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​​​​​​Introduction: The Great Pivot from plentiful advertising to chasing reader revenue
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Fake news is an overhyped issue. The greatest harm caused by media is polarization, and the biggest issue is that polarization has become systemically embedded in both social media and mass media. Polarization is not merely a side effect but a condition of their business success.

The recent surge in polarization began with the rise of social media, which gave everyone a voice. In this new horizontal communication, alternative agendas took shape. It quickly became clear that direct expression of opinions on social media produces very different agendas from those formed by the traditional, representative model of the news media.

The clash between the alternative agendas of social media and the mainstream agendas of the news media led to political polarization, resulting in two waves of anti-establishment movements.

The first wave was triggered by the initial spread of social media in the early 2010s, when educated, progressive, urban youth—empowered by digital tools—ignited the Arab Spring, the Occupy movement in the US, the protests of the Indignados in Europe, and worldwide demonstrations against the old institutional establishment.

The second wave of polarization began in the mid-2010s, when social media had permeated society deeply enough to reach and influence people who were older, less educated, less urban, and less progressive. As a result, the rise of conservative, right-wing, and fundamentalist movements began to shape elections and social life around the world. In a sense, Trumpism continued the Occupy Wall Street movement—but on a completely different demographic basis.

The grassroots activity of the digitized masses, enabled by social media, not only fueled alternative agendas but also returned the favor to social media by boosting user engagement—the foundation of their business model. Thus, in seeking higher engagement, social media became tied to political polarization. There is no evil intent or conspiracy behind this setup—the hardware of the media environment simply requires this software: polarization.

***
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IN PARALLEL, A SEISMIC shift occurred in old media. The “hardware” of the news media business has changed drastically. Over the last 10–15 years, both advertisers and audiences have fled to better platforms, where content is free and more appealing, and ad delivery is cheaper and more efficient. The classical business models of the news media—news retail and ad sales—have been shaken so violently that it is now difficult for them to survive.

Ad revenue in the media has declined much faster than reader revenue. As a result, the media were forced to shift to a reader-revenue business model focused on selling content. However, since content is free on the internet, it is difficult to sell. People almost always already know the news before they visit news websites because their daily media routine begins with social media newsfeeds. If and when people turn to the news media, it is not to discover news but to validate what they already know.

So the reader revenue the news media now rely on isn’t really payment for news—it’s more like a validation fee. Some people are still willing to pay the news media, but what they’re paying for is the confirmation of news within an accepted, approved value system. After shifting from ad revenue to reader revenue, the media business has pivoted from news supply to news validation.

***
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AMID SHRINKING REVENUES, the mass media are urgently searching for formats and pitches that fit their last-resort business model. New funding approaches are being tested, with philanthropy and the membership model showing the most promise. 

Philanthropy funding—usually provided through foundations—requires a media outlet to commit to covering a specific social issue in exchange for a grant or ongoing support. This often leads journalists to focus heavily on selected, emotionally charged topics, rather than maintaining broad coverage. In doing so, the media surrender a part of their newsroom autonomy to foundations, which have their own views on what matters most to society.

The membership model has married the motives of philanthropy funding with traditional subscription. Under this model, a media outlet defines a noble cause and invites the audience to join it by supporting journalism through donations. However, such “noble causes” almost always turn out to be, in fact, the most potentially “donatable” causes. Over time, the membership model has shifted from asking readers to pay for news to asking them to support the media outlet’s public service—typically defined as covering specific social issues or reporting news from a particular angle or within a certain value system.

The radical difference between traditional news retail and the membership model is that the payer is no longer a reader. Membership payers don’t pay to receive news for themselves—they already know it. They pay for news to be delivered to others. This model leads the media to set a specific agenda and promote certain values, pitching for money from the most active part of their former audience—now the donating audience.

The validation fee and the membership model have a similar impact on journalism: they require newsrooms to operate based on values, not news. This gradually pushes journalism to mutate into crowdfunded propaganda—postjournalism.

***
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THE DESPERATE ATTEMPTS of the media to replace fading business models with a hybrid form of reader revenue coincide with the political polarization spurred by social media. 

At the time when the membership model was being tested and showed some promising results (as in The Guardian, De Correspondent, and others between 2013–2016), social media was empowering alternative agendas of the rising conservative ressentiment that led to the political shocks of Trump and Brexit. The motives behind the pitches of the membership model appeared to align with growing polarization. Leading mainstream media began promoting the noble cause of democracy as a cause of journalism—inviting the audience to join with financial support.

The media began pitching subscription as membership. The transactional offer of selling news shifted into philanthropic appeals. News outlets started soliciting subscriptions as donations. 

With this shift, subscribers gradually turn into two new categories of payers:

1) those who pay a validation fee for the news validation service of the media, and

2) the donating audience contracting the media to influence others.

Both types pay the news media not for news, but for impact. They incentivize the news media to produce and sell impact.

