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“Digital disruption is the change that occurs when new digital technologies and business models affect the value proposition of existing goods and services”. (Rouse / Techtarget, 2019)

The history behind the National Geographic magazine is one of the most, if not, the most respected in the history of the media industry.  
Over one hundred and thirty years of providing the world with geographical knowledge.  Their mission being; 

“to increase and diffuse geographic knowledge while promoting the conservation of the world’s cultural, historical, and natural resources”, (National Geographic Magazine, 2019)

As seen below, their growth and development were vast and substantial, capitalizing upon the ever-increasing global media market.
Initially in 1888, sporadically produced to 200 Charter members. By late 1889 monthly publications soon began selling approximately 1000 issues per annum.  1897 saw Alexander Graham Bell assume the helm and alter a scientific journal into a more popular scientific magazine in an attempt to restore dwindling revenue and a plateau in sales.
1899 saw new editorship (Gilbert Grosvenor) who continued Bell’s revised format and drove a complete reshape of the magazine, shorter punchier articles, glossy pictures and less scholarly jargon. Here began the popularization of the magazine, the following few bullets highlight some of the key milestones;
· 1906 ~11,000 subscribers 
· 1910 saw the inclusion of the trademark, glossy photographs
· End of WW1 (1918) 500,000 copies circulated
· BY 1970 members totaled 10.7M
· 2019 ~40 million people view Nat geo articles / publications every month 

However, even with this astounding growth rate, and market capture, the decline in revenue and circulation was also increasing, reaching a near “fever pitch” over the last ten or so years.

This “disruption” dramatically altered the media industry as a whole, an enormous percentage of this impact being upon the printed circulations such as magazines, newspapers and journals. (Stange, Industrial Engineering and Management, 2015)

By 1980 National Geographic boasted 10.7 million subscribers and a circulation of well over 30 million (National Geographic Magazine, 2019). By the mid-1990s, the Society had sold more than four million home videos. (National Geographic Magazine, 2019). 

Nat Geo recognized that with falling circulation, (Statista, 2019), figure 1. shows the decline in UK magazine copies between 2003-15 per ‘000 and a reduced visual following of their varying channels, they must respond to the disruption being faced.  

Figure 1.  Decline in copies sold in the UK 2003-2015 (Statista, 2019)
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To survive, let alone retain the former subscribers, there had to be a revised strategy and approach to reaching their market.  In essence, a rebranding was not only required but inevitable.  Their marketing and strategy teams knew that they had the content, that was clear by their lineage, but then how to provide and utilize it within this digital spectrum?

The implementation of analytical tools and processes enabled National Geographic to isolate their strengths and weaknesses while recognizing the threats facing their business, these including SWOT, Porters five forces, PEST etc.  Utilising these assisted in the development of strategies to mitigate the digital disruption crippling their revenue and threatening the very existence of the iconic publication.

Essler (2019) was a useful source of information.  Gary Knell, soon after assuming the CEO position commented, “We like to talk about relevance over reverence, reverence is important and, certainly, over 130 years we've created a legacy as one of the most trusted brands in the country and around the world. But, if you don't disrupt yourself to maintain that relevance, you'll go out of business.” 

The importance of key roles, and whom fills them is so critical when developing and implementing a new business strategy.  Knell was no stranger to these challenges after successfully navigating Sesame Street and National Public Radio (NPR) through their digital transformations.

Analyzing the statistics behind the viewing public, and prior subscribers of the magazine, and the availability of news, articles, journals etc. became more abundant online, meaning that Nat Geo’s viewers were simply not opting for the option of sitting and reading but picking up their mobile devices and “snipping” a read or view when they could, “on the go” as it were.  Buying into the adage, “print is dead”.  Ghostbusters, 1984, (print is dead).

For years it had been declared ‘print was king’ when in fact ‘content was king’ and as technology seeped into every corner of daily routines, readers changed their behavior when it came to consuming content. As the internet became the new distributor for journalism, bravery, commitment, cash and creativity were needed to ride and embrace this new technology, to plug it into the heart of existing print brands.  (Carey, Journalism, 2019)

Ultimately, Nat Geo had to find the perfect combination of educational material to maintain their professional relevance while also providing quick and efficient content to entertain consumers less interested in the science and more intrigued by the Earth’s visual beauty and opportunity for adventure.

As the National Geographic Society entered the 21st century, it boasted of three magazines, programs for television and home video, an expanding web site, and two freestanding retail stores in Washington, D.C., along with a new cable, a new magazine and international television channels under development. The Society was also seeking partners to capitalize upon the National Geographic brand name via toys, software, and other consumer goods. 
Embracing the digital age, reinventing their presence within the media sector, and answering the altered “call” from their subscribers to enable them to remain engaged and able to view their content had become Nat Geo’s strategy.  Their restructure was driven partly by the two major sale / purchase deals they were involved in;

· 2015 21st Century Fox 73% share holder for $725 Million
· Reduces head count by 9%
· Retains 27% and rebrands as National geographic Partners
· 2017 21st Century sold to Disney for $71 Billion
· Deal includes 21st Century's stake in National Geographic Partners

The latter, as part of the Murdoch empire empowered them to extensively develop their digital presence, numerous digital magazines focused upon travel, adventure, lifestyle and wildlife combined with the varying channels (both online and cable based) allowed their followers to view content at their will, and select (by category) exactly what it was they read and or viewed.  Not only had they entered the digital media sector but by force, but pivoted their strategy focusing emphatically on the type, quality and quantity of content. 

While placing the media online is relatively straight forward the “meat” behind this is content, in media it always will be, wrong content, and soon, no one will read it.

As is profound from the below statistics in Figure 2.  Nat Geo successfully targeted the right audience with the right content. (Rudert, Brandigo, 2019)

The goal of capturing the digital reader was working and working well.

Figure 2.  2015 Social network followers of the online Nat Geo Magazine 

	Facebook followers – 36,192,762
Twitter followers – 9,709,010
Google followers – 8,473,633
Instagram Followers of the Magazine – 23,816,098
(Rudert, Brandigo, 2019)


But why is their social media footprint so prominent compared to other publications?
Call it a cultural movement or a generational change, but Nat Geo helped make “science cool again”.  (Rudert, Brandigo, 2019) One of their key marketing decisions was to focus upon quality content. Awe inspiring nature photographs, videos and documentaries, with a website with useful, high-quality content. 
In order to capture the maximum potential viewers Nat Geo aimed at making their website a truly interactive site.  A wide range of topics with real time news and feeds, video and viewer quizzes and the ability to comment and interact with the stories and articles.
Finding a balance between the viewer ages and interest was also paramount, still catering to the serious reader but also the younger age groups and those simply wishing to remain current on Nat Geo content.  This was achieved, and memorably so, their website gaining and remaining one of the most visited sites within that sector online.
In closing, National Geographic have succeeded in maintaining their subscriber base by retaining the valuable content within their magazine, the loyal base which will continue to receive the magazine in print and (more importantly) gained millions more through a masterful business strategy behind their website, both design and constant development, in essence, overcoming, indeed, mitigating digital disruption.

The use of analytical data, the subsequent application of these findings into the aforementioned business processes and strategic formula provided Nat Geo the means to address their market and provide what their subscribers wanted and needed.
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