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During the production of this handbook for digital media en-
trepreneurs, the COVID-19 pandemic spread to all corners 
of the world. As infection rates skyrocketed in many coun-
tries, the demand for reliable journalistic content grew tre-
mendously. The coronavirus accelerated trends that we have 
been observing for years: Fear of disinformation and misin-
formation among media users is on the rise and trust in jour-
nalists and their media organizations is at stake. Autocratic 
governments have used misinformation laws to increase 
censorship and control the digital sphere. Advertising mar-
kets collapsed and, with this, media outlets lost large chunks 
of their revenues. 

While some might speak of an “extinction event”, at DW 
Akademie we believe that we can also grow stronger in such 
a crisis. There is no doubt that in this environment, small and 
independent media outlets that have been in existence for 
only a few years — including those from the 18 countries cov-
ered in this handbook — have been particularly hard hit.

The 21 media startups interviewed for this publication are 
in the process of establishing sustainable business models 
which can fund unbiased, impactful journalistic content. 
They are committed to combatting fake news not just during 
COVID-19, but the many “infodemics” to come. Given the re-
strictive environments they work in, these media entrepre-
neurs have to be even more creative, courageous and inno-
vative than those in the Global North. 

In our daily work as journalists, we all have to consider our-
selves increasingly as managers of viable media organiza-
tions that can pay for the production of quality content. We 
must think of ourselves as digital pioneers and innovators 
who dare to revolutionize how media businesses have been 
run, how audiences have been engaged and how stories 
have been told so far. 

At DW Akademie, we believe that our partners in developing 
countries and emerging markets can learn best from their 
peers and that the rest of the world can learn from them. We 
invest in digital innovation because we believe in the bene-
fits of trying out new ways of supporting freedom of expres-
sion and access to information. And we are convinced that 
from the very start, experiencing failure is as important as 
learning from success. 

In this spirit, this handbook provides practical insights and 
inspiration to digital media entrepreneurs from all parts of 
the world who are dedicated to independent quality journal-
ism. I firmly believe that we can become even more resilient 
through this pandemic and that we will walk through the 
next crisis even taller.

Carsten von Nahmen,  Head of DW Akademie

F O R E W O R D



I. Introduction
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For two decades the story of the impact of the Internet on 
public interest journalism has mostly been one of doom. But 
in developing democracies, the Internet has sparked a jour-
nalism revolution. With Internet access has come an explosion 
of savvy media startups that have challenged newly elected 
leaders to strengthen democratic institutions. They have also 
challenged the lumbering media that was the legacy of au-
thoritarian regimes. 

This handbook documents the learnings of many of the pio-
neers of the digital startup world, from early birds like Ma-
laysiakini to newer outlets like Animal Político and Mada Masr. 
It offers learnings, advice and ideas for the many startups 
that have come up with them and those that will come in the 
future. This practical guide is also an inspiring celebration of 
the grit and courage of journalists and their supporters, who 
will fight to overcome threats to their financial and physical 
security to bring truth, justice and, eventually, better lives 
for the people of their countries. 

What makes this handbook particularly relevant is that it was 
researched and written by startup founders themselves. 
Rather than being a “how-to” from an ideal but unrealistic out-
side perspective, startup founders from Latin America, Asia 
and the Middle East asked their peers exactly what they want 
to know to run their own media organizations. 

This means it will be valuable for anyone working in the start-
up space, including those in regional areas of the Global 
North. Many of the challenges these startups have tackled are 
the same faced in towns and local urban communities from 
New Zealand to Finland and the United States.

This publication would have been invaluable to my team when 
we set up two startups more than a decade ago. The first was 
Front Page Africa, started in 2007 as a United States-based 
website by my colleague Rodney Sieh and some friends in ex-
ile from their war-torn homeland of Liberia. The other was New 
Narratives, the nonprofit newsroom I started with Rodney in 
order to bring expertise and donor money to support inde-
pendent, investigative reporting at Front Page Africa and other 
emerging independent newsrooms in Africa.

There weren’t any reports to learn from a decade ago. Donors 
were still fixated on an old support model, which believed 
editorial training — through workshops — was what media in 
developing countries and emerging economies needed to im-
prove. Instead, we learned from other pioneers in our region: 
Premium Times, the groundbreaking site in Nigeria started 
by a group of journalists including Dapo Olorunyomi and my 
brilliant former student Musikilu Mojeed, the Sahara Reporters 
team, in exile in New York, and Joy FM in Ghana. 

Like those pioneers we knew the real challenge to good re-
porting in Africa was the business model. The old model oper-

ated on a pay-for-play system where newsmakers, including 
aid agencies, paid journalists for coverage. Premium Times, Joy 
FM and Front Page Africa paid their journalists decent incomes 
and forbade them from taking payments from sources, so 
they were free to report independently.

That approach meant finding a viable independent business 
model. Like the pioneers in these pages, Front Page Africa 
and New Narratives have worked hard to find reliable revenue 
streams. Technology and the Internet gave us options. The 
Front Page team was smart to recognize that the diaspora, 
largely in Europe and the United States and wealthy relative 
to their compatriots at home, was an attractive market to big 
advertisers such as telecommunications companies. 

They ensured the website was accessible and easy to use. They 
branched early into social media. High quality, independent 
journalism made it the go-to for the diaspora and expats. Front 
Page gave diaspora audiences and their compatriots at home 
a chance to discuss their country’s future in real time for the 
first time. Like the media houses in this publication, Front Page 
listened to its audience. They hired strong women, young re-
porters and reporters from minority tribes and regional areas. 
They sought opinion pieces from a wide range of voices. 

Media in new democracies have the added burden of having 
to teach citizens what journalism’s democratic role is. Liberian 
audiences had come to expect that every story had been paid 
for by an interested party, so they didn’t trust media. Rodney 
and his internationally celebrated reporters like Mae Azango 
used public forums to explain that their journalism was not 
about trying to gain power or line their pockets. 

The new startups were there to serve the people: to show 
that good journalism was key to building democracy, to keep 
leaders accountable and government efficient, to give voters 
the information they needed to make good decisions at the 
ballot box. Some of Rodney’s own friends in leadership posi-
tions learned the hard way that he was just as willing to expose 
them for misdeeds as he was to expose his critics. 

At the same time, New Narratives struck out on a new path —  
attracting donors who were willing to break from old work-
shop-based training models and invest in building indepen-
dent and investigative skills with practical on-the-job training, 
while also supporting the business of independent media. 
Front Page Africa now has a hybrid business model that raises 
revenue through advertising, subscriptions and reader sup-
port, and donor support through New Narratives. 

We faced many of the same challenges as our counterparts 
in these pages. Front Page Africa’s site has been hacked, the 
building firebombed, reporters have been forced into hiding. 
In 2012 a US$1.5-million libel charge shut the paper down and 
sent Rodney to debtor’s prison for a sentence of 5,000 years. 

Editorial
by Prue Clarke



That proved a turning point. Both media outlets had won so 
much support among Liberians and the international commu-
nity that the government of President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf 
realized the political cost of shutting the paper down had be-
come too high. 

Building that international support had been a key part of our 
strategy. We had close relationships with good donors, jour-
nalism schools, the Committee to Protect Journalists, Human 
Rights Watch, Reporters Sans Frontières, Deutsche Welle and 
many others. Front Page Africa won the race that many media 
houses in fragile democracies are running: build enough fi-
nancial independence and public support before opponents 
of free press shut you down. It’s a grueling race that requires 
resilience, agility, common sense and humility. Only the most 
determined, and lucky, will finish. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and the rise of populist leaders in 
democracies around the world are posing immense new chal-
lenges to startups. For many, this will be a death knell. The 
silver lining is that donors and leaders are finally realizing the 
mortal peril that public interest journalism and democracy 
face. The next few years will tell whether governments are 
willing to impose the social media regulation and support for 
independent media that will protect the information ecosys-
tems that underpin democracy.   

I .  I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Animal Político is now an established 
media company in Mexico with more 

than 30 employees.

Prue Clarke is senior executive 
officer at Judith Neilson Institute 
for Journalism and Ideas in Syd-
ney, Australia. She is a longtime 
journalist and media develop-
ment expert working primarily 
in the United States and Africa. 

In 2010 Prue cofounded New Narratives, a nonprofit 
investigative newsroom in West Africa that has done 
groundbreaking work boosting local media houses 
and publishing stories that drive change. 

  pclarke@jninstitute.org
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the functioning of quality media, such as watchdogs of gov-
ernment, business and society, thereby allowing you to have 
the impact you are working towards.

This is why this handbook takes the perspective of individ-
ual media organizations but goes well beyond asking ques-
tions about money. Aside from the topic funding and revenue 
streams, it covers membership und community building, 
staffing, internal organization. Moreover, the handbook high-
lights topics that are key for media startups including digital 
innovation, collaboration and building a trusted brand.

In line with our three-step approach, this handbook consists 
of three main parts: In Chapter 1 (Getting started), Hanan 
Sulaiman sheds light on the initial challenges of starting a me-
dia enterprise in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), a 
region continuously facing economic and political instability. 
In Chapter 2 (Structure and growth), Kirsten Han and Pauline 
Tillmann explore how Asian startups deal with organization-
al and financial growth. In Chapter 3 (Sustain your success), 
Laura Zommer and Ana Paula Valacco take a close look at start-

This handbook is a practical guide for digital media entrepre-
neurs from all parts of the world who have recently founded a 
media outlet and are seeking sustainability. We take a three-
step approach, looking at the start or founding stage (I), the 
growth phase (II), and achieving long-term success and sus-
tainability, that is, the stage of media viability (III). 

At DW Akademie we believe that media viability refers to the 
ability of media organizations to provide independent and 
high-quality journalistic content in a sustainable way. This 
definition takes into consideration the overall economic and 
political context and technological infrastructure, as well as 
aspects of the community and quality of the content. DW 
Akademie’s media viability model centers around the media 
users who have a right to access reliable, independent jour-
nalistic content. In fact, we see media viability as an essential 
precondition for citizens to have stable access to reliable in-
formation. This holistic approach goes far beyond analyzing 
revenue streams and business models. Media viability is more 
than financial profitability and sustainability.

News media outlets, big and small, well established and up-
and-coming, often focus too much on revenue streams and 
financial aspects of their business. They are frantically testing 
membership models and paywalls and are moving from one 
donor to the next. However, this approach often ignores oth-
er organizational aspects such as human resources and audi-
ence engagement. For example, it is crucial to assess which 
technological possibilities your audiences have in order to ac-
cess and use media content, and their needs and preferences 
in terms of formats and platforms.

In restrictive environments where public access to information 
and freedom of expression are limited, innovative business 
models can only last so long. Diverse revenue streams will not 
save the day when your journalistic content cannot reach audi-
ences because of unstable Internet connections, high costs for 
data, a lack of payment options and income. 

Finding a viable business model that allows media outlets to 
produce impactful and independent stories is a constant and 
comprehensive process of strategy building and organization-
al development. It also means knowing about your networks 
and the environment outside the organization that influences 

DW Akademie’s Media Viability model centers around 
the media users having access to  reliable, independent 
 information. It widens the scope of traditional sustain-
ability approaches and focuses on more than just the 
business models of  individual media  outlets.

3 levels: Organizations, networks and the overall envi-
ronment (including markets, legal systems, politics, and 
technological infrastructure) are the relevant levels for 
Media Viability.

5 dimensions: Media Viability is about finding a stable 
balance between the aspects of politics, economics, the 
community, technology, and content.

Environment
N etw orks

O rg a niz atio ns

Community

ContentPolitics

TechnologyEconomics

Start 
phase

Growth 
phase

Media 
Viability 
phase

A three-step approach from start  
to success by Eira Martens-Edwards



ups that have succeeded in making their success long-term, 
in other words, they found a viable business model for their 
media outlet.

All of our authors bring the experience of having founded 
media outlets themselves. For this book they interviewed a 
total of 21 startups from 18 different developing countries 
and emerging economies including six media entrepreneurs 
from MENA (Chapter 1), seven from Asia (Chapter 2) and eight 
from Latin America (Chapter 3). We selected innovative me-
dia startups that are mostly digital, with a special focus on 
new technologies and alternative revenue streams. For the 
interviews we jointly developed an interview guide with our 
team of authors. The research questions and topics were 
based on a continuous needs assessment together with the 
Digital Media Pioneers, a network of 16 media startups from 
developing and emerging countries. 

When we identified the need for this handbook, we realized 
that existing publications for media entrepreneurs were of-

ten limited to anecdotes from specific regions. There are some 
useful English-language handbooks available for media en-
trepreneurs. However, a lot of these books are limited to per-
spectives and challenges in the Global North. What we were 
missing was a practical guide for digital media startups from 
the Global South that have many more barriers and challeng-
es to overcome in order to provide unbiased, quality journal-
istic content to their audiences, thereby contributing to social 
change and democratization in their countries and regions.

We tried to fill these gaps by providing a cross-regional 
study, which is more than a collection of case studies. Our 
aim is to provide an analysis of best and bad practices and to 
package these lessons learned as “worst practices” that are 
easy to digest for you, en route from start to success, from 
vision to viability. 

In the Annex we provide you with a range of helpful tools and 
resources. These include DW Akademie’s Media Viability Indi-
cators (MVIs) and Viability Assessment Map (VAM 360°) as well 
as a list of recommended readings for media entrepreneurs.

All in all, this practice-oriented handbook aims to provide both 
inspiration and strategic guidance to digital media startups 
around the globe.

Disclaimer: We conducted all the interviews for this 
handbook between January and March 2020. Some of the 
startups that were included may have changed their busi-

ness models due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Unfortunately, 
due to our publishing deadline, we were unable to interview 
all the startups again to ask them how their media organiza-
tions were dealing with the crisis. The editorial team appreci-
ates your understanding.

I .  I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Digital Media Pioneers Network

DW Akademie, in cooperation with GIZ (German Corpo-
ration for International Cooperation), brought together 
16 carefully-selected media entrepreneurs from all over 
the world to be inspired by the diversity of shared ex-
periences. Calling themselves “Digital Media Pioneers” 
they explored and gained insights from the challenges 
other innovative media entrepreneurs face, and they 
developed new approaches and solutions for media via-
bility between 2018 and 2020.  

Within the framework of the project “Governance.
Media.Innovation”, DW Akademie offered two physi-
cal meet-ups in Kiev and Hamburg, a digital meet-up as 
well as one-on-one virtual consultancies working on in-
dividual weak points such as revenue streams, fundrais-
ing, management, organizational structure, audience 
engagement and membership campaigns. 

Part of the project was a series of seven webinars about 
hate speech & mental health, metrics and KPIs, safety 
for journalists, non-violent communication, remote 
work, virtual consultancy and virtual workshops. All of 
them have been recorded, are uploaded on YouTube 
and are linked at our special dossier at #mediadev.

More information:   dw.com/en/dw-akademie/ 
innovation-for-media-development-digital-securi-
ty-data-journalism-and-media-viability/s-53266437

Eira Martens-Edwards has been 
working as a research associ-
ate and project manager at DW 
Akademie since 2011. She was 
previously involved with a wide 
range of international develop-
ment agencies and civil society 

organizations in the fields of journalism education, 
youth engagement and media development in Cen-
tral America, Southeast Asia, Australia and Germany. 
Eira holds a master’s degree in Social and Economic 
Sciences and International Media Studies. She is also 
an academic lecturer and researcher in media and 
communication sciences.

  eira.martens@dw.com

DW Akademie  From start to success | A handbook for digital media entrepreneurs 
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II.  Chapter 1 
Getting started by Hanan Sulaiman

Alia Ibrahim (Daraj): Cofounder and CEO of Daraj Media, Leb-
anon. Previously, she was a senior correspondant at Al Arabi-
ya news channel. Since 2015 she has produced and directed 
investigative reports for the network's Special Mission pro-
gram. She has published stories and opinion pieces in a num-
ber of publications including The Washington Post, where she 
was a contributing reporter between 2005 and 2011. 

  aliaibrahim74@gmail.com  |    daraj.com

Lina Attalah (Mada Masr): Cofounder and chief editor of Mada 
Masr, Egypt. Previously, she worked for Reuters, Cairo Times, 
The Daily Star and Egypt Independent, where she was the man-
aging editor. Time magazine recognized her as a “New Gener-
ation Leader”, calling her the “Muckraker of the Arab World”. 
She has also been included in Arabian Business magazine's 100 
most powerful Arab women list. She studied journalism at the 
American University in Cairo. 

  lattalah@madamasr.com  |    madamasr.com

mailto:aliaibrahim74%40gmail.com?subject=
http://daraj.com
mailto:lattalah%40madamasr.com?subject=
http://madamasr.com


Rana Sabbagh (ARIJ): Executive director of ARIJ for 14 years 
(2005 – 2019), Jordan. Before that, Sabbagh was the Jordan 
correspondent and Gulf Editor for Thomson Reuters. She also 
led the Jordan Times, becoming the first Arab female edi-
tor-in-chief to run a daily political newspaper. Currently she 
is the MENA investigations editor at the Organized Crime and 
Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP).

  rana@occrp.org  |    arij.net

Amr Eleraqi (Infotimes): Cofounder, CEO and director of de-
velopment and innovation at Infotimes, Egypt. Previously, he 
worked for MBC and Yahoo. Through Infotimes, he laid the 
groundwork for data journalism in the Arab world, as he au-
thored the first book on data journalism and sponsored an 
annual regional conference. He works as a data journalism 
trainer and launched the first data journalism diploma. 

  aeleraqi@gmail.com  |    infotimes.org

Ramsey Tesdell (Sowt): Executive director of Sowt, Jordan. He 
is on the advisory board for the Google Podcast Creators pro-
gram and is a founder of 7iber, another Jordanian media or-
ganization. He has worked extensively in the Arab world with 
youth, media and journalism outlets. In the past, Ramsey has 
secured and managed many large multi-year projects. 

  ramsey@sowt.com  |    sowt.com/ar

Kareem Sakka (Raseef22): Raseef22 publisher, Lebanon. 
Sakka comes from a finance background, where he gained 
expertise in risk management and corporate and project fi-
nancing. After years in real estate advisory and asset manage-
ment, Sakka was inspired by the Arab Spring. In 2013 his de-
sire to support the democratic transition, freedom and human 
rights led him to launch Raseef22, run by two co-editors with 
journalism experience. 

  kareem@raseef22.com  |    raseef22.com

mailto:rana%40occrp.org?subject=
http://arij.net
mailto:aeleraqi%40gmail.com?subject=
http://infotimes.org
mailto:ramsey%40sowt.com?subject=
http://sowt.com/ar
mailto:kareem%40raseef22.com?subject=
http://raseef22.com
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Yet many media organizations have been able to survive 
with innovative, technology-driven approaches. They have 
grown as Arab audiences have sought independent jour-
nalism, especially investigative journalism, hoping to learn 
the truth about what is happening in the region. To find out 
how media startups were founded and what challenges 
they have faced, we interviewed six companies in MENA: 
the investigative website Mada Masr, the data pioneers of 
Infotimes, the investigative team at ARIJ, the podcasting 
network Sowt, the pan-Arabic website Daraj, and Raseef22 
which was created in exile. 

1. Start phase: An idea becomes a reality 

Mada Masr started in Egypt in June 2013 in the wake of the 
Arab Spring. A team of 24 journalists, mostly women, wanted 
to continue producing independent journalism after govern-
ment pressure shut down their newspaper. Mada Masr ’s edge 
lies in providing “analytical, informational coverage — specifi-
cally in politics — that nobody else provides,” according to co-
founder and chief editor Lina Attalah. 