***
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THUS, A COMPLETELY new business model has taken shape in the media—a kind of “donscription” model, where subscription becomes a hybrid of a validation fee and a donation. This form of reader revenue is not based on selling news; it is based on validating the value of news and promoting preset agendas.

Because the largest mainstream media outlets in the US—both liberal and conservative—succeeded in commodifying Trump through subscriptions solicited as donations to a cause, the rest of the media market has begun moving in the same direction. Media outlets are increasingly pitching their services as a noble cause, hoping to attract audience support in the form of donations or time spent. 

This media business model predefines news policies. The media are incentivized to amplify and dramatize issues whose coverage is most likely to be paid for. Only news and opinions that help solicit support and donations can pass editorial scrutiny. This leads to a narrowing of the agenda to the most worrisome and well-paying topics—and to making those topics appear even more worrisome. The model incentivizes not only the search for triggering issues but also triggering coverage. At some point, the media begin to see nothing but the issues that can trigger donations and audience support. 

Not only do the media have to address “pressing social issues,” they must also support and amplify readers’ irritation and frustration with those issues. The more concerned people become, the more likely they are to donate. Ideally, the media should not only exaggerate but also induce public concern. 

As the Trump bump—the subscription surge in some leading US news media—showed, the most triggering issues are political topics that polarize the audience. By covering such issues to better solicit support, the media are incentivized to seek out and reproduce polarization for future rounds of soliciting. They reshape the picture of the world and transform their audiences, agitating them into greater polarization—for profit.

***
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HISTORICALLY, RELIANCE on either ad revenue or reader revenue has led the media to present two different—and even opposing—pictures of the world. Media dependent on ad revenue make the world look pleasant, favorable to growing consumerism. Media dependent on reader revenue make the world look grim and disturbing. The decline of the media business caused by the internet hasn’t distorted the media’s picture of the world—it has distorted the previous, consumerist distortion.

There is no evil plot, no “liberal bias,” and no “right-wing conspiracy” behind it. These are simply the environmental conditions of a media industry losing its ad revenue and news business to the internet. Media operating under the subscription–membership model must push pressing political issues and therefore be polarizing. This is their survival mode. They will not extinguish social and political conflicts but rather fire them up.

The media system based on ad revenue manufactured consent. The media system based on soliciting the audience’s support manufactures anger. The ad-driven media produced happy customers. The reader-driven media produces angry citizens. The former served consumerism. The latter serves polarization. 

Thus, the entire media environment—comprising both new and old media—now rewards the rage and polarization of its actors and users. Polarization has become the software of digital capitalism.

Everything we knew about journalism was tied to a news business funded by advertising. Today, the need to pursue reader revenue—now that news is no longer a commodity—is pushing journalism to mutate into postjournalism. This book explores the origins and driving forces of that mutation. It explains why polarization is a media effect and, therefore, why polarization studies are media studies.

(The book was revised in 2025.)

​
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​​​​​​​​​1. Scheduling the extinction of newspapers
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Surrounding every technology are institutions whose organization—not to mention their reason for being—reflects the worldview promoted by the technology. Therefore, when an old technology is assaulted by a new one, institutions are threatened. When institutions are threatened, a culture finds itself in crisis. 

Neil Postman. 

“Me? Personally? I’m neither pessimist nor optimist... I’m an apocalyptic!” 

Marshall McLuhan.
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​​​​​​​​​​​When newspapers die
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Ernest Hemingway once said that any story is a tragedy—you just need to tell it honestly until the very end. 

The last newspaper generation consists of people born in the early 1980s. Until their coming of age in the 1990s—when the internet entered their homes—they saw their parents reading and subscribing to newspapers and magazines. Members of this and earlier generations are digital migrants, having already shifted their news and entertainment consumption to the internet. But they at least had not only the sensory, but also the economic experience of interacting with the press. They possess some consumer skills as readers and remember the myth of the newspaper’s significance.

For those born in the 1990s and socialized in the 2000s, PCs, laptops, smartphones, and all sorts of gadgets were already everywhere. These kids—the millennials—were the first digital generation, the digital natives. They might have had a sensory experience of interacting with paper, but statistically speaking, they don’t know how to buy a newspaper at a newsstand or how to subscribe to it. 

Moreover, they have no need to purchase papers or magazines. In their rare encounters with the press, it is most likely given to them for free. Digital natives see newspapers either as artifacts of the past or as promotional channels. They lack both the economic and social experience of interacting with newspapers as a commodity or as an agenda-setting institution. The worst part is that this same attitude is extrapolated to journalism as a whole. 

The next digital generation, Generation Z, hasn’t even had a sensory experience with the press. Hundreds of thousands of today’s students have never even touched a newspaper. 

The digital natives (who have no newspaper experience) will displace the digital migrants (who have some newspaper experience) from the commanding heights of the economy, politics, and households by the mid-2030s. At that point, no one will know how to consume newspapers. Newspapers are in decline due to economic and technological factors, but their lifespan is ultimately determined by demographics. They will continue to exist as an industrial product only until the mid-2030s, at the latest. After that, newspapers will become historical artifacts, sometimes items of vintage consumption or antiquarian interest, and sometimes art forms—just as McLuhan predicted would be the fate of some media after they cease performing their original function and become obsolescent.

