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Transition toward Specialization 
 

 The past decade has seen a dramatic rise in media platform adaptability, particularly by way of 

the Internet. As social trends lead toward heavier reliance on the World Wide Web for strengthened 

connections to local, national and global communities, public access to and consumption of news is 

dramatically reshaping the industry’s system and design. While some fear the free and open structure of 

the Web will instigate the eventual erosion of journalistic standards and quality reporting, others hold 

that the only thing to be wary of is a lack of viable online business models for the news industry. 

Whether the Net’s dominant role of propagating news and information will eventually harm or help 

journalism and its proprietors is yet to be determined. What is clear, now, is that as a result of Web 

capabilities – to combine material across platforms, to appeal to almost any target audience – news and 

media generators are in transition to redefine their roles in society. Based on assessments of current 

coverage, distribution and access trends, it seems that, for the near future, at least, news media is 

headed toward a period of localization, specialization and monopolization. 

 Newspapers are antiquated aggregators. Since its inception, the nature and purpose of a 

newspaper has changed dramatically. When they first arrived on the scene, “newspaper printers owed 

their livelihoods and loyalties to political parties. Not until the 1820s and 1830s did they begin to hire 

reporters to gather news actively rather than wait for it to come to them” (Downie 1). Nevertheless, 

there has always been a primary goal underscoring the very existence of newspapers: to tell people 

what’s going on. While newspapers today may less often tell readers why they should care about the 

news, the overall goal is generally to inform broad audiences of general occurrences. Nowadays, the 

Web can do the same thing, with information that can (and often is) updated almost to the hour. And 
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most online content is free. Exceptions to the unpaid content rule in the news industry are few and far 

between, and limited to publications and organizations that specialize their content by filling a market 

niche, and so are able to charge their target audiences. This is where the future of revenue-generating 

news content lies. According to a study on how audiences have adapted their news consumption to 

modern distribution trends, “When Americans get the news, they generally are interested in getting an 

overview of the top news of the day. Fully 62 percent say it is more important to them to get an 

overview of the news than to get news about topics of particular interest to them (27 percent)” (Pew 

35). While this seems to contradict the notion that people would pay for specialized news “of particular 

interest to them,” it may, oddly enough, actually support it. Search engines like Google and other online 

news aggregators basically perform the role of a newspaper, and they do it better and faster. In the 

past, a regional paper was responsible for providing information to a broad audience comprised of a 

conglomeration of local communities. In addition to local news, however, the newspaper was also relied 

upon for updates on international, national and state-level occurrences. In order to keep circulation up, 

newspapers had to appeal to as many people as possible. Business, politics, sports, entertainment and 

even comics and puzzles, newspapers had a section for everyone. Now, with one quick visit online to 

CNN, MSNBC, or even Google News, a reader can skim headlines and abstracts to get quick facts and 

filter which news stories they want to read. And while  

“The preference for an overview of the news vs. specific topics is generally consistent 

across major demographic groups…young people are an exception. Those who are 18 to 

24 are evenly divided about which is more important: 48 percent say they prefer to get 

an overview of the news, while 44 percent say they like getting news about topics of 

particular interest to them.” (Pew 35)  

General overviews are still available on the Web, but so is personalization. For free. Also according to 

the study, the next oldest age group, 25 to 34, had the second highest portion of those preferring news 
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of special interest, at 35 percent. Taken in the context of the United States’ Census Bureau’s projection 

that 20 to 44 year-olds will constitute the largest age group (33.8 percent) in the country in 2010, a 

majority preference in specialized news seems to be on the horizon.   

Personalized content may also be a saving grace for the business side of news production. The 

overhead cost to produce a newspaper far exceeds that to produce online content. Reflecting the 

unfortunate reality of how that affects business management, the New York Times reported last year 

that the Christian Science Monitor, a well-known daily newspaper, was ceasing weekday print 

operations, and transitioning to an online platform. Overall, there has been little to suggest that print 

publications’ move to Web-based content has had any adverse affect on the quality of journalism. In his 

article about surviving the future without newspapers, Greg Beato says that “the only component of 

traditional newspapers that the Web has thoroughly destroyed is the classifieds.”The Internet has 

effectively eliminated the middle-man in the advertising business, with sites like Craig’s List and eBay 

connecting buyers and sellers directly. As a result, the traditional income base for a print publication has 

been extremely undercut. In order to make up for the drain in their resource pools, many newspapers 

have to slim down their product, from eliminating whole sections, to dramatically reducing overall 

coverage. In short, newspapers are no longer able to offer the substance to appeal to a broad audience, 

and audiences are now growing less likely to even seek broad or general content anyway.  