The journalists started Mada Masr in the hope of continuing 
the independent journalism they had been doing. On the day 
of their launch, mass protests erupted against former Pres-
ident Mohammed Morsi. Within a year his successor Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi was elected and began a crackdown on politi-
cal freedom. The implications for Mada Masr were swift. One 
of their journalists, Hossam Bahgat, was banned from travel. 
Then he was taken into custody and held for two days of ques-
tioning by military intelligence. 

The team continued to report stories that challenged the author-
ities. One story exposed the role of Sisi’s son, Mahmoud al-Sisi, 
in violent crackdowns on protesters. It was followed by a raid on 
Mada Masr ’s office and the detention of some of the reporters. 
In 2017 the platform was blocked in Egypt. Eventually Mada Masr 
turned to the US-based Tor network, a browser that can’t be 
blocked, to host the site. Since then, Egypt has become one of 
the world’s biggest jailers of journalists, according to the non-
government organization Reporters Sans Frontières. A 2018 law 
requiring media outlets to buy a permit for US$37,000, has made 
it almost impossible for new independent media to emerge. 

All this turmoil made it difficult for the team to focus on the 
business. At first Mada Masr ’s main revenue stream was edi-
torial services (editing, translation, video, design and market-
ing) alongside public events with journalists and newsmakers. 
They also sold Mada Masr branded merchandise. The team 
made use of their extensive personal networks to win consul-
tancy work for the business. 

Mada Masr experimented with advertisements for small 
businesses and initiatives, but when the site was blocked in 

Starting a journalism operation is a risky and courageous 
proposition at the best of times. Starting one in a country 
plagued by economic and political instability — where the 
government’s willingness to tolerate a free press can change 
overnight — is a whole different matter. A group of coura-
geous and determined journalists in the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region have embraced the challenge. 
They have taken advantage of opportunities presented by 
new technologies to reach audiences across the region that 
are hungry for independent, rigorous journalism. 

This first chapter looks at six groundbreaking digital media 
startups in Egypt, Jordan and Lebanon, and asks what chal-
lenges they faced getting their enterprises off the ground. The 
chapter focuses on three key areas: revenue streams, audience 
engagement and donors’ motives. 

The website of Daraj is available in Arabic and English. 

Even for a region that has experienced long-term instability, 
the last decade has been particularly challenging in the Mid-
dle East and North Africa. The Arab Spring of 2011 and sub-
sequent conflicts across the region have displaced millions 
of people and sent economies into turmoil. Journalists have 
borne the brunt of the strife with nearly 300 journalists and 
media workers killed since 2011, according to the Committee 
to Protect Journalists (CPJ). 

The chapter focuses on three key areas:  
revenue streams, audience engagement  
and donors’ motives. 

The upheaval has made it particularly challenging for new dig-
ital startups to monetize products and services in the ways 
that have worked in more stable markets. As in other regions, 
online audiences in MENA are younger, generally under 45, 
and used to receiving online content for free. The blow to the 
region’s economies has left younger audiences unable to pay 
for online content even if they wanted to. 



Egypt it immediately became unattractive to advertisers. In 
this way, government harassment forced a major rethink of 
Mada Masr ’s business plans. At the same time the government 
shutdown gave the site an unexpected boost. The notoriety 
it received drove up its engagement on various social media 
channels, especially Facebook, its main traffic driver. 

Meanwhile Mada Masr ’s courageous journalism attracted the 
support of international donors keen to empower democratic 
activists in the wake of the Arab Spring. That too was a difficult 
road as Egyptian governments cracked down on this support, 
which they saw as threatening their regime. In an effort to be-
come more independent of international funding, the organi-
zation started a membership program. 

Another Egyptian startup, Infotimes, has taken a different 
path to financial viability — one that has given the staff some 
protection from government harassment. Rather than pub-
lishing its journalism itself and relying on advertising or sub-
scriptions for revenue, Infotimes sells data mining, analysis, 
data visualizations and training to other organizations. Their 
clients include media, nongovernment and research organiza-
tions — as well as students. 

Infotimes, like Arab Reporters for Investigative Journalism (ARIJ), 
was a pioneer in data journalism and visualization in the Arab 
world. It launched in 2013 after its founder and executive di-
rector Amr Eleraqi attended an International Center for Jour-
nalists boot camp on digital storytelling. Initially, Eleraqi had 
no startup funds, so he had to work his personal networks 
for clients and funding. In the first year he won only two me-
dia clients. But in 2014 a social entrepreneurship grant from 
the Synergos Foundation gave the business some room to 
breathe. Since then it has kept a close eye on clients’ evolving 
needs, developing tools and services. 

After a while training became the main revenue stream for 
Infotimes. The team has been hired by media houses to run 
in-house workshops and has also offered separate classes 
for individual journalists independent of their media organi-
zations. In 2020 Infotimes launched the first data journalism 
diploma: a four-month, non-accredited course in a field that is 
not yet offered by universities. Eleraqi was joined by two new 
partners to run the business and the daily workflow, enabling 
him to focus on technology and innovation, training products, 
curriculum and manuals.

As it now operates in different fields, the Egyptian startup is 
splitting the business into three separate units. Infotimes Sto-
ries will serve journalism to businesses and individuals that 
pay a subscription fee; Infotimes for Business will offer data 
services; the third unit will offer training to journalists who 
want to develop data journalism and visualization skills. The 
team is considering taking its success beyond the MENA re-
gion to become a global data news agency. Having worked 

with several international organizations, it has also developed 
an English version of the website.

ARIJ is the leading organization in MENA for training  
investigative reporters.

The Arab Reporters for Investigative Journalism (ARIJ) work in En-
glish and Arabic. The project was founded in Jordan in 2005 and 
supplies Arab and international Arabic-speaking media with 
grant-funded investigative stories in print, digital and video. At 
the same time, it provides clients with services such as in-depth 
workshops about investigative research. This training, the an-
nual ARIJ Forum conference with about 500 attendees, and re-
porting collaborations are its main revenue streams. 

ARIJ Annual Forum 

ARIJ’s Annual Forum is the Arab world’s oldest and larg-
est gathering for investigative journalists and support-
ers of independent media. The 2020 Forum on the topic 
“Connecting the World” will be the first entirely virtual 
Forum, held on December 4 – 6, 2020. It is an opportu-
nity to train and equip journalists to serve as society’s 
watchdogs — supporting democracy, transparency and 
the rule of law in one of the world’s most autocratic re-
gions. It is a chance to network and share knowledge 
with leaders of Arab and global investigative journal-
ism movements. More than 1,000 participants and over 
100 online speakers are expected. 

More information:    arij20.arij.net

ARIJ has been exploring the possibility of monetizing the 
data, video and reporting in its archive, but this poses var-
ious challenges, said Rana Sabbagh, founder and former 
executive director. She is proud that ARIJ has been creating 
and promoting a culture of investigative journalism in MENA 
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It started with grants in 2016 and is increasingly diversifying its 
revenue streams, “slowly adding commercial client contracts, 
and now we're funded by about half-half, growing and diversi-
fying content and revenue,” according to Tesdell. At the begin-
ning, podcasts were an unfamiliar concept, so they focused on 
brands that were already established. That helped Sowt to plant 
the idea of podcasts in the minds of a bigger range of clients 
from the outset. 

Sowt has produced 14 brand-new podcasts since 2016.

Sowt produces “white” and “gray” label podcasts that clients can 
rebrand as their own — or commercial brands, media organiza-
tions, local NGOs and international organizations. Sowt also of-
fers non-podcast services in publishing and social media. Early 
on, the team hired a financial advisor for three months to help 
consolidate the core business and create a business strategy 
that gives them more revenue stream choices as they grow. 
“The idea is to plant a money tree, and so whenever we need 
money, we just pick a leaf,” Tesdell explained. 

With this strategy as a base, the startup has grown quickly 
since its launch, increasing from two staff to 30. In three years 
it has produced 14 podcast series targeting a community that 
is interested in changing power structures. All have been nar-

for the past 15 years. During this period, ARIJ has produced 
600 investigations by journalists, who are the “real asset”, 
according to Sabbagh. In 2006 ARIJ had an annual budget of 
US$250,000. Today it has a US$1.6-million budget and oper-
ates in 16 MENA countries. 

They pioneered the investigative scene with their footprint 
publication “Story-based inquiry: a manual for investigative 
journalists,” which was supported by UNESCO. It is the first 
investigative reporting manual in Arabic and has become 
a staple of investigative reporting training in the region. 
The book has been translated into 16  languages and taught 
abroad in countries such as Russia, China, Myanmar and 
Mongolia. 

One of ARIJ ’s biggest challenges has been finding reliable 
media houses to partner with, according to Sabbagh. “Major 
TV stations in the Arab world are just propaganda tools and 
unless we have a say in the final draft, we won't partner,” Sab-
bagh said. “We measure each story on three factors: impor-
tance, relevance to public opinion and accessibility to sources. 
As it is very difficult to obtain data in the Arab world, we look 
for open source information.”

ARIJ lost a number of Arab media partners as a wave of author-
itarianism swept the region in the years after the Arab Spring. 
In 2016, an investigation with the BBC on the mistreatment of 
Central Security Forces soldiers by their leaders — which led 
to some deaths — endangered ARIJ contributors and partners 
in Egypt, ARIJ ’s biggest market. The organization was accused 
of undermining security in the country and was blacklisted. 
“The media landscape was closing down on us,” Sabbagh re-
called. ARIJ was forced to partner with foreign media outlets 
that would publish its work.

The organization has frequently debated whether to be-
come a platform itself but has decided to remain loyal to 
its core mission as a training center. “Becoming a publisher 
requires a business plan, a lot of funding, and it is not our 
main reason for existence,” Sabbagh said. Today the oper-
ation is sustained by partnerships with international inves-
tigative newsrooms such as the Organized Crime and Cor-
ruption Reporting Project (OCCRP) and foreign television. 
At the end of 2019 Sabbagh left ARIJ to become the Middle 
East and North Africa editor for OCCRP, based at its head-
quarters in Sarajevo. 

For Sowt (“voice”), another Jordanian startup, the business 
strategy has been to strike out in a format that is new to the 
region. Ramsey Tesdell, the executive director, said Sowt is 
taking the Arab tradition of oral storytelling and reinventing 
it with podcasts. Tesdell is a cofounder of 7iber, a celebrated 
Jordanian media startup that began as a volunteer-based citi-
zen media organization, and he has brought lessons from that 
experience to Sowt. 

• 

• Be shameless and ask for what you need  
from the very beginning 

• Produce as much good content as you can

• Audiences will follow quality content

• Be extremely disciplined in what you do
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rative-driven storytelling in Arabic and are available on pod-
cast platforms like Spotify and Apple iTunes. English podcasts 
are produced as well, for Arabs who prefer to listen in English 
and for expats. As Sowt works on seasonal production cycles, 
traffic tends to rise upon release of each product. And Sowt 
cooperates with civil society and advocacy organizations that 
want to produce shows around specific issues. 

While Infotimes has relied heavily on training services to 
bring in revenue, Sowt has avoided it from the beginning. 
“Training can be a good revenue source but it also consumes 
a lot of time. We ask for really high rates and if clients are will-
ing to pay, we do it, otherwise no,” Tesdell said. While many 
media brands now produce their own podcasts, Daraj, based 
in Lebanon, does not. 

Daraj is a pan-Arab website launched by veteran journalists 
Alia Ibrahim, Hazem Alamin and Diana Makled in 2017. Working 
under the slogan “the third story”, Daraj (“stairs”) provides its 
audiences mostly with deeply-reported long-form stories. The 
three founders had previously worked for Al Arabiya TV channel 
and Al-Hayat newspaper before its closure. For getting initial 
funding, they turned to venture capital groups. 

The team worked hard on a pitch deck, business strategy and 
feasibility study, and CEO Alia Ibrahim pitched it to Venture 
Capital (VC) funds in Dubai. She struggled to convince VCs 
that independent journalism was commercially viable in a re-
gion with heavy political suppression. Investors also feared 
the effects of a backlash against their other business inter-
ests if Daraj ’s journalism criticized powerful political and 
business interests. 

To launch, Daraj used three core funding grants from Interna-
tional Media Support (IMS), European Endowment for Democ-
racy and the Open Society Foundation. Few startups are able to 
access international grant opportunities like these. Daraj suc-
ceeded because its three founders were highly respected and 
had deep networks. Additionally, the team raised money with a 

documentary series “The 5th Generation”, which they sold to a 
production company to be broadcast on Al Arabiya TV. 

Making Daraj commercially viable is a key priority for Ibra-
him. She continues to refine the business and discuss poten-
tial investments with VCs. Part of Ibrahim’s overall strategy 
is to build a business that will attract investors from outside 
the MENA region in the hope of avoiding the political pres-
sures MENA-based investors can face. The website publishes 
six to eight pieces per day, with monthly total visits exceed-
ing 150,000. 

Daraj ’s target audiences are Arabic speakers across the Arab 
world aged between 25 and 45. Its success has come most of 
all because of its strong editorial independence. Ibrahim ex-
plained that only one reporter covered the protests in Algeria 
in early 2019 for them, and their audience there grew rapidly. 
It says a lot about “the hunger people feel for independent 
sources of information,” she said. 

For Daraj, another new revenue stream has been the manage-
ment of a collaborative content project funded by their Danish 
donor, International Media Support. Daraj ’s role is to coordi-
nate a range of innovative content-creators who offer solutions 
to water problems. The partners include a media organization 
that produces explainers, a satire website, a gaming company, 
a schoolteacher, a photo essayist and an animation specialist. 
The pilot of the three-year project was grant-funded, but Alia 
Ibrahim said they're approaching companies interested in en-
vironmental advocacy for long-term funding alongside donors. 

The sixth startup we interviewed for this handbook in MENA 
is Raseef22, launched in 2013. Originally from the Palestinian 
diaspora in Lebanon, founder Kareem Sakka was based in the 
United Kingdom when the Arab Spring unfolded. Sakka saw 
the website as providing support to a transition to democracy, 
freedom and human rights in the region.
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Alia Ibrahim (left) is one of the three founders of Daraj.
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• Be willing to remove the journalist hat and  
wear the business hat

• Anything you're good at, monetize.  
Anything you're not good at, outsource

• Test and learn, test and learn, test and learn

• Implement a proper social media strategy  
(for each platform)
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in attracting startup donor support. In order to be transpar-
ent, Daraj has decided to publish the names of funders on its 
website. Funding from Western donors can also undermine 
the impact of media organizations, as their reporting can be 
seen as a tool of US or European foreign policy. At the same 
time, it can create a perception of bias. 

In order to be transparent, Daraj  
has decided to publish the  
names of funders on its website.

This is why Daraj is working hard to move away from donor 
funds. “Real independence is in real financial independence,” 
Ibrahim said. “We cannot say we're totally independent today 
because we're run on donations, and if they stop, we will have 
to shut down.” The perception of Western influence has been 
a challenge for ARIJ, too. “It is very difficult to work if you have 
a question mark on your donors,” said Sabbagh. ARIJ chooses 
donors carefully, taking funding from donors in countries with 
better reputations in the region, such as Denmark. “We were 
privileged to receive funding from several European countries 
that have the best scores in anti-corruption and human rights.” 

ARIJ ’s ability to choose between donors comes from having  a 
strong track record that has given it clout in negotiations. Its 
strong relationships have also allowed donor and recipient to 
find creative ways to overcome challenges posed by the regimes 
in the region. For example, ARIJ established a nonprofit arm out-
side the Arab region, in Denmark, which allows it to attract fund-
ing from donors that require recipients to be nonprofits. 

This also helps journalists’ sources to supply the organization 
with information knowing that they are backed by the greater 
protections offered by whistleblower laws in Europe. “We can 
then put up a button that says ‘leak to ARIJ ’ and another for 
donations, so we can still operate if they make our lives hell at 
home,” Sabbagh said. In places such as Egypt, accepting any 
kind of foreign funding at all has become dangerous. Under 

Despite the disappointments of the Arab Spring for democ-
racy advocates, the site has grown. Today Sakka’s 20 staff 
members work in a “virtual newsroom” from their homes in 
countries around the world. The platform produces 15 most-
ly long-form content pieces per day. “We don't do news but 
mostly ‘evergreen’ stories that live forever,” said co-editor Ra-
sha Hilwi. “We aspire to be the platform for every young Arab, 
no matter what interests he or she has, to be the go-to source, 
and the challenge is not to find this content elsewhere.”

2. Funding and revenue streams 

The first port of call for startups with new ideas is often a 
source of funding, and the startups in this handbook are no 
different. Indeed, donor funding was more readily available to 
MENA media houses in the decade during which most of these 
startups launched. The Arab Spring brought a flood of inter-
est from international donors keen to take the opportunity to 
boost what appeared to be the start of serious democratic rev-
olutions in the region. Independent journalism was seen as a 
key part of the mix. 

Unlike in other regions that were not going through such 
dramatic political upheavals, increased donor funding in the 
MENA region was likely the impetus for a number of online 
startups that sprouted in this period. When the hopes of the 
Arab Spring fizzled and the region relapsed into conflict, Euro-
pean donors scrambled to fund efforts for the millions of ref-
ugees leaving their homes. Donors and startups encountered 
a range of challenges, some specific to the region, and others 
typical of the experience of media grantees the world over.

“We cannot depend on grants to scale,” said Alia Ibrahim, CEO 
of Daraj, in spite of the fact that, of all the platforms inter-
viewed for this chapter, Daraj was one of the most successful 

Sowt organizes regular community gatherings in different 
locations.
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• Try to foresee and mitigate obstacles that may  
block or sabotage your mission

• Growing something is very difficult but breaking  
it is very easy

• Lower the outputs you promise to donors,  
because investigative journalism takes time

• Be firm with your staff and be willing to let go  
of staff who don’t perform
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Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, president since 2014, many international 
NGOs were expelled from the country. Taking international 
money also put local organizations under threat.

Donors also often come with their own agenda to increase 
coverage of a topic that is important to them, such as women’s 
rights, agricultural development or good governance. By using 
journalism to promote coverage of certain topics, foundations 
can set the news agenda, prioritizing their issues over others 
that might be more important to a media organization’s audi-
ence. In this way they determine the problems that should be 
raised in public discourse and that governments are pressured 
to fix, according to Anya Schiffrin in her 2017 publication “Same 
Beds, Different Dreams? Charitable Foundations and News-
room Independence in the Global South.”

The digital startups in the MENA  
region were born into a paradox.

In some cases, however, donor funding remains the only via-
ble option. In Syria, for example, the ongoing war means there 
are few other viable revenue streams. In a 2016 Middle East 
Institute (MEI) study, Antoun Issa argued that donors should 
be prepared to finance grantees until a peace agreement 
has been reached. Thirteen Syrian media outlets received US 
funding between 2011 and 2016. 

According to the Center for International Media Assistance 
(CIMA), an affiliate of the US National Endowment for Democ-

racy, the top five priorities for worldwide donors in 2017 were: 
investigative journalism, access to information, journalist train-
ing, freedom of information and direct assistance to media out-
lets. These priorities emerged from an annual voluntary sur-
vey that CIMA sent to specific undisclosed media development 
donors. All of the numbers are self-reported, and inclusion is 
based on the donor’s willingness to participate.