It will take time for the industry to go through economic shrinkage, but the process is already well underway. The press industry will collapse sometime between now and the mid-2030s. 

So, the inevitable death of newspapers is not in question. It is a historical fact that simply needs time to run its course. The only question is how to calculate the remaining time. 

***
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THE DEATH OF NEWSPAPERS will happen instantly and simultaneously across different countries, with little to no variation related to local specificities—despite the fact that some countries have shown positive trends in the press only recently. For example, in the early 2010s, the press fared comparatively well—even slightly increased its circulation—in China, India, and some other countries, but this was due to ongoing urbanization in those regions.

Historically, the proliferation of the press lasted almost four centuries, beginning with the first German newspapers in the 1600s. Since the emergence of newspapers was linked to the liberation of national bourgeoisies—from local princes or colonial powers—print media appeared in different countries at different times.

However, each subsequent technological wave of mass media expanded across the planet with increasing speed. While radio and television spread over decades, the internet extended its reach worldwide in just 20 years. Social media captured the world almost instantly; for them, the key areas of proliferation were demographic rather than geographical. 

In other words, social media equalized the pace of media development across the globe. As a result, the factors driving the decline of newspapers emerged everywhere at once.

The most important of these factors were:

1) The media lost its monopoly over agenda setting, as the internet offered an alternative, crowdsourced mode of agenda setting;

2) Audiences and advertisers migrated to better platforms that provided more efficient advertising; and

3) Competition for time spent with media has become extremely intense—new and emerging digital media are much more effective at capturing users’ attention, leaving newspapers, and old media in general, with an ever-shrinking share of our daily media diet.
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​​​​​​​​​​​Accelerators and decelerators of newspaper extinction
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Newspaper extinction has its accelerators and decelerators. 

The proliferation of social media serves as the main economic and technological accelerator of newspaper extinction. However, demographic factors determine how long there will be at least some residual interest in the press. People who remember the myth of newspapers and possess newspaper-consumption skills may be willing to support them for longer than market forces alone would allow—but not longer, of course, than their own lifespans.

The market is already ready to drop newspapers, but society is not. Commercial demand for newspapers has almost completely vanished, while social demand remains relatively strong.

***
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SOCIAL DEMAND FOR NEWSPAPERS will also create some country-specific decelerators in the process of newspaper decline.

In countries with stronger state regulation or more authoritarian regimes, the authorities will view newspapers as a traditional and still valuable channel for communicating with their popular base. Even though this audience is also moving into digital, there will be a shared belief that newspapers still matter to older demographics. Therefore, the authorities will continue to support newspapers financially long after it no longer makes economic sense. 

Another similar decelerator in such countries is the ability of local newspapers to provide a well-controlled communication channel for local authorities. Amid the alternative agendas circulating on the internet—which cannot be controlled at the local level—local newspapers can still preserve valuable agenda-setting opportunities for regional princelings. In addition, digital backwardness in some areas may allow newspapers to survive a little longer. Thus, authoritarian demand, shaped by local specificities, may slow the pace of newspaper extinction in some regions.

***
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IN COUNTRIES WITH FREE markets and developed democracies, social demand will also slow the pace of newspaper decline, but in a different way. The myth of newspapers, or the belief that they are essential to democracy, held by the older generation and actively promoted by newspapers themselves, allows them to survive and sometimes even thrive beyond market-driven logic. Professional and local communities may also support newspapers as a familiar element of their social landscape. 

This is already happening: many subscribers, if not the majority, pay not for news (which they receive through other channels), but simply for newspapers to exist. Foundation funding, the membership model, and other forms of what are essentially donations are becoming increasingly significant in the media business. 

This change in funding profoundly impacts agenda setting, a fact that largely goes unnoticed by the public. It is important to acknowledge that there are factors beyond market demand that keep newspapers alive longer than the market itself would allow. These decelerators of newspaper extinction transform the nature of the latest (and the last) newspapers, a phenomenon that remains unexplored. 

***
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NEVERTHELESS, WHICHEVER decelerators afford newspapers a few more years of survival, the time limit of the industry’s demise is set by demographic factors. New communication technologies trigger the process of newspaper extinction. The market speeds it up, and social habits slow it down. But demographics will ultimately put an end to newspaper history.

However, the major events of extinction will occur well before the final days of the last newspaper. The industry’s collapse will be instantaneous due to the technical aspects of production and distribution. A cheap good with low added value can generate sufficient revenue only when sales turnover is high—which, in turn, requires costly infrastructure. This infrastructure will collapse not when turnover drops to near zero, but as soon as it falls to 50, 60, or 70 percent, depending on the efficiency of the operational model. 

Continuing to support an operation with no prospect of covering its debts makes no sense. Some philanthropic billionaires or foundations may keep newspapers alive beyond their commercial demise, perhaps even until the last newspaper generation fades. But clearly, they will be few, and the vast majority of newspapers will collapse much earlier—once social decelerators can no longer offset the force of economic accelerators. 

