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About the report

Sometimes we hear a bit of reluc-
tance from smaller or local news
organisations that are considering
joining one of our numerous Digital
Media Awards competitions. Their
concern: “How can we realistically
compete against such larger news
organisations?”

Fair point.

But a closer look at this year’s Digital
Media Awards Worldwide compe-
tition, and previous editions, will

be encouraging to those debating
joining: real innovation should be
recognised — and rewarded! — no
matter the size of a news org.

Consider Food for Mzansi, an agricultural news publica-
tion based in South Africa. Its Farmer’s Inside Track pod-
cast that serves as a resource for newly commercialising
farmers across Africa took home the Best Podcast award
in the Worldwide Awards this past May.
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‘We honestly didn’t see it coming — we don't have a
podcast studio and most of our recordings are done via
WhatsApp and Zoom,” said Ivor Price, co-founder and
Editor-in-Chief of Food For Mzansi. “This award is a
testament to the dedication and hard work of the entire
team, who are passionate about sharing the stories of
South Africa’s agricultural heroes.”

That level of passion comes across in every case featured
in this report, a great source of inspiration and insight
into innovations popping up all over the world.

Of the 12 cases featured, there are two clear common
themes present in most products or initiatives: a focus on
driving subscriptions or memberships and engagement,
and often utilising AI and (smart) data to do so.

Russmedia in Austria won the Best Use of Al in the
Newsroom award with its comprehensive Al initiative.
A big factor in the success of the project were the com-
prehensive trainings conducted to ensure the newsroom
staff was fully equipped to make the most of the new
technologies.

World Press Trends 2022-23
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“We wanted to build a workforce that was not only adept
at using the latest digital tools but also forward-thinking
and innovative, capable of pushing the boundaries of dig-
ital journalism with AI at the forefront,” Sutterliity said.

Each case also includes the eventual outcomes, and cru-
cially, lessons learned. This sometimes means the hard
and honest work of acknowledging what went wrong or
could have been done differently.

To mark its 120th anniversary, the Swedish Heart-Lung
Foundation partnered with Bonnier News in Sweden

to boost awareness and donations through Expressen’s
broad reach. The project won the Best Native Advertising
Campaign Award, and was a big success in garnering do-
nations and brand awareness. However, Patrik Hermans-
son, Team Lead Native at Bonnier News, said a bit more
constructive criticism would have proved to be even more
impactful.

“A more self-critical approach throughout the campaign
might have led to quicker conclusions and potentially
even better results. However, as the saying goes, if at first
you don’t succeed — try again.”

That's the spirit.

A huge thanks to all those news organisations partici-
pating in our awards competitions. Everyone wins and
learns by participating. Check out an upcoming competi-
tion in your region.

And another huge thanks to Neha Gupta for reporting on
all this!


https://wan-ifra.org/event_categories/awards/
https://wan-ifra.org/event_categories/awards/

Executive Summary

ransforming Newsrooms:
Reshaping engagement,

content, revenue strategies

The 12 case studies featured in our innovation report are

winners of WAN-IFRA’s prestigious annual Digital Media
Awards Worldwide, recognising outstanding achieve-

ments in digital media by the news industry. The winners
were announced during the World News Media Congress
2024, in Copenhagen in May.

The cases explored span the globe — from India to Tai-
wan, Hong Kong to Sweden, USA to South Africa.

Best Use of Al in Revenue Strategy:
Ekstra Bladet, Denmark
Using Al to boost subscriptions

Ekstra Bladet, part of JP/Politikens Media Group, used
AT to enhance its news experience and boost subscrip-
tions by 35 percent. Through its Platform Intelligence

in News (PIN) project, AI-driven recommender systems,
natural language processing, and generative Al tools
were implemented to personalise content, connect relat-
ed stories, and automate news generation. This resulted
in increased readership, higher click-through rates, and
improved subscription growth, solidifying AT’s role in
both editorial and business strategies.

Best Use of Al in the Newsroom:
Russmedia, Austria
Al-powered innovation grow engagement

The “Russmedia meets AI” initiative leverages Al tools to
boost newsroom efficiency, enhance content quality, and
improve audience engagement while prioritising contin-
uous learning and collaboration. Key innovations include
Al-driven CMS upgrades, automated image search, and
tailored content strategies.

Best Innovative Digital Product:
Newslaundry, India
Innovation driving subscriptions

Newslaundry, India’s first ad-free, crowdfunded news
app, embodies a user-centric approach, driving subscrip-
tions through features like accessibility tools, podcast
integrations, and custom AI solutions. The app now

has over 50,000 paying users and stands out in India’s
price-sensitive market.

Best Digital Subscription Product:
United Daily News Group, Taiwan
Data fuels subscription growth

United Daily News Group (Taiwan) achieved 280 per-
cent subscription growth and 180 percent membership
penetration through its Curate X program, which uses
data-driven insights and audience segmentation. The
initiative integrates data into newsroom workflows,
optimising content strategies and enhancing subscriber
conversion rates.


https://wan-ifra.org/events/digital-media-awards-worldwide/
https://wan-ifra.org/events/digital-media-awards-worldwide/
https://wan-ifra.org/events/wnmc24/
https://wan-ifra.org/events/wnmc24/

Best in Audience Engagement:
The Hindu, India
Brand campaign with a heart

The Hindu’s Made of Chennai campaign celebrated the
city’s diversity and culture through interactive events and
digital content, reaching over 20 million online and en-
gaging 200,000 people in person. The campaign aimed to
deepen brand loyalty and build a community connection
with the audience.

Best Native Advertising Campaign:
Bonnier News, Sweden
Redefining native advertising

Bonnier News partnered with the Swedish Heart-Lung
Foundation to create a record-breaking native adver-
tising campaign that integrated a seamless donation
feature within articles. The campaign exceeded all
engagement benchmarks, generating over five times the
expected page views, a 40 percent increase in reading
time, and exceeded donation targets, making it the
largest native advertising initiative in the organisation’s
history.

Best News Website:

Amedia, Norway

Personalisation to improve subscriber
experience

Amedia’s ALT service offers personalised news curation,
with users selecting their preferred newspapers from

a catalogue of 100+ titles. It has helped Amedia grow
its +Alt subscription base to 60,000 weekly users and
400,000 total subscribers, generating around 100 new
subscriptions and 30 conversions weekly. ALT’s success
is driven by constant user feedback and data insights,
offering tailored feeds and easy navigation for subscrib-
ers, with a dedicated team continuously refining the
service.

Best Newsletter:

The Guardian, USA

Reclaim Your Brian — The Guardian’s
record-setting newsletter

The Guardian's "Reclaim Your Brain" newsletter helps
readers combat phone addiction and has become its
fastest-growing newsletter, attracting 90,000 subscribers
in its first month. It has achieved 5 million article views
globally and driven significant subscriber engagement.
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Best Use of Video:

South China Morning Post, Hong Kong
Making local, long-form video resonate
globally

SCMP Films produces impactful, character-driven long-
form videos that explore social, political, and environ-
mental issues across Asia, with over 40 million views in
2023, covering countries like Singapore, India, North
Korea, and Japan. The initiative emphasises personal
storytelling, safety, and ethical journalism, while also
fostering global recognition for the media outlet.

Best Data Visualisation:

Reuters, Global

Data to design: Visualising the deadly
scale of fentanyl in the US

Reuters' graphic team visualized the deadly scale of
fentanyl trafficking across the US-Mexico border, using

10 years of data on drug seizures. The team combined me-
ticulous data analysis, in-depth reporting, and compel-
ling visual storytelling to highlight fentanyl's potency and
the impact on both nations, using animated visuals and
charts to engage audiences.

Best Fact-Checking Project:

Agence France-Presse, Global
Fact-check like a journalist with AFP’s
short videos

AFP's "How to Verify Information Online" web series
educates journalists and the public on fact-checking
techniques using short, engaging videos. It covers topics
like image verification, geolocation, and video analysis,
attracting thousands of views across multiple languages.
It combines practical tools with real-time investigations,
empowering viewers to combat misinformation online.

“The trick is to show in the blink of an eye what the prob-
lem is, sometimes highlighting just one detail,” said Myri-
am Adam, who produces videos for the French playlist.

Best Podcast:

Food For Mzansi, South Africa

Podcast boosts membership

Food For Mzansi’s Farmer’s Inside Track podcast offers
agricultural insights through interviews with experts and
farmers. It has grown into a key resource for farmers across
Africa, with over 400 episodes. The podcast also plays a
significant role in boosting membership, now at 53,000.
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Best Use of Al in Revenue Strategy: Ekstra Bladet, Denmark
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JP/Politikens, one of the largest media groups in Den-
mark, began experimenting with AT in late 2019, well
ahead of the current boom. The publisher established a
project in October 2020 with a 17-person team around its
Al efforts at Ekstra Bladet, one of its three national legacy
news brands.

The purpose of this experiment was to use the technol-
ogy to address reader pains in the existing news experi-
ence, and in particular, to start Ekstra Bladet’s journey
towards becoming AI-driven.

The project, titled Platform Intelligence in News (PIN),
aimed to leverage Al to reach three strategic goals, said
Kasper Lindskow, Head of AI, JP/Politikens Media
Group.

«  Toincrease editorial and commercial value creation
by using Al to create a new product iteration of ek-
strabladet.dk with a wider, deeper, and richer news
experience.
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«  Implement AI systems that align with editorial val-
ues, and maintain control over these technologies.

e Promote healthy norms for AI use in media by shar-
ing their experiences and insights from achieving the
first two goals.

“The aim was to use Al to strengthen editorial mission
and business strategy. Our editorial mission would be
strengthened by creating a wider, deeper and richer news
experience where readers would get more relevant news
in line with our editorial profile,” Lindskow said.