This doesn’t mean that journalism has to suffer because of the Internet. It just means that 

journalists and publishers will need to specialize their content to cater to more targeted audiences. One 

of the greatest features of the Web is its ability to connect people across time and space at such a rapid 

and personal level. Newspapers can adapt that concept to fit their own structure. As the Internet helps 

to foster a sense of connectedness between people and their communities, newspapers can use their 

position within communities to maintain specific and tailored dialogue in a more localized setting. 
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“Newspapers whose readers are as much constituents as they are readers are the best bets to thrive as 

they decline” (Shafer 2). By offering specialized content to their audiences, news publications can exploit 

their position within a specific community. Distribution of international and national news is often 

repetitive, with major news organizations relying on the same few wires and relevant sources. Because 

of its prevalence online, it’s generally free. With specialized news, however, sites like Bloomberg and 

ESPN, which cater to business and sports interests, respectively, can charge for their content, or at least 

portions of it, because of the quality and manner in which they present information to their target 

audiences. Similarly, newspapers – which tend to be increasingly local in their coverage, most likely not 

lightly due to expenses involved with expanding coverage – can cater to specific communities, serving as 

a bridge between “their” community and popular trends and issues. For example, according to the 2008 

State of the News Media report, the recent economic turmoil and frenzy showed that papers, which 

“tend to be local institutions first and foremost,” were able to “use their own communities as a way of 

telling the bigger story.” Features on local situations and events give local papers the ability to offer 

content to which larger news organizations have little or no access. As larger news corporations focus 

their energy en masse toward multimedia and Web production skills, newspapers need to step in and fill 

the void in their own communities. Quoting David Simpson, a former reporter and creator of The Wire, 

Beato illustrates the importance of maintaining quality journalism, which “requires daily, full-time 

commitment by trained men and women who return to the same beats day in and day out until the best 

of them know everything with which a given institution is contending.” Specialization will not eliminate 

the need for such reporting, it will simply qualify the extent to which it is performed. Journalists 

reporting for local newspapers will have more specified beats, which arguably will further the quality of 

information garnered.  
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With local organizations focusing on their own communities then, how will people receive 

broad-scale news? As mentioned before, sites tailored to specific genres already validate the notion of 

specializing content and excelling at its coverage. However, larger news organizations, like the big 

networks (ABC, NBC and CBS), can rely on sturdier fiscal foundations to continue coverage of 

international and national issues.  This may lead to monopolization of television, cable and radio 

markets by large corporations, as is already suggested by the actions of Rupert Murdoch and News Corp. 

According to a Time article by Belinda Luscombe earlier this year, Murdoch “wants to put all his sites – 

News Corp. is the biggest producer of news in the English-speaking world – behind a pay wall. That 

includes the online output of papers…not to mention broadcaster Fox News Channel.” If the majority of 

small news organizations adopted a strategy of local specialization, larger corporations with stronger 

budgets could specialize in extensive coverage of issues that affect wider larger populations and interest 

groups. While the viability of pay walls is questionable, there are still alternatives to be looked into for 

larger corporations to generate revenue online. For example, the time and skill requirements for 

multimedia features raise production costs for news organizations. But multimedia is often 

supplemental material, not the heart of a news story. Organizations can charge for access to such 

material, leaving access to general news stories free and open to the public. Whatever route the news 

industry goes with establishing pay models for online content, specialization, especially at the local level 

will play a leading role. 

The industry cannot survive as is. Without a viable pay model for online content, the Internet 

will continue to hemorrhage the resources available for the production of quality journalism. In order to 

stay relevant in such a changing atmosphere, newspapers need to adapt their role to fit more tightly 

within local communities. As newspapers transition to become the voices of local people, whether 

online or still in print, larger organizations will need to use their capabilities to specialize in expanded 
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coverage that affects a larger population. Local newspapers will then need to focus on applying local 

angles to corporate coverage.  For audiences and communities that want in-depth coverage of specific 

genres, other organizations, which already exist in areas like business and sports, will become go-to 

sources. While these models do suggest a likelihood of trending toward monopolization of specific 

markets, current trends in news consumption support the notion of a movement toward specialization.    
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