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Abstract

The purpose of the assessment was to critically assess the benefits and challenges facing digital newspaper publishing with the focus on The Times’ e-business paywall model in contrast with The Guardian's donation-funded free-model. The e-publishing approach is threatening the print media and newspaper has been the worst hit as their returns kept on sinking. The problem at hand was to find which is a better solution to the newspaper revenue debacle, how to improve readership and grow the newspaper sector.

The study employed secondary research method analysis whereby various peer-reviewed articles and digital newspapers were evaluated. The study found out multiple benefits of donation driven free-mode digital newspapers which included expansive readership, wide subscription, and extensive revenues. On the contrary, revenue was still a challenge compared to the previous era pure print newspaper. The Times paywall model had few subscribers and was comparably restrictive to readers. Similar to The Guardian, the revenue was barely admirable.

The study concluded that The Guardian’s donation-funded free model was better than The Time's paywall approach since it allowed more readers to access the news content. The main role of a newspaper is to inform the public and enhance access to independent news; however, such goals must be achieved in a continuously sustainable manner. The Times still have an immense task to attract loyal customers and subscribe under its paywall model.
Introduction

Print media is facing an active threat from digital media. The chief most affected print media is newspapers prompting major newspaper players in the UK to rethink their business models. The newspaper firms are bridled with dwindling print sales and plummeting advertising revenues. Unlike in the past when innumerable pieces of daily newspapers could be sold and revenue collected directly from the consumers (newsreaders), the internet created a massive open channel of news delivery without critical quality checks in the industry. Both excellent and non-quality news products are delivered to the market and accessed freely leaving newspaper companies without a reliable source of income to further their business. Organizations in the Print media businesses have been left with few options on how to gather revenues from their hard work. Professional journalism is under threat from low-quality digital contents and original contents face the hazards of copyright infringements globally. 

According to Schapals, (2019), while having free news content on the internet promotes readership and viewership, the model is facing uncountable challenges due to multiple expenses involved: paying the editorial teams and multiple other costs. The internet and free digital content equally promoted the growth of online advertisement frameworks denying the newspaper and other traditional communication channels access to the advertisement revenues. 
To remedy the receding revenue collections, The Times newspaper resorted to restricting its content behind a paywall and has subsequently suffered a serious decline in readership in contrast with free-to-view competitors. The company hopes on growing its online subscriber numbers to boost the subscription revenue collections. This study critically investigates the benefits and the setbacks of digital or electronic publishing and focusses on The Times’ e-business (paywall) model in comparison to The Guardian’s free model which relies heavily on the readers’ donations. While the Guardian uses hugely a free model, it hides its premium contents behind a paywall that users must subscribe to access.
Paywall and Free-To-View Model
Dissimilar to the free-to-view model, the paywall model only allows members with paid subscriptions to fully access digital newspaper online. The paywall model monetizes newspapers and is divided into three groups consisting of hard, metered and freemium paywalls. The ‘hard’ paywall model does not permit the readers any access unless they subscribe. The model is risky and leads to nearly 90% of the potential audience to leave the site. It is more apposite for niche resources whereby the visitors are compelled adequately to subscribe. The second option is a ‘metered’ paywall in which the visitors are allowed 5 to 20 or a particular number of free content access. The approach allows the readers to develop experience and gauge the level of quality of content they can access when they subscribe. The last model, ‘freemium’ paywall, permits visitors full access to selected articles, however, the company runs advertisements beside them. To access the premium contents the user must subscribe to access premium contents hidden behind a paywall.

The Times became the first newspaper in the UK’s general interest newspaper category to create a paywall behind its online content in 2010 (Albeanu, 2018). Though initially criticized, the model generated significant profits of £1.7 million recorded in 2014 as compared to the £70 million loss noted in 2009. Originally the Times instituted a harder paywall than what it has currently, but the model limited establishment of a new audience. Therefore, the company introduced a metered paywall in 2016 and allowed new subscribers two weeks of free access to its articles. According to Alan Hunter, head of digital at The Times, the new model worked, and newly registered clients began paying after the expiry of their free subscription period. Hunter believes that in the long-term view, the company will build a robust revenue collection mechanism through the paywall. However, he noted that the hard paywall approach led to the dwindling of the readership. According to Hunter, it was not tenable to give away entire digital content freely and still expect people to purchase hard copy newspapers.

