaptation,  even though the  pace and completeness  of  this  progression varies  
enormously by outlet size, market, and ownership structure. Synthesizing across the reviewed literature, this 
paper proposes a five-stage conceptual model, illustrated in Figure 9, that situates the themes of Section 4  
within a single developmental sequence.

Figur
e 9: Regional Reader-Revenue Maturity vs. Platform Distribution Dependency

In Stage 1 (Print-Centric Model), news organizations operate the classical dual-product model described in  
Section 2.1, with advertising cross-subsidizing newsgathering and distribution occurring through a linear,  
one-to-many print or broadcast channel. Stage 2 (Digitization) sees the same content and advertising logic  
extended to a digital  channel   websites and e-editions  without fundamentally  altering the underlying 
business model; digital advertising in this stage is typically bundled with, or priced at a fraction of, print 
advertising. Stage 3 (Platformization) marks the point at which search and social platforms become the 
dominant distribution channel, described in Section 4.3, shifting bargaining power away from publishers and 
toward platform intermediaries and setting the stage for the advertising collapse detailed in Section 4.1.  
Stage 4 (Reader-Revenue Pivot) is the strategic response documented in Section 4.2, in which organizations  
attempt  to  replace  lost  advertising  revenue  with  direct  payment  from audiences,  with  success  highly  
conditional on national market characteristics per Table 3. Stage 5 (AI-Augmented Newsroom) represents the 
frontier stage identified in Section 4.5, in which generative AI simultaneously offers production-cost relief and 
introduces new trust, disclosure, and distribution risks, while also threatening to accelerate the platform-
dependency dynamics of Stage 3 through AI-mediated news discovery.

Two features of this model merit emphasis. First, it is not strictly linear or universal: many organizations,  
particularly smaller and local outlets, remain effectively straddling Stages 2 and 3, lacking the audience scale 
or brand trust needed to sustain a viable Stage 4 reader-revenue pivot, which helps explain the newsroom 
contraction and news-desert patterns discussed in Section 4.4. Second, the cross-cutting pressures shown at 
the base of Figure 9 declining advertising yields, platform algorithm volatility, transparency and disclosure 
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expectations, audience trust volatility, and newsroom cost pressure  act on every stage simultaneously rather 
than being confined to any single stage, meaning that even organizations that have successfully reached 
Stage 4 or 5 remain exposed to renewed disruption from any of these five pressures. This is consistent with  
dynamic-capabilities  perspectives  on digital  transformation more broadly,  which emphasize  continuous 
adaptation over one-time transition (Section 2.3).

9. Discussion: Theoretical and Practical Implications

9.1. Theoretical Implications

This review contributes to media-economics and digital-transformation theory in three ways. First, it extends 
platformization theory (Fischer & Jarren, 2024) by documenting a specific new mechanism  AI-mediated 
answer generation  through which platform dependency is intensifying rather than stabilizing, suggesting that 
platformization should be understood as a continuing, escalating process rather than a phenomenon that 
reached a stable equilibrium following the initial social-media distribution era. Second, it  extends dual-
product media-economics theory by showing empirically how thoroughly the historical advertising/content 
cross-subsidy  has  broken  down,  with  reader  revenue  emerging  as  a  partial  but  geographically  and 
demographically uneven substitute rather than a full replacement (Table 3). Third, the five-stage model 
proposed  in  Section  8  offers  a  testable,  integrative  framework  connecting  external  market  disruption 
(platformization, advertising collapse) with internal organizational response (reader-revenue strategy, AI 
adoption), addressing calls in the literature for frameworks that link these two levels of analysis rather than  
treating them separately (Murschetz & Friedrichsen, 2017).

9.2. Practical Implications

Table 8 summarizes the practical implications of the review's findings for four stakeholder groups directly  
relevant to this journal's readership: media managers and editors, journalism educators, policymakers and 
regulators, and communication and linguistics scholars.

Table 8: Summary of Theoretical and Practical Implications by Stakeholder Group Source: Author's own development.