“And, our business strategy would be supported via in-
creasing advertising revenues and a growing subscriber
base resulting from increased traffic and subscriptions
sales and reduced churn,” he added.
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Different recommender systems recommmend personalised articles to different reader segments on the home page of the website.

Al enables a wholesome news experience

For this project, the team focussed on three types of Al to
create a wider, deeper, and richer news experience.

e Wider news experience with recommend-
er systems: These systems were implemented to
personalise aspects of the news flow, allowing the
newsroom to present a broader array of content to
readers.

This was accomplished by developing a blend of collab-
orative and content-based recommendation methods to
address key challenges in the news domain, such as cold
start, rapid item decay, and implicit user preferences.

The goal was to supplement manually curated news arti-
cles with personalised news flows that aligned with the
brand’s editorial values.

The recommender systems were implemented in six
horizontal, or swipeable, sections on the home page of
ekstrabladet.dk. This approach aimed to manage website
space more effectively by complementing the universal
news flow with six personalised news feeds, thereby
exposing readers to more niche stories tailored to their

specific interests.

At the top of the home page, they used collaborative filter-
ing recommender systems, which extensive A/B testing
revealed to effectively personalise popular, recently
published news stories. In the lower sections, they imple-
mented content-based recommender systems to create
news flows finely tuned to individual readers’ histories.

Impact: The result was a massive increase in reading of

free articles (+110 percent), paid for articles (+38 percent),

and subscriptions sales (+35 percent) compared to edito-
rial baselines that did not use personalisation.

¢ Deeper news experience with natural lan-
guage processing (NLP): The team aimed to
train algorithms to comprehend Danish news
articles, enabling the connection of related articles
and gaining deeper insights into news consumption
patterns.

To achieve this, they built and trained various NLP sys-
tems on in-house articles, including Named Entity Rec-
ognition (NER), topic classification, sentiment analysis,
and embedding models for text similarity search.

Impact: The related article lists, measured on Click
Through Rate (CTR) performed well.

Stories related to
the same topic

Stories related to
the same event

Stories related to
the same person

Related
= articles

rwm )

S y Related
nrlicln

Related

Related articles on ekstrabladet.dk's article page identified with text similarity models based on contrastive learning.
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“Additionally, the algorithms developed by our industrial
PhD student (based on contrastive fine tuning of a pre
trained transformer) increased their ability to identify
related news stories while at the same time increasing
CTR from 7.15 percent to 8.61 percent resulting a massive
increase in traffic from ‘read more’ lists on more than 120
percent,” Lindskow said.

Richer news experience with natural language
generation:

Avg. Daily Views Avg. Daily clicks

300000 400000 600000 800,000 1000000

Avg. daily CTR%
Coverage percentage

1. First, they introduced an automated stream of local
news on the home page of the website, which includ-
ed a mix of human written news stories (automati-
cally identified to cover local news using NER) and
automatically generated news stories about local
companies, house sales, and other news using rule-
based methods.

2. Later, as generative AI matured, they used GPT3 to
add explanatory boxes providing context to the gen-
erated stories. The boxes were produced automatical-
ly using abstractive summarisation of text data such
as management reports in annual reports and public
authorities’ sanitation reviews of restaurants.

3. Finally, when ChatGPT3.5 was launched in 2022, the
team began developing editorial tools to assist jour-
nalists with tasks in their existing workflow to help
them save time and enrich stories with new content
elements.

Impact: Today, they have expanded their generative edi-
torial toolbox (MAGNA) to include assistance with article
drafts, blogging from live events, and Retrieval Augment-
ed Generation (RAG) of news story elements based on
Ekstra Bladet’s vast news archive.

Awards report 2024

Building comprehensive
Al systems in-house

To ensure value alignment, a core goal of PIN, the team
developed its core machine learning technology in-house.
They also established partnerships with universities,
giving access to the competencies needed to develop and
evaluate their Al systems holistically. Here’s how they
went about it:

«  While configuring the mix of recommender systems
for large scale implementation in 2023, the team
relied on insights from 50+ A/B tests of the effects of
different systems on the news flow.

“These tests had, among other things, revealed that our
collaborative filtering systems had a significant bias
towards the most popular news stories, while our con-
tent-based recommenders had a low ability to surprise
readers with new stories outside their usual reading diet

— qualities that we sought to balance when implementing
recommender systems at scale,” Lindskow said.

e When training and deploying NLP-models, they
relied on knowledge from an evaluation framework
developed on PIN that identified the effects of differ-
ent training methods on the accuracy, efficiency and
utility bias of the models.

“This allowed us to deploy NLP-models with a balanced
tradeoff between accuracy and efficiency (costs and CO2
emissions) that were not biased against any specific
group,” he said.

«  Finally, when developing AI systems based on
natural language generation, they employed a mix of
manual and automated tests to minimise factual er-
rors and hallucinations from entering the news flow.

Lindskow said insights from these tests prompted them
to introduce a human-in-the-loop for all Al-generated
explanatory boxes and to ensure that all generative edi-
torial tools are anchored in external facts, like the article
archive, rather than relying on the internal “knowledge”
of GPT-4.

To achieve the goal of healthy norm-setting for Al in
news, Ekstra Bladet openly shares its learnings from PIN.

In late 2024, the company published a freely available
report detailing key learnings during the first 4-5 years
of PIN. Access it here.


https://wan-ifra.org/2024/07/how-jp-politikens-leveraged-early-ai-expertise-to-build-centralised-news-products/
https://jppol.dk/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/pin-industrialreport-2024-final-6.pdf

“We open sourced some of our NLP-algorithms, and in
March this year, open sourced our basic recommendation
algorithms, along with a training set for the development
of responsible news recommenders,” he noted.

PIN’s implementation
and execution timeline

Executing PIN required coordination across diverse
disciplines (from journalism to machine learning) and
institutions (from universities to a legacy publisher).

To bridge this gap, an organising committee was formed
to align goals across industry and academia, as well as
technical and social sciences.

They also set up an innovation team of two ML special-
ists and two industrial PhD students to connect universi-
ty researchers with Ekstra Bladet’s data science team and
collaborate with the engineering unit on infrastructure
upgrades and implementation.

Lindskow said the roadmap for PIN comprised a startup
phase, three project phases, and a concluding phase:

In the startup phase, Ekstra Bladet worked with the
university partners to define a value compass intended to
frame PIN’s roles and priorities.

The first phase of the project (2021), involved training
initial machine learning models, and making extensive
infrastructure upgrades to support NLP models and
large-scale recommender system tests. The phase con-
cluded with the deployment of basic NLP models and the
first live tests of recommender systems.

In phase 2 (2022), recommender systems were adapted
based on phase 1 insights, while an extended battery of
NLP systems were trained on Ekstra Bladet’s annotated
news articles. These systems were evaluated for bias
with the University of Copenhagen’s framework, and
recommender system effects on news flow were analyzed
by researchers from the University of Copenhagen and
Copenhagen Business School.

In the third phase (2023), they developed editorial tools
based on generative A, including an automated eval-
uation flow checking content for hallucinations, and
live-tested different types of generative tools in the
editorial room.

The process concluded in 2023 with several recommender

systems and NLP models running live on ekstrabladet.dk
— recommending, ranking, and analysing content — and

generative Al tools made widely available to journalists.
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This year, they have launched a centralised AI unit at
JP/Politikens Hus to make PIN’s technology accessible
across all media brands in the group. They’re also setting
new goals with a 3-year timeline for the AI unit, working
in collaboration with these brands.

Editorial values and reader needs:
Lessons learned

PIN has involved navigating in uncharted territory with
lots of A/B testing. Lindskow shared a few of the team’s
learnings:

o Testing methods from other media sectors often
proves suboptimal for news publishing. For exam-
ple, Netflix’s collaborative filtering struggles with

“cold start” issues in fast-paced news environments.
Instead, deep content-based recommender systems
using detailed NLP signals from news articles gener-
ally perform better for news recommendations.

« Al systems are not neutral and their design choic-
es greatly influence outcomes. For instance, while
recommender systems may equally drive readership,
they can impact news flow and reader demographics
differently. They, therefore, use a mix of systems to
align with their editorial values and address diverse
reader needs.

o Inlate summer 2023, they discovered that gener-
ative Al, like ChatGPT, rarely hallucinates when
anchored in external knowledge bases. Consequently,
they ground their generative editorial tools in exter-
nal facts.

Ekstra Bladet was our winner for Best Use of Al in
Revenue Strategy at WAN-IFRA'’s Digital Media Awards
Worldwide.

Read next: How JP/Politikens leveraged early AI exper-

tise to build centralised news products

J/P Politikens publications:

Ekstra Bladet, Jyllands-Posten, Politiken, Saxo.
com, Erritsg Tryk, Avis-Tryk, Finans, Watch Medier,
Berneavisen, among others.

M
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https://wan-ifra.org/2024/07/how-jp-politikens-leveraged-early-ai-expertise-to-build-centralised-news-products/

Best Use of Al in the Newsroom: Russmedia, Austria

Al-powered iNnNovation
boosts efficiency and |
engagement at Russmedia

RUSSMEDIA Al IN THE NEWSRDOM AlI-ENABLED CMS

Stefan Sutterluty, Head of
Newsportals, Russmedia Digital.

7o

=
"'»/“’

Austria’s Russmedia launched its “Russmedia meets AI” “By integrating A, we aimed to create a dynamic eco-
initiative in December 2023, with the goal of redefining system where technology and human creativity work in
digital journalism through the use of Artificial Intelli- tandem. AT’s ability to handle routine tasks allows our

gence, while addressing the needs of both the newsroom editors to dedicate more time to in-depth interviews and
and their readers. thorough research, resulting in compelling stories that

truly put people at the centre,” Sutterliity said.
“Today, where information overload threatens content val- Y put peop Y

ue, and audience engagement is paramount, we saw Al's Russmedia’s Al innovations involved four key AI-driven
transformative potential to enhance newsroom efficiency,  phases, each designed to streamline the editorial work-
content relevance, and audience interaction,” said Stefan flow and enrich the user experience.