In other words, the critical point of no return for the collapse of the newspaper production and distribution system will be reached well before social demand falls to zero. This tectonic event will occur sometime in the mid- to late 2020s. Thereafter, a long trail of residual newspaper shutdowns will continue until the mid-2030s. No later, no sooner.

The newspaper industry is heading toward five years of agony followed by ten years of convulsions. Some nostalgic newspaper production for vintage use may, of course, persist afterward—but it will be a matter of art, not industry. 
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​​​​​​​​​​​It is already on its way
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The critical events will resemble a tsunami of dramatic shutdowns of giants. However, newspaper extinction is already underway. Newspapers are cutting jobs and downsizing operations as they attempt to shift from print to digital. All these efforts appear to be a search for a solution and create the illusion of possible adaptation. Observers may expect a rebound, but the crisis is not cyclical—it is existential. 

The shutdown of smaller newspapers began long ago. In the American media market—which not only sets the tone but remains the strongest in the world—the first noticeable shutdown was that of the Ann Arbor News in 2009, making Ann Arbor the first city in the US to lose its only daily newspaper.​[1] 

What was foreseen by media futurologists in the early 2010s began to be noticed by investors and publishers by the late 2010s. In 2017, Warren Buffett said that most newspapers, including his own, are doomed.​[2] He made only a few exceptions: The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, and The Washington Post, which had succeeded in selling digital content; he believed they would be able to survive

The CEO of one of the three—the most successful in digital subscriptions, The New York Times—Mark Thompson, was more precise in 2018 when defining the remaining lifespan of print. As quoted by CNBC, he said that, 


“I believe at least 10 years is what we can see in the U.S. for our print products,” Thompson said on “Power Lunch.” He said he’d like to have the print edition “survive and thrive as long as it can,” but admitted it might face an expiration date.

“We’ll decide that simply on the economics,” he said. “There may come a point when the economics of [the print paper] no longer make sense for us.”​[3]


Thompson assured that The New York Times was “pivoting”: “Digital subscriptions, in fact, may be what’s keeping The New York Times afloat for a new generation of readers.” But he also admitted that, at the time, “Without question, we make more money on a print subscriber.”​[4] (This changed during the pandemic lockdown in Q2 2020.​[5])

This is an issue. While there are rare cases of successful and sometimes even skyrocketing growth in digital subscriptions among leading newspapers, mostly following the so-called Trump bump (discussed in the next chapter), digital growth may be more arithmetic than financial. Newspapers often undercharge digital readers to attract as many subscriptions as possible, hoping to raise prices at some point in the future. But the price of a digital subscription can never match that of print—neither logically nor psychologically. 

Not only do optimistic reports on digital subscription growth apply to very few newspapers, but they also often fail to reflect real business gains. The push for digital subscriptions may help grow audience numbers, but it contributes far less to actual business results.

As John Paton, the promoter of the “digital first” media strategy, once acknowledged, “Print dollars are becoming digital dimes.”​[6] (Since then, worse has happened—they’ve turned into mobile pennies.) But expenses remain in dollars. I once came across internal data from a media organization showing that a seven-dollar decline in print revenue was offset by only a one-dollar increase in digital revenue. The traditional media business has been collapsing much faster than the digital side has been growing
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​​​​​​​​​​​Old media and COVID-19: news demand surged, business crumbled  
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The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted earlier forecasts about newspaper extinction. The predictions still hold, but the timeline now needs revision.

Paradoxically, the COVID-19 outbreak was beneficial to the media, but the lockdown was not. At the start of the pandemic, demand for news surged to levels the media hadn’t seen in years. News traffic skyrocketed. COVID-19 made journalism great again.

But the lockdown did to the media what it was supposed to do to the virus. It demolished the old media’s business—perhaps even more effectively than it slowed the pandemic. As the economy declined, advertisers began pulling out or freezing their contracts.

***
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THE PANDEMIC AND LOCKDOWN affected old media in different ways. With entire populations confined to their homes, television had a chance to regain ground. Lockdown boosted major TV network ratings by 30–60%.​[7] But television faced strong competition from other stay-at-home media, such as streaming services and video games.

Most significantly, advertisers got a taste of life without TV commercials. Some froze their budgets, while many others turned to more efficient channels. Given the broader shift in consumer habits and the economy toward digitalization during and after the lockdown, there’s no guarantee ad budgets will return to TV at previous levels.

As for radio, it was the old medium least affected by the rise of the internet, mainly because people typically listen to it in their cars, where other gadgets are harder to use. In-car listening created a form of captive media consumption that helped sustain the radio business during the internet era. The lockdown, however, took cars off the streets. Traffic declined by 60% overall, and by up to 90% in some areas. 

At home, radio is not the medium of choice when the sensorium is no longer restrained by driving and is free to explore all the amazing digital seductions. The lockdown hit radio hard, but not for long. As traffic gradually returned, radio had the chance to fully recover. It will be neither the pandemic nor the internet that kills radio. Its mortal threat will be the self-driving car. 

***
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NEWSPAPERS WERE THE most dramatically impacted by the pandemic, which greatly accelerated the process of their extinction. “We are all going to jump ahead three years,” said Mike Orren of The Dallas Morning News.​[8] 

He was an optimist. Many newspapers have jumped straight to the end. Ken Doctor, writing in NiemanLab, observed how COVID-19 spurred newspaper strategies “that publishers had hoped could wait a while longer”—among them, “cutting print days, corporate consolidation, or even closing down offices.” Doctor concluded that, thanks to the coronavirus, “tomorrow’s life-or-death decisions for newspapers” suddenly became “today’s.”​[9]

Indeed, print began disappearing worldwide—not in the mid-2020s, but now. Murdoch’s News Corp suspended print editions of 60 local newspapers in Australia.​[10] In Russia, three mainstream papers—RBC, Vedomosti, and Izvestia—put printing on hold until better days.​[11] Canadian newspapers laid off journalists and limited printing to Saturday editions only, with observers warning: “Our media is on the brink of mass failure.”​[12] The British Independent Community News Network, representing 108 UK hyperlocal publishers, warned that communities across the UK could lose their independent press within weeks.​[13]

Newspapers share the ecological niche with the virus—they both require physical contact with people. Physical isolation disrupted the distribution of newspapers even more effectively than it stopped the virus. 

Strikingly, all of this happened amid the skyrocketing traffic on news media sites. The pandemic was a crunch time when journalists worked hard and did their best. The demand for news was huge, but it did not pay off.

***
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HALTED DISTRIBUTION and business troubles were not the only problems that physical isolation from readers caused for newspapers. Unlike radio and TV, print is a physical news medium. The very materiality of newspapers had long been considered their most attractive feature, allegedly helping to slow their decline. People were said to enjoy the smell of ink and the feel of paper. During the pandemic, however, this formerly saving grace of tactile interaction became a major threat to the press.

The pandemic changed the tactile habits of the masses. Millions joined the ranks of germophobes. This shift in tactility may have a lasting environmental impact on print media, completing the fatal blow already dealt by the collapse of distribution and advertising.

The state of affairs in the print industry led The New York Times’ Ben Smith to publish a column with a telling title: “Bail Out Journalists. Let Newspaper Chains Die.”​[14] Forecasts that once seemed distant quickly became reality. The coronavirus became a new and powerful accelerator of newspaper extinction. 

***
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WHEN PREDICTIONS ABOUT the death of newspapers first appeared around 2010, they triggered various forms of denial—from public chuckles to defensive sarcasm within the industry. As one of those who developed and presented these ideas to industry investors and professionals, I personally witnessed the progression through the stages of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance, as life steadily turned those predictions into reality. 

At some point, professionals accepted that this was happening but began to bargain: “Yes, the printed press will be gone, that’s obvious,” they argued, “but journalism and the media business will transition into digital forms.” Many of the shutdowns that followed were indeed presented as transitions to digital.

No, this is not just a change of carrier. Journalism as we know it will not survive the transition into the digital space. Relocating old print newsrooms into the digital environment will not solve the problem. They will face—and already are facing—the same issues that online-native newsrooms struggle with: namely, the absence of a reliable business model for news production.

The least obvious—and yet most shocking—aspect of the discussion about the death of newspapers is that we are actually discussing the fate of journalism, not just of papers. This is neither a cyclical crisis nor a matter of transition; it is the end of an era. To understand this, we must analyze how print journalism was organized, what social demand it served, and what kind of business supported its social functions​​​.
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​​​​​​​2. The Trump bump: commodifighting Trump
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A good newspaper is a nation talking to itself.

Arthur Miller
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​​​​​​​​​​​Trump-addicted
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Everybody discusses how the media suffer. Let us discuss how they profit—at least some of them.

A lay witness might observe very confusing signals from the media market in recent years. On the one hand, the decline of newspapers and the general crisis of journalism are widely acknowledged. On the other hand, the role and all-permeating presence of the media in social life seem to have grown exponentially, and the leading media like to report strong readership and viewership numbers.

The confusion is well-founded and reflects the real state of affairs. The industry is dying, but some media organizations are thriving. First and foremost, these are the American mainstream media that found a way to capitalize on politics in 2016. They include not only leading TV news networks such as Fox News, CNN, and MSNBC, but also some newspapers such as The New York Times and The Washington Post, which have been showing outstanding results as well. 

The success of the mainstream American media, which sent such mixed signals to the media industry, was linked to the Trump bump—a surge in readership and viewership driven by the public’s feverish interest in Donald Trump, spurred and exploited by the media.

***
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WHY HAVE THE MEDIA become so “obsessed with Trump”?​[15] 

The quick answer was given by Les Moonves, the chairman of CBS, at the beginning of the presidential campaign in February 2016, when he said, “It may not be good for America, but it’s damn good for CBS. The money’s rolling in... This is fun.”​[16]

Preoccupied with the idea of exposing Trump, the media gave him enormous free exposure from the very start of the 2016 presidential campaign. In return, they gained audience attention, higher circulation, and increased revenue. This is how and where the so-called “Trump bump” began in the media​[17] (initially, “Trump bump” was slang for the economic growth seen in some industries attributed to Donald Trump’s electoral victory).

By March 2016, Trump had gained media coverage worth about $2 billion in advertising (Figure 1). By comparison, Hillary Clinton had earned about $746 million in free media at the time, and Bernie Sanders about $321 million.​[18] 
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Figure 1. Paid and earned media coverage of candidates from the start of the election campaign through March 2016. Sources: mediaQuant, SMG Delta. By The New York Times.​[19]

TRUMP’S DEEDS AND TWEETS were not only highly attractive but also sold very well. Because of the Trump bump, The New Yorker, The Atlantic,​[20] and The Washington Post​[21] doubled or tripled their subscriptions in the first year of Trump’s presidency.

In July 2018, the Washington Post’s vice-president of marketing, Miki Toliver King, presented a report showing a correlation between marketing efforts and subscription success (Figure 2). However, if we overlay the key events of Trump’s campaign and presidency onto the subscription growth curve, we will see another pattern of correlation, a more obvious one. It was not a “marketing bump”; it was the Trump bump.
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Figure 2. Correlations between the growth of The Washington Post’s digital subscriptions and marketing strategy or Trump-related events. Source: World News Publishing Focus, WAN-IFRA;​[22] Trump-related events are added.
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THE REAL SYMBOL OF the Trump bump is The New York Times. The Gray Lady made unprecedented progress during the first year of Trump’s presidency. At the beginning of the campaign, The New York Times had slightly over 1 million digital subscribers to its news products. The paper almost doubled this number by the time of Trump’s inauguration. As of December 2017, The New York Times had 2.2 million digital subscribers to its news products; by August 2020, this number had reached 4.4 million.​[23] All these figures set world records for digital subscriptions to news media products (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. The New York Times: digital-only news product subscriptions (in thousands). Source: The New York Times Company press releases.​[24] It is also necessary to take into account that marketing efforts, such as discounted offers, might have affected the subscription dynamics as well.

TELEVISION BENEFITED from the Trump bump as well. For CNN, 2016 was the most profitable year in the organization’s history.​[25] Shows and TV hosts that focused heavily on Trump received a ratings boost, among them Stephen Colbert, Rachel Maddow, and Trevor Noah.​[26] Saturday Night Live, with Alec Baldwin as Trump, increased its viewership by 44% in the 2016–2017 season.​[27] For political reporters, the daily White House press briefing turned “into a career launching pad like it’s never been before.” As BuzzFeed News’ Steven Perlberg put it, “It’s a good time to be a reporter covering Trump if you like money and going on TV.”​[28]

Donald Trump made the mainstream American media great again. An old saying among reporters goes, “If it bleeds, it leads.” An appropriate contemporary version might be, “If it’s Trump, it leads.” Columbia Journalism Review reported that even placing international stories in American outlets is getting harder—unless they directly involve Trump.​[29] 

The same applies to book publishing. In 2018, as noted by Brian Stelter,​[30] each book at the top of The New York Times best-seller list had one thing in common: President Trump. Even children’s books felt the Trump bump. Stephen Colbert’s children’s book Whose Boat Is This Boat?, which he created from Trump’s post–Hurricane Florence comments, held the №1 spot in its Amazon category for a while.​[31]

The Trump bump also resulted in an admissions surge​[32] in journalism schools.​[33] This also strengthened the illusion that the industry was on the rise.
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​​​​​​​​​​​​Few succeed, many fall
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For many in the industry, the business reports from The New York Times and The Washington Post created the illusion that there is a magic recipe for digital transformation—you just need to find it. Many newspapers and online news outlets have tried to introduce paywalls (frankly, they don’t have many other options left) in attempts to replicate the success of The New York Times, but all have been in vain. 

The stark divide between the few successes and the many failures quickly became evident. In December 2017, Mathew Ingram wrote in Columbia Journalism Review, “A rising Trump tide will not lift all boats—some will be swamped.”​[34] He explained, “Just from a purely financial perspective, there are not going to be enough people who are willing to pay for subscriptions to multiple outlets.” Another reason he offered was that many local newspapers had lost “touch with their local markets after decades of chain ownership” and were unable to solicit subscription support from their local communities.

It appeared that what The New York Times and other mainstream media were doing was a specific kind of business that could not be replicated under other conditions or at the local level.
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IN JULY 2019, JOSHUA Benton from NiemanLab attempted to analyze why digital subscription numbers for the Los Angeles Times were far below expectations, despite the newspaper having “limitless” support from billionaire Dr. Patrick Soon-Shiong, L.A.’s richest resident, who had bought the Los Angeles Times in 2017. 

Twenty years ago, in print, the Los Angeles Times was a worthy rival to the East Coast capitals’ papers. Benton compiled an interesting table showing that while the large metropolitan dailies were once similarly matched in print circulation, their latest digital results were drastically different: all, except The New York Times and The Washington Post, suffered dramatic declines (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Source: Joshua Benton, NiemanLab​[35]; Benton added a caveat that he was as generous as possible in interpreting some numbers, as they may include double-counted subscribers.

BENTON TRIED TO ANALYZE The Los Angeles Times’ marketing strategy to find an explanation for the disappointing numbers. But a glance at the table he posted suggests another answer for the metropolitan papers’ decline amid the blossoming of The New York Times and The Washington Post: too much local news, too little Trump. The chart best explains the correlation between business outcomes and engagement with the Trump bump. The Trump tide did not lift all boats, indeed; in fact, only few flagships sailed mightily.
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​​​​​​​​​​Media impact and impact on media
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To those lucky few, the commodification of Trump appeared to be a game-changer. Historically, there have been no political events quite so beneficial to the media, except for revolutions and wars. The value of this occurrence is particularly poignant because it is unfolding amid the closing scenes of the media industry’s tragedy.

As Martin Gurri stated in The Revolt of the Public and the Crisis of Authority in the New Millennium, “Media people pumped the helium that elevated Donald Trump’s balloon, and they did so from naked self-interest” (Gurri, 2018, p. 361). Comedian Michelle Wolf made this point even more graphically at the White House Correspondents’ Dinner on April 28, 2018, when she blamed the congregation: 


He’s helped you sell your papers and your books and your TV. You helped create this monster, and now you’re profiting off of him.​[36] 


This did not all happen at once. In 2016, they covered Trump as a celebrity and political wonder, which made the election campaign marketable. After the shock of his victory, the mainstream media learned how to commodify the Trump scare. 

This invention has had a global impact, as it showed the media that taking a political side can be not only moral but also profitable. Thus, the politicization of the media business began. It was not controversial for the conservative media, which earned money from what they promoted. But the liberal media profited from what they fought against. By the standards of good old capitalist corporate ethics, they would have been obliged to declare this conflict of interest to regulators, consumers, and shareholders.

The commercial motives behind the media’s coverage of Trump remain largely unrecognized by the public. Yet this analysis suggests that the mainstream media not only commodified public fears and profited from them, but also created new material for these fears to be reiterated—intensifying both the fears themselves and their profitability for the media, while creating a disastrous feedback loop for society. 

Another byproduct of the media’s commodification of Trump is the screening effect of the Trump bump. Obsessed with Trump, the media paid far less attention to other forces that gave rise to Trumpism. The same obsession that fueled Trump’s ascent now prevents the public from grasping its real causes.
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​​​​​​​​​​​Who got trumped more, Fox News or The New York Times?
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The media coverage of Trumpism—much like coverage of any liberal-versus-conservative standoff in recent years in other countries—has exposed multilayered, asymmetric media polarization. The mass media have become polarized in their attitudes toward Trump or similar triggers in other countries—Brexit/Johnson in the UK, Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, AfD in Germany, Scott Morrison in Australia, Narendra Modi in India, Viktor Orbán in Hungary, Andrzej Duda in Poland, and so on. 
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THE FIRST POLARIZING divide runs between media platforms. It is widely recognized that right-wing conservatives are more active online, prompting accusations that the internet serves as an instrument or amplifier of the right. At the same time, the right is underrepresented in traditional, especially mainstream, media, which are largely run by people whose social, educational, and cultural backgrounds do not favor right-wing views.

In a sense, the right’s online activity is forced on them. The internet offers opportunities they lack in traditional media. The notion that the internet as a medium is uniquely beneficial to the right is a misconception: the internet and social media benefit anyone underrepresented in the mainstream media. 

In the early 2010s, traditionally having no mainstream representation, the young, urban, educated, and progressive discovered social media and the free access they gave users to express themselves. They advanced their agendas through social media, which eventually fueled political polarization and protests such as the Arab Spring and Occupy Wall Street. Those who digitized next were older, less urban, less educated, and more conservative. Their previously unrepresented agendas emerged online in the second half of the 2010s, as they were excluded from the mainstream media and thus pushed into the digital sphere.

So, the polarization of political views between old and new media is not purely political but media-ecological: opinions suppressed in legacy media find release in new media. In the early 2010s, this meant polarization between young progressives and the institutional establishment. By the late 2010s, the expanding demographic reach of social media created a new divide—between lately digitized conservative masses and the liberal institutional establishment. So, the conflict between social media and the mainstream media is always the conflict between the underrepresented and the establishment.

***
[image: ]


THE SECOND POLARIZING divide in media splits formats. The press is dominated predominantly by progressives and liberals, while TV, and especially radio and the internet, allow more diverse representation. 

Literacy media either stick to professional, non-political standards or tend to host centrist, liberal, and progressive views. In such media, meanings must be placed in written text linearly—one point at a time, yet connected. This requires elaboration, prioritization, structuring, selection, and packaging of thoughts, making the production and consumption of the press an inherently rational and demanding process. While conservative views are not entirely excluded from print, leading newspapers everywhere tend to be liberal in nature. Literacy as a sensory-cognitive feature of a medium correlates more closely with education and thus with a liberal bias. 

This “sensory-ideological” predilection of media formats was unequivocally confirmed as a statistical fact. In 2016, among the top 100 largest newspapers in the US, only two—the Las Vegas Review-Journal and the Florida Times-Union in Jacksonville—endorsed Trump. Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton received endorsements from 57 newspaper editorial boards nationwide. Four more did not endorse Clinton but explicitly advised readers to vote against Trump.​[37]

As for electronic formats—radio and TV—they do not have the sensory-cognitive “requirements” of literacy and liberal arts for their producers and users. They are not literacy-centric—to the point that they, technically, do not require literacy from viewers at all. Notably, the most-watched cable news network in the US is Fox News, which leans conservative. Given that TV is likely more powerful in shaping moods than print, Fox News’ dominance over MSNBC and CNN to some extent offsets conservatives’ disadvantage in print media. However, MSNBC and CNN’s combined primetime viewership in May 2020 (1.9 million + 1.7 million) slightly exceeded that of Fox News (3.4 million).​[38] 

The internet also has no sensory requirements or predispositions that make the consumption of its media correlate with users’ political beliefs. Other factors are at work: all opinions are equal, but the views that suppressed in the mainstream media are especially motivated to vent more prominently in digital media, simply because of the “pressure difference” between old and new media.

All in all, despite conspiracy theories about liberal bias in the mainstream media or the internet being captured by the alt-right, the distribution of formats between political camps is not political but media-ecological. Though the correlation may be tenuous, mass media that rely more heavily on literacy—such as the press—because of the cognitive demands of linear reading and their closer affiliation with the “liberal arts,” may be slightly more inclined toward liberal elites. By contrast, mass media with little reliance on literacy, such as radio and TV, are simply free of this “bias.”

Additionally, institutional mass media (both old and online news outlets), due to their journalistic heritage and elite affiliation, may be slightly inclined toward the views of the educated and political elites. Platforms without such roots in journalism are freer of this “bias” and more likely to channel a wider range of opinions, with a natural tendency to amplify more radical views.
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RESEARCHERS FROM THE Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Society at Harvard University conducted a study on media polarization and published their results in 2018 in a seminal book, Network Propaganda: Manipulation, Disinformation, and Radicalization in American Politics (Benkler, Faris, and Roberts, 2018). They concluded that the media landscape in the USA exhibits an asymmetry in polarization. The left side of the spectrum is more dispersed and attenuated, with broader areas adjacent to the center. The right side, in contrast, is denser, “heavier,” and more detached from the center. 

At the time when they conducted their research, this asymmetry was “between the right and the rest of the media landscape” (Benkler, Faris, and Roberts, 2018, p. 51). While the right side was always more detached from the center, denser, and therefore more radicalized and mobilized, the most significant changes presumably happened—and continue to happen—in “the rest of the media landscape.” 

Thus, the authors pointed out that,


The leading media on the right and left are rooted in different traditions and journalistic practices. On the conservative side, more attention was paid to pro-Trump, highly partisan media outlets. On the liberal side, by contrast, the center of gravity was made up largely of long-standing media organizations steeped in the traditions and practices of objective journalism.​[39] 


In other words, right-leaning media had always been partisan and did not undergo a noticeable change when adapting to the Trump-era media environment. The mainstream media, on the other hand, had upheld a nonpartisan ideal of objective journalism before 2016. Even the fact that they were often accused of “liberal bias” suggested that any bias, if it existed, was neither obvious nor openly admitted.

After three years of Trump’s presidency, the definitions “mainstream media” and “liberal media” have become synonymous. While the conservative media have always stuck to their side of the spectrum, the mainstream media (“the rest of the media landscape”) have only recently taken a side. As the progressive magazine The Nation described this transformation,


In the past, Fox News stood out for the nakedness of its partisanship and the purity of its ideology; now, both MSNBC and CNN are mirror versions of it, tailoring their programming to the demands of their Trump-loathing audiences.​[40]


Therefore, the discussion about the changes in journalism during the Trump era is predominantly about the journalism of the mainstream, liberal media. These are the ones—not Fox News or Breitbart—who used to be “steeped in the traditions and practices of objective journalism.” (That is why this book rests mostly on samples from the mainstream media when it describes the transition of the media system from journalism to postjournalism.)​​​
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​​​​​​3. Why did journalism even appear?
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​

Prior to movable type, much of the literature available in Europe had been in Latin and was at least a millennium old. 

Clay Shirky. “Cognitive surplus”, 2010.

It is quite likely that most of the first fifteen presidents of the United States would not have been recognized had they passed the average citizen in the street. 

Neil Postman. “Amusing Ourselves to Death”, 1985.
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