In an era where newspaper firms were brainstorming how to implement paywall and maintain or even double their revenue inflow to contain their talented editorial teams, The Guardian took a different route by requesting the readers to donate monthly, annually or singly to support their operations. The company calls on its audience to donate from as low as £5 monthly to as high as £500 annually while insisting that the support enables them to be independent and to continue delivering free and excellent journalism globally. The contribution is important for their future obligations and growth. The company believes that its model is better and allows them to avail of accurate, factual and unbiased information without trying to exaggerate or understate information (Guardian News, 2014).
The Times’ Value Proposition and Paywall Implementation and Its Benefits
To grow its subscription base, The Times strategy is to create a strong value proposition of its news products. The company wishes to design its news products to attract multitudes behinds its paywall subscription framework, deliver more value and overwhelm competitors. The digital head at The Times believes that newsrooms should not mimic the fashion industry whereby each media house struggles to adapt and experiment with what other digital media houses are following unless a critical value can be achieved from the content. The company does not chase breaking news which quite often is delivered in small bits and developing manner. The readers of The Times often pursue in-depth analysis unlike what many free-to-view online newspapers provide. To build better online visibility, many digital publishers’ resort to alarming titles and short-length news pieces. According to Hunter, to keep subscriptions high on The Times’ paywall system, the company insists on its editorials to wait and get the right contents before writing and publishing. Their journalists are not compelled to create headlines for search engine optimization (SEO) and social media. The company thinks such a strategy may dilute the journalistic value of a story. The Times does not believe in delivering distributed content as done on social platforms.