Sutterliity, Head of Newsportals, Russmedia Digital.

12 Awards report 2024



Integrating Al within the CMS

Al in the Russmedia newsroom started taking shape with
the integration of AI within the content management
system, which significantly enhanced the efficiency and
quality of newsroom operations.

The development team has created a sophisticated in-
terface that allows editors to adjust settings to suit their
needs. In the background, a prompt is generated based
on the settings chosen by the editors, which then returns
the text results through the OpenAI API. The interface
displays the original text alongside the AI-generated sug-

gestions, allowing editors to easily choose the best option.

Here’s how the CMS uses AI:

Rewrite/shorten tool: This tool uses Al to improve the
readability and engagement of articles by automatically
refining the text to ensure clarity and conciseness, values

instrumental in maintaining reader attention and interest.

Content categorisation: Al automatically sorts and
organises articles, saving journalists’ time, enhancing
content discoverability, and ensuring readers are able to
easily find articles that interest them.

Suggest headline: Al generates headlines, subhead-
lines, and section headings, significantly increasing the
likelihood of reader engagement.

Article summary: This tool provides concise sum-
maries of articles, allowing readers quick insights at a
glance. “This is particularly useful for readers who are
pressed for time but want to know the key points of an
article,” Sutterliity said.

Custom Al image search tool

This transformative asset in the Russmedia newsroom
has significantly helped to make the editorial process
more efficient and improved the visual impact of their
coverage.

The tool leverages the multimodal CLIP model for image
content recognition, GPT-4.5-Turbo for optimising user
prompts, Google’s Open Source Facenet model for VIP
face recognition, and the MTCNN model to detect and
isolate faces in images, ensuring stable and accurate
recognition through Facenet, Sutterliity said.

“A key factor in this project were emerging transform-
er-based image models. While image recognition AI
models have been around for a while now, all of them had
one thing in common: They needed extensive training on
the dataset which should be searched for,” he said.
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"We wanted to build a workforce that
was not only adept at using the latest
digital tools but also forward-thinking
and innovative, capable of pushing
the boundaries of digital journalism
with Al at the forefront.”

He further explained, “This training process was too
expensive for us to consider, and limited the flexibility
of our journalists. Adding new images, and especially
adding new VIPs (Variable Importance Plots), should be
as easy as a 10-second file upload. Our existing, internal
knowledge about image transformer models — and their
zero-shot-capabilities — was sort of the north star, which
led the technical aspects of this project.”

Extensive testing and user feedback resulted in a us-
er-friendly interface and continuous improvements,
achieving more than 9o percent accuracy in face rec-
ognition. The tool’s self-learning mechanism allows for
ongoing updates and refinement based on new data and
feedback. It has four advantages:

¢ Automated labelling: By understanding the
semantic content of images, this feature goes beyond
traditional keyword-based searches, allowing images
to be discovered through the context and meaning
they convey, making the search process easier and
more intuitive.

o Editorial workflow integration: The seamless
integration of this tool into the existing editorial
workflows has shown a significant improvement in
operational efficiency and content quality. “Editors
can now find the perfect images without leaving their
work environment, optimising the article creation
process from start to finish,” Sutterliity said.

e Unlocking archive potential: “By making previ-
ously under-utilised images easily accessible, it en-
riches our storytelling with a wider variety of visual
content, ensuring that each article is complemented
by the most relevant and engaging images,” he said.

¢ Increased efficiency and quality: It also in-
creases the productivity of editors by significantly
reducing the time they spend searching for suitable
images. “This efficiency gain allows our editorial
team to focus more on researching and writing sto-
ries. In addition, the emphasis on high quality imag-
es ensures that our articles are not only informative
but also visually appealing,” Sutterliity added.

13
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Smaller Al offerings

In addition to these tools, Russmedia also introduced a
horde of smaller AI features to meet the organisational
need of continuous improvement across departments.
Sutterliity said Al integration has fundamentally changed
how their newsroom connects with audiences. He listed a
few of these products:

Al-powered quizzes and interactive elements have
proven to be elemental in increasing engagement.

Tailored content recommendations are no longer a
thing of the past, but a dynamic reality ensuring readers
consistently find content aligned with their interests.

"By integrating Al, we aimed to create a
dynamic ecosystem where technology
and human creativity work in tandem.
Al’s ability to handle routine tasks allows
our editors to dedicate more time

to in-depth interviews and thorough
research, resulting in compelling stories
that truly put people at the centre.”

i mi i

The pace of publishing has accelerated with AI-powered
transcription of video and live events, making it a seam-
less everyday task.

The digital space is cleaner and more respectful, thanks
to automated moderation capabilities that carefully filter
out hate speech and fraud for the brand.

Premium content, such as a carefully curated top 10
lists of local restaurants, draws on AI’s ability to synthe-
sise reviews and ratings, providing readers with valuable
insights.

SEO optimisation has become more precise, catapult-
ing stories to the top of search results and increasing
their reach.

Finally, smart paywall strategies are transforming
content monetisation, with AI predicting subscription
propensities and tailoring offers to reader profiles, en-
suring the right content reaches the right audience at the
optimal price point.

“All of our tools, features, projects and implementations
were accompanied by a spirit of continuous education,
and personal and skills development,” he said.

Russmedia conducted numerous trainings as part of its Al initiative, including Future Day featuring keynotes and workshops.
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Al awareness in the newsroom

The “Russmedia meets AI” initiative was implemented in
phases, beginning with essential upgrades to the CMS in
April 2023, followed by the integration of more advanced
Al-driven features, and culminating with the launch of
the AI Image Search Tool in September 2023. Trainings
helped to ensure the newsroom staff was fully equipped
to make the most of the new technologies:

Future Day combines keynote talks with hands-on AI
workshops and project showcases.

The digital breakfast provides regular, concise ses-
sions on Al applications to encourage knowledge-sharing
and boost productivity.

The digital academy offers a range of online and offline
courses accessible to all departments, focusing on build-
ing AT skills and supporting personal and professional
development.

“We wanted to build a workforce that was not only adept
at using the latest digital tools but also forward-thinking
and innovative, capable of pushing the boundaries of dig-
ital journalism with AI at the forefront,” Sutterliity said.

Scalability, testing, feedback loops:
Lessons learned

The development and implementation of the AI-based
image search tool provided Sutterliity’s team with techni-
cal and organisational insights:

« Importance of cross-functional collabora-
tion: “Russmedia meets AI” underscored the need
for easy collaboration between the technical and edi-
torial teams. “Bridging the gap between these groups
was essential for understanding the practical needs
of the newsroom and ensuring the tool’s functional-
ity aligned with those requirements,” he said.

e  Scalability and future-proofing: As their image
archive grows and Al evolves, ensuring their systems
can adapt and scale is critical, Sutterliity said.

“Building with flexibility in mind — in terms of hardware
capacity and software architecture — allows for easier
updates and integration of new functionalities over time.
This foresight prevents bottlenecks and ensures our tools
and features are capable of handling increasing data
volumes and more complex Al tasks without significant
overhauls,” he added.

e There is more to Al than just GPT and Stable
Diffusion or Midjourney. Numerous AI models exist,
each with unique capabilities and requirements.
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Understanding these models and how to use them
effectively has been crucial to the success of our
products.

¢ Continuous innovation and learning: Sutter-
liity said this approach keeps the newsroom agile, en-
abling quick adaptation to the media landscape shifts
and ensuring the team consistently improves the
tools and technologies used to serve their audience.

¢ Al as academic assistant: “While Al plays a cru-
cial role in the advancement of the newsroom, it is
clearer than ever that the primary responsibility for
the content of articles lies with the editors,” he noted.

Reflecting on the Al journey, Sutterliity listed a few as-
pects they could have approached differently:

e Earlier stakeholder involvement: Engaging
editorial teams and stakeholders sooner could have
provided insights to shape the tool’s development
more effectively.

¢ More extensive initial testing: A broader and
more diverse testing phase could have identified
usability and functionality issues earlier, particularly
with image metadata, reducing the need for later
adjustments.

e Stronger feedback and iteration post-deploy-
ment: Although the team established mechanisms
for collecting feedback and monitoring performance
after deployment, they could have been more robust,
Sutterliity said.

“A more structured feedback loop involving regular focus
groups, user surveys, and usage data analysis would
enhance the tool’s effectiveness. Additionally, a dedicated
team focused on continuous improvement would ensure
the tool evolves with both technological advancements
and user needs,” he said.

Russmedia won the Best Use of AI in the Newsroom at
WAN-IFRA’s Digital Media Awards Worldwide.

Read next: Achieving sustainability: Implementing a
revised business strategy for a growing newsroom

Russmedia publications:
Vorarlberger Nachrichten, VOL.AT, erento.com,
guoka.de, among others.



https://www.innovate-local.org/russmedia
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Best Innovative Digital Product: Newslaundry, India

User-centric innovation
drives subscriptions

at Newslaund
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Newslaundry, an independent and entirely digital news-
room, was one of the earliest players in India to test sub-
scriptions. By placing user needs at the heart of product
development, the team crafted a user-centric app that has
become instrumental in driving its subscription success.

Launched in 2012, the company produces content across
multiple formats including video, text, comics and pod-
cast, and averages more than 20 million monthly social
media impressions.

A core target for the company is to deliver user-centric
news products. These efforts have culminated into a ro-
bust app offering, built on a business model to prioritise
subscriber needs while ensuring accessibility. It registers
more than 50,000 paying subscribers.

The Newslaundry app is now the seventh top-grossing
app on Google Play Store, with over 60,000 downloads,
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Dark mode

and has generated revenue of more than INR 1 crore
(112,316 euros) since its release last year.