The digital startups in the MENA region were born into a par-
adox. They were given life by the Internet, but the Internet 
also took away the advertising revenue that had sustained the 
quality journalism that came before them. Like media orga-
nizations around the world, MENA’s digital startups have few 
opportunities to make money in digital markets dominated by 
giant platforms such as Google and Facebook. 

Globally, Google continues to be the most important traffic 
source for news media companies, accounting for two out of 
every three page views among the leading global technology 
companies. Google's dominance in the digital news ecosystem 
is shared between search and news delivery vehicles, of which 
the most prominent is Google News, delivering a third of all Goo-
gle page views. The tendency of independent journalism sites 
to write critically of governments and other powerful players 
makes traditional advertisers cautious of backing them for fear 
of a backlash. Angry politicians can penalize advertisers that 
patronize media criticizing them. 

All independent media platforms in MENA face one particular 
challenge, Kareem Sakka explained. There are three advertising 
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At the newsroom of Sowt, Ramsey 
Tesdell (right) works with agile 
methods like design thinking. 
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Most of the startups we interviewed have worked hard to learn 
and adapt in order to find ways to use the digital platforms to 
build their audiences and monetize their content. To be suc-
cessful, they learned that building an audience or a “communi-
ty” of people who engage regularly with their content through 
social media is essential in order to get them to pay for content 
and other products and services, including public events. One 
of the first lessons these publishers learned was: Building a 
solid readership does not happen overnight. True engagement 
from an audience takes time. 

Mada Masr's audience has developed over time. In the begin-
ning it came from a traditional circle that shared their political 
views. The audience has since expanded to readers outside 
their bubble. They regularly attract Egyptian expats and for-
eigners through their English version. But the key is not just 
to attract new visitors to the website, but to engage them, ac-
cording to editor-in-chief Lina Attalah. 

“Audience engagement and not only audience development is 
a key metric for success, and this is a long-term investment,” 
she said. The team communicates closely with its audience 
through a range of channels, mostly social media. “We feel re-
sponsible towards our readers. We speak to them and we do 
a yearly self-critique, exposing and sharing our vulnerabilities 
with them. We get closer and allow people to know us.” 

Mada Masr has tried holding public events but while they’ve 
been “a fantastic marketing exercise for potential clients, 
readers and members, they are not a good revenue stream.” 
So, the organization began a membership program in 2018. 
The program faces unique challenges, but it has been suc-
cessful enough to become the second largest revenue stream 
after editorial services building on their loyal and growing 
audience. The team would like to grow memberships even 
further, but the restrictive environment in Egypt has made 
this a challenge. 

The website promises supporters that their data is safe and 
contributions can be anonymous. But many readers are afraid 
to provide their personal data in case the authorities discov-
er that they are supporters of Mada Masr. The political atmo-
sphere has an influence over the monetization efforts, accord-
ing to Attalah. “It allows you to do some things and doesn't 
allow for others.” Membership funding has its own limitations. 
The team does not want a 100 percent membership-funded 
model, because it would give those members the ability to 
change the editorial direction of the publication. 

Another way might be a paywall that could be introduced 
after a platform has become widely known. Kareem Sakka, 
founder of Raseef22, said: “It just has to be done after peo-
ple know us well so they become members. It will eventually 
work.” For the Jordanian startup Sowt, community-building 
was not difficult. Founder Tesdell had helped build a broad 

agencies in Dubai, Saudi and Egypt that monopolize the ad mar-
ket in the region with big brands like Colgate and BMW as clients. 
All of them are linked to the ruling regimes in each country in 
one way or another. “They won't give us any advertisements, 
no matter how big our audience is or how much traffic we get,” 
Sakka said. Raseef22 ’s monthly operating budget is around 
US$80,000. Advertisements bring in only around US$2,000. 

In a 2019 report for the London School of Economics entitled, 
“A fragmented landscape: barriers to independent media in 
Iraq,” author Aida Al Kaisy said that revenue from advertising 
and commercial projects in Iraq is almost nonexistent. The 
majority of funding comes from mobile phone operators or 
government-controlled public advertising and newsmakers 
use advertising payments to influence media coverage. Ac-
cording to Al Kaisy, this has led to corruption in the region's 
traditional news media organizations in the region, ensuring 
that there is no coverage that is critical of the government or 
that gives a voice to opposition claims.  

Digital Media Viability Lab (DMV Lab) is an initiative of 
the Maharat Foundation, Lebanon, supported by DW 
Akademie. DMV Lab has been operating since 2016 and 
now aims to be a leading provider of services, knowl-
edge and exchange on media viability in the Arab re-
gion. The goal is to foster diverse, independent and 
viable quality journalism in societies with engaged and 
informed citizens. DMV Lab organizes training, offers 
consulting services, runs events and carries out re-
search on topics related to media viability, including 
financial sustainability. It also aims to help integrate 
media viability topics into journalism education. 

More information:    digitalmediaviability.com

 

3. Members and community building 

Digital platforms have changed the way people everywhere 
get their news, including in the MENA region. The proportion of 
MENA citizens who get news from their smartphone has risen 
since 2017 in every country but Tunisia, according to the 2019 
Press Trends report by the World Association of Newspapers 
and News Publishers (WAN-IFRA). This increase is largely con-
nected with social media use. More Arab nationals get news on 
Facebook (42 percent), WhatsApp (30 percent), and YouTube (24 
percent) than from any other major social media platforms. 

http://digitalmediaviability.com


community over ten years with 7iber, through offline events 
and an associated cafe. He is a big believer in building con-
nections with the audience through personal interactions 
such as events. “Getting people physically together is a good 
way to build the community,” he said.

 It just has to be done after people  
know us well so they become members.  
It will eventually work.

Kareem Sakka

Sowt has also made the smart use of social media advertising 
tools a key part of its strategy for engagement. Each of the 14 
podcasts that Sowt has produced is treated as a separate prod-
uct. The team uses social media data to target the audience 
that might be most interested in the podcast based on age, 
country and interests. It maintains a broad social media pres-
ence on the most popular platforms in addition to WhatsApp 
and Telegram. Most engagement comes from Twitter. 

Another effective strategy for driving audience growth has 
been timing its advertisements in the morning, when people 
are commuting or traveling and have time to fill. It can also 
geo-target airports in the region so that Sowt advertisements 
appear to users who are scrolling their Facebook feed as they 
are waiting for their flight. “We can get more sophisticated 
with publishing,” Tesdell explained. 

Many of the startups interviewed for this chapter have be-
gun to experiment with membership models — a trend that 
has swept media businesses across the world. The pan-Arab 
platform Raseef22, with a virtual newsroom targeting the 22 
Arab countries, has tried asking readers for voluntary contri-
butions. Raseef22 implemented a “Support Free Press” banner 
on the website, asking readers for financial contributions as 
low as US$5. It’s not a lot so far, but support is building. “We do 
get hundreds of dollars from a bunch of people who believe in 
what we're doing,” said publisher Sakka.

Maximizing the efficiency of the website has been key for the 
Sowt team, which revamped its website to maximize Search 
Engine Optimization (SEO). Some of its most popular podcasts 
such as “Domtak”, on Arabic music, usually have between 
10,000 and 15,000 listeners per episode, with some going as 
high as 80,000 per episode. 

For Mada Masr, improving the user experience (UX) was a pri-
ority before it was blocked in Egypt. They had planned to col-
laborate with Inkyfada, another media startup from Tunisia, 
to learn their storytelling tools and data visualizations. “We're 
not the best when it comes to using web techniques,” said At-
talah. The Mada Masr team has been careful to focus only on 
the technology that can actually help them. 

They don’t have the resources for the top-of-the-line data vi-
sualization, video and open source tools that are reshaping 
the media in more established markets, for instance. Attalah 
said the team’s approach is finding ways “to utilize tools in 
a smart way to tell a compelling story. We don't like to do 
things just because everybody else is doing it.”

Collaboration is crucial 

Independent media houses in MENA have joined forces under 
an umbrella group called the “The February Meet-up”. The an-
nual event began in 2016 to help organizations work together 
to build their institutions, collaborate on content, find resourc-
es and develop business models in a peer-to-peer learning con-
text. Some joint journalism and content projects and initiatives 
have been founded — or are in the making — as a result.

The alliance has decided to work together to pursue potential 
revenue streams — primarily in the form of grants, advertising 
and sponsorship, rather than competing. “We're trying to sell 
ourselves as a collective power here,” Attalah said. “If we work 
together, we can compete against mainstream media over a 
much bigger cake, which is the ad money or sponsorships. We 
have better chances to survive this way,” added Ibrahim. 
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MEDIA LOVES TECH is an annual startup competition 
run by DW Akademie and Al Khatt, a Tunisian NGO. 
The project was born in 2018 and it is a response to 
the challenges of independent media and journalism 
in Tunisia, Morocco and Algeria. MEDIA LOVES TECH 
aims to find the best tech and media startups pro-
viding digital concepts and innovative solutions. It is 
open to journalists, entrepreneurs, project leaders, 
creatives, developers, designers, civil society and any 
other individuals or organizations that wish to inno-
vate for a quality media landscape in the Maghreb 
countries. The competition takes place in three stages, 
giving all teams the possibility to obtain financing and 
acceleration support for the best concept and project. 
MEDIA LOVES TECH supports and makes use of the new 
technological spirit of crowdsourcing. To strengthen 
collaboration and teamwork, the participants must 
form teams composed of two to five people. 

More information:   medialovestech.com

Digital solutions for 
viable journalism in Tunisia
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created its first revenue and training lab to experiment with 
innovative ways to fund local news, model best practices 
aimed at benefiting the entire ecosystem, and mentor and 
coach dozens of potential peers. This might be a role model 
not only for MENA but also for other countries and regions. 

Most important for viable media organizations is the ability 
to experiment and to learn from failure. Media outlets around 
the world are learning that there is no blueprint for econom-
ic sustainability to support rigorous independent journalism. 
The formula will be different for each team and each market, 
and it will change over time. What’s most important now is 
that MENA’s independent media startups be given the chance 
to learn, adapt and strive to find the formula that is right for 
them and their audiences. Eric Ries’ lean startup principle for 
creating innovation has been a helpful model for many media 
entrepreneurs looking at how to build, measure and learn. 
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Attalah warned that fruitful collaborations must be built by 
the media houses themselves and not imposed by outsiders, 
including donors. Collaborations need to be “embedded with-
in our operations, not as an additional layer” that requires 
resources and extra effort on the part of the media organiza-
tion’s overstretched staff.

In one successful collaboration, Mada Masr and Sowt, together 
with 7iber and AIJumhuriya, another MENA startup, ran a year-
long free program with the Counter Academy for Arab Journal-
ism organizing educational camps and remote learning. The 
topics covered included Arab journalism in a historical con-
text, use of tools such as video, audio and digital tools, and 
good field reporting. 

Build – measure – learn 

The six media startups interviewed for this chapter are Arab 
Spring projects in spirit. They reflect the days of hope and pos-
itivity in the wake of the pro-democracy uprisings that spread 
across the region in 2011. Despite the backlash that followed, 
the movement boosted commitments within the region and 
internationally to back independent voices. That work must 
be strengthened in the future in order to consolidate the dem-
ocratic desires of MENA citizens and give them the tools to re-
sist a return to authoritarianism.

Alternative revenue streams such as crowdfunding, member-
ship models, paywalls and events may not work well in the 
low-income countries of MENA unless startups can better tar-
get the relatively wealthy diaspora. In more developed markets, 
these revenue streams may prove viable in the years to come. 
All interviewees confirmed a substantial demand for quality in-
dependent journalism in the region. The million dollar question 
is how to convert these audiences into paying customers. 

There are initiatives like the “Beirut Editors Lab”, established 
in 2018, which brought together media innovators to develop 
fresh journalism prototypes. In early 2020 the Texas Tribune 

Ideas Product

Data

B U I L D

M E A S U R EL E A R N

Hanan Sulaiman is a freelance 
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01  Demand for quality content skyrocketed in 
the aftermath of the Arab Spring, as audienc-
es sought to get beyond the misinformation 
and propaganda that dominated state-con-
trolled and state-influenced media.

 
02   Ventures often started with a global trend 

such as data, podcasting or fact-checking. 

 
03  Finding the right team can pose a challenge 

or take time, especially when technical 
skills are required.

 
04    High-quality journalism is expensive in 

terms of resources but also because of the 
higher security costs incurred in an atmo-
sphere of repression, corruption and politi-
cal polarization.

 
05    Journalist-founders often lack necessary 

business skills. They lose time learning the 
skills themselves or finding the right per-
son to institute a business plan. Most proj-
ects were started out of a sense of respon-
sibility to bring the truth to audiences and 
to hold leaders accountable, but they rarely 
had a long-term business plan.  

06   Startups in the MENA region depend heav-
ily on donor funding, mostly European, for 
initial funding, and sometimes also on per-
sonal funds.

 
07   Platforms are mostly registered as for-prof-

it companies to evade government inter-
ventions imposed on nonprofits, which 
require government approval before ac-
cepting foreign funds.

 
08    For-profit status limits the interna-

tional donor funding available to start-
ups, as some donors prohibit grantees 
from engaging in commercial activity. 

09    Startups that focus on serving content to a 
niche audience are able to succeed in build-
ing a community, but it can be difficult to 
monetize these communities because of 
structural problems in MENA markets. 

 
10  Startups that serve content to other busi-

nesses (B2B) rather than publishing on 
their own are sometimes more successful 
because their clients have more resources 
and lower recurring expenses than media 
organizations. 

C O M M O N  C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  O F  M E N A  M E D I A  M A R K E T S

27

I I .  C H A P T E R  1 :  G E T T I N G  S T A R T E D

 
©

In
fo

tim
es

Egyptian media startup Infotimes is a pi-
oneer in data journalism in the Arab world. 
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III.  Chapter 2 
Structure and growth by Kirsten Han, Pauline Tillmann 

Sonny Swe (Frontier Myanmar): Sonny is a pioneer in the 
Myanmar media industry with more than 20 years’ experi-
ence. In 2000, he cofounded The Myanmar Times — the first 
Myanmar-foreign joint venture in Myanmar’s media indus-
try — and is also a former CEO of the Mizzima Media Group, 
which published a daily newspaper, a weekly English maga-
zine and news websites. Since 2015 he has been the publish-
er of Frontier Myanmar. 

  sonnyswe@frontiermyanmar.net |   frontiermyanmar.net 

Devi Asmarani (Magdalene): Devi Asmarani is the edi-
tor-in-chief and cofounder of the feminist web magazine Mag-
dalene. Her 22 years’ experience in journalism began at The 
Jakarta Post, followed by The Straits Times in Singapore, where 
she wrote news reports, in-depth articles and analyses. For 
the past nine years she has worked as a consultant and written 
columns, articles, and essays, as well as works of fiction for 
various local and international publications. 

  devi@magdalene.co  |    magdalene.co

Premesh Chandran (Malaysiakini): Cofounder of Malaysiakini, 
he has grown his independent site into Malaysia’s leading on-
line media outlet. Malaysiakini serves as a voice for alternative 
and diverse public opinion and journalism in Malaysia. 

  prem@malaysiakini.com  |    malaysiakini.com

mailto:sonnyswe%40frontiermyanmar.net?subject=
http://frontiermyanmar.net
mailto:devi%40magdalene.co?subject=
http://magdalene.co
mailto:prem%40malaysiakini.com?subject=
http://malaysiakini.com


Pongpan Chumjai (Prachatai): Executive director of the Founda-
tion for Community Educational Media (FCEM). FCEM oversees 
Prachatai, a Thailand-based online news site. In 2006, he started 
his career as a freelance journalist with Prachatai, covering top-
ics related to northern Thailand, and joined the editorial staff in 
2007. In his new position as FCEM director since 2019, he aims to 
sustain the organization through both policy and management. 

  pongpan@prachatai.com  |    prachatai.com  

Sherry Lee (The Reporter): Sherry Hsueh-Li Lee is the edi-
tor-in-chief of The Reporter. She endeavors to explore new 
possibilities of Taiwanese media and to facilitate more 
cross-border collaborations in investigative journalism. She 
was the deputy managing editor and chief producer of Com-
monWealth media group’s media center, and had worked 
there for more than 15 years before joining The Reporter, Tai-
wan’s first nonprofit media organization. 

  sherry@twreporter.org  |    twreporter.org

Tom Grundy (Hong Kong Free Press): Tom Grundy is the edi-
tor-in-chief and cofounder of Hong Kong Free Press, a nonprof-
it, independent news source for the region. Run by journalists 
and backed by the public, it was founded in 2015 as a direct 
response to declining press freedom and is now the number 
two English outlet on Hong Kong social media.

  tom@hongkongfp.com  |    hongkongfp.com 

Maria Ressa (Rappler): Cofounder, executive director and CEO 
of Rappler, the digital-only news site that is holding the line 
and leading the fight for press freedom in the Philippines. Ma-
ria has endured constant political harassment and multiple 
arrests from President Rodrigo Duterte's government. Before 
founding Rappler, Maria focused on investigating terrorism in 
Southeast Asia. She opened and ran CNN's Manila bureau for 
a decade before opening the network's Jakarta bureau. 

  maria.ressa@rappler.com  |    rappler.com 

mailto:pongpan%40prachatai.com?subject=
http://prachatai.com
mailto:sherry%40twreporter.org?subject=
http://twreporter.org
mailto:tom%40hongkongfp.com?subject=
http://hongkongfp.com
mailto:maria.ressa%40rappler.com?subject=
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1. Funding and revenue streams 

For any media startup, the challenge of ensuring its financial 
health never goes away. Hong Kong Free Press is an indepen-
dent English-language news website that emerged in the 
aftermath of the Umbrella Movement in 2015, the political 
protest that saw millions of Hong Kong citizens occupy public 
spaces to demand a range of democratic rights. “The Umbrella 
Movement sort of kicked off in Hong Kong, and as I learned 
more about what was going on with the media landscape 
here, I saw that there was a press freedom issue at play as 
well,” said Tom Grundy, founder and chief editor.  

Hong Kong Free Press launched a crowdfunding campaign 
and raised US$76,000. 

“There was very little in terms of truly independent news, es-
pecially in English. So almost immediately after the streets 
were cleared in 2014, I set out to launch a crowdfunded news 
outlet.” Grundy had initially trained as a journalist but end-
ed up working as a teacher for some time while running a 
popular blog called HongWrong. In 2014 he returned to jour-
nalism school at the University of Hong Kong, completing a 
master’s degree.

At that time, the idea of crowdfunding an entire news plat-
form was unprecedented in Hong Kong, and people were 
skeptical. “I was warned at the time that you can’t keep going 
back to the well [for funding],” Grundy recalled. “But we end-
ed up being the fastest-funded, largest-ever crowdfunding 
campaign of any kind in Hong Kong in 2015.” The aim had 
been to raise US$19,000 to launch Hong Kong Free Press; that 
target was reached in just two days. They ended up receiving 
about US$76,000.

Anyone who has ever tried crowdfunding knows how unreli-
able such voluntary donations can be, especially when there 
are so many digital publications and platforms competing for 
attention and money. To stand out against its competitors, 
HKFP adopted a two-pronged strategy. 

Starting a new media outlet is an exciting endeavor: the 
spark of an idea, the planning, the dreams of all that the proj-
ect could become. But what happens after you press “pub-
lish” for the first time? The challenge then is to turn an ex-
citing idea into a sustainable institution that can outlast the 
passions of its founders. In this second chapter we will focus 
on this next phase. 