While the digital head concurs that Google’s algorithm variations afflicted damage to their business, he disputes the extents of damage arguing that the algorithm impact is diminutive on their business model. He further notes that less use of videos and more use of textual writing is a secret to them. Improved writing approach increases the customers’ reading experience; the articles may appear bare, but they encourage readers to follow without interruptions as is the case in many free-to-view advert sponsored approaches. The firm equally rejects the use of pull quotes which were used to attract readers on print media since their importance is less felt in the online media. To keep having quality content, the company invests in its staff and organizes training to empower its journalists to decorously deliver their stories.
The Guardian’s Free-To-View Model 
With the key aim of establishing independent journalism and maintaining financial stability, The Guardian’s resorted to free-to-view model after accumulating massive losses from its previous operation model (Oggolder et al., 2019). Guardian Media Group which owns The Guardian had accumulated a £75.6 million loss in the Financial 2011/12. At the time, The Guardian’s paper was making £100,000 loss daily and the donations strategy was implemented in 2014 to help rescue the giant media company. In 2018, The Guardian’s donation model emerged successful after it attained 1 million members’ subscriptions and broke-even in May 2019. According to a Comscore study, the Guardian had a higher readership of 23.10 million compared to The Times’ 5.57 million (Tobitt, 2019). Based on Alexa’s January 2020 website ranking, The Guardian’s strategy attracted a larger international readership from the United States and Japan as compared to The Times whose major audience is in Great Britain. 
Evaluation of Paywall Successes and Setbacks
Though praised as a potential remedy and source of revenue for the digital media, Laudon and Traver, (2016) aver that paywall still faces colossal setbacks in the industry. In some cases, readers devised means of bypassing the paywall and accessing the digital contents freely which is even greater peril to the industry. While organizations are fast adopting the paywall business model, the study indicates that revenue collection from the model is still low. It is much hard to convince people to pay for services they can get on free model terms. It is even harder to convince millennials and Gen Z on why they should pay for digital content. According to the people of the new generation, having access to a smartphone and data bundles or Wi-Fi is enough; hence, online content should be free. However, the baby boomer and some Gen X have better reasons to purchase digital or print media or pay for a genuine and professional journalistic article hidden behind paywalls (Chaffey, Hemphill, and Edmundson-Bird, 2019). 
The use of smartphones has been growing among United Kingdom citizens and so is the access to the internet. According to Great Britain’s Office for National Statistics (2019), 89% of adults in the UK accessed the internet at least once in a week in 2018, resembling an increase from 88% recorded in 2017. According to Chaffey, Hemphill, and Edmundson-Bird (2019), the growth in smartphone and computer use heralds an establishment of digital publishing for the future. Therefore, newspaper firms must find a way to survive or be swept by the storm. Unlike before, the use of paywall confirms digital content as commercial products and not as a public service as a print newspaper was before. In print newspapers, adverts only take a small print section; however, the main intention is to inform the public about quality news. The financial and revenue quagmire afflicting the print and digital newspaper is not unique to the United Kingdom alone, the United States newspaper is equally undergoing similar challenges (Laudon and Traver, 2016).
Comparison of Print Media and Digital Newspaper
According to Papadopoulos, Snyder, and Livshits (2019), the innovation of the digital news publishing model has reduced the potency and viability of print media. People are constantly questioning the need for buying print newspapers when the same contents can be accessed reliably from computer and smartphone devices. Contrary to the past when the newspaper model was a major accepted written mode for public information dissemination, currently, the digital model has disrupted the sector. Considering the heavy investments in terms of machinery assets and human skill needs of the print media, the sector demands a constant flow of revenue to facilitate the organization. However, due to reductions in the print newspaper sales and advertisements, the sector may find it challenging to operate and close or scale down the workforce. Adopting the digital framework to supplement revenue is equally facing stiff competition as the digital format has allowed for ease of copyright infringement, web hosting of digital contents in regions outside national jurisdictions and multiple other challenges that promote complexity in regulation. Besides, environmental advocates have been pushing for the use of electronic publishing to reduce trees cut to make papers. As for advertisement revenues, all traditional communications have been affected since televisions, radios, and newspapers have been left with a small chunk. An abundance of the advertisement revenues has been channelled to Google (AdSense, YouTube, and Gmail adverts), Facebook and multiple other online channels (Chaffey, Hemphill, and Edmundson-Bird, 2019).
The Times SWOT Analysis 
To reach the level of The Times digital publishing model, businesses must conduct a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) analysis of their capacity. The Times has innumerable competitors in the field of digital publishing who equally have their strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. The key strengths of The Times newspaper are its robust brand popularity, quality journalism, loyal customers and a growing online platform. The Times’ stellar history can be traced back to 1785 when it operated under the title The Daily Universal Register. The company grew its brand through quality journalism and established a large customer base of loyal readers. The Guardian strength also has a great history being one of Britain’s big three (The Times, The Guardian and The Telegraph). Its potential lies in the ability to grow its support base to 2 million by 2022. As an old paper, it has a comparative advantage over newly sprouting competitors in the market (Oggolder et al., 2019). The key weaknesses of both The Times and The Guardian are their inability to control the fast dwindling printing revenues caused by digital news models. Besides, The Times’ subscription pricing strategy has not worked effectively as expected. Adoption of the paywall model demands great caution and compliance with the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is fundamental. 
The Times’ opportunity lies in increasing international distributions and investing more in customer-oriented services. However, The Guardian has a stable international coverage especially in the United States and Japan. The Guardian’s opportunity lies in turning its mammoth readership into revenue, though the two firms face threats from tough competitors, lost advertisement revenue (taken by Google and Facebook) and having a fragmented audience. Graves and Simon (2019) contend that the major benefits of the paywall system as employed by The Times’ digital news segment is that it leads to more reliable and consistent revenue flow if implemented well compared to the earlier free model version. However, if rashly and inadequately executed, it results in massive losses and fall in brand value. It demands more caution and strategic business planning, unlike a free-to-view system which requires less caution (Laudon and Traver, 2016).
Digital Publishing Market Entry Barriers
According to Michael E. Porter, six key factors act as barriers to market entry (Laudon and Traver, 2016). They include economies of scale, product differentiation, capital requirements, switching costs, access to channels of distribution and government policy. The digital media model nearly erased all the barriers of entry to the newspaper sector. Unlike in the past when massive investments were spent on purchasing and maintaining printing machines and workforce, digital media does not require heavy machinery anymore. Only a computer and a website are needed to set a digital publishing firm rolling. The start-up capital is comparably low and many independent news digital firms have entered the market. Nearly all radios and TV stations have their digital appendages to deliver news unlike before when the newspaper was a well distinct and defined communication channel. 
Papadopoulos, Snyder, and Livshits (2019) argue that the switching costs are contrastingly low for organizations wishing to set up digital news firms. SEO optimization is key to optimize customer redirection to the digital website. Unlike the Times and old newspapers in the industry that have built their reputation over time, new entrants are likely to resort to softer paywalls or free-to-view models in order to build a new audience and customer base. While digital media is shaking the print journalism sector, the government has not moved in to formulate laws to protect the sector against unfair competition from non-professional or non-journalistic firms operating in the sector. The sector is threatened as firms struggle to get revenue. According to Laudon and Traver (2016), digital publishers using paywalls have invested in product differentiation to gain an edge over their competitors, achieve customer loyalty and develop their brand. Organizations must spend time and money developing product differentiation in order to implement a successful paywall model (Chaffey, Hemphill, and Edmundson-Bird, 2019). 
Comparison of Paywall and Free-To-View Profitability