Stakeholder Key Implication Recommended Action

Media managers/editors
Reader-revenue viability is market-conditional (Table 3); a 
single global strategy is unlikely to transfer across markets

Calibrate revenue strategy (subscription 
vs. membership vs. philanthropic 
funding) to local trust and income 
conditions rather than replicating 
flagship-market models uncritically

Media managers/editors
AI adoption carries a measurable trust cost when disclosed, 
but efficiency benefits are substantial (Section 4.5)

Adopt risk-stratified AI deployment 
(Table 4); invest in clear, consistent AI-
disclosure policy rather than either 
blanket adoption or blanket avoidance

Journalism educators
The skill profile required of entry-level journalists is shifting 
toward data literacy, audience analytics, and AI-tool fluency

Integrate data journalism, platform 
literacy, and AI-tool training into 
curricula alongside traditional reporting 
and writing instruction

Policymakers/regulators Platform intermediaries capture a disproportionate share of 
digital advertising value relative to content originators 

Consider bargaining-code or revenue-
sharing regulatory models requiring 
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Stakeholder Key Implication Recommended Action

(Section 4.1)
platforms to compensate publishers, 
following precedents in several national 
jurisdictions

Policymakers/regulators
Newsroom contraction is geographically concentrated, 
contributing to local news deserts (Section 4.4)

Support targeted public-interest 
journalism funding mechanisms for local 
and regional markets underserved by 
commercial reader-revenue models

Communication/linguistics 
scholars

Business model structure shapes available journalistic 
discourse, style, and voice diversity

Treat business-model context as a 
standard variable in discourse and 
media-language research designs, rather 
than an implicit background condition

9.3. Boundary Conditions of the Proposed Model

The five-stage model presented in Section 8,  and the archetype taxonomy presented in Section 5,  are  
intended as  heuristic tools  for  organizing a  complex and heterogeneous evidence base rather  than as 
deterministic predictions of how any individual outlet will or should evolve. Two boundary conditions merit  
explicit statement. First, the staged model assumes a trajectory beginning from a print-centric starting point; 
it applies straightforwardly to legacy newspaper and broadcast organizations but less directly to digital-native 
outlets that never operated a Stage 1 print-advertising model, and to the creator-economy case discussed in 
Section 6.3, which in several respects enters the sequence directly at a hybrid of Stages 4 and 5. Second, the 
model's staging implies a rough chronological ordering that holds at the industry level but not necessarily at  
the level of any single organization, since well-resourced outlets have in some documented cases compressed 
or reordered stages  for example, launching AI-augmented (Stage 5) products before fully completing a 
reader-revenue  pivot  (Stage  4)   where  organizational  capability  and  capital  allow  parallel  rather  than 
sequential  adoption. These boundary conditions do not undermine the model's  value as an organizing 
framework but do caution against applying it as a rigid, universally sequential roadmap.

10. Limitations

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting this review. First, the underlying evidence base is 
disproportionately weighted toward wealthier,  English-language media markets  particularly the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and Northern and Western Europe  reflecting both the geographic coverage of 
the Reuters Institute's survey methodology and the broader concentration of academic media-economics 
research in these regions; findings regarding reader-revenue viability and platform dependency may transfer 
imperfectly to markets outside this coverage. Second, because generative AI adoption in newsrooms is 
evolving  extremely  rapidly,  the  empirical  findings  summarized in  Section 4.5  should  be  regarded as  a  
snapshot of a fast-moving situation rather than a stable characterization; adoption rates, disclosure norms,  
and audience trust responses documented here are likely to shift materially within a short period following 
publication.  Third,  this  review relies  substantially  on industry  and institutional  reports  alongside  peer-
reviewed academic literature; while sources such as the Reuters Institute and Pew Research Center maintain 
high methodological standards, these reports are not subject to the same peer-review process as academic 
journal  articles,  and  their  commissioning  organizations  may  have  institutional  perspectives  that  shape 
framing, even where underlying data collection is methodologically sound. Fourth, the review's thematic and 
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staged-model synthesis reflects an interpretive analytical  process;  while grounded systematically in the 
reviewed sources, alternative thematic groupings or staging logics are possible and could yield different 
emphases. Fifth, the case vignettes in Section 6 and the regional platform-dependency comparison in Section 
7 were selected and constructed illustratively rather than through random or exhaustive sampling; the three 
cases were chosen specifically to represent structurally distinct archetypes from Table 5, and the platform-
dependency index in Figure 8 is an interpretive composite rather than a validated primary measurement,  
meaning both should be read as heuristic aids to synthesis rather than statistically representative findings.

11. Future Research Agenda

Building on the themes and limitations identified above, four priority directions for future research are 
proposed. First, longitudinal research is needed to determine whether reader-revenue models represent a 
durable long-term funding mechanism for professional journalism or a transitional strategy whose growth, as 
Section 4.2 suggests, may already be approaching saturation in several markets; panel or cohort studies 
tracking individual subscriber retention and willingness-to-pay over multi-year periods would meaningfully 
extend the current largely cross-sectional evidence base. Second, empirical research directly measuring the 
net effect of generative AI on audience trust in journalism  as opposed to stated survey preferences regarding 
AI disclosure  would help resolve the tension identified in Section 4.5 between production efficiency and trust 
risk.  Third,  comparative research extending  the  market-level  analysis  in  Table  3  to  a  wider  and more 
economically diverse set of countries, including markets in the Global South currently underrepresented in 
Reuters Institute and comparable survey instruments, would substantially improve the generalizability of 
reader-revenue and platform-dependency  findings.  Fourth,  and most  directly  relevant  to  this  journal's  
disciplinary scope,  discourse-analytic and linguistic research explicitly  linking the business-model  stages 
proposed in Section 8 to measurable changes in journalistic language, framing, and stylistic convention  for  
example, whether platformization-stage content exhibits systematically different linguistic features from 
reader-revenue-stage content  represents a largely unexplored but promising avenue connecting media-
economics and media-linguistics scholarship.

12. Conclusion

This systematic review has synthesized academic and industry evidence on the digital transformation of news 
media business models across five interlocking themes: the structural collapse of advertising-based revenue, 
the geographically uneven rise of reader-revenue models, deepening platform dependency now intensified 
by AI-mediated news discovery, sustained newsroom restructuring and employment contraction, and the 
ambivalent, risk-stratified integration of generative AI into news production. Synthesizing these themes, the 
paper  has  proposed  a  five-stage  conceptual  model   from  print-centric  models  through  digitization, 
platformization, the reader-revenue pivot, to the AI-augmented newsroom  intended to provide researchers 
and  practitioners  with  an  integrative  framework  for  situating  specific  organizational  cases  or  national 
contexts within a broader developmental trajectory.

The evidence reviewed resists simple optimism or pessimism. Reader-revenue models have demonstrably  
rescued the economics of some flagship national and international outlets, and artificial intelligence offers 
genuine production efficiencies at a moment of severe financial constraint; yet these same dynamics have 
coincided with substantial, geographically concentrated newsroom contraction, persistently low willingness 
to pay for news in most markets, and audience trust conditions that complicate rather than resolve the 
sector's underlying economic pressures. For communication, media, and linguistics scholars, the central 

https://doi.org/10.64823/ijcml.2601003 Page 52



International Journal of Communication, Media and Linguistics | Volume 1 | Issue 1 | 2026  et al.

implication is that the business model underlying any given piece of journalism is not a neutral backdrop but 
an active shaping force on the discourse, language, and civic function of news and one that continues to 
change faster than the scholarly literature can fully characterize.

The archetype taxonomy, case vignettes, and regional comparison developed in Sections 5 through 7 extend 
this synthesis from the industry-level themes documented in Section 4 toward a more granular, comparative 
understanding of how individual organizations and national markets navigate the same underlying pressures 
in structurally different ways. No single archetype from Table 5, and no single regional pattern from Table 7, 
appears likely to generalize as a universal solution: the New York Times case illustrates that subscription scale 
can succeed spectacularly under favorable brand and market conditions, the nonprofit sector case illustrates 
that  philanthropic  funding  can  sustain  meaningful  aggregate  growth  while  leaving  individual  outlets  
financially fragile, and the creator-economy case illustrates that platform-mediated decentralization can 
lower barriers to entry while introducing new forms of platform dependency only one level removed from the 
search- and social-referral dependency it partially escapes. This plurality of viable, and simultaneously fragile, 
business model pathways is, this paper argues, the defining structural condition of contemporary news media 
one that any single-model explanation of the sector's future risks oversimplifying.
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