“As an ad-free website, we serve our readers, and not ad-
vertisers. This translates to building products that have
not been tried in the Indian digital media ecosystem —
from bundled subscriptions to accessibility tools,” said
Chitranshu Tewari, Director, Product and Revenue.

Extensive beta testing to improve user
experience

A three-person tech team beta-tested the app with a
sample of 3,000 paying subscribers, whose feedback
helped tweak it and fix bugs.

It was publicly released in April 2023 and allows sub-
scribers to access podcasts, make payments, manage



subscriptions, engage with stories, and buy merchan-

. Partnership pays off, helping to
dise. build brand

With limited financial resources, Newslaundry turned to Notably, the success of the app extends beyond its user

its readers for support and was able to raise Rs 15 lakh base. In October, Newslaundry launched a bundled sub-
(about 1.5 million euros) through a crowdfunding cam- scription with The News Minute (an Indian digital news
paign. This made it India’s first ad-free, crowd-funded, outlet), adding its podcasts on the app.

independent news media app. . .
P bp The News Minute collaboration was not merely a product

strategy but also to build merit and brand. “We share
a lot of values with them, especially by way of editorial

The team upped the ante with the product design, of-
fering features such as custom notifications, playback
coverage, ground reports and sharp, nuanced analysis,”
he added.

speed control, the ability to delete user data, and custom
payment options.

Additionally, the app integrated reader-controlled fea- Both the organisations leveraged each other’s strengths:

tures for convenience. This included bookmarks, offline Newslaundry with its strong subscription model and The
consumption, podcast downloads, languages, dark mode, = News Minute with its comprehensive coverage of South
playback features, saving and sharing, sleep control, India, focusing sharply on issues at the intersection of

offline consumption, and show notes. caste and gender.

“This app is evidence of how even a small newsroom can Newslaundry is in the process of partnering with two

deliver an innovative product by constantly evolving, more publishers.
putting user needs at the forefront, and fostering a sense . . .
. . N Lo, Journalism products are often notorious for offering a
of community among our subscribers,” Tewari said. . ,
bad user experience. We don’t have that excuse. Funded
“In India, you see several newsrooms turning to subscrip- by a community of more than 50,000 paying readers, we
can’t afford to offer a bad product experience. If a user

is paying anywhere between INR 3,000 to INR 10,000

(about 33 euros to 110 euros) every year for a Newslaun-

tions since the ad revenue over the last five to six years
has gotten smaller. Even now, India is a very price-sen-
sitive market. And so we need a lot of advocacy and

marketing to make people understand why they must pay  dry subscription, they will unsubscribe if we don’t offer a

for news,” he added. good experience,” he said.

NL-TNM Joint Subscription NL-TNM Joint Subscription

G N e

Game Changer Annual Disruptor Annual

19060 15999 seoe ©4999

T 3001 off T 1001 off

SUBSCRIBE NOW SUBSCRIBE NOW

w  Paywall stories on both Newslaundry
and The News Minute

« RSS feed of all paywall podcasts

+ Stronger together merch — Fridge
magnets, laptop stickers, mug

" Priority access to all meet ups and
events, including The Media Rumble

w Al subscriber-only interaction = NL
Chatbox and monthly editorial call with
the team
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Paywall stories on both Newslaundry
and The News Minute

Stronger together merch — Fridge
magnets and laptop stickers

Priority access to all meet ups and
events, including The Media Rumble

All subscriber-only interaction = NL
Chatbox and monthly editorial call with
the team

RSS facd of all maaall astc
Py
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Enhancing privacy with custom
infrastructure

The team began by surveying and understanding the
frameworks and infrastructure best suited to deliver
such a product, considering cross platforms such as
React Native and Flutter, as well as native platforms such
as Kotlin and Swift.

“We chose React Native over others to suit our small team;
it makes it easier for us to push updates and use existing
libraries for critical functions,” Tewari said.

The team set up a new server to store the user database.
“While most publishers rely on a range of SAAS products
for management and processing user data as it’s often
cheaper, easier and prevents maintenance issues,” he
explained, “We chose to build our own server to enhance
privacy controls and gain control of user data.”

During the past few months, the team has also moved the
Newslaundry website to this server.

Outcomes and learnings

The app enabled the team to effectively monitor pod-
cast analytics for paywalled content, a capability they
previously lacked and one that ended their reliance on
third-party tools.

It not only boosted engagement rates but also increased
the podcast completion rate. It has also helped drive
user engagement and time spent, tripling the number of
podcast downloads.

Tewari said the biggest lesson they’ve learned was the
significance of listening to and involving subscribers in
the development process.

Looking back, he said they could have done two things
differently on the tech side:

Podcast Streams

40000
30000

20000

Streams

10000

April May May Jun July Aug Sept
Months

Monthly streams have steadily increased since the launch.
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¢ Library usage: As part of the React Native frame-

work, they used various libraries for app functions.
While big newsrooms have the bandwidth to design
their own libraries, this was not an option for their
small team with limited resources. “However, we
could have picked a few critical functions to develop
in-house. The downside of using libraries set up by
others is that you're often dependent on them for
updates,” he said.

e During the app’s design phase, they overlooked
accessibility for people with disabilities. With a
significant population of 25 million people with
disabilities in India relying on assistive technology to
use the internet, this was a critical need they failed
to address in the initial product build.

Making news accessible

That said, Newslaundry went back to the drawing board
to research accessibility best practices. After nearly six
months of development and testing, they rolled out a
bunch of features that made the app and website more
accessible to users with disabilities.

In the testing phase, Tewari established a direct line

of contact with Newslaundry users and gave them his
phone number. More than 80 users reached out to him
via WhatsApp voice notes to share their thoughts on what
they liked, what didn’t work, and what could be improved.

Here’s what the newsroom implemented:

Screen reader compatibility: “Users with visual
impairments rely on screen reader software to navigate
apps. This feature makes our website and app compat-
ible with screen readers in i0S, Windows, MacOS, and
Android, as well as leading screen reader software such
as JAWS and NVDA,” he said.

They also have semantic HTML and ARIA labels, hints
and roles that help visually disabled users with addition-
al context.

Colour filters and contrast themes: Users can
choose between high-contrast and low-contrast designs
to tweak the contrast between text and background for
better readability.

Dyslexia font to make text more readable for dyslexic
users, and motion control to help users with ADHD.

Transcripts and subtitles: An in-built, one-click
transcript for podcasts, and a read-aloud functionality
for all text stories. Plus, closed captions for all videos.



Voice search with just a tap, with filters for authors,
sections and tags

Reader mode: This enhances the reader experience by
eliminating all distractions in the form of sidebars and
banners, presenting stories in a clean format optimised
for reading.

“We have always tried to create a clean, no-distraction
design. It helps that we don’t have any ads. After all, we
all hate pop-ups, banners and ads in the middle of a story

Beyond these, it developed two custom solutions:

1.

A custom GPT chatbot that helps desk editors write
alt-text descriptions for images and infographics

An LLM-powered app for the subscription team that
automates technical troubleshooting and onboard-
ing processes for new joiners. This app includes a
chatbot that answers and troubleshoots technical
queries and complaints by subscribers and facilitates
knowledge transfer on our tech and product stack. It

page,” Tewari said. does so as the LLM is trained on the technology and

. o roduct stack, including all the products it uses for
Since the launch, screen reader compatibility has been p o J P
. its subscription management.
the most used feature, followed by podcast transcrip-

tions. Around 8,500 unique users are trying out the new Previously, senior developers had to spend several hours
features. The team is also planning to use GenAl for use weekly resolving issues. The Al solution has significantly
cases around accessibility. reduced this workload and helped save senior resource

« . s hours for the organisation, noted Tewari.
More than 15K unique users already use accessibility set-

tings and controls across the website and the app,” he said. “As an independent newsroom, we focused on identifying
pain points — especially tedious, repetitive tasks — and
using AI to address them. Instead of retrofitting generic

How is Newslaundry looking at Al? Al tools, we tailored solutions to our specific needs, en-

Newslaundry has been actively exploring AT’s potential

suring meaningful impact,” he added.

through capacity-building sessions designed to integrate
Al into everyday operations. These sessions cover practical
applications such as form transcriptions, headline writing,
and training chatbots using research document PDFs.

On a broader scale, the organisation has focused on
equipping its tech and product teams with skills in
prompt engineering and generative Al journalism tools.
They’ve also drawn insights from global examples to
inform their strategies.

Currently, Newslaundry is developing custom AI tools
aimed at automating subscription support outreach, en-

hancing internal training, and generating alt text for im-

ages and data visualisations using a tailored GPT model. Newslaundry won the Best Innovative Digital Product at WAN-
IFRASs Digital Media Awards Worldwide. Chitranshu Tewari (R)
accepted the award in Bengaluru in July during WAN-IFRAS
Al Summit from K.N.Shanth Kumar, Director, The Printers

(Mysore) Pvt.Ltd and Member of the WAN-IFRA Board.

YEAR FOUNDED: 2012
TOTAL SUBSCRIBERS: 50,000+

Proofs of concept for these initiatives are already in place,
with a full launch planned for the second week of October.

Newslaundry was initially sceptical of Al, viewing it as

a tool that often fuels high-volume, SEO-driven content
in India’s ad-centric news market. Prioritising in-depth,
long-form journalism, the newsroom saw limited direct
use for AL Still, it recognised AT’s potential and chose to
integrate it into workflows to boost efficiency, focusing on
subscriptions and accessibility rather than SEO-driven
content.

Fast fact::
Newslaundry is India’s first ad-free, crowdfunded,

It identified repetitive tasks across teams and introduced

AT to streamline workflows—such as transcription, subti- : :
independent news media app.

tling, social media copy generation, and meta-tagging.
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Best Digital Subscription Product: United Daily News Group, Taiwan

Data drives 280 percent

subscription growth

at United

Association

of News Publishers

DIGITAL
MEDIA

ASIA

Singapore

Dally News

Lin Yi Lin, Data Development Department Manager, UDN, at WAN-IFRASs Digital Media Asia 2024.