According to Waterson (2019), The Guardian and its sister company, the Observer broke even, after a long history of loss making. Its achievement was propelled by a record high online traffic, reduction in operations costs and amplified financial donations from the readers. In the 2018/19 financial year, the company noted an £800,000 profit in contrast with a £57m loss recorded in the previous years. The company garnered 655,000 regular monthly supporters on both its print and digital newspaper, however, 300,000 people made irregular contributions in 2017. Apart from the monetary gains, The Guardian grew its total monthly page views within three years from 790 million to 1.35 billion between January 2016 and March 2019. With its trademark of delivering quality and independent news on matters such as Cambridge Analytica, the Paradise Papers and the Windrush scandal, the paper equally achieved a better edge over others. At a time when many news houses were experiencing a massive decline in revenues, the Guardian News & Media expanded by 3% to £223m annually and 55% of the revenue came from digital content (Tobitt, 2019).
Impact of Facebook and Google on Digital Newspaper Advertisement
Both the Guardian and The Times changed their loss-making sequence and made profits at various instances by adopting donation and paywall models respectively, however, the two firms are still treading on shaky grounds considering massive availability of news and growth of the social media adverts. Consumers are utilising social media and organizations have realized the prominence of social media in adverts. Facebook recorded $16.6 billion in revenue gathered from the advertisement in the second quarter of 2019 alone. The company relies mostly on advertisement revenues for its revenues. Similarly, Google depends heavily on Google Ads. In 2018, Google earned $24.1 billion in the third quarter alone. In combination with other social media channels such as Twitter, Instagram, and multiple others, it is obvious why newspaper paywall and free-to-view models still face great challenges despite their enhanced creativity and strategies. Considering that Google takes about 32%, leaves the website owners with 68% and payment is made based on Pay per click (PPC) basis, it will be an uphill task to made profits in the industry. For the news industry to regain its earlier respect, government regulation is necessary. Professional and quality newspaper firms must come together and strike better deals with social media and search engine companies such as Google, Facebook, Twitter and Instagram otherwise the industry may collapse. Professional journalists will not have a supportive environment to undertake their business (Oggolder et al., 2019). 

A study was undertaken by Bitkom research organization to assess why people are not ready to spend on journalistic content on the internet. Over 70% of the respondents claimed they had enough free content on the internet, so they needed not to pay for news. 50% of the respondents found that the journalistic contents did not justify the need for payment. Around 34% of them claimed the news digital charges were too expensive for them to consume while around 8% noted complexity in the model of online payment as the key reason for failing to purchase the contents. The study findings confirmed the fear among newspaper publishers, it is nearly impossible to sell newspaper digitally when it is available freely. The digital revolution is changing the newspaper sector and the paywall model is sustainable for organizations that sell quality. 
The Critical Analysis of the Times and the Guardian’s Models
Both the paywall and near-free models employed respectively by The Times and the Guardian have saved the two firms from a loss-making spree and potentially saved them from possible closures due to the industry’s speedily declining advertising revenues. However, both techniques do not guarantee a stable revenue generation model compared to what the two firms made decades ago. Newspapers form the baseline of the media ecosystem in multiple countries since most analyses undertaken on TVs and radios are sometimes collected from the newspaper. The Guardian relies on the reader’s generosity while The Times depends on few subscribers. Papadopoulos, Snyder, and Livshits (2019) contend that both categories of revenue sources are not as reliable as before. Public based interventions are vital to help preserve journalism in the UK to remove the impending digital divide created by survival strategies such as paywall which restrict news and information to the people with money.
Initially, a newspaper was aimed at informing people and not merely as a source of revenue. Leaving the newspaper to rely on donations as is the case with The Guardian is not any better, though they claim independence, they are likely to be influenced by their sponsors (Chaffey, Hemphill, and Edmundson-Bird, 2019). The long-term solution to the industry’s nightmare is the creation of a framework to allow newspaper companies to unite, work together, design and construct industry-wide paywalls where reliable and professional journalism can be accessed at a small cost of the reader. Conversely, the paywall method has several loopholes including reducing the number of readers and regular website bypassing. By attenuating the audience numbers, the advertiser revenues are likely to reduce significantly. Even though paywall has been criticized for reducing readership, Dugmore (2019) avers that an entirely free-to-view model firm such as The Sun has constantly run into losses even though ranked number one in readership in the United Kingdom. The newspaper fraternity originally erred by freely posting their contents online and trying to belatedly charge for their contents, which became a problem.
Summary of the Benefits and Challenges Paywall and Free Mode (Donation Supported)
As can be observed from the case of The Times and The Guardian, both paywall and donations models have been found to create alternative revenue sources to the newspapers, however, quality and value proposition is key for both organizations to succeed. It is an elephantine task to convince online readers to pay for poorly written journalistic content online when multiple free sources are available. Besides, the millennial and Gen Z target market whose population is constantly increasing and who were born in the digital age cannot understand the need for buying digital newspaper as compared to the baby boomer and Gen X generations. Newspaper firms such as the Times who have established an indelible reputation over the years have a comparative edge as contrasted to new entrants in the digital newspaper.
It is fairly hard to establish loyal customers for new entrants; moreover, people majorly use Google to search for more information. Using a softer paywall system is far better than hard models since the soft approach allows an organization to gradually build subscriber numbers, unlike the hard system which repels potential subscriber members.
It is becoming unfeasible to offer free digital newspaper content and still expect people to buy printed copies of the same contents so print media sales are expected to decline further as people adopt the digital model. On the other hand, firms wishing to have a large readership and increase in the advertisement revenue should adopt free mode digital news (Laudon and Traver, 2016). 

Contrary to The Times, The Guardian’s model is improving its global readership and Google ranking which opens it up to a wider audience. The role of the newspaper has often been to inform the public and success was measured based on the population reach, independence, trust, how it addresses common societal challenges and quality of the articles. Based on this assessment, it can be found that The Guardian has addressed both the financial and information roles of the newspaper. Compared to The Times whose customer and readership is lower, The Guardian has an extensive group of readers who are likely to reliably fund its operations in the future. The secret lies in maintaining lower operations costs by ensuring lean organizations. The firms should gradually reduce printing and expand digital presence.

According to Graves and Simon (2019), The Times model is risky and likely to be affected by common business operational dynamics. Relying on customer subscriptions is vastly demanding and customer numbers are likely to depreciate in case of negative impacts on the economy. Paying for news as provided in the paywall system when similar contents can be accessed freely under The Guardian’s model, is unsustainable because it restricts numerous readers. The Guardian’s model implores the readers to passionately donate when impressed. Many people are likely to read the contents. 
Conclusion

In brief, The Times (newspaper) paywall model has more challenges compared to the Guardian's free model since it is highly restrictive to the readers. The Guardian’s donation approach is more sustainable as it allows for higher coverage and more revenues. On the issues of independence, it is debatable whether the donation or paywall model is preferable since both models rely on external funding. In both cases, the subscriber in the paywall or donation model still has an influence on the operations of the two firms. Concealing contents behind paywall denies potential subscribers sufficient time to develop experience, subscribe and later pay for the news products to consume. Though the donation model is better, both models are still threatened by free news posted on the internet. However, both models offer returns to the publishers unlike in the totally free models which losses are vastly imminent. The presence of free news on the internet remains the greatest danger to the paid digital news system which makes peoples who purchase such products to appear to be extravagant or luxurious. However, a free newspaper is imperative for public information and the general good of the people. Even so, a company should be allowed to earn from their copyrighted contents. 
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