What are the main challenges when your organization is grow-
ing? It will be important to consider how to diversify your reve-
nue streams. In terms of organizational structure, you need to 
learn how to manage a larger team. And when it comes to your 
audience, the question will probably be how to increase reach, 
or how to create a sustainable membership model.

Financial planning, for example, is critical in order to manage 
unpredictable income. Donors may only give money for a cer-
tain time. A competitor might appear that takes your adver-
tising revenue or audience share. This planning will be crucial 
in allowing you to hire the managing staff, the best reporters, 
data journalists and so on. It is vital to plan at least one year 
ahead, while managing financial growth in a way that sup-
ports the organization’s roadmap. 

Most startups seek to run more professionally after the 
first couple of years. This means they need a solid structure 
for their organization. They need to think about finding the 
right staff for key positions such as Chief Technology Officer 
(CTO), Chief Financial Officer (CFO), social media manager, 
marketing and fundraising roles etc. As the team grows, it ’s 
important to think about implementing measures that will 
build the team’s cohesiveness and encourage innovation in 
the organization.  

When it comes to building a community or audience that will 
engage and consume your content, there are other questions 
to consider. Almost all startups would like their content to 
reach as many people as possible — but how do you do that? 
And how does an organization get to know its audience bet-
ter? Many startups hold events to bring in their audience, in 
part to help them build a sense of loyalty and ownership of the 
media entity. Would events deliver benefits to your business? 
More and more media startups are considering membership 
or subscription models. What would work for your audience 
and business model?

To learn how media startups transition from first shoots into 
established, solid organizations, we spoke to seven companies 
in Asia: the crowdfunded Hong Kong Free Press, the investiga-
tive journalism platform The Reporter in Taiwan, the feminist 
website Magdalene in Indonesia, the investigative magazine 
Frontier Myanmar, the online newspaper Prachatai in Thailand, 
the famous Rappler in the Philippines and Malaysiakini, the old-
est online news website in Southeast Asia.
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First, make it as easy as possible for people to give money. 
HKFP ’s website has an array of options to donate. Readers 
can donate by check, bank transfer, or even cryptocurrency. 
They can buy HKFP equipment, purchase merchandise, or earn 
money by shopping with sponsors. The website runs market-
ing campaigns reminding readers why independent news is 
important and needs their financial support. 

“We've done many things to remind people to pay for news, in 
the same way that Spotify has reminded people or convinced 
people to pay for music, when they're used to getting it for 
free,” Grundy says. “We need to highlight the value of news 
and the fact that it's expensive. It costs money.”

Building trust with an audience that  
HKFP relies on financially is essential,  
according to Grundy.

The news site publishes transparency reports — that is, reg-
ular financial and performance reports — which provide the 
public with a clear account of how funds are used. “I think 
transparency (...) has been very important — especially with 
the level of distrust people have in institutions, let alone in 
Hong Kong, let alone in the media, in this whole era of fake 
news and Donald Trump. Particularly when you get accusa-
tions flying around about media funding. We want to be as 
transparent as we can, within the contracts that we have 
with content suppliers, to show where money is coming 
from and where it's going.”

The second prong of HKFP’s strategy is never to spend be-
yond its means, even if this means limiting growth for the 
time being. As a small and lean organization, HKFP doesn’t 
have a dedicated person overseeing the company’s finances 
and committed solely to thinking about its business develop-
ment. Instead, Grundy, as both founder and chief editor, has 
to take on this role. It ’s not an approach that he particularly 
recommends, but it ’s one that many new media startups are 
forced to adopt. 

Grundy wants readers to feel that the site is using its funds well. 
“I'm just extremely careful to ensure that we punch above our 
weight in terms of our content, and what we are doing and pro-
ducing,” he said. That approach may make HKFP appear to be 
a more established institution than it actually is, but Grundy 
takes a conservative position when it comes to money. 

“I will only spend or bring on new things that cost money when 
I'm sure that we can do it sustainably,” he said. For example, 
Grundy held off on giving the staff pay increases even as do-
nations were flooding in in response to the protests in Hong 
Kong starting in June 2019. Instead, he chose to give generous 
bonuses from month to month, until he’d had the time to take 

a proper look at the finances and get a clearer picture of the 
amount of money that was flowing into HKFP. 

It also means that HKFP can be slow when it comes to innova-
tion. With the company’s meager resources, Grundy isn’t will-
ing to plow money into experiments in video or blockchain. 
“We will only do things, including newsletters, podcasts or 
whatever, when we see it working for others,” he said. For 
now, Grundy prefers to direct resources into the quality jour-
nalism that lies at the heart of the publication.

That’s one way to run an independent media outlet. Magda-
lene in Indonesia has taken a different approach. Launched in 
2013, Magdalene is a platform for women looking for different 
media fare. “The idea was that we provide a media platform 
that catered to women, but that is totally different from the 
usual women’s kind of publication,” says cofounder and edi-
tor-in-chief, Devi Asmarani. 

Magdalene is a feminist web magazine founded in Jakarta, 
Indonesia. 

“Usually media that targets women just revolves around 
beauty, fashion, lifestyle, celebrities,” said Asmarani. “But 
we see that a lot of women want more issue-based media. 
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• Build trust with your audience 

• Never spend beyond your means, even if this  
means limiting growth 

• Introduce new things when you can do so  
sustainably 

• Monitor what others do successfully 
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manage the grant, the company set up a nonprofit arm, The 
Reporter Foundation.

Today The Reporter takes donations in three forms: firstly, 
individual donors sign up to donate any amount on a regu-
lar basis; secondly, one-off donors, who tend to give bigger 
amounts; and thirdly, “archangels” who commit to donating 
larger sums for a minimum period of three years. After lots 
of effort, pitching the publication to donors and working 
on more investigative reporting that draws in more read-
ers and potential funders, The Reporter now has about 1,800 
long-term donors. 

The editorial department of The Reporter is based in Taipei, 
Taiwan. 

Key to bringing in the donors was ensuring that the editorial 
content was of a high quality. The Reporter moved to produce 
more news content, making sure to cover issues of most im-
portance to their audience such as the 2019 Hong Kong pro-
tests. Taiwan lives in the shadow of a threatened takeover 
by China, from which the democratic state split in 1949. Tai-
wanese watch China’s crackdowns on Hong Kong with fear of 
what could follow for them. “We make the readers feel that 
their donations make some significant change,” chief editor 
Sherry Lee said.

The Reporter also called on members of the board of The Re-
porter Foundation for connections to Taiwanese businesses 
that might become donors and supporters. At the same time, 
they make sure that there is no editorial interference. Further-
more, the startup brings in some money by syndicating and 
selling stories to Taiwan’s mainstream media. 

While The Reporter is fairly new, the Malaysian independent 
news website Malaysiakini is often considered the grand-
daddy of online media startups in Southeast Asia. Launched 
in November 1999 by Premesh Chandran and Steven Gan, it 
sought to take advantage of the then-new Internet to create 
a space for independent journalism in a country where the 
mainstream media struggled with censorship and interfer-
ence from the state and corporations. 

We see that the mainstream media that provides this kind of 
information still has a very masculine perspective.” To start 
things off, Magdalene ’s three cofounders — Hera Diani and 
Karima Anjani, as well as Asmarani — put in their own money, 
keeping costs as low as possible. 

But they’ve since worked to  
diversify their income streams. 

 “We provide all kinds of services: content-writing, publish-
ing, co-creation, video, and training,” said Asmarani. “We give 
training in writing, communication, basically everything. So, 
this is right now the biggest revenue generator. Then on top 
of that, this year we’re trying to boost our events, mostly 
from sponsorship. So, in 2020 we came up with some events 
that we are planning to find sponsorship for or to co-brand 
with other companies.” 

Beyond that, Magdalene also makes a small amount of income 
from advertising and the sale of merchandise like stickers and 
T-shirts. The organization has also had some help along the 
way. In 2018 they received a grant from the Media Develop-
ment Investment Fund (MDIF) to carry out a business assess-
ment; the conclusion was that the company was still too small 
for MDIF to really invest in, but they were able to receive a 
grant to grow the business. 

Magdalene got a smaller capacity-building grant to increase its 
activities, but Asmarani says they’re not counting on grants as 
a long-term option. Instead, she prefers to focus on thinking 
about diverse revenue streams that will reduce their reliance 
on single donors or funders. 

When it comes to big donations, The Reporter had an aus-
picious start. A Chinese-language long-form journalism 
website based in Taipei, Taiwan, The Reporter launched in 
December 2015 with a grant of US$160,000 from T. H. Tung, 
cofounder of the electronics and hardware company Asus. To 
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• At the start, keep costs as low as possible 

• Think broad — experiment with different types  
of storytelling 

• Diversify revenue streams in order to make yourself  
independent from funders 
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Getting less dependent on donor money 

Today Malaysiakini is a platform that can set the agenda in 
Malaysian news and politics, with a loyal following of sub-
scribers and plenty of credibility in the scene. Now publish-
ing in four languages — English, Chinese, Malay, and Tam-
il  — it boasts 2.5 million readers every month. It ’s also won 
multiple awards from groups like the International Press 
Institute, Reporters Sans Frontières, and the Society of Pub-
lishers in Asia.

The company’s founders used their own money at first and re-
ceived grants from organizations such as the Southeast Asia 
Press Alliance. While they relied on grants for the first five years 
of operation, CEO Premesh Chandran says that they reduced 
that reliance after the general election in 2008. Today, Malaysia-
kini doesn’t need grants. About 30 percent of its revenue comes 
from subscriptions, the rest comes from advertising. 

To get to this point, Chandran recommends that companies 
keep costs low, particularly early on when they’re depen-
dent on less predictable sources of funding. All businesses 
start off with some level of instability and unpredictability, 
he said. The key then is how quickly you can get your orga-
nization to a level of reasonable stability, so that unpredict-
able sources of revenue form a smaller and smaller portion 
of the funding pie. 

It’s important to build up reserves to tide you over during 
tighter months and build relationships with strong allies who 
might be able to help you out when things get really tough. 
“We got the Media Development Investment Fund to invest 
in 2002, then we formed relationships with the Open Society 
Foundation and the National Endowment for Democracy,” 
Chandran said. “The key thing is, there should be a big focus 
on building revenues. The question is, how do you build pre-
dictable revenues?”

This is also a challenge for Frontier Myanmar, an investigative 
magazine based in Yangon providing “in-depth coverage of 
news, business and current events in Myanmar,” according 

to the website. The magazine was started in 2015 by veteran 
journalist Sonny Swe, who had spent eight years in jail for his 
work at the Myanmar Times, the first solely foreign-invested 
newspaper he started in 2000. 

The team of Frontier Myanmar produces a bilingual news web-
site in English and Burmese, as well as a printed magazine ev-
ery 14 days. The business now employs more than 50 people: 
half in editorial, half on the commercial side. It has become 
essential reading for the country’s political and civil society 
leaders, and sometimes even sets the national agenda. “The 
core idea is we want to be part of the democratic transition in 
this country,” said Swe. 

Founder Sonny Swe (left) is a popular speaker and expert.

Until 2018 the startup was financed entirely by advertising. 
“Since 2019 we have been struggling a lot because advertis-
ing-based revenue models do not work here anymore.” The 
newsroom had to find new sources of income. In 2019 the 
media house won the Google “News Initiative Challenge” 
and used the US$100,000 prize to implement a membership 
model — the first in Myanmar. This means money comes on a 
regular basis — monthly or yearly — from a community, which 
supports a special project or journalism approach.  

In January 2020 Frontier Myanmar launched a brand-new mod-
el, producing various newsletters as well as regular events 
for members. “The challenge in the beginning was convincing 
the team to think outside of the box,” said Swe. That challenge 
included Swe himself. “I am such an old-school journalist — I 
only know how to make a print publication and sell advertising 
along with this print product. Up to two years ago I was com-
plaining that these big tech giants like Google and Facebook 
were taking all the revenues from us. And then I changed my 
mindset.” His strategy now is to repackage his content and sell 
it in a different way.

Frontier Myanmar still offers free content for everyone, but it 
now delivers special services for paying members as well. “We 

I I I .  C H A P T E R  2 :  S T R U C T U R E  A N D  G R O W

33

 
©

 F
ro

nt
ie

r M
ya

nm
ar

DW Akademie  From start to success | A handbook for digital media entrepreneurs 

• 

• Build up financial reserves for difficult situations 

• Set up relationships with strong allies 

• Make your startup stable quickly
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who has won awards around the world for her work with 
Rappler ’s 100-strong team. While Ressa rails against Face-
book ’s data-driven advertising business model and the troll 
armies it has unleashed, Rappler ’s strategy has been to use 
the digital platform to deliver reporting that fits in a con-
sumer’s pocket, with a much smaller budget than her previ-
ous employers had. 

Being innovative and inventing new formats 

“We were livestreaming every day on the Internet, on the cell 
phone. We covered the impeachment trial via livestreaming 
and were the first in the Philippines to do so,” Ressa said. “It 
had an impact not just on our community but also among 
traditional journalists, because all of a sudden this was some-
thing new and it pushed the traditional journalists to look at 
what we were doing.” Between 2017 and 2019, Rappler began 
making headlines itself, as the Philippine government and 
Duterte himself began attacking it in retaliation for its report-
ing on the ”war on drugs” in the Philippines. 

While the news website had previously relied on advertising 
as its main income stream, these repeated attacks meant 
that Rappler got less and less commercial income, as adver-
tisers were afraid to work with Ressa’s team. “We were at-
tacked bottom-up from social media and top-down by the 
president,”  Ressa recalled. “We experienced how social me-
dia has been weaponized against anyone who questioned 
this brutal drug war, specifically against journalists, and 
specifically against female investigative reporters among 
Rappler.” By October 2016 Ressa herself was receiving an av-
erage of 90 hate messages an hour. 

But it was the Philippine government that posed the biggest 
threat. “By 2018 the government began filing almost a case or 
an investigation a month for Rappler. So, we had eleven cases 
or investigations in 2018, and in 2019 I was arrested," Ressa 
said. It lasted only one day because of the public pressure, but 
the experience was life-changing for Ressa. In June 2020 there 
was another strike against freedom of the press in the Philip-
pines: Ressa was convicted of criminal libel and faces between 
six months and six years in prison. 

By April 2018 Rappler ’s advertising revenue had dropped 
by half, while the startup had to deal with an average of 
US$40,000 a month in legal fees as well as US$200,000 a 
month in operating costs. Fearing that they were headed for 
bankruptcy, the team came up with an alternative plan: cut-
ting the salaries of management staff by 20 percent and cre-
ating a Business-to-Business (B2B) model that capitalized on 
their strengths. “We came up with what we were strong at: our 
investigative journalism into the disinformation networks,” 
Ressa said. 

say, ‘everybody who can afford to support independent me-
dia, please do so’,” said Swe. “It is very much like subsidizing, 
keeping content free for everybody who cannot pay for it. And 
whoever can pay for it, please support independent media!” 

There are three different types of membership: individuals 
pay US$25 a year, organizations pay US$900 a year and institu-
tions pay US$2,500 a year. The media house conducted focus 
groups to determine which products would most appeal to 
prospective members. As a result, members of Frontier Myan-
mar now receive a daily briefing — a roundup of the top stories 
in the Burmese-language media.

Swe said his audience is looking for quality journalism and 
a smart, informed take on the news. “Most of us are tired of 
people who are talking nonsense on Facebook. Our audience 
is looking for great journalism and they are happy to pay for 
quality journalism. What we do is use our expertise in anal-
ysis. Instead of copy and paste about what is happening, we 
give the context.” 

According to Swe, while the organization  
is growing, the main challenge  is money.

This is especially true for a media house doing the costly work 
of investigative journalism. “We want to do our job properly 
and freely. At the same time, the way we report is long-form 
journalism,” he said. “We do not have a lifestyle section. We do 
not publish hotel or restaurant reviews. We are seriously tack-
ling issues that need to be improved. And every single story is 
impactful.” 

Rappler is an award-winning Philippine online news website 
that was launched in 2012.

Struggling with money is familiar to Rappler, the Philippine 
startup that has become world-renowned for its legal bat-
tles with Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte. Founded 
by a group of women journalists in 2012, Rappler is still led 
by editor-in-chief Maria Ressa, the former CNN reporter 



Leveraging their position as one of Facebook ’s partners in the 
Philippines, Rappler began to collect data on misinformation 
networks in the country and selling it to clients all over the 
world. Today they have over a terabyte of information. They’ve 
mapped out the data and examined the networks, tracing the 
way lies have been spread online — all of which is of value to 
companies. “So, we found a new business model jumping off 
the journalism that we were doing, to determine exactly what 
was happening in the information ecosystem.” This B2B mod-
el grew 2,000 percent within the first year and is now one of 
the main revenue streams for Rappler. 

Diversifying revenue streams is also important to Prachatai, 
an online newspaper covering political topics in Thailand. 
Pongpan Chumjai has led the website since mid-2019. After 
working as a freelancer, Chumjai started with Prachatai in 
2006 as a reporter in Chiang Mai, in Thailand’s northeast, cov-
ering refugee issues on the border with Myanmar. He then 
joined the newsroom in Bangkok with 15 full-time staff. 

Prachatai.com was launched in 2004 as a pilot project. The 
goal was simple: to provide the public with factual, indepen-
dent information. The website was the first media in the coun-
try to forego a print edition and publish only online. “There 
were not so many online news entrepreneurs who treated 
online as their main priority. The mainstream media outlets 
were focused mainly on their print editions,” said Chumjai. 
The existing news media only published government mes-
saging and did not seek to hold leaders accountable. Pracha-
tai wanted to fill that gap. 

Today the website is heavily dependent on international do-
nors, but the team also produces video reports and surveys 
for other media companies to bring in revenue. Furthermore, 
the newsroom experiments with creating products. In 2020 
they produced a calendar that sold 2,000 copies. In previous 
years, Prachatai sold comics in cooperation with a famous car-
toonist who is mainly active on Facebook. Prachatai reaches 
600,000 unique visitors per month. When the country is hold-
ing general elections, that number can double. 

The Prachatai team is planning a membership model, but it 
hasn’t settled on the details. For now, they’re trying not to 
depend too much on a single donor, cultivating relationships 
with as many different sources as they can. 

They also apply for special grants for  
projects such as investigative stories  
about climate change. 

Startups that have seen mid- to long-term success usual-
ly advise a move away from reliance on grants as quickly as 
possible. One of the reasons for this is the unpredictability of 
donors. Maria Ressa also warns that donors have their own 
agenda that may not agree with the long-term growth of the 
media business. International donations only make up about 
ten percent of Rappler ’s revenue, according to Ressa. 

“Going into the grant circle means doing what anybody else 
wants. Grants are only good for special innovation.” Rappler 
has only applied for grants when they have a special project 
they want funded. For example, they took Australian gov-
ernment funding to collaborate with NGOs to create a plat-
form helping to deal with disaster risk management. This is a 
much-needed service in the Philippines, which faces an aver-
age of 20 typhoons a year. 

Prachatai is Thai and translates to 'free people' in English.

During one typhoon, Rappler ’s platform was able to funnel 
7,000 volunteers to areas where they were needed within a 
six-hour period. “We use grants for experiments because the 
risks were cut for us, but we were able to build something 
new. We want to be the first trying something new, building 
something new. But relying on grant money only? Then you 
can’t survive. That means you are not an independent media 
outlet,” warned Ressa. 

Frontier Myanmar gets small grants from donors, including 
International Media Support (IMS) and Luminate, started by 
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Unlike the other startups interviewed for this chapter, every-
one at HKFP does a little bit of everything, from reporting and 
photography to fundraising. Each journalist is responsible for 
preparing their article in the website content management 
system, including adding photos and suggesting headlines, 
until it finally goes to an editor for approval and publication. 
“We have a flat system where everyone takes responsibility 
for their entire piece before it gets to the editor, at least for our 
daily copy,” Grundy said. 

It’s a way of making sure that things can move quickly, par-
ticularly when staffing levels are limited — HKFP is still a team 
of just five people. Grundy would like to expand the team 
by hiring another editor but has found it a challenge finding 
someone with the right experience and the collaborative and 
resourceful mindset the role needs.

The collaborative nature of the team  
extends even to the high-stakes decisions  
on publishing controversial stories. 

“I try to ensure that everyone in the team is capable of doing 
everything, including hitting ʻpublishʹ. So if I'm hit by a bus, 
or if I'm having a massage in Thailand on holiday and I'm not 
available for 60 minutes and Carrie Lam [the Beijing-appoint-
ed chief executive of Hong Kong] is shot, then everybody has 
the capacity to post that update,” Grundy said. 

Magdalene has adopted a functional structure, more similar 
to a traditional news operation than HKFP. The crucial roles 
are content, sales, business development, community de-
velopment, website development, social media and finance, 
according to Devi Asmarani. The Indonesian publication cur-
rently has eight full-time staff, and also uses consultants as 
well as an external business partner who works on marketing. 

They’ve found this system works better than hiring a full-time 
marketing staff member. Asmarani learned this lesson after 
hiring a full-time marketing manager who didn’t deliver, a 
waste of valuable time and resources. It is a reality that many 
journalists face. “It’s really hard because I’m a journalist, I can 
tell a bad journalist from a good one but when it comes to the 
business side, I was very blind. I am still,” Asmarani admitted.

With some mentorship, Asmarani is making smarter hiring de-
cisions: “Come up with the goal first. What do we want out of 
this person? And what is the key performance indicator (KPI)? 
It’s good to keep in mind that you have to be grounded. The 
last time we hired the wrong businessperson was because we 
wanted to hire a business development and a salesperson, 
when there’s really not one person to fit those two roles. You’re 
either good at sales or you’re good at business development. 
And so we hired the wrong person and paid too much salary.” 

Ebay founder, Pierre Omidyar. They’ve also worked on other 
sources of funding, which means that Sonny Swe has grown 
his commercial team while the number of newsroom staff has 
stayed the same. In addition to the membership model, the 
business also runs a public relations and marketing agency 
with a team of about twelve people. Their portfolio includes 
digital marketing, branding, event management, media man-
agement, shooting TV commercials, and producing corporate 
news. Today, Swe says that more than 70 percent of the com-
pany’s revenue comes from this business. 

2. Staffing and internal organization

Attracting good staff has been a challenge for HKFP, accord-
ing to Tom Grundy. As a small media startup dependent on 
crowdfunding, he could not hope to lure seasoned journalists 
to leave larger media organizations, particularly in the early 
days when the outlet’s longevity was much more uncertain. 
For that reason, HKFP, like many other media startups, has re-
lied on fresh graduates. 

Grundy has a strong marketing pitch for ambitious young jour-
nalists: “Instead of doing horrible unpaid internships (or even 
paid ones) for a year or two with very little responsibility,” said 
Grundy, “why not come to HKFP to do video, photography, social 
media, pursue all the stories you want with complete freedom, 
and still have often as much impact as in a big newsroom?” 

The Reporter takes a similar view. Sherry Lee, the chief editor 
who also teaches at a university, has found that The Reporter 
can be a good fit for serious young journalists who don’t see 
good journalism being done elsewhere. “The Reporter is quite 
a good place for them to stay, because compared to other 
mainstream media, we are non-hierarchical, and we can real-
ly focus on journalism. We won’t force you to do advertising 
or anything, and we support all reporters, so it ’s a nice place 
for them.”

At HKFP each journalist does a little bit of everything. 
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Hire slowly, fire fast 

“So this time I’m going to be very careful. I was hiring a sales-
person in order to solve problems, but in the end I chose the 
wrong person. If somebody doesn’t deliver, you need to cut 
off that really soon. If you want to hire someone, you really 
need to take some time. I was doing the opposite before.”

Asmarani recommends having a clear separation between the 
editorial and business departments of the company — so as to 
maintain editorial independence while allowing staff to focus 
on specific goals — but having someone, such as the person in 
charge of community development, to function as a bridge. 
“That community person could be involved in the content side 
but can also be involved in the business side. Whenever the 
business is selling events, then they can work with this com-
munity person.”

The Reporter now has 31 full-time staff, most of whom are in 
Taipei, Taiwan’s capital on the northern side of the island, with 
two in the southern city of Tainan. But like every other me-
dia startup interviewed, Sherry Lee has found it a challenge 
to find the right people. Retaining them is also a challenge, 
particularly when you can’t offer your staff impressive titles 
or high salaries. 

The Reporter publishes their investigative stories in the local 
Chinese language only.

To keep people motivated and engaged, Lee has found it import-
ant to have a number of projects on the go, so people are driven 
to learn and succeed instead of feeling stagnant. She says that 
The Reporter sets high goals for the team: “No matter whether 
you succeed or fail, it’s okay. You learn something.”

Lee has taken advantage of her younger staffers’ desire 
to share and discuss what they’re doing. The Reporter hosts 
coffee salons, usually in collaboration with various cafes and 
bookstores across Taiwan, where reporters can talk with read-
ers and students are able to get a glimpse behind-the-scenes 
of the reporting process. It not only gives the organization an 

opportunity to be transparent and build trust with its audi-
ence, but it also motivates the team.

The Reporter has become more professional in its operations 
as it has matured, said Lee. Where it once survived on pas-
sion alone, the organization has had to come up with proper 
workflows to ensure that it doesn’t get bogged down or over-
whelmed by big events. 

The Hong Kong protests, for instance, provided a learning mo-
ment. As the political turmoil in the city continued to develop, 
The Reporter had to come up with a roster system to figure out 
who would be covering the story from one day to the next. 
That was essential to ensuring the team could focus on other 
stories as well, rather than having the whole organization de-
railed by one big news story.

All the organizations mentioned so far in this chapter were 
started by journalists who quickly learned the ropes of run-
ning a business while still trying to fill roles as reporters and 
editors. Malaysiakini, in contrast, separated the roles of CEO 
and editor-in-chief from the outset. That gave them an advan-
tage, according to Premesh Chandran. “My number one and 
only goal is revenue, right? I don’t get involved in editorial. 
And I see a lot of media startups are essentially run by editors. 
And a lot of editors, they’re not really keen to look at revenue.” 

For Chandran, the starting point is  
having the right founding team. 

“The startups which work well have a founding team, where 
there are two, three, four people who play different roles and 
are really determined to make those particular roles work. You 
can have a good editor. You can have a good businessperson 
or marketer. You can have a good graphics person or technol-
ogy person.” This core team is important to get things done. 
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and that you help to develop and make sure that their per-
sonal goals are in line with the organizational goals. That is 
part of Rappler ’s secret.” 

Staff was a priority for Sonny Swe when starting Frontier Myan-
mar. He had been able to bring some colleagues over with him 
from the Myanmar Times, and recruited promising new local re-
porters. He then recruited editors from Australia, the UK and 
the US, who were able to collaborate with, mentor, and train 
up local reporters. Bringing in experienced journalists from 
English-speaking media is a strategy deployed by other media 
houses, including Al Jazeera English and the Jakarta Globe. 

“Training was always in our DNA at Myanmar Times. Whenev-
er I recruit expats, I make sure that they are willing to train 
our local journalists,” Swe said. “I have my own mentors and 
advisors, so I can ask them if there are recurring questions 
concerning main editorial issues.”

The media outlet Frontier Myanmar is focused on in-depth, 
investigative journalism. 

For Rappler, the constant attacks of the last three years 
have given a new purpose to the organization. “Angry!” is 
how Ressa sums up her reaction to the pressure. It ’s been 
a problem across the newsroom. “I learned a lot in terms of 
managing my personal anger in the past three years. This is 
how the world has changed. The fact that the government 
keeps abusing its power to try to intimidate Rappler into si-
lence makes me absolutely convinced that we must contin-
ue shining the light.” 

Strategic leadership is crucial and it must empower people 
throughout the company. “We had a core of female founders 
and our median age is 23 years old, so it is a young organi-
zation,” said Ressa. “I think if your strategic goals are clear 
and your vision and mission are clear, then your organization 
should be able to make decisions at the lowest possible touch 
point. Take the youngest reporter, the youngest graphics, 
the youngest tech coder — they should make the same choic-
es as I do.” 

It’s also important that they recognize that the first few years 
are going to be really tough, so they should be committed to 
staying the course.

Malaysiakini has since gone from its initial six staff in 1999 to 
more than 120 people today. Working out how to find the best 
recruits has also been a journey, said Chandran. Once these 
people are in, it’s important to build discipline. “You have to 
have an office. You’ve got to have daily meetings. There has 
to be discipline, everybody needs to know a job’s a job. We’re 
here to do our work. That sort of management rigor.”

He advised emerging startups to think about senior manag-
ers, putting more effort into hiring and training the right peo-
ple and developing their skills, so they can form the second 
and third layers of your organization. 

But what’s most important,  
Chandran says, is that the staff  
has bought into the mission.  

“You have to buy into the ambition of the startup. As a startup, 
that’s what you’re selling, you’re selling a big goal. And unless 
you can create enough momentum so you can hit that goal on 
year one, year two, year three, that ambition dies out. So after 
the first or second year, the founders get tired. It’s harder to 
recruit. It’s harder to sell that ambition, so then you stagnate.” 
He warned: “Don’t launch unless you know how to get to your 
third year or fourth year. Don’t launch unless you have a plan 
to separate yourself from everybody else.”

For Rappler ’s Maria Ressa, professionalizing the operation of 
the organization becomes more critical as it grows. And she 
warns startups to be prepared to adapt if the market changes 
around you, as it has in the Philippines. “When you manage a 
growing group, you constantly have to shift,” she said. “The 
mix of people, of their talents, of the culture you create — in 
our context when we were under attack — we had to adapt our 
business model. This was not the way it was in the old days 
when you could come up with a five-year plan.” 

Search for the right staff members to grow 

According to Ressa, the guiding operating principle of a tra-
ditional news group is to optimize for efficiency — get the 
best possible product for the lowest cost. In this “new world,” 
as she calls it, media houses must optimize for talent, culture 
and innovation. “If you have the right talent, you create the 
right culture that allows that talent to continuously innovate. 
At the same time the workflow keeps changing. That’s the 
first challenge for the management. The second challenge 
is to make sure that every talented person is mission-driven 
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The business staff is important but all interviewees 
stressed the need to continually improve the quality of the 
storytelling too. In 2020 Swe plans to hire more data jour-
nalists and technologists. Frontier Myanmar ’s newsroom 
has already published its first data story — it was on the 
Chinese border — and there are more data journalism piec-
es in the pipeline. Swe wants his media company to become 
“much more tech savvy” than it is now. At the same time the 
mission statement has not changed since the beginning: 
“To provide readers with high quality unbiased news about 
Myanmar.” 

Swe is firm in his belief that keeping the journalism quality high 
will eventually deliver a sustainable business model.  “We have 
to find different solutions and different ways for financing, so 
we can sustain for the next 20, 30 years,” he said. Focusing on 
the mission has been a challenge for Prachatai. According to 
Pongpan Chumjai: “Many consider us as too traditional, not 
making too many pilot projects, but we need to think about 
doing pilot projects carefully, as we have only limited financial 
resources.”

Chumjai said the key to the organization’s growth  
has been flexibility and focus on the core mission. 

“For an online news platform the size should be flexible and 
not too large, so that the team can react to any situation. And 
what we really need to focus on is what the audience and the 
society really need. This is a key factor that has allowed Prach-
atai to survive for more than a decade now. While many orga-
nizations think about expanding their staff and their content, 
they end up with no clear direction.”  

The Thai online newspaper aims to empower their citizens 
to demand democracy and freedom of expression.

All the startups interviewed for this chapter had to learn and 
adapt continually in order to find the right people and tools 
to create an efficient business that encouraged innovation. 
“It took some time to implement innovation,” said Chumjai. 

“We concentrate on our news content and use online tools 
for sharing documents or developing story ideas. But we still 
need to learn from other media organizations who initiated 
online platforms.” 

3. Members and community building 

The difficult path to financial sustainability has meant that 
Asia’s new digital startups have been forced to be far clos-
er to their audiences than traditional media. At Rappler the 
team talks constantly about building communities. Maria 
Ressa works hard to meet her audience in the real world 
“because in the end virtual connections are not the same as 
physical.” 

Like the approach taken at Frontier Myanmar, Rappler rolled 
out the Philippines’ first membership model in December 
2018. Since then some of their legal fees have been crowd-
funded. Rappler invites its 1,000 members to monthly gath-
erings where they discuss recent topics. Rappler never con-
sidered a paywall, “because the poorest people need the 
information the most. Our membership model works for 
me because those who can afford it can pay to keep the in-
formation flowing to the poorest. We have to find the right 
balance,” Ressa said. 

As Rappler moves forward, it hopes to build up “communities 
of action” through a digital platform the team is creating, part-
ly to help monetize communities that gather around Rappler ’s 
content. Ressa also wants to reinvigorate her management 
team. In her late 50s, Ressa says she and the other founders 
are getting older, and she wants management to reflect the 
views and values of the young audience in the country. She 
also wants to empower her younger staff and foster their in-
novative ideas. 

Keeping close to the audience is also important at Frontier 
Myanmar. “As journalists we always think that we know what 
our audience wants to read,” said Swe. “With the technologi-
cal revolution, everything changed.” In order to keep an ear 
to the ground, the company has established focus groups 
with five different perspectives — from journalists, aca-
demics, NGOs, diplomats and CEOs — to understand what 
their interests are.

This is a new mindset that many traditional media have re-
sisted. Where once media houses told the audience what 
they should be reading, these new outlets are using tech-
nology to ask first, what products do they want? Media 
outlets that are close to their audiences can craft products 
and services that the audience is willing to pay for. Frontier 
Myanmar has found that being transparent with the audi-
ence is essential. 
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questing voluntary contributions from readers. After some 
initial success the donations dropped off. They have had more 
success with a membership model. To increase the appeal of 
membership, they offer merchandise such as calendars or 
books. Currently, there are around 400 paying members. The 
goal is to get to 1,000 in the next two years. For 2020 the team 
wants to focus more on its audience and their needs. 

At a time when there is so much out there competing for peo-
ple’s attention, a “build it and they will come” attitude is un-
likely to be enough to build a brand and keep a media startup 
relevant. Tom Grundy says that HKFP hasn’t done very much 
surveying of readers, but they know that the publication’s 
main support base is skewed, unsurprisingly, toward the pro-
gressive and pro-democracy segments of Hong Kong society. 

But HKFP doesn’t put too much stock in web traffic. “If we only 
paid attention to what was getting the most traffic and clicks, 
or if we were pushed in a certain direction, then we would be-
come a pro-democracy campaigning advocacy outlet, which 
was never the intention,” said Grundy. Ultimately, the outlet’s 
credibility would suffer too, making the whole exercise count-
er-productive. With such a small team and a strong focus on 
balanced and fair reporting, HKFP doesn’t have a dedicated 
membership scheme, but it does have a growing group of reg-
ular donors that it refers to as the HKFP “patrons”. 

HKFP occasionally organizes offline events — including a “free 
expression week” series of events — for supporters, though 
these events don’t usually raise much money for the organiza-
tion. “I’ve learnt a lot about putting on movie showings, or doing 
forums, or doing an art show, and it’s been a pleasure to have a 
million different jobs to do, because all of that reflects really well 
on the brand as well. So we do it for the branding, not for money.” 

Communicate regularly with your audience

Magdalene is very active on social media, since most of its au-
dience is young and dependent on these platforms in their 
daily lives. In fact, Devi Asmarani says that while their biggest 
audience still comes from Twitter, engagement is increasing 
on Instagram, a platform favored by younger users. Beyond 
organic growth and engagement, Magdalene is also figuring 
out what works best for them in terms of advertising. 

“We did a little bit of experimentation with paid promotion, 
like Facebook promotion or Instagram, but it burns a lot of 
money, and money that we don’t have right now,” she said. 
“So this year we made a series of videos, like video campaigns, 
which will be aired in the railway system on commuter lines. 
In each of the cars they have a TV screen, and so we produced 
short one-minute videos that will be played on there.”

For Magdalene, offline events are particularly important, not 

The company’s new products — a daily newsletter and a me-
dia monitor — have been bought by clients including univer-
sities, libraries and foreign governments. With Myanmar’s 
elections scheduled for the end of 2020, Swe and his team 
have two other newsletters in the pipeline: “Parliament Free 
Newswire” and “2020 Election.” Swe will focus the company’s 
limited resources on its most valuable assets: knowledge of 
topics that are controversial inside the country and to inter-
national stakeholders, particularly of minority groups such 
as the persecuted Rohingya. “These products are very use-
ful for politicians, NGOs and also for diplomats,” said Swe. 

Offline, Frontier Myanmar plans monthly meetings called 
“Frontier Fridays” for members, similar to The Reporter ’s cof-
fee meetings. Reporters share with the audience more about 
the story behind the story, and help demystify the reporting 
process and build trust. 

Splice Beta Conference 

Splice Beta is a celebration of Asia’s media startups  
and a space for the community to interact, learn and 
be inspired. Once a year, the team of Splice Media’s 
founders Alan Soon and Rishad Patel bring together 
many interesting characters from the global media 
ecosystem: startups, founders, funders, freelancers, 
granters, NGOs, academics and students, big tech, lit-
tle tech, the platforms and the international agencies. 
People who champion people. That's the community 
Splice Media wants to build.

More information:    splicemedia.com/splicebeta2020

According to Pongpan Chumjai, the newsroom of Prachatai 
tries to increase its reach by focusing on hard news and not 
wasting time with soft news. “We try to reach more audiences 
by making a difference in terms of our topics, in comparison 
to other media news organizations. Talking about political de-
velopments in the county, we try to report not only the basics, 
but we try to make the political situation more understand-
able for our readers.” 

Chumjai said that in the future, offline events will play a bigger 
role. They have had some success in the past. In 2017 and 2018 
the outlet held public screenings of documentaries and com-
munity projects, in cooperation with citizen journalists. This 
enabled Prachatai to interact with its audience and get useful 
feedback for its work. 

Pratachai emulated the Guardian ’s approach and tried re-

http://splicemedia.com/splicebeta2020


just because they could be a potential income stream, but 
also because it ’s a way for the team to identify the platform’s 
most dedicated supporters. “It ’s easy to just click on a link, or 
to ‘like’ somebody or just to follow. But to actually make the 
effort to come to your events… they’re your real recruits.” 
Once they have identified these supporters, organizations 
can then put effort into engaging and retaining them — both 
online and offline. 

“In terms of furthering our reach this year, we're creating 
some public classes — some public events, just for the pur-
pose of building that community. So what we're trying to do 
is to have ‘pillars’ of communities. What we want to do is to 
have different pillars, and then create some activation events 
through that. And then from there, we want to harvest the 
people and really create a community, whether it's a WhatsApp 
group or whatever. And these are the people who we will con-
sider our ‘champions’, the people who are Magdalene, even if 
they're small, even if they're just 100 or 200.”

Sherry Lee says there’s no secret to The Reporter ’s outreach. As 

an investigative journalism outfit, they’ve found that produc-
ing high-quality, impactful reporting works magic for engage-
ment with their audience. “It’s like a bomb,” she says of a good 
story being published. If the piece is unique and engaging and 
hard-hitting, people will start talking about it. 

To interact with their audience more directly, The Reporter has 
also organized activities such as an exhibition in which they 
printed their stories and left them on newspaper racks for 
people to browse and read. Their marketing team and design-
ers have also done focus group interviews, gathering views 
and feedback about The Reporter as a whole, but also trying 
to understand the user experience on the website. They also 
follow the comments to see what people are saying as a way of 
keeping a finger on the pulse of their readership.

Chandran says that Malaysiakini hasn’t done a particularly 
good job of surveying its audience, instead operating more on 
instinct. But they do engage in design thinking, reflecting on 

their product and where demand might be strong. Malaysiak-
ini is currently working on building a community that’s a little 
more engaged and involved than their regular subscribers —  
much like a membership program. “We’re developing a ‘Kini’ 
community where there’s a higher level of interaction among 
members,” Chandran explained. It doesn’t require payment 
above a regular subscription; people can just opt in.

The teams at The Reporter, Magdalene, Hong Kong Free Press, 
Malaysiakini, Rappler, Frontier Myanmar and Prachatai continue 
to iterate and test new tools, revenue models, and modes of 
storytelling. It’s extraordinarily exhausting at this stage of a 
media startup’s development, but this can also be an exciting 
time with plenty of opportunities on the horizon. There is ob-
viously not a one-size-fits-all solution or formula for success, 
but many ways of surviving — and even growing. 
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• Meet your audience in the real world because  
physical relationships are stronger than virtual ones

• Make clear that independent media is suffering  
and that quality journalism costs money

• Promote your media brand constantly, because  
there are so many competitors
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José María León Cabrera (GK): Founder of GK, editor and re-
porter. His work appears in the prestigious magazines Etique-
ta Negra and Etiqueta Verde, Diners magazine, SoHo Ecuador 
and SoHo Colombia, Courrier International (part of the Le Monde 
group) and the New York Times, where he writes articles in En-
glish and Spanish. He was editor of the Frontera Cautiva proj-
ect, which was a finalist in the well-known Gabo Journalism 
Awards (category Coverage 2019). 

  josemaria@gk.city  |    gk.city

mailto:natalia%40apublica.org?subject=
http://apublica.org
mailto:tania%40animalpolitico.com?subject=
http://animalpolitico.com
mailto:josemaria%40gk.city?subject=
http://gk.city


Ewald Scharfenberg (Armando.Info): Director of the investi-
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ensure that justice is served. But when an organization begins 
to grow it is also vital to plan to ensure that there are sufficient 
resources — human and financial — so that staff do not burn 
out and the organization does not stray from its core mission 
and dedication to quality content.

Not growing can also be dangerous. A news organization 
must remain responsive to its environment and its audience, 
and take advantage of opportunities that may arise. Stagnat-
ing in a constantly changing world, even after being success-
ful for many years, will sap a media organization of quality 
and impact. This chapter will focus on digital media that has 
not only survived but has kept the business going while earn-
ing a positive reputation for independent journalism. We will 
explore what they have done to get to that place, and learn 
the lessons that can help entrepreneurs worldwide following 
in their path. 

For this handbook we interviewed eight organizations. Animal 
Político in Mexico, Ojo Público in Peru, La Silla Vacía in Colombia 
and Chequeado in Argentina showcase the vibrant, entrepre-
neurial journalism scene of Latin America. Their innovations 
and globally lauded projects display the potential for quality 
and journalistic rigor in the region. La Diaria newspaper in 
Uruguay is a journalistic platform, constituted as a cooper-
ative, that shows how disruptive models can succeed when 
they pursue shared community goals. 

To reflect how journalism survives adverse economic and 
physical circumstances, we will delve into the history of Ar-
mando.Info, a Venezuelan digital media organization that 
does quality investigative journalism. We will also analyze 
what GK, a media agency from Ecuador, has done to revolu-
tionize the way content dedicated to human rights, gender 
and diversity are monetized. And we will review how Agên-
cia Pública, a digital media platform from Brazil founded by 
women, has managed to impose a relevant research agenda 
from North to South in one of the largest and most diverse 
countries in the world. 

For a news organization to be successful and impactful, sur-
vival is not enough. Businesses need to be strong and sturdy 
if they are to withstand shocks that will inevitably come. Some 
shocks will come in the form of business and legal challenges. 
Others will come as attacks from actors who will try to shut 
down journalism that shines a spotlight on their misdeeds. 
Staying strong has been made harder as the business model 
for media houses around the world faces momentous chal-
lenges, chief among them, the incursion of digital platforms 
into the advertising space. 

The arrival of affordable Internet access across Latin America 
in 2015 was initially a huge boost to the democratization of 
the media ecosystem and the public sphere. Previously infor-
mation was centralized in the hands of a few large, traditional 
media houses, which were driven by the business or political 
interests of the owners. The Internet allowed many journalists 
to pursue their own areas of interest in new online ventures 
that focused on under-covered subjects. These journalists 
used innovative approaches, made possible by new technolo-
gy, to better satisfy the demands of audiences. 

Media startups are playing an important new role in democra-
cies across the region, according to “Inflection Point”, a report 
produced by SembraMedia (2017) on media in the region: “Me-
dia startups are becoming increasingly important and credi-
ble news sources, and they are transforming the complex me-
dia landscape in myriad ways. These digital natives may have 
an even more important role to play in Latin America than 
their counterparts did in the over-saturated media markets of 
the developed world.” 

Latin American startups have been surprisingly resilient 
during the upheavals of the last few years. According to Ja-
nine Warner, cofounder and executive director of SembraMe-
dia, only 15 percent of the startup online media organizations 
included in their directory of more than 800 closed between 
2015 and 2019. This suggests that there is a high level of 
strength among journalism initiatives compared to entrepre-
neurs in general in Latin America.

For startups overall, the number of survivors is significantly 
lower, with only 40 percent of startups surviving their first 
two to five years of existence. Warner suspects the reason for 
the higher rate of survival among journalism startups is to be 
found in the motivation of the founders. Unlike non-journal-
ism entrepreneurs, she said, “journalism entrepreneurs want 
to provide a service for their communities — they do not seek 
to become rich.” 

As we have seen in Chapter 2, media startups want to grow 
and do more. This is especially true when the founders believe 
their work has a positive impact. Good journalism can improve 
the lives of many people in the startup’s community, share in-
formation, hold bureaucracies and politicians to account, and 

Launched in 2010, Chequeado was the first fact-checking 
organization in Latin America.



The media outlets covered in this chapter have overcome the 
tumultuous launch phase and have been able to develop vi-
able organizations in markets that are often challenging for 
entrepreneurs. And in doing so they have created import-
ant new forums for voices and stories that were previously 
excluded. As the SembraMedia report highlights, “through-
out Latin America, independent digital natives are covering 
underserved communities, producing original content, and 
writing stories about subjects that were formerly taboo.”

What these organizations have achieved will be instructive for 
media startups in any part of the world. There are no silver 
bullets, but we will see that there are many new ideas for de-
veloping viable businesses that allow these media to maintain 
the high quality of journalism that they set out to do.

1. Funding and revenue streams 

Journalists are passionate by nature and notorious for not 
knowing their personal boundaries. That idealistic thinking of-
ten extends to their management of startup businesses. Many 
media entrepreneurs overlook the important institutional and 
financial aspects that are critical to running a successful and 
sustainable organization. Journalists are trained to be good at 
finding information, at getting “the scoop” through their inves-
tigative skills, and to meet their audience’s needs through ef-
fective communication. But these skills do not always correlate 
with long-term strategic planning or business management. 

Without proper financial and institutional knowledge, they 
can compromise the quality of their work and imperil their or-
ganization’s survival. Every organization has resources to uti-
lize and goals to meet. The ideal strategy puts these resources 
to work in the way that best serves the main objectives. The 

most successful media startups are those that identify and 
experiment with new revenue streams that they can turn into 
reliable pillars for their business. 

GK, for example, has developed a content agency, GK Studios, 
which serves the communications needs of paying clients and 
brings in revenue to support the core journalism business. “It 
is a content study that I also like to define as an ‘editorial pow-
erhouse’,” said José María León Cabrera, general editor and 
founder of GK. “We respond to the communication needs of 
brands and civil society organizations.” While looking for new 
ways of raising revenue, GK ’s leadership team realized they 
could take advantage of their content production skills to of-
fer services and products that others could pay for, and thus a 
new revenue stream was born. 

GK offers audiovisual content production services to third par-
ty customers. Some of these products even help GK to reach 
new audiences with different formats. “Last year we produced 
a program that was broadcast on national television, one of 
those traditional TV stations that are becoming extinct,” said 
Cabrera. “It focused on humor and journalism, in the vein of 
John Oliver and Chumel Torres [a Mexican TV host]. It was very 
successful and it’s led us to develop a series of pilots to offer 
different platforms: open or paid television and other stream-
ing services.”
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One of the key lessons of the media  
startups interviewed for this chapter is that  
they need a diverse range of revenue streams  
to ensure some parts of the business will  
keep the business going if others fall away. 

Digital media startups founded  
per year in Latin America

2005

30

2006

20

2007

17

2008

29

2009

53

2010

79

2011

66

2012

59

2013

77

2014

101

2015

122

2017

82

2018

53

2019

28

101

2016

Source: SembraMedia 
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program, as well as grants and fundraising events oriented 
to companies and individuals. 

One of the common failures among media startups is an un-
derinvestment in business strategy and staff. Researchers 
compared the median revenues of those that have hired sales 
staff with those that have not. Startups with at least one sales-
person reported more than US$117,000 in annual revenue. 
Those with no sales staff reported less than US$3,900. Many 
media entrepreneurs rush to hire the best journalists, rather 
than business staff, as their business begins to grow, follow-
ing a natural instinct to invest in the quality of their content 
rather than the institutional needs of the business. 

The interviews conducted for this chapter make clear that 
good journalists rarely possess good commercial skills as 
well. The startups that succeed tend to be started by prag-
matic journalists who understand that monetizing their con-
tent requires a different skill set. They have also understood 
that content monetization can be done in a transparent way 
that respects the medium’s integrity. How they manage the 
structure, the business and editorial sides of their organiza-
tions is also key. 

The investigative digital outlet Ojo Público in Peru has 
worked hard since its 2014 launch to develop a comprehen-
sive sustainability strategy. Born as a nonprofit organiza-
tion, with its startup costs covered by the founders’ savings 
and a small grant from MediaFactory, it has moved away 
from an earlier dependence on international organizations 
such as the Open Society Foundations, the National Endow-
ment for Democracy (NED), Hivos and other donors. The 
team found this kind of fundraising took its focus away from 
the core activities of the organization. Donors often ask for 
thematic projects that may not align with the news judge-
ment of the organization. A donor may ask for reporting on 
a health area for instance, while other areas are a higher 
priority for the news organization’s audience.  

Animal Político, a news site in Mexico, built two verticals from 
the original brand to bring in more readers and advertisers. 
Animal.MX  is focused on lifestyle and entertainment content 
and AnimalGourmet provides food journalism. The digital 
outlets share Animal Político ’s commitment to journalistic 
rigor but the different content allows for different formats 
and approaches. 

“These are three spaces with entirely different audiences,” ex-
plained Tania Montalvo, general editor. “All three sites can be 
marketed, can sell advertising, and are sustainable by them-
selves.” Animal Político has also branched out into communica-
tions training to bring in extra revenue. They are using their 
skills in branding, writing and content creation to run work-
shops for companies. 

Animal Político started in 2011 as the Twitter account 
 @PajaroPolitico (“political bird”). 

Argentinian fact-checking agency Chequeado, for which the 
authors of this chapter work, sells original content to other 
publishers as well as publishing it itself. The company re-
ceives revenue when newspapers ask for special content, 
while the regular public content is available under a Creative 
Commons-style arrangement that allows other sites to repub-
lish their content as long as they give Chequeado credit. Paid 
appearances by staff on TV and radio programs also bring in 
revenue. Like others in this chapter Chequeado has also mon-
etized its journalism skills by selling services and training that 
will support their core operations. 

One example is a business using its fact-checking exper-
tise — training students in the region in media literacy and 
journalists in fact-checking and data journalism skills on 
a Chequeado online educational platform. This education 
platform has increased the number of countries in which 
it can operate. It also offers fact-checking consultancy ser-
vices to TV and film producers, and, like other fact-check-
ers, they receive payment for the articles they produce to 
debunk misinformation distributed on Facebook and Insta-
gram. Chequeado also earns revenue from a membership 

• 

• Create a diverse range of revenue streams 

• Be transparent in terms of finances 

• There is more than journalism — you also have to 
manage structure and business 

• Viable success can be built up mostly from the sup-
port of members or subscribers 
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Ojo Público is set to launch a new business unit in 2020, locat-
ed within the organization but separate from the editorial 
team, and focusing entirely on innovative projects to fund the 
organization. The decision to create that unit was based on 
a commitment to learning that the team incorporated from 
the beginning. Ojo Público was founded with a commitment 
to keep innovating and adapting to its audience’s needs, and 
to do it more efficiently. For this reason, the team realized it 
had to steer the different initiatives towards those that would 
support the organization’s core activities. 

Focus on your core mission 

The media organization also learned that chasing donor 
funds and serving well-paying non-journalism clients’ needs 
can drive the business away from its core mission. As the me-
dia initiative began to grow, it was tempting to dedicate time 
and resources to projects and consultancies that offered 
large funds. But, as time went by, it was more efficient to 
raise funds through projects that complied more naturally 
with the core focus and those that can link to other activities 
previously undertaken. “That was a learning process,” said 
David Hidalgo, Ojo Publico's news chief and cofounder. “What 
we try to do is to create synergies between projects to ex-
tend their coverage, to ensure a little bit of sustainability for 
a few more months.”

La Diaria, a Uruguayan cooperative newspaper, has a financ-
ing model that is unique in the region. It follows the exam-
ple of Die Tageszeitung (taz), a cooperative-owned German 
daily newspaper run by its employees. Founded in 2006, La 
Diaria ’s initial capital came from future readers who com-
mitted to supporting the publication once it was launched. 
That gave the organization a very strong reader-focused 
identity from the beginning. The campaign for funding sup-
port kicked off with future employees and owners of the 
newspaper calling for a more diverse range of people to be 
involved in funding the media. 

Their first action was to launch a special offer through 
which every new subscriber (called a “socio” or partner) 
would provide five free copies for friends. They received a 
commitment from 1,000 people before the first print edi-
tion came out. La Diaria ’s community was built on trust and 
a promise that was delivered once the startup came into 
existence. It was not only the readers who gave their finan-
cial support to the publication. Employees were also invited 
to own a stake in the newspaper. “The initial capital of the 
newspaper came from future readers. So, from the begin-
ning, it gives it a very strong identity mark,” said general 
manager Damián Osta Mattos. 

Even today, the support of its subscribers is key: 81 percent of 
funding comes from subscriptions. The team’s goal is to reach 
enough subscribers in order to reduce advertising revenue 
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La Diaria is unique in the region 
as it is a cooperative newspaper, 

similar to taz in Germany.  
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research, La Silla Vacia provides a high quality adaptation 
of the research. A key goal of the startup’s management 
team has been to increase other sources of revenue. It has 
regularly led a successful crowdfunding campaign called 
“Los Súper Amigos”, which was recently transformed into a 
membership program. 

2. Staffing and internal organization

Digital journalism startups have beginnings similar to garage 
bands: a group of idealistic friends get together in someone’s 
kitchen and dream up their new publication. They imagine po-
tential roadblocks, the stories they will bring to the public’s 
attention and the change their reporting will drive. As they 
grow and hire more staff, new problems and needs inevitably 
arise — many that they had not foreseen. The founders face a 
new range of staffing challenges.  

No longer a group of friends driven by a passion, the new 
organization is run by professionals who will likely face a 
range of challenges. One of those will likely be a challenge 
with very high stakes — the need for security. Threats and 
hate speech will be a major problem at any media organiza-
tion that seeks to have an impact with its journalism. Cyber 
harassment, anonymous threats and lawsuits all come with 
the job. Staff will also face personal development issues in-
cluding mental health problems arising from the work they 

to zero. If they were then to take advertising contracts, they 
would be approved by readers. Mattos explained: “If we cov-
er 100 percent of our budget with subscriptions we would be 
putting the advertising revenue to the community for consid-
eration so they can choose from a pool of projects proposed 
by the community itself.” This strategy will allow La Diaria to 
develop a production and distribution structure for content 
and products that is different from other media in the region. 
The sales force now includes 15 people dedicated to a call cen-
ter and administrative issues for subscribers, out of La Diaria ’s 
overall staff of 130.

All startups in this chapter said their products must be deeply 
rooted in their communities, something we will explore fur-
ther in this chapter. But according to Pablo M. Fernández, di-
rector of editorial innovation at Chequeado, it is important to 
never stop questioning the approach. “When possible, it’s a 
good practice to take the time to reflect on our products and 
establish the best ways to strengthen the opportunities they 
provide,” he said.  

La Silla Vacía, from Colombia, has also been heavily depen-
dent on international collaborations and grants for its rev-
enue. One example of funds they have managed to develop 
besides the international grants funding is La Silla Académi-
ca, a platform through which academic research is present-
ed in a more readable, journalistic form. Universities and re-
search institutions from Colombia pay a fee and provide the 

The editorial team of GK  
is based in Quito, Ecuador. 
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do and the backlash they receive from government and oth-
er powerful groups.

To deal with these challenges, leaders often need to acquire 
new knowledge or hire outside help for their staff. Taking 
care of people, including founders and leaders, was likely not 
a priority in the initial years, but once the organization gains 
stability, staff needs become a greater priority. Addressing 
these needs costs money and that presents new challenges 
for cash-strapped startups. Usually these organizations are 
small enough that a full-time human resources (HR) person is 
not needed. But the unique challenges of media mean that it 
often becomes a priority in the growth phase (see Chapter 2) 
earlier than in other businesses. 

Ojo Público was one of the organizations investigating the 
famous “Panama Papers”. 

Ojo Público started to formalize its staff support structure in 
2019. Professionalizing support offered to staff will be a new 
step for Animal Político in 2020, according to Montalvo. “It’s 
one of the things we're looking for this year. Last year we start-
ed different protocols, talking to people in our team to see 
how they are doing and what they need,” she said. 

Security also becomes part of a startup’s daily work, and this 
means thinking about digital and journalistic safety measures 
for the whole team, defining an institutional position in the 
face of attacks, and hiring legal and security protection. In 
the case of Armando.Info, the three directors had to leave the 
country because of lawsuits from the government. This im-
pacted their security as an organization and drove up costs in 
the form of lawyers. 

“If [politicians or people in powerful positions] threaten to 
sue a journalist, we reinforce our institutional presence to 
back our staff and encourage the denouncers to sue the in-
stitution instead, so it ’s the organization and not the indi-
vidual who has to face the threat,” said Juan Esteban Lewin, 
editorial director of La Silla Vacía. Organizations must also 
devise protocols for using social media: what to post, or 

whether to suspend personal accounts during a campaign of 
backlash, for example. 

Agencia Pública from Brazil recommends limited use of social 
media by its journalists, in order to limit their exposure to le-
gal threats or reputation damage. “We want all of the team to 
be very conscious of using social media and how they expose 
themselves. We do not force anyone to do anything, but we let 
them know that anything that they publish online can be used 
against them,” said cofounder Natalia Viana. The more visible 
and impactful a media platform becomes, the more cyberbul-
lying becomes a problem.

Constant evolution and adaptation 

The evolution of an organization will probably mean there 
is always a need for new internal policies and procedures. 
For example, Animal Político had an organic dynamic that was 
typical for a small group, until the workload overtook them. 
The leadership realized they had to establish clear rules for 
staff, including parameters for working from home, shifts, a 
safe and harassment-free work environment and protection 
for journalists. 

GK and Agencia Pública have a special focus on the profes-
sional development of their teams. GK ’s leadership thinks of 
the organization as a school, where everyone learns more 
every day. “At GK we are not only training journalists, but also 
people who believe that it is possible to work in a media or-
ganization whose only duty is to the audience and the truth, 
and to those who are not playing the game of power. That’s 
something uncommon in Ecuador and Latin America,” said 
cofounder José María León Cabrera.

Agencia Pública describes the professional development of its 
journalists as part of its institutional development. This re-
sults in staff often staying for a long time. Many of their cur-
rent reporters have been part of the team for years, which is 
important to the leadership. “The reason people stay is that 
we have developed a way to listen to their needs and interests, 
and pay attention to the ways in which we can help them to 
pursue their goals,” Natalia Viana said. 

Staff are encouraged to take on new projects within the agen-
cy, but are also supported when extraordinary opportunities 
outside of the organization appear. This includes fellowships 
or side projects. Investing in their careers and skills has led to 
a general strengthening of the organization — these report-
ers are both skilled and experienced and, probably even more 
importantly, loyal to the brand and its values.

Only one of the organizations interviewed, La Diaria with 130 
employees, has a person in charge of human resources, but all 
the others said they understand the need and are looking for 
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moved from simply posting their web content on social media 
to creating different and unique content that responded to 
unmet needs within their societies. Chequeado, for example, 
invested in a community manager in 2019 to create a more 
strategic approach to online interactions. Generally, the re-
sults have been favorable, as the team has been able to take 
advantage of available metrics to get to know their audience 
better and interact more strategically. 

After five months of implementing metrics measurement 
and analytics, the organization has transformed the way in 
which it posts on social media, improving the interaction 
rates by 50 percent in all its social networks, while avoid-
ing annoying the audience with excessive posting. This has 
allowed the team to approach their audience directly and 
better understand their needs and views, yet also to un-
derstand how their web-traffic can be monetized. This has 
been part of a process to develop a membership program 
that is currently taking place.

Several interviewees acknowledged that they had lacked a 
vision for creating a more mature social media presence in 
the beginning. They said that communications, creative, and 
innovation staff should have been higher priorities early on. 
They have learned not to underestimate the value of social 
media for building community or the impact that dedicated 
network and audience building staff have in these activities. 
Closer contact with the audience opens up opportunities to 
include community in the content creation process. 

“Traditional and unidirectional journalism can be enriched by 
people within the audience who are experts on certain sub-
jects — surely more than the journalist,” said Damián Osta 
Mattos, cofounder of La Diaria. “This means they can collab-
orate no matter where their knowledge comes from: some-
times it may be based on their academic backgrounds, but 
valuable insights also come from their daily lives. These inputs 
help us to produce better content.” 

Armando.Info is a Venezuelan digital media organization 
which is focused on investigative journalism. 

solutions, either in the form of outside consultants or short-
term projects on institution building. For example, since Jan-
uary 2020 Chequeado has hired a senior HR consultant who 
works in developing organizational policies, culture, and man-
agement change. 

3. Members and community building 

Community participation in content development is not just 
a gimmick for new digital media. It is increasingly being put 
at the top of their to-do list. A new digital media platform 
can create a product of exceptional quality, but that will not 
guarantee its longevity if it does not carefully build a strong 
relationship with its audience or “community”. That was a 
key lesson many of the media interviewed for this chapter 
learned along the way. And, they warned, once the outlet has 
built a community, it cannot take it for granted. Keeping that 
community engaged demands constant maintenance and 
becomes a central role of the organization. 

To have a strong community is not only a  
matter of funding and visibility. It also helps  
to maintain and endorse journalism. 

More than ever, community members interact with journalists 
in new and meaningful ways, such as sending scoops and rec-
ommending story ideas or fact-check requests on WhatsApp. 
La Silla, Chequeado and Animal Político all use the popular mes-
sage platform to connect with their audiences. Audiences can 
also offer assistance on certain topics or suggestions on prod-
uct development. The community provides a space to test new 
ideas and innovative projects. A loyal audience is an audience 
that will identify mistakes, if there are any, and quickly alert 
editors to make corrections.

Having an active social media presence can help build com-
munity but it does not guarantee it. Effective community 
building requires a smart strategy. Digital platforms offer an 
open space to share, criticize, give opinions and disseminate 
information through a whole new dynamic. The main chal-
lenge for media entrepreneurs has been breaking out of the 
traditional journalistic mindset and embracing social media 
platforms as new distribution channels, with new formats 
and new opportunities for content monetization. In tradi-
tional media, content creators had to persuade a distribu-
tion platform to buy their content. Now the content creator 
can instantly reach a distribution platform but must be more 
creative in finding ways to monetize it. 

The evolution of many community-building ventures began 
with a simple social media presence and developed into full-
blown community engagement. In time, media organizations 



However, two cases illustrate that community building can 
also come first. As mentioned earlier, La Diaria was born as 
a print newspaper funded by future readers. Animal Político, 
in Mexico, was born as a Twitter account before becoming a 
news medium. This shows that community building can be the 
original source of a long-term sustainable audience. 

Under @PajaroPolitico (“political bird”) Animal Político had the 
mission of satisfying a demand for honest reporting on poli-
tics in Mexico. The team began creating a community on Twitter 
and slowly emerged as a digital medium in its own right. They 
were successful in taking the community along with them. This 
gave the team the advantage of knowing how their audience 
behaves on social media before they began publishing. 

Most of these media connect with their audience beyond cyber-
space. They hold physical events including trainings and public 
presentations of reports and research. These also offer oppor-
tunities for small sources of revenue. Animal Político and GK have 
organized film screenings and debate sessions, sometimes ex-
clusively for their members or for those who are willing to pay. La 
Silla Vacía invites the public to their newsroom to discuss topics 
with the team and experts that take part in some of their produc-
tions. In order to build a sense of engagement with its audience 
La Diaria opens its physical doors to the community and holds 
regular offline events to learn about the needs of the community 
and share their experiences of reporting. 

Armando.Info from Venezuela has shown that social networks 
can also generate a network of activists engaged in the medi-
um's activities in real life, even from abroad. This can in turn 
inform the work the medium does afterwards. “Two years 
ago, at the request of our general manager, we began to hold 
forums in Caracas and other cities across the country,” said 
Ewald Scharfenberg, one of the founders. 

“These were forums in bookstores. From the beginning, I 
was against them. ‘What nonsense to spend energy on this 
that in the end was for only 20 people.’ In the end, it proved 
to be a good idea because although it was really a small 
number of people, specialists began to attend, and there 
were also people who we did not even know knew that we 
existed. They even started to give us clues about issues that 
arose in their field.”

Colombia's La Silla Vacía has also created ways to include spe-
cific communities through networks of experts, with La Silla 
Llena. It is a collaborative platform that showcases the work 
of relevant institutions and organizations in Colombia, as 
well as experts from different fields who share an interest in 
knowledge generation. “We have gained audiences — not only 
the universities, it can be NGOs, but also private companies 
that are interested in the production of knowledge, a debate 
space, and journalistic coverage on different topics,” said Juan 
Esteban Lewin. 

Most organizations also found that by giving the audience 
visibility into the journalistic process and a sense of owner-
ship of the end product through public events and online 
engagement with the audience, it ’s easier to persuade them 
to pay money for it. “Involving citizens in the whole journal-
ism process will allow us to work with them at some point 
and for them to understand that paying for content is not a 
crazy thing to do,” said Tania Montalvo. Today most Animal 
Político subscribers come from those who already received 
the newsletter, or those already engaged in their social me-
dia networks. 

For example, Animal Político releases special investigative 
reports first to subscribers, then to their followers on social 
media. Whenever they do this, subscriber numbers increase. 
Creating a sense of belonging to an exclusive group is valu-
able. Agência Pública claims to have more than 1,000 subscrib-
ers. Members are invited to vote monthly on which interviews 
should be done and receive special products in advance. “We 
were producing a podcast, so we sent the first cut to our ‘al-
lies’,” said Viana, as an example. “They were the first listeners; 
we invited them to share their feelings and impressions and 
what they thought about the podcast.”

Agência Pública is an investigative and independent  
journalism agency founded in 2011 in Brazil.
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All these successful media build their brand on 
two pillars: the quality of their journalism — well 
produced, rigorous and relevant content — and a 
significant presence on social media. These media 
created a unique product that is seen as indispens-
able by their community because it responds to an 
information gap in their world. A strong presence 
on social media is vital for the dissemination of 
the message and to have a direct relationship with 
their community. 
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procurement called “Funes”, with the support of internation-
al donors. Funes is a tool that analyzes droves of data on pub-
lic contracting by the Peruvian state and identifies political 
and financial relations through an algorithmic model that 
weighs corruption risks. 

“We have collected enough information to build a database 
to take full advantage of it,” said Ojo Público ’s news chief, Da-
vid Hidalgo. “That database is then used by our journalists 
to produce investigative reports and made publicly available 
for interested citizens.” Funes has already been recognized 
with a Sigma Award in 2020 for “Best Innovation Project by a 
Small Newsroom”. 

But innovation is not limited to technology. It is  
also about improving workflows and incorporating  
new practices into the organization. And it  
includes innovative approaches of media in  
building their community. 

During the 2019 election period, for example, La Diaria took a 
risky decision. “We decided that it was important for democ-
racy that the country’s 260,000 newly registered voters could 
access the newspaper without cost for six months,” said gen-
eral manager Damián Osta Mattos. “We did a campaign called 
'Choose to be informed' and 1,700 new voters asked for a free 
subscription. What we showed here is that we care about 
them. We even invited them to be part of special events and to 
give feedback on our products.” 

While they may not have become subscribers immediately 
after, the startup expected them to stay loyal in the future. 
“These are people who may be able to pay a subscription in 
the future, and who, we hope, will remember what La Diaria 
has offered to them in the past.” One challenge of innovation 
is finding products and processes that add value that is not 
outweighed by extra work. 

“We have realized that if we can make a product that looks or 
is very innovative on the outside, but the processes or capa-
bilities that we have internally fall short or mean that we work 
four times more, the cost-benefit analysis does not work,” ex-
plained Tania Montalvo of Animal Político. As an example, she 
said that there has been an expectation that the site would 
branch into podcasts. 

“But, instead of jumping directly into this format, we’re cre-
ating an internal process to launch podcasts so that future 
podcast development doesn't automatically translate into 
more work for the newsroom. This process makes things 
more complicated in the beginning, meaning that all our 
products are delayed, or come out with a lower quality than 
we expect them to be. We prefer to arrive a little late to the 

GK relies on the work of its audience editor, a member of the 
staff dedicated to studying the audience through online met-
rics. The editor goes beyond mere site-traffic statistics to de-
termine what the audience wants and how to turn that into 
a source of income. The audience editor has the task of re-
viewing and analyzing the way valuable interactions can be 
increased such as those that reveal a high degree of commit-
ment to monetizable contents. 

“We did a survey within our subscriber database and we 
found out that they like to read long stories. So if there are 
lots of people who financially contribute to GK because of 
the very long text, we pay attention to those stories and 
focus our acquisition strategy there,” explained José María 
León Cabrera. He believes the more readers one can mon-
etize, the better. “If you have, let ’s say, a thousand readers, 
but you have only ten who are receiving your newsletter, 
those ten who are within the thousand are much more valu-
able than the other 990, because they are one step closer to 
becoming funders.” 

Animal Político also uses newsletters to entice its audience 
into entering a monetized relationship. “When we launched 
our campaign ‘Friends of Animal’ we restricted the access to 
the afternoon newsletter only for members. Anyone can sub-
scribe to the morning's newsletter, but in order to monetize, 
at least in this first strategy, we are focusing on those who 
subscribe to the newsletters, and decided to add value to that 
specific product,” said Montalvo.

Media organizations around the world have learned that build-
ing trust with the audience is critical for keeping their support, 
as information ecosystems are overwhelmed by disinforma-
tion through social media. Startups in this chapter have found 
that being transparent about their business model and report-
ing processes has helped them build that audience trust. Start-
ups have been more proactive about disclosing mistakes and 
publishing corrections than traditional media.  

4. Innovation and investment 
for the future

A common theme among the interviewees was the value of 
innovation. New technologies have allowed them to explore a 
range of formats and choose the best fit to deliver their jour-
nalism — both online and offline. Foremost in the group’s 
mind was the fact that they worked with communities, not 
just customers, with which they must maintain active and 
evolving communication.  

Ojo Público, for example, innovates and invests in projects 
that are not directly related to content production but can 
provide insights to the editorial team. In 2019 the team creat-
ed an algorithm that detects evidence of corruption in public 



party but with an internal process that allows us to arrive 
with quality,” said Montalvo.

Another value of these new digital media initiatives is their ca-
pacity to expand the range of news that can be covered and 
the range of formats to cover and serve it in. This means more 
people are served more news in more formats that they can 
engage with. Digital startups have the flexibility and innova-
tive approach to increase local news, for instance, or deliver 
news in formats such as video, audio and social media, which 
can help them reach communities that have not been served 
by traditional news models. 

“The less traditional the media scene, the more democratic so-
ciety is,” GK founder José María León Cabrera said. “The more 
people consume quality content and not garbage — because 
making garbage is super easy — the better the quality of local 
democracy.” 

The interviewed startups have also  
experienced how important it is to listen to  
their team for ideas and innovation. 

Many startups include the whole team in the decision-making 
process. At Animal Político, for instance, the team participates 
in group meetings in which leaders make strategic decisions. 
At Chequeado the entire team participates in a weekly meeting 
where funding opportunities and all the organization's new 
projects are discussed. Despite the constant work that these 
teams have done to learn, innovate and adapt as they grow, 
they all admit that they have not worked out all the answers 
when it comes to media viability. 

They have learned from each other, looking across borders to 
innovators for new ideas. Having a role model from another 
country has helped to open their minds to different approach-

es, at the same time ensuring they are not blind to their par-
ticular contexts. “I am a supporter of the recurring payment 
model, but we can't import models that work well in contexts 
that are different from ours, expecting them to succeed seam-
lessly. We have to focus on what creates interest in someone 
who follows you,” said Damián Osta Mattos of La Diaria. 

Building a trusted brand  

There is nothing secretive about how these media organi-
zations achieved their success. They have been very open 
about learning from each other and are willing to pass on 
that knowledge to other organizations that need help. In me-
dia entrepreneurship, as in any startup ecosystem, compre-
hensive analyses of others’ failures can help to avoid traps.  

Those media who successfully built a product that inspires de-
votion in its audience have found the key to ensuring sustain-
ability. Their success is based on the quality of their content 
and its relevance to their communities. Sustainability is possi-
ble not only because of the high quality of their product, but 
also because they have a well-thought-out strategy to reach 
their audiences with a product that fills an unmet need.

“What is really important to Armando.Info — and took us five 
years to understand — is that you have to build differentiation. 
This is not said enough when you’re actively pursuing a via-
ble media,” said director Ewald Scharfenberg. The earlier the 
startup finds its niche, the better. 

Agencia Pública, for instance, focuses on gaps in Brazilian jour-
nalism, such as in-depth investigations, but they highlight an-
other feature of their organization that made them stand out. 
“Our organization was founded by women, and we knew from 
the beginning that our brand is defined by the fact that we are 
female journalists,” explained cofounder Natalia Viana. 
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Chequeado checks statements from 
politicians, businesspeople, media and 
viral content from social networks.  
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This difference has helped them to become  
a unique voice that their community trusts  
and knows cannot be found elsewhere.

Building a trusted brand can come from the tone of the content or 
the type, but there is no recipe for the “what” or “how” that leads 
to success. There is, however, a strong correlation among the 
principles that motivate the “why”. The values that moved these 
entrepreneurs to build their media organizations have remained 
strong. Audiences stay loyal to them as long as they stay loyal to 
these principles. Understanding thoroughly the reasons behind 
the desire to start a media organization can also help journalists 
to define a more mature and successful strategy. 

“Once you know why you do it, you also know who you are 
talking to. Therefore, you can also choose to be a digital medi-
um that talks to a very small group or that talks to everyone,” 
said José María León Cabrera from GK. Organizations that 
have managed to achieve some financial stability and are able 
to produce high quality journalism in a sustainable way share 
certain traits. These traits are worth considering in any effort 
to develop a sustainable strategy.  

Ultimately there is no definitive playbook for digital media 
on how to make the numbers work. All startups interviewed 
in this chapter are learning by experimentation what works 
for them and what does not. Whether it’s crowdfunding cam-
paigns, memberships, paywalls or other products, each orga-
nization will have a different path to media viability. What they 
all have in common is the wish to move away from a reliance 
on international grants to creating more products and ser-
vices that can be monetized in the future.

'Know, ask and listen to your audience/community' 
should be your mantra.
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01 Recognize what makes you unique and 
relevant to your audience. The media startups 
interviewed for this handbook learned from what 
they had done well and built on that. “A media 
business, to be successful, must become neces-
sary,” said Ojo Público’s David Hidalgo. José María 
León Cabrera from GK agreed: “The golden reci-
pe is to find and solve a media problem for your 
society.” When the media ecosystem doesn’t pro-
vide good answers to people’s needs, those who 
do and do it well have a better chance of survival. 
'Know, ask and listen to your audience/communi-
ty' should be your mantra.

 
02 Establish rules and procedures early. In-
stitutionalizing processes may sound contrary to 
the ethos of encouraging innovation, but these 
startups found it necessary to create processes 
that helped them streamline their businesses 
and create an environment that fostered innova-
tion. As Animal Político learned, “the bigger the 
team, the more rules need to be put in place,” ac-
cording to Tania Montalvo. Having a set of rules 
will not only prevent problems but will also en-
sure growth and impact.  

 
03 Your team is your main asset — protect 
your staff. Taking care of a team requires stra-
tegic investment. Finding the right staff and 
then managing their evolving needs can be 
outsourced early on, but over time a company 
needs to develop protocols that apply to every-
one equally. Hiring staff devoted to human re-
sources may be out of financial reach for start-
ups for many years, but there are tools available 
for every startup that can support your team’s 
well-being. 

 
04 Take advantage of opportunities present-
ed by your audience. Media that has a strong re-
lationship with its audience can create products 
that meet their needs and for which they are 
willing to pay. This in turn, improves trust from 
the audience in the media platform in a virtuous 
cycle. “When there is so much junk content and 
distrust going around, it is our task to provide 

the quality content people demand,” said Tania 
Montalvo. For La Diaria ’s Damián Osta Mattos 
it is crucial to democratize media ownership, 
which results in greater and more constructive 
civic participation. It means that information is 
not controlled by a powerful elite and those who 
want an independent perspective on news in 
their country have access to it. 

 
05 Be transparent with your team and your 
community. Define your values early, and make 
sure your people stick to them. Having clear values 
internally and communicating them externally will 
enhance the relationship with communities and 
stakeholders and ensure consistent, reliable qual-
ity journalism. Do not hide relevant information 
and make sure to strengthen internal communi-
cations channels to enhance transparency and the 
sense of trust from your team.

 
06 Learn from the storms. After something 
goes wrong, take the time to reflect on it and 
generate learnings that will inform your team 
and your operations. Failure is something all 
media experience. This is also the reason why 
leading a startup is often compared with a roller 
coaster. Long-term success comes from learning 
how to incorporate the lessons of failure and to 
avoid repeating mistakes. Being self-reflective, 
but not self-destructive, is key. 

 
07 Follow your metrics and measure your 
impact. Make the results of impact measure-
ment part of the strategy early in a project. It is 
better to kill failing ideas early. If you don’t, you 
risk squandering resources and stressing the 
team without a good outcome. Measuring the 
impact of your content on your community is dif-
ficult — at the very least you must have defined 
your key performance indicators (KPIs) accord-
ing to what will determine success for you, your 
team and stakeholders. 
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For this handbook we interviewed 21 innovative media start-
ups from 18 countries in Asia, Latin America and the MENA 
region. Their experiences of the journey towards establish-
ing a successful media company all differed according to 
their political, social and economic environments. 

The startups wanted to share their key learnings and main 
recommendations with you because they believe in collabo-
ration, not competition. What they all have in common is that 
they have courageous journalists and managers on board, 
because being a fearless reporter in challenging times does 
not make you rich — it ’s about following your passion.

Every day, these startups have to fight for what they are 
passionate about — independent coverage, investigative re-
search, innovative storytelling, truth-telling, and even high-
er motives like democracy and freedom of expression. Many 
of them have lost important ad revenues and investors as 
a result of COVID-19. At the same time, many have doubled 
their reach and connected with audiences they didn’t even 
know existed.

Starting a media organization is like going on a rollercoaster 
ride — it ’s a succession of exhilarating highs followed by sud-
den descents when the challenges get really tough. When 
you start out it is mostly passion that drives you. And then 
you grow, little by little, with each challenge you overcome. 
Your ultimate goal is to make your business more profession-
al and to sustain your success.

No matter what stage you are at, leading a media outlet will 
always be a balancing act. You will need to deal with a whole 
range of challenges centered around your journalistic mis-
sion. Innovative, independent media outlets have to fulfill 
a wide range of expectations: They have to close a gap but 
also react to demands from the market; they have to listen to 
their community but also surprise them with new products; 
they have to produce high-quality journalism but also build 
a stable organization; they have to find their niche but also 
serve the mainstream; they have to find allies but also stay 
focused on their core values; they have to diversify revenue 
streams but also meet the needs of donors and members. 

In many areas the “trial and error” mantra applies. Of course, 
not every single idea has the potential to change the world, 
but there will always be more out there than we can imagine. 
Reading this book, we hope you know now what you can at-
tempt and what to avoid. Mistakes are useful — they help us 
to learn and improve — but some mistakes are best avoided. 

At DW Akademie we hope that in the coming years we will see 
even more digital media outlets getting started and contrib-
uting to a diverse media ecosystem worldwide. Each and ev-
ery innovative project will help in the quest to find new models 
of financing for quality journalism, at the same time informing 
and enriching democratic societies of the future.  

V .  A F T E R W O R D 
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1. Glossary

The glossary explains words like ‘crowdfunding’ and ‘subscription’  
that appear in this handbook and are often used in the startup world.  
We would like to define these crucial terms to create a common base  
of knowledge.
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Audience engagement
Refers to audience interaction with the organization and 
its content through the website, social media, or in-person 
events. The higher the quality and quantity of that interac-
tion, the greater an organization’s trust. Besides monetizing 
this relationship, it is also about getting an idea of stories 
that are relevant to the audience and for the journalists' pro-
tection when the company gets attacked.

Business model
A plan for the successful operation of a business by which it 
earns revenue to cover the costs of operating. 

Business plan
A document that summarizes the operational and financial 
objectives of a business and contains the detailed plans 
and budgets showing how the objectives are to be realized. 
Investors will want to see this document before providing 
capital to a business. It is an important early step in founding 
a sustainable startup. 

Business Model Canvas (BMC)
Meant for visualizing the business model and startup idea at 
one glance. Some experts think that the BMC can replace the 
business plan. It was developed by Alexander Osterwalder 
and is published in his book “Business Model Generation”. 

Break even
The stage at which expenses and income are equal and 
there is neither profit nor loss. If the income is greater than 
the break-even point, the business makes a profit. If it falls 
below, the business makes a loss. 

Business angel
Also known as an “angel investor”, this is someone who 
invests money in a startup business at a very early stage and 
also supports entrepreneurs with expertise and contacts. 

Business-to-Business (B2B) model
This refers to a business that provides products and services 
to other businesses rather than to the consumer.  

Business-to-Community (B2C) model
This refers to a business that sells products and services 
directly to consumers who are the end-users. 

Chief Financial Officer (CFO)
The CFO has primary responsibility for managing the com-
pany’s finances, including financial planning, management 
of financial risks and financial reporting. They can also be 
responsible for analysis of data. They assist the COO on all 
strategic matters relating to budget management, cost-ben-
efit analysis, forecasting needs and securing of new funding. 

Chief Information Officer (CIO)
The CIO leads an organization’s information technology 
operations.

Chief Operating Officer (COO)
The COO oversees the operations of a company. They orga-
nize, direct and optimize all operational processes. The goal 
is to make all internal processes as cost-effective as possible.

Chief Technology Officer (CTO)
This position is focused on the scientific and technological 
issues within an organization. A CTO will make decisions for 
the overarching technology infrastructure that closely aligns 
with the organization’s goals.

Chief Executive Officer (CEO)
The CEO is responsible for all operations of the business, 
including setting up the strategy, financial management, and 
operations. They are responsible for delivering the objectives 
of the organization as agreed by the board. 

Collaborative journalism
A growing practice in the field of journalism. A cooperative 
arrangement between two or more news and information 
organizations, which aims to supplement each organization’s 
resources and maximize the impact of the content produced. 
It should not be confused with citizen journalism. 

Citizen journalism
Based on the idea that public citizens play an active role in 
the process of collecting, reporting, analyzing and dissemi-
nating news and information. It can be seen as an alternative 
and activist form of newsgathering that functions outside 
legacy media. 

Crowdfunding
Practice of funding a project by raising small (or sometimes 
large) amounts of money from many people, typically via 
online forums. Normally there are three parties: a project 
initiator who pitches an idea to be funded, individuals who 
support the idea and a platform that brings all these togeth-
er within a certain time frame (e.g., 30 days). 

Design thinking
Refers to strategic and practical processes by which new 
design ideas or products are developed. There is a special 
focus on users. It demands constant feedback between the 
developer of a solution and its target group. Solutions and 
ideas are made visible as early as possible (e.g., prototypes), 
so that potential users can test them — long before they are 
completed or launched — and provide feedback. 

Donor
A person, organization or government that grants money to 
other organizations it deems worthy of support. In the media 
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sphere, individual donors are an increasingly important 
source of independent revenue. 

Editor-in-chief
Also chief editor, is a publication’s editorial leader who has 
final responsibility for its editorial processes and policies. 

Exit
The moment investors or founders leave a company. Investors 
will seek to exit when they can lock in a good profit. Journalism 
companies grow slowly, making them a less attractive invest-
ment for investors who want a quick profit. For this reason, 
investors in media are often “social impact” investors, who are 
more patient in seeking profits and hope to do some good.  

Foundation
A type of donor. For media startups, international founda-
tions have played a key role in financing. Many foundations 
started by very wealthy individuals will invest in media 
because of a personal belief in the benefits of strengthening 
democracy and freedom of expression and help startups 
with core funding and/or project funding. Well known foun-
dations in the space include Luminate, the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation and the Open Society Foundation.

Fundraising
Necessary to achieve organizational goals or special actions. 
This is primarily about money, but also about resources such 
as volunteers, property or services. Fundraising is one of the 
main issues for all startups, no matter how long they have 
been operating. 

Growth
Means an increase in size — more staff, more content and 
more sales. 

KPI
Key performance indicator (KPI) which can be used to 
measure and/or determine the progress of goals within the 
company. For media startups some of the most important 
KPIs are: Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC), Customer Lifetime 
Value (CLTV), Conversion Rate and Retention Rate. 

Media viability 
Ability of media outlets and media landscapes to produce 
high-quality journalism in a sustainable way. This definition 
goes beyond the individual media outlet level and its revenue 
streams, taking into account the larger picture, including 
markets, networks, and individual outlets. Media viability is 
crucial for citizens to have stable access to reliable informa-
tion (see Introduction). 

Membership campaign 
Refers to the effort to persuade the audience to become 
“members” of an organization and make a regular financial 

commitment to it. Membership models have become a sus-
tainable revenue stream for many startups worldwide. 

Revenue stream
Source of income for a company or organization. Most orga-
nizations seek to have many revenue streams so that they are 
not overly dependent on one that might shrink or disappear. 

Seed stage
There are different investment phases within the lifecycle 
of a startup. Three main stages are: early/seed stage (idea 
and foundation), expansion stage (national and international 
expansion), and later stage (restructuring and succession). 

Social media
Forums for users to share content and interact in cyberspace. 
Important for digital-only media as it facilitates communi-
cation with audiences in various online forums. The largest 
social media platforms are WhatsApp, Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat, TikTok, VKontakte and WeChat.

Sustainability
Ability to continue operations in a financially and operation-
ally viable way over the long term. Media startups aim to find 
a sustainable business model, so they have the funds and 
operational structure to produce high-quality journalism 
over the long term. 

Subscription
A business model in which a customer pays money at regular 
intervals for continued access to a product, whether it be in 
physical form, such as a newspaper, magazine or website, 
video or audio stream. The term is derived from the Latin sub 
which means “under” and scriber “write” and means “sign” or 
make a signature. 

Unicorn
Since the mythical creatures are very rare, only a few start-
ups are called unicorns. Young, innovative companies that 
are valued at US$1 billion are known as unicorns, for example 
Toutiaou (China), Airbnb (US) and Uber (US). 

Venture Capital (VC)
A form of private equity financing provided by venture 
capital firms or funds to startups at an early stage but also 
within their growth phase. Venture capitalists take on the risk 
of financing risky startups in the hope that some of the firms 
they support will become successful.

VAM360°
Viability Assessment Map that helps media outlets to analyze 
the various aspects that are important for their viability. 
Designed by DW Akademie, it is based on the Business Model 
Canvas, human-centered design and DW Akademie’s media 
viability concept.
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2. Startup lifecycle

Startups have their own lifecycle. This graphic might help you to  
understand better what the challenges are when you are starting  
out, as well as later on. It also enables you to see at a glance what  
the important milestones are, such as relief after the so-called  
“valley of death”, break even, and the exit after eight or ten years  
of existence and growth. 
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Source: according to Zacharias (2001), Rügeberg (2003)
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Break even

Development phase

Early stage Later 
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timex
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3. Canvas for business models

We included the canvas for business models in this publication in  
this publication because we think it is a useful tool for visualizing the  
business model at a glance. It was first developed by Alexander  
Osterwalder — a Swiss business theorist, author, speaker, consultant  
and entrepreneur — together with computer scientist Yves Pigneur  
in 2010.

You can find the key questions to fill out the canvas here:  
www.strategyzer.com/canvas
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Revenue Streams

Customer Relationship

Channels

Value Propositions Customer Segments
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Source: Freiling, Jörg et al., Entrepreneurship, p. 124 
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4. Viability Assessment Map — VAM360°

Media viability is the ability of media outlets and media landscapes to  
produce high-quality journalism in a sustainable way. DW Akademie has 
developed a self-assessment tool called VAM360° that helps media outlets  
to get an overview of their own viability, analyze their business from a  
viability perspective, and identify areas where improvements are needed. 

For more information, please contact  
dw-akademie.media-viability@dw.com
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Unique Edge

Engagement

Revenue

Do you need support to analyze  
your media outlet's viability?  
This self-assessment form will  
help you get an overview! 

  1. Problem | What are the top three issues you want to solve with your activities?

  2. Solution | What is your solution?

 

  3. Unique Edge | Why are you the one who can solve this problem? 

  

Viability Assessment Map – VAM360 °
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  4. Audience | What are the top three audience groups that you want to reach?

  

  5. Engagement | How do you reach and engage with your audience? 

  

  6. Viability Components 

  Tech and Innovation | What are the most important technological challenges you are facing?

  

  Security | What physical and digital threats are you facing?
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  Legal | What legal threats are you facing?

  

 Organization and Business Model | What processes are in place to manage and develop your organization?

  Team | What skills are the strongest in your team? What are the weakest? 

  Partners | Who is helping you to move forward?

  Environment | What is the general political, economic, legal environment in which your organization is operating?
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VAM360° is licensed under Creative  
Commons. Non-commercial use 
only (NC). Credit must be given to  
“DW Akademie with support from 
the German Federal Ministry for 
Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment” (BY). It may not be 
modified without permission by  
DW Akademie (ND).

 dw.com/newsletter-registration

 dw.com/mediadev

 DWAkademie

 @dw_akademie

  7. Revenue | How do you make money? What are the most important revenue streams?

  

  8. Costs | What do you spend your money on?

  

  9. Success Metrics | What do you want to achieve? How will you know that you are successful?

  

E-MAIL PRINTSAVE

Page 4/4VAM360 °

DW Akademie is Deutsche Welle's center for international media development, journalism  
training and knowledge transfer. Our projects strengthen the human right to freedom of  
expression and unhindered access to information. DW Akademie empowers people worldwide  
to make independent decisions based on reliable facts and constructive dialogue. 

DW Akademie is a strategic partner of the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development. We also receive funding from the Federal Foreign Office and the European 
Union and are active in approximately 50 developing countries and emerging economies. 
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5. Media Viability Indicators (MVIs)

For a media business to thrive, it is important to understand the political 
and economic environment in which your media outlet is operating. DW 
Akademie’s Media Viability Indicators (MVIs) framework enables you to 
get a comprehensive picture of the country’s media sector. Additionally, 
it allows for assessing individual media outlets' viability as it is possible 
to pick and apply only the indicators focusing on media houses. Finally, 
it shows the various aspects that affect a media business. 

If you want to know more about how to apply the different indicators and 
sub-indicators, read the detailed methodology:  
www.dw.com/downloads/53899319/mvimethodology2020-06-22.pdf
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1 .  P O L I T I C S

1
Rule of Law
Government actions are determined by laws that are fairly applied and enforced.

2
Freedom of Expression
The country has a strong legal framework supporting freedom of expression.

3
Access to Information
Citizens and journalists can access public information.

4
Legal Equality
Laws and regulations affecting news media organizations are comparable to those applied  
to other industries and are impartially enforced.

5
Media within Society
Relations between government and news media organizations are mutually respectful and professional.

2 .  E C O N O M I C S

6
National Economy
The national economy is strong enough to make news media organizations financially viable.

7
Financial Stability of News Media Organizations
News media organizations are financially stable.

8
Financial Independence of News Media Organizations
News media organizations’ sources of capital do not constrain their editorial independence.

9
Competition
Moderate competition among news media organizations exists, allowing for quality journalism.

10
Audience Demand
Audience demand for quality journalism content supports a strong news media industry.

3 .  C O M M U N I T Y

11
Citizen Education
Citizens are able to consume and evaluate the quality of news and information content across multiple platforms.

12
Social Cohesion
Society is generally cohesive and peaceful, with the majority of citizens sharing accepted political and  
social values across diverse ethnicities, political and religious affiliations.

13
Trust and Credibility
Citizens have a generally high level of confidence in the credibility of news media organizations and their content.

14
Participation
Citizens contribute to the content produced and distributed by news media organizations.

15
Audience Data
News media organizations have regular access to reliable data about audiences and their media uses.
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4 .  T E C H N O L O G Y

16
Production and Distribution Resources
News media organizations have access to the necessary production and distribution resources.

17
News Media Organizations’ Access to Technologies
News media organizations’ access to production and distribution technologies is fair and apolitical.

18
Audience Access to Technologies
Citizens can access and afford the technologies over which news media content is distributed.

19
Digital Expertise
News media organizations have the technological expertise to optimize their use of digital production,  
distribution, and management technologies.

20
Citizens’ Digital Rights
The government, news media organizations, and private companies respect citizens’ digital rights, allowing  
them to communicate freely and safely online.

5 .  C O N T E N T  A N D  E X P E R T I S E

21
Quality Content
The public has access to quality news media content.

22
Journalism Expertise
News media organizations have the necessary structures as well as professionally educated and trained  
journalists to produce high quality content that meets international standards.

23
Ownership of News Media Organizations
Ownership of news media organizations is transparent and does not prevent diversity of  
perspectives or quality journalism.

24
Business Structure
News media organizations have the structures to be viable.

25
Business Expertise
News media organizations have the personnel and expertise to be strategically and financially viable.
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6. The value of memberships

The Membership Puzzle Projects collects and analyzes best practice  
examples of successful membership campaigns. The following worksheet 
is intended to help reveal potential members' motivations, behaviors,  
attitudes, and unmet needs, and can help you to understand what your 
(prospective) members consider to be of value.

To find out more about the Membership Puzzle Project and other  
membership research, please visit:  
https://membershippuzzle.org/articles-overview/2017/4/4/hack-our- 
user-research-material
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A sense of affiliation or belonging

Ability to interact with reporters

Feeling that my concerns are heard by the organization

Offering the world something that I think should exist

Makes things easier and reduces effort 
(i.e., not having to work around paywall to view articles)

Exclusive or VIP access 
(i.e., members-only content and access to staff)

Advocacy on my behalf

Staff diversity

A sense of uniqueness/something I can’t get anywhere else

Being connected with other members or other like-minded people

Events/opportunities to connect in person and online

Interactions with like-minded organizations 
(i.e., member discounts at local businesses or partnerships with other organizations that share values)

Merchandise / physical branded goods

User experience, including ease of use and visual appeal

Appropriate price

Other factor(s) _________________

WHAT DO YOU VALUE IN YOUR MEMBERSHIP?

Please assign a 1 - 3 value according to how important these factors are in choosing 
the organizations and causes that you give your time, money, and/or ideas to:

1 = not important

3 = very important
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Source: www.membershippuzzle.org
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7. Reading list for digital media entrepreneurs

Many interesting and relevant books and articles have been  
published to help digital media entrepreneurs. The attached list is  
far from comprehensive, but it provides inspiration for those interested 
in specific aspects such as investment, media viability, or keys to surviv-
al. The collection includes articles and book titles published up to July 
2020. We have no doubt that there will be many more to come after the 
publication of this handbook.
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V I .  A N N E X 



DW Akademie is Deutsche Welle's center for international media 
development, journalism training and knowledge transfer.  
Our projects strengthen the human right to freedom of expression 
and unhindered access to information. DW Akademie empowers 
people worldwide to make independent decisions based on reliable 
facts and constructive dialogue.

DW Akademie is a strategic partner of the German Federal Ministry 
for Economic Cooperation and Development. We also receive  
funding from the Federal Foreign Office and the European Union 
and are active in approximately 50 developing countries and 
emerging economies.
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