United Daily News Group (UDN) in Taiwan has signifi-
cantly reshaped its subscription growth through a home-
grown data-driven curation program called “Curate X.”

UDN’s Data Development Department (DDD) estab-
lished the program in 2021 to integrate data into the
newsroom workflow and has been elemental in driving
effective content monetisation and user-centric ap-
proaches.

The newsroom has the largest first-party data reserves
among Taiwanese news publications, said Lin Yi Lin, the
Data Development Department Manager.

UDN has more than 7.3 million registered members and
over 16 million monthly unique visitors. In 2023, UDN
had subscription growth of more than 280 percent, along-
side a membership penetration growth exceeding 180
percent.
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Three key strategies that helped UDN align its goals and
outcomes are:

¢ Re-imagining the value of news content: This
includes a deep understanding of audience needs
and restructuring story development to encourage a
broader scope.

¢ Rebuild newsroom transformation: This
is done by fostering a culture of cross-functional
collaboration and optimising workflows through
data-driven insights.

¢ Content development for different business
needs: The team is committed to content devel-
opment tailored to different business needs, which
involves behavioural segmentation of first-party
users and the data-driven development of key topics
to better meet user needs.
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United Daily News' Consensus Map

Consensus Map provides
a guideline for journalists

An initiative that leverages data in the Curate X program
is UDN’s International Consensus Map, which helps jour-

The Curate X framework

The Curate X Framework provides a detailed approach to

nalists in content creation. It acts as a guideline for them

to deliver precise content effectively by tailoring topics in

accordance with the map.

The map features 36 dynamic data models applied across
various sectors within UDN, focusing on different content

areas and audience engagement strategies.

These include 18 data models focusing on editorial and
newsroom, seven data models tailored to business ser-
vices, three for digital news channels, two for video and

audio programs, and six aimed at course programs.

“This dynamic model is updated daily through our central
data system, and is aligned with breaking news. This ap-

implementing the program across various departments
within UDN:

e Newsroom: Consensus maps are used to categorise
news content, assess audience interest, and collab-

orate with reporters on content curation and data

training.

¢ Business Service: The framework uses consensus

maps to systematically categorise commercial con-

interested in specific content, categorises and analy-

proach helps in formulating precise content development

strategies by continuously adjusting subtopics and content
according to data insights,” said Lin. “We also conduct

meetings to review the topics in the map over time.”

content interests, and prioritising content operations

tent, ensuring that articles with specific keywords
align with the defined content characteristics.

e Curriculum: The framework identifies audiences
ses them using consensus maps, and explores which
course features are most appealing.

e Delivery: This aspect focuses on identifying au-
diences on vertical news platforms, assessing their

and development accordingly.

These meetings help the team to brainstorm for more com-

pelling content that aligns with user interests and needs.
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e Multimedia: Intelligent retrieval is used to cat-
egorise program scripts and interviews, aligning
audience interest with program planning and be-
havioural characteristics.

¢ Brand Building: The Curate X program leverages
data-driven collaboration for content brand develop-
ment, identifying audience behavioural traits within
specific content and brands, and implementing
segmented strategies.

Fostering communication about
audience engagement

The process of building a newsroom communication and
collaboration bridge is centred on the Curate X approach.

“This involves managing initiatives to develop new editori-
al verticals, identifying key metrics for daily insights, and
fostering communication about audience engagement,”
said Lin.

She explained three processes:
¢ Newsroom process

The newsroom editorial workflow emphasises gather-
ing input from field journalists, managing assignments,
and providing strategic direction. Using a vertical topic
consensus map and the Curate X dashboard, the process
focuses on intelligent content curation, aligning news
with audience interests for more relevant coverage.

¢ Sales and marketing process

Curate X integrates data-driven strategies into sales and
marketing, starting with industry insights and busi-
ness content curation, followed by data monitoring and
optimisation. Collaboration workflows and consensus
mapping ensure effective alignment with business goals
and audience behaviour.
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e Video/audio programs process

In video and audio production, Curate X optimises con-
tent through data integration and audience analysis. The
process involves pre-interview planning, script optimi-
sation, and continuous performance tracking, ensuring
that content strategies meet audience expectations and
engagement targets.

Identifying topics that convert subscribers

The DDD has published more than 5,000 articles and
developed over 25 consensus map topics.

In the third quarter of 2021, non-member visits to the
news site fell for topics under weapons and intelligence.

Using the Consensus Map as a guiding framework, the
team experimented with different approaches, using
special articles on prominent events such as the Airshow
China 2021 and the Singapore Airshow 2022 to increase
non-member visits. These efforts paid off with increases
in non-member visits.

A thorough analysis of the consensus map revealed that
the subscriber conversion rates for the specific topics such
as education, opinion, society and culture remain consis-
tently high, prompting the newsroom to continue writing
real life stories in relation to those subtopics, according to
Lin.

This approach yielded positive results, with a rise in
conversion rate for real life content in the fourth quarter
of 2022.

“Journalists need content design strategies and tools to
help them with content creation,” she said. “The estab-
lishment of cross-functional teams that set clear goals
and have a shared culture is also essential for effective
collaboration.”
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Outcomes and results This allowed them to tailor their story more effec-
tively to audience interests, resulting in increased
Lin cited two cases where Curate X has helped boost sub- Y L. . &

L. . subscription and membership rates.

scriptions and member penetration (above).

Additionally, th ject enh d th ’
The first case is of United Daily News’ VIP.udn.com, rHonaty, the project ehhancec the Hewsroots

digital literacy and technology adoption, marking a
where, over a 24 month period, articles introduced with 5 Y By acop .

. . . significant transformation in their approach to stor

Curate X experienced a threefold increase in order con- & bp Y
. . . and management.

versions (blue line) compared to those without.

United Daily News Group won the Best Subscription Prod-

The second case is of Economic Daily News money.udn.
Y Y uct at WAN-IFRA'’s Digital Media Awards Worldwide.

com, where, over 2 years, the member penetration rate for
individual articles with the implementation of Curate X is

3-4 times (blue line) higher than of those without. LOCATED:
Lin also listed a few lessons they’ve learned:
YEAR FOUNDED:
e The team developed a deeper understanding of audi-
. . . REGISTERED MEMBERS:
ence behaviour and needs, leading to more effective
story curation. UNIQUE MONTHLY

. . . . . . VISITORS:
«  Ttimproved its skills in data-driven journalism,

integrating user behaviour data with content devel- MEMBERSHIP
opment. PENETRATION GROWTH:
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The

Best in Audience Engagement: The Hindu, India

Ndu’s brand campaign

with a heart: Made of Chennal

2

The Hindu, one of India’s largest English dailies, launched

a brand campaign in 2023 called “Made of Chennai”
(MoC), to celebrate the spirit of the South Indian city and
its residents.

Spanning 45 days, it was launched during the Madras Day
celebrations — the city’s 384th birthday, in August. The
objective was to boost audience engagement, increase
brand visibility, foster deeper connections with the com-
munity, and drive the growth of a loyal readership.

‘The Hindu was founded in Chennai in 1878. Our goal was
to strengthen brand-consumer relationships and bolster
consumer loyalty through a unique audience engagement
campaign fostering meaningful connections and com-
munity empowerment,” said Karthik Nagappan, Head of
Brand, The Hindu.

The campaign was marketed through print ads, social
media, radio, and OOH advertisements. A team of 10
executed the strategy by leveraging interactive content,
influencer collaborations, and a blend of virtual and

Awards report 2024

on-ground activities. Consistent audience engagement
across these platforms effectively drove traffic back to The
Hindu’s website.

The campaign ultimately reached over 20 million digital-
ly, engaged 200,000 people on the ground, and grew an
Instagram following of 15,000 in just 45 days.

Redefining brand loyalty through
community

MoC was rooted in The Hindu’s desire to “transcend
conventional brand-consumer relationships and elevate
audience loyalty through a unique and engaging cam-
paign,” noted Nagappan.

He listed the initiative’s successes:

¢ Authentic brand-consumer relationship: A
key driver was to reinforce The Hindu’s connection
with its place of origin and showcase the human side
of the brand.
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e Building community: It did this by fostering a
deeper connection and building emotional bonds
with the audience.

e Inclusivity: The campaign highlighted the city’s
cultural diversity, including cinema, beaches, food,
and music, appealing to diverse generations and
communities.

e Empowerment and innovative engagement
strategies: “MoC offered a platform for public
participation, positioning the brand as a catalyst of
positive change and personal growth,” Nagappan
said. It featured on-ground experiences and us-
er-generated challenges to involve people directly in
the celebration.

Implementation and execution

The campaign was rolled out in two phases:

Phase 1: On launch day, a detailed message celebrated
Chennai’s unique diversity and encouraged people to
share their stories. The “Made of Chennai” song, and
collaborations with more than 50 celebrities, vividly por-
trayed the city’s essence, blending its past and present.
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Phase 2: The Hindu used its editorial expertise and
collaborated with city experts, historians, and civic bod-
ies, including the Greater Chennai Corporation, Chen-
nai Police, and Chennai Metro Rail, to ensure seamless
execution.

The activities included:

o User-generated challenges: This included trivia
quizzes, photo contests, tagline challenges, etc.

Chennai-a-Maze: 14 cryptic crosswords on the
city’s heritage and history had to be solved by partici-
pants who discovered the answers on Instagram reels.

e Music on Wheels: A musical experience with 15
artists on a double-decker bus engaged with audienc-
es as they went, making stops at I'T Parks, beaches,
malls, etc., covering a wide stretch of Chennai.

e Public concerts: Thirteen concerts were organ-
ised across metro stations, parks, hangout spots, etc.,
where local bands from the city performed.

¢ The Hindu walkthrough: A curated archival
exhibition with photographs from The Hindu’s photo
library was organised at the Ripon Building (head-

1A, GHENAAI LIVES
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quarters of the Greater Chennai Corporation of the
Tamil Nadu Government), office premises of The
Hindu Group and seven metro stations.

Moonlight cinema: For the first time, local city-
themed blockbuster hits were screened at two beach-
es in the city on two weekends.

Grand celebration at the Ripon building:
Madras Day was celebrated in a grand fashion graced
by the honourable Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu and
other key leaders.
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“Made of Chennai” run: A 5K and 10K heritage
run was organised with the route set through some of
the city’s iconic spots and monuments.

Heritage walks and food trails: Three locations
were hand-picked by experts who also served as
guides on these walks for city enthusiasts.

Food and music festival: A two-day food and mu-
sic gala over a weekend brought the city’s eclectic mix
of flavours and rhythms under one open-air festival.
There were more than 40 food stalls and 45 music
performances.
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From reach to resonance: Lessons
learned

In addition to a digital reach of over 20 million, and high
engagement, the food, music, and movie events registered
55,000 people.

Around 40,000 people visited the archival photo exhibit.
The campaign also attracted an Instagram community of
15,000 followers, demonstrating that, “The Hindu didn’t
just create a campaign; it built a community,” Nagappan
said.

He listed the lessons his team learned:

e« Community-centric approach will help in creat-
ing a lasting impact and forging meaningful connec-
tions.

¢ Leveraging historic relevance can be a powerful
strategy.

e  Strategic timing: The campaign aligned with the
city’s birthday creating a sense of significance and
resonance among the audience.

¢ A comprehensive multimedia promotion
coupled with extensive outreach ensured a wider
audience reach for the campaign.
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During the campaign, The Hindu also published a
20-page special supplement in the newspaper, and four
special features in Metroplus — the lifestyle tabloid. These
were curated by city historians and experts and delved
into Chennai’s rich history, heritage and culture. It was
available in print and e-paper.

Furthermore, the Chief Minister launched three city-
based special publications by The Hindu Group.

The Hindu was the Best in Audience Engagement at
WAN-IFRA’s Digital Media Awards Worldwide.

Read next: Trust and value: The Hindu Group’s digital
evolution

How The Hindu is using AT to help boost engagement

REGISTRATIONS: 40,000

The Hindu Group publications:
The Hindu, Business Line, Sportstar, Frontline, among
others.
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Best Native Advertising Campaign: Bonnier News, Sweden

SBonnier News redefines

Nnative advertising with
record-preaking campaign

Vill du ocksa stop.
och lungsjukdoma

Goran Bergstrém
Overlakare Sahlgrenska universitetssjukhuset,
vetenskapligt ansvarig fér SCAPIS-projektet.

To mark its 120th anniversary, the Swedish Heart-Lung
Foundation partnered with Bonnier News to boost aware-
ness and donations through Expressen’s broad reach.

As Bonnier’s largest brand, Expressen was a natural
choice, offering an extensive audience to highlight the
foundation’s crucial role in advancing science and public
health, both in Sweden and internationally.

Bonnier’s other brands such as Dagens Nyheter (DN),
Amelia, and Mama targeted key demographics within the
foundation’s audience.

Central to the campaign was an innovative conversion
tool for donations aimed at showcasing the foundation’s
century-long impact on tackling some of Sweden’s most
prevalent diseases.

The partnership is unique both in terms of size and de-
sign. “It represents a milestone for Bonnier News’ com-
mercial content, combining creativity, innovation and
direct benefit to the customer,” said Patrik Hermansson,
Team Lead Native.

Awards report 2024

Stid i sa fall forskningen.

Det tar mindre an en minut att swisha. 50 kronor ar en vanlig gava men du
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enligt vér dataskyddspolicy.
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Multi-channel engagement strategies

The campaign features “high-impact native articles and
emotional television features” that drive audience en-
gagement with the customer’s brand, noted Hermansson.

Complementing this are targeted social media posts,
innovative print formats, and precision-focused perfor-
mance ads designed for direct conversions.

At its core is a cutting-edge conversion widget, developed
by Execute Media using Swish technology, enabling seam-
less donations with just a few clicks. Strategically em-
bedded in native articles and display ads, the widget has
proven to be a highly effective tool for driving conversions.

So far, the campaign has exceeded all engagement
benchmarks, with every published piece delivering re-
cord-breaking results, compared to past campaigns.

“From science-focused articles to emotionally compelling
stories about disease victims, our audience has actively
clicked, engaged, and contributed,” Hermansson said.



“Vivill ju hjiilpa' manniskor att kunna
leva ett friskt liv Iange.”

— Kristina Sparreljung

"We want to help people to be able to live a long healthy life."

The Swedish Heart-Lung Foundation relies solely on times, underscoring its impact — not only in achieving
individual donations, and Bonnier News made this clear high page views but also in generating substantial dona-
from the outset. “Allow yourself to be captivated by an tions.

intriguing, heartbreaking or hopeful article, but in the . .

BUINg & . P Y “A key factor behind the campaign’s success was the

end we want you to do one thing - donate. . o .
dedicated editorial team that managed all content, paired

The overwhelming success has prompted the Swedish with the client’s own committed resources,” he added.
Heart-Lung Foundation to expand the campaign several

Vill du ocksa att fler ska
kunna overleva ett
hjartstopp?

Stod | sa fall forskningen. Det tar bara nagon minut att swisha. 50 kronor ar en
vanlig gava men du valjer saklart sjalv vad du vill bidra med.

Skriv ditt telefonnummer v ) swish
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SYENSN
w I EAMLIMGS
e KONTIROLL

Donation pop-up within an article
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Breaking new ground in native advertising

There were three driving forces behind this project — in-
novation, strategy and business.

On the innovation front, the campaign marked uncharted
territory for Bonnier News and, to the best of its knowl-
edge, for any media outlet engaged in native advertising.

Using the popular Swish payment system — developed
by Sweden’s leading banks — the newsroom integrated

a seamless donation feature directly within the articles.
This allowed readers to contribute to the cause without
leaving the content, eliminating barriers and minimising
drop-off rates.

“"From science-focused articles to
emotionally compelling stories about
disease victims, our audience has actively
clicked, engaged, and contributed.”

EXPRESSI¥

Donation pop-up within an article

Strategically, the campaign opened new opportunities for
the company. “This partnership has proven not only that
it was possible but that it worked — both technically and
in terms of results,” said Hermansson.

Through the client’s “curiosity and commitment,” the
25-member team was able to continuously A/B test, re-
fining the balance between engaging content and donors’
willingness to contribute.

In business terms, this campaign stands as the largest
native advertising initiative in Bonnier News’ history,
said Hermansson.

“The partnership has proven mutually beneficial, with the
raised money spent driving both awareness and direct
donations, effectively recouping a significant portion of
the investment,” he added.

ANNONS | INNEHALL FRAN HJART-LUNGFONDEMN

Elsa Lundin

Elsa, 28, har fatt over
50 hjartstopp

28-ariga Elsa Lundin levde livet som vilken ung tjej som helst tills
hon var 17 &r gammal. Sedan dess har hennes hjarta stannat fler

in 50 ganger.

= Jag var 17 ar, jittefrisk, ung och sportig. Om det hiir hande mig

kan det hinda vem som helst.
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"Ultimately, it's all about the numbers.
Converting high volumes of page
views and time spent into donations
was the campaign'’s core challenge.
Testing, learning, and refining
strategies throughout the campaign
were essential to its success.”

Linking metrics to outcomes

The main KPIs for this campaign were page views, time
spent, and actual donations.

Page views and time spent were closely linked and have
long been key metrics for the company’s native cam-
paigns. However, optimising these KPIs was crucial to
the success of this campaign, as its outcome ultimately
relied on a numbers-driven approach.

Achieving the campaign’s targets required attention to
content, presentation and the conveyed sentiment.

“The Swedish Heart-Lung Foundation’s reputation for
trust and reliability had to be upheld, making clickbait
tactics both inappropriate and damaging. As a result, we
focused on building genuine engagement with readers,”
Hermansson said.

“Ultimately, it’s all about the numbers,” he said, add-
ing, “Converting high volumes of page views and time
spent into donations was the campaign’s core challenge.
Testing, learning, and refining strategies throughout the
campaign were essential to its success.”

Extended engagement — reading time sets
new record

By way of results, the campaign achieved over five times
the expected page views week after week.

Additionally, the average reading time exceeded bench-
marks by 40 percent. “While not a record on its own,
combined with the exceptionally high page views, it
underscores the campaign’s uniqueness,” he said.

The crucial KPI of donations has also performed excep-
tionally well, thanks in large part to the high volume of
engaged readers.

Continuous testing and an open-minded approach helped
the team refine its strategies, learning from both success-
es and setbacks to boost conversion rates.
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Clicks don’t equal contributions:
Lessons learned

This campaign marked a new challenge for Bonnier News,
focused on a novel KPI — donations. Ongoing learning
and regular evaluation with the client were crucial to
refining the approach.

Hermansson listed a few learnings:

»  High click-through rates don’t always translate into
donations

»  Celebrity-driven content, despite Expressen’s
audience interest, didn’t perform well in terms of
donations. “Our hypothesis is that people tend to feel
more empathy for everyday individuals than celeb-
rities, even when the issue affects both equally. For
celebrity content to drive donations, it requires more
authentic engagement and passion from the celebri-
ty,” he said.

«  The campaign required a shift in content strategy,
moving beyond standard best practices. Flexibility,
open-mindedness, and a willingness to reassess
content were key to achieving success.

“Despite the campaign’s overall success, there were mo-
ments where an internal perspective dominated, which
could have been minimised,” he remarked.

“A more self-critical approach throughout the campaign
might have led to quicker conclusions and potentially
even better results. However, as the saying goes, if at first
you don'’t succeed — try again,” he added.

Bonnier News had the Best Native Advertising Cam-
paign Engagement at WAN-IFRA’s Digital Media
Awards Worldwide.

Read next: Driving loyalty through streaming live local
elite sports at Bonnier News

YEAR FOUNDED: 1804

Publications:

Bonnier News controls over 50 percent of Sweden's
newspaper market, including Dagens Nyheter,
Expressen, Dagens Industri, 47 local papers, 20
magazines, and 15 B2B brands.

Fast fact:

The consumer side contributes 70-75 percent of

revenue, with business media making up the rest.
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Best news website: Amedia, Norway

ALT news service helps
to personalise subscribers’
experience, get new readers

Norwegian publisher Amedia has more than 100 newspa-
pers across the country, and launched its digital subscrip-
tion model +Alt in 2020. In April 2023, it introduced the
ALT news service, a personalised platform that curates a
tailored content mix to suit reader preferences.

With almost 1000 articles published daily, it is key for
Amedia to put users in control of the news experience.
And that’s exactly what the news organisation set out to
achieve with ALT service — a website that gives the read-
er the best of what they want, based on their preferences.

The Norwegian word “ALT” translates to “everything”

in English, and the ALT service “really gives you every-
thing,” said Mathias Heibakk Bergquist, Product Owner,
ALT service.

= Total 42 == Digital +Alt

400000

300000
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Data shows that +Alt subscribers using ALT are more loy-
al than those who don’t, “although it’s hard to say which
drives the other,” he said.

As of February this year, +Alt, the premium subscription
bundle, has grown to 60,000 unique weekly users. It has
nearly 400,000 paying users, which is around 60 percent
of the total subscription base.

Each week, ALT helps generate around 100 new subscrip-
tions and 30 upgrades to +Alt. The incremental revenue
and subscriptions generated stay with the individual
newspapers, supporting local journalism.

Total:
371.035

/
/x \
S

:
|

Digital:
‘ 223.251
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Amedia has just under 400,000 +Alt subscribers.
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Customising news with ALT: Tailored feeds,
smooth navigation

Bergquist said Amedia’s goals with the creation of ALT
were personalisation, seamless navigation, and added
value.

“In essence, the objective was to create a sanctuary within
the digital sphere, where curiosity is kindled, and the joy
of discovery is a daily experience. ALT was to be more
than a service; it was to be a companion in the daily lives
of our subscribers, making the vast world of news acces-
sible, engaging, and, above all, personal,” he said.

Amedia built its ALT news service in-house, with some
external assistance during the early design phase to
create the distinctive look and feel of alt.no. However, all
implementation, development, and innovation has been
handled entirely by Amedia’s employees.

When it comes to the tech stack and CMS, however, ALT
does not have its own dedicated CMS. Instead, it relies
on the content published across the 100+ newspapers in-
cluded in the service. These newspapers use CUE, a CMS
developed by Danish company Stibo DX.

On the front pages of those newspapers included in the
+Alt/ALT collaboration, Amedia has automated a random
article reference to alt.no. This comes from the top 10
articles of a newspaper that a user follows and appears
when the user visits that specific newspaper’s site.

For an ALT reference to appear for a subscriber, the fol-
lowing conditions must be met:

e The subscriber must have access to +Alt and, there-
fore, all their newspapers.

e The subscriber must have previously visited the ALT
service.

«  The subscriber must have selected which newspapers
they are interested in within the ALT service.

Inside the ALT service itself, the inclusion of widely read
content from across the country is also automated. Again,
while these processes are automated, they do not rely on
AT technology.

At the heart of ALT is the home feed, where subscribers
can handpick their favourite newspapers from the cata-
logue of titles. This allows them to tailor their news feed
by selecting individual newspapers or a combined stream,
organised either by publication time or the front page
front-page hierarchy — putting the reader in the driver’s
seat. It also gives subscribers access to Direktesport’s
streaming service, and to Untold — one of Norway’s big-
gest premium podcast services.

ALT presents subscribers multiple ways to explore the
content universe. The “Discover” option is a dual-com-
ponent offering that enhances content discovery. The

“Popular” feed is powered by an algorithm that curates

“top-tier, universal content that users might not encounter
otherwise,” said Bergquist.
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“The sports feed” highlights upcoming matches on Di-
rektesport, sports podcasts, tables, and live streaming
of audio from Premier League matches, alongside sports
journalism from Nettavisen — an online paper owned by
Amedia.

With access to around a 1000 articles everyday, several
+Alt subscribers found it difficult to navigate the large
volume of content, noted Bergquist.

“Through ALT, we envisioned a seamless integration of
local and national narratives, enabling our subscribers
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to immerse themselves in a bespoke news experience,
tailored to their unique interests and connections across
Norway,” he said.

But why stop at simplifying the consumption of news?

“Thus, the journey of ALT began, not merely as a project
but as a mission to redefine the way Norwegians interact
with news — making it more accessible, personalised, and
engaging,” he added.



Building ALT: Data and feedback loops
drive success

For the creation of ALT, Amedia set up a cross-functional
team comprising developers, designers, analysts, and UX
experts, steered by a product manager, with the ultimate
goal of enhancing the user experience.

ALT’s development was characterised by rapid iterations,
constant feedback loops, and an openness to pivot based
on user insights. This approach allowed the 15-mem-
ber team to adapt swiftly, ensuring that ALT remained
responsive to the evolving user needs. “Our mantra was
simple: listen, learn, and iterate,” Bergquist said.

Today, a dedicated team of 10 continues to develop ALT,
keeping it at the forefront of digital news aggregation.

Throughout ALT’s development and launch, the team
relied on user feedback and data insights. “This approach
ensured ALT became a personalised, intuitive, and enrich-
ing news service that truly resonated with users,” he said.

Earlier engagement, closer collaboration:
Lessons learnt

Amedia grouped its +Alt subscribers into six buckets,
based on their consumption pattern in May and June,
2023. Upon checking the retention rate at the end of
October, the numbers suggested that the subscribers who
used one or more of Amedia’s premium services, such as
ALT, were more loyal than those who did not.

Bergquist also reiterated the importance of pivoting,
based on user feedback. “ALT was conceived as a “supers-
mart” service, leveraging available data to curate content
without active user choices,” he said.
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“User testing revealed that people felt confused and want-

ed more control. In response, we changed course, allow-
ing users to customise their home feeds.”

In hindsight, Bergquist admitted that closer collabora-
tion with their +Alt partner newspapers from the start
would have helped.

“Their content is central to ALT, and their subscribers are
our users. The service relies on the newspapers’ promo-
tion to boost traffic and engagement. A more integrated
approach with our partners early on could have accelerat-
ed our growth,” he said.

Amedia was the Best news website at WAN-IFRA'’s Digi-
tal Media Awards Worldwide.

Read next: Norway’s Amedia finds success with bold
experiment focusing only on young readers

LOCATED:

Norway

YEAR
FOUNDED:

Berlingske, founded in 1749, is
Amedia’s oldest newspaper.

UNIQUE
WEEKLY USERS:

TOTAL

400, sof F his year
SUBSCRIBERS: 00,000 as of February this year

Publications:
Amedia owns 107 newspapers in Norway, partners

with 20 more, and co-owns 65 Swedish titles through

Bonnier News Local.
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Best newsletter: The Guardian, USA

eclaim Your

Srain — [ he

Guardian’s newsletter
to fight moblle dependency

Reclaim Your Brain, a newsletter by The Guardian, is for
anyone who wants to spend less time on their phones.

It was launched in January this year and has quickly become
the British media giant’s fastest growing newsletter ever,
registering 90,000 subscribers in the first month alone.

With 60 percent unique subscribers, the newsletter has
successfully engaged many readers who had not previ-
ously subscribed to any of The Guardian’s other offerings.
This presented as a valuable opportunity to connect the
audience with the brand’s broader content ecosystem and
upcoming products, like Well Actually, a wellness news-
letter, launched in March this year.

Reclaim Your Brain is co-written by Max Benwell,
Audience Engagement Editor, The Guardian, USA, and
Catherine Price, science journalist, author and speaker.

It provides a five-week coaching plan with expert advice
and evidence-based assignments to improve mobile phone
habits. It’s an asynchronous newsletter, which means
readers can sign up to it whenever they want and receive
the same five-week series of emails from that point.

“Our aim was to challenge the overuse of phones, and pro-
vide access to some of the latest reporting and research
on phone addiction,” said Benwell. “We wanted people
to feel happier about their screen time, fostering deeper

4

connections with themselves and the world around them.’

Another key objective was to create a shame-free space
where people could address their phone habits at their
own pace. Subscribers were encouraged to revisit pre-
vious weeks if needed, without guilt, even if they had
experienced setbacks in their progress.

Reclaim Your Mind offerings

Each week the newsletter guides readers through the dif-
ferent stages of Price’s program, beginning with self-re-
flection to pinpoint what’s causing their dissatisfaction
with phone use. It then introduces exercises designed to
gradually reduce screen time.

In later editions, the newsletter offers tasks aimed at
improving readers’ attention spans and rediscovering
joy beyond screens, with sections focused on meditation,
reading, and what Price refers to as a “delight practice.”

Reclaim Your Brain also includes a weekly diary from
Guardian writer Rhik Samadder, tracking his rollercoast-
er journey to get off his phone. “Hilarious, and at times
emotional, it provides an amusing and relatable accom-
paniment to Price’s coaching plan,” Benwell said.

For the newsletter’s launch, The Guardian also published
a series of 30 articles over six weeks, all focused on
phone addiction and how to combat it. This content not
only raised awareness about the issue but also helped
boost newsletter subscriptions.

So far, these articles have received 5 million views glob-
ally. Highlights include a reported feature on a school in
Massachusetts that banned phones, a Q&A with five lead-
ing global experts on phone addiction, an interactive quiz
to determine readers’ phone personalities, and a guide
for outlining four essential phone-use rules for couples in
2024. The coverage also featured op-eds, exclusive news
stories, a podcast episode, and reader-submitted insights.

“"Our aim was to challenge the overuse of phones, and pro- vide access
to some of the latest reporting and research on phone addiction. We
wanted people to feel happier about their screen time, fostering deeper
connections with themselves and the world around them.”
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Creating a supportive space for readers

The idea for the project originated with Benwell, who
pitched it to his editor after numerous conversations with
people expressing frustration over their phone use and
inability to cut back.

“As someone who has struggled with phone addiction
myself, I noticed it wasn’t a topic people openly discussed

— perhaps because we all felt so hooked and helpless,” he
said.

His resolve to pursue the project deepened after The
Guardian published a callout asking readers how they felt
about their screen time. Hundreds responded, with an
overwhelming majority expressing significant dissatis-
faction.

With this feedback in mind, The Guardian set out to
create a space where readers could recognise they’re not
alone and find proven strategies to reset their relation-
ship with their phones.

‘Thief of my life!” Rhik embarks on his battle
to stop scrolling so much. Can he do it?

After experiencing complications from surgery, breaking up with his
girlfriend, and becoming a recluse, Guardian writer Rhik Samadder found
himself trapped in his phone, losing hours to it every day.

Every week we'll be following his guitting journey, starting with an
unorthodox strategy.

Monday

Something has to change. I keep zombie-scrolling for hours before throwing my
phone across the room, shrieking: “Thief of my life, Thief of my joy!” and falling
asleep again.

I'd read that a month of limiting screen time can build a habit, but my phone
addiction has led me to expect instant results.

I want an on-demand detox, and I've come up with an idea of how to get it.

1 am going to complete my phone. By which I mean, spend a week on it — as
much as I can. This will be an extreme form of aversion therapy: like fathers
who force their delinquent sons to smoke a whole box of Camels until they're
sick.
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Implementation and execution

As editor, Benwell conducted extensive research on
phone addiction while developing the project, identifying
key experts and writers to collaborate with. This led him
to select Catherine Price, author of How to Break Up
With Your Phone, widely regarded as the definitive guide
on the topic, to lead the newsletter’s coaching plan.

After commissioning Price, Benwell worked with her to
distil the content into five emails, incorporating Rhik Sa-
madder’s diary. He then teamed up with Marcus Peabody,
Head of Visuals, and Caroline Phinney, Senior Producer,
Newsletters, to bring the project to life.

Simultaneously, Benwell collaborated with his co-edi-
tor, Jessica Reed, to commission and edit stories for The
Guardian’s website that would draw readers in and direct
them to the newsletter signup page. These articles were
strategically spaced out over the newsletter’s initial five-
week run to maximise opportunities for subscriptions.

To further engage the audience, they designed a custom
phone wallpaper that illustrated how many days per year
users spend on their phones, based on daily screen time
averages. The wallpaper, shared on Instagram, went viral,
driving thousands of sign-ups. Additional Instagram
posts and a street interview video embedded in articles
helped further promote the project.
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"As someone who has
struggled with phone
addiction myself, | noticed
it wasn't a topic people
openly discussed — perhaps
because we all felt so
hooked and helpless.”

Asynchronous newsletter equals increased
subscriptions: Lessons learnt

This was the first asynchronous newsletter produced by
Guardian US, and it proved to be a significant learning
experience, Benwell noted.

“The process of finalising all the emails ahead of the dead-
line required considerable time, effort, and meticulous
organisation,” he said.

The project also highlighted the effectiveness of news-
letters that tackle specific, relatable issues, revealing a
strong demand among Guardian readers for limited-run,
asynchronous formats. The success of this initiative has
shaped their approach, and they plan to incorporate
these insights into future newsletter launches.

“This was easily the best project I've worked on in terms
of teamwork, meeting deadlines, and achieving results,”
Benwell said. Reflecting on areas for improvement, he
added, “A live event would have been a valuable addition,
as it’s an effective way to attract more engaged subscrib-

”

ers.

“T also would have liked to collaborate with a wider range
of illustrators and photographers, but overall, I was
pleased with the visuals we produced across the project,”
he concluded.

The Guardian won Best Newsletter at WAN-IFRA’s Digi-
tal Media Awards Worldwide.

Read next: How The Guardian continues to drive print

revenues through subscriptions

"For the newsletter’s launch, we also
published a series of 30 articles over six
weeks, all focused on phone addiction and
how to combat it. This content not only
raised awareness about the issue but also
helped boost newsletter subscriptions.”
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Think twice before you scroll with this
wallpaper
‘We've designed this special Reclaim your brain phone wallpaper to show you

how much your daily screen time adds up over a year.

It works best without lock screen widgets (which can be a distraction anyway),
and pairs nicely with a physical “speed bump” — such as an elastic band
wrapped around your phone.

The Reclaim Your Brain Meter
How many days ayear are
you spending on your phone?

One hour aday
15days a year

Two hours a day
30 days a year

Three hours a day
45days a year

Four hours a day
61days a year

Five hours a day
76 days a year

Six hours aday
91daysayear

Seven hours aday
106 days a year

EPEEEEE R PP PR PR TR TEEEE T

YEAR FOUNDED: 1821

TOTAL PEOPLE BEHIND
RECLAIM YOUR BRAIN:

TOTAL NEWSLETTERS
PRODUCED:
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Best Use of Video: South China Morning Post, Hong Kong

SCMP

—lms’ lens

INto Making long-form video
resonate globally

SCMPFILMS

2

DEATH AND GRIEVING

In a city where many elderly die
alone, Hong Kong funeral director
organises respectful farewells

“The primary goal is to produce unflinching journalism
that highlights inspiring people, in addition to enhancing
SCMP’s global recognition.”

That is from Chieu Luu, Director of Video at South China
Morning Post News, on the news organisation’s SCMP
Films initiative. Produced by the digital video team, the
series focuses on political, social, and environmental re-
porting across Asia. It highlights original, character-driv-
en reporting and narratives from countries in the region.

SCMP Films started four years ago, making a few charac-
ter-driven feature stories that resonated with its audience,
but lacked distinctive looks or qualities, according to Luu.

Since then, it has steadily grown, with 2023 marking a
particularly diverse year in storytelling, amassing more
than 40 million views across all of SCMP’s platforms.

§ EurOPE

RELATED STORY

T gt -~ o Y ..af« CHINESE TRADITI
f o e 3. A -

Bu s b

The team has covered impactful personal stories across
Singapore, India, Cambodia, South Korea, North Korea,
Japan, and Indonesia, exploring a wide range of themes
despite a “challenging operating environment and a
modest budget.”

“We wanted to create a strand to showcase longer-form
videos within the SCMP brand and create a space for
medium- and long-form video journalism in the digital
space,” Luu said. “We created SCMP Films to showcase
not only the work of our in-house video producers but
also independent filmmakers from around Asia.”

Since its inception, SCMP Films has showcased stories

from Hong Kong, mainland China, Taiwan, India, Paki-
stan, Thailand, Cambodia, Japan, South Korea and the

US.



Chieu Luu (centre)
at our Digital
Media Awards
Asia 2024 in Kuala
Lumpur.

“All the stories have used strong characters whose situa-
tions are a micro example of a macro issue. We wanted to
shine a light on those issues through the strong narra-
tives of the people we interviewed and have been success-
ful at doing so,” he said.

Navigating complex political and social
frameworks

Luu noted that SCMP Films aims to cover a balanced
range of topics, including human rights, environmental
issues, and social challenges such as loneliness, adoption
trauma, homelessness, and the complexities of arranged
marriages.

He emphasised the importance of reaching diverse
audiences and creating synergies with SCMP’s broader
multimedia initiatives, aligning the series with the out-
let’s overarching goals.

Over the last year, SCMP Films has expanded its story-
telling, featuring long-form reports like Larissa Ong’s
investigation into arranged marriages between mid-
dle-class Singaporean men and low-income women from
Vietnam, published in This Week In Asia — a supplement
in the Saturday edition of the South China Morning Post.

Balancing the coverage of politically sensitive topics
while ensuring the safety and integrity of its filmmakers
and subjects is a priority for SCMP. The challenges of
working within complex political or social frameworks in
the region “need to be met head-on,” noted Luu.
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During China’s zero-Covid lockdown in Shanghai, for

instance, SCMP reporter Thomas Yau documented his
months-long confinement in a small apartment — a docu-
mentary that became one of SCMP Films’ most viewed.

On legally complex issues, SCMP Films collaborates
closely with desk editors and specialised correspondents
across the newsroom to ensure nuanced, informed story-
telling.

Luu also noted that the safety of their teams in the field
are of the utmost importance. Before commissioning any
story, the team ensures the filmmakers get what they
need in the safest way. In cases where filmmakers pitch
completed films seeking a publisher, SCMP works with
them to refine content to meet brand standards.

“We recognise that every story has multiple sides, and we
make every effort to give all parties a chance to speak,”
Luu noted, adding that if some decline on-camera inter-
views or issue statements via email — or don’t respond at
all - SCMP remains transparent about these responses
in its reporting.

On costs, Luu said, “It is a mix of in-house productions
and commissions from freelancers, which comes out of a
budget I'm allotted every fiscal year for contributors. The
budgets are carefully managed and must fit within our
means to produce films as well as our other projects.”
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Domestic ‘helpers’ battle two-week rule to stay in Hong
Kong

South China Morning Post - 85K views * 1 month ago

India's 'village of widows'

South China Morning Post + 31K views * 3 months ago

Finding a future in Fukushima after Japan's worst
nuclear accident

South China Morning Post + 18K views * 3 months ago

US-bound with risks and dreams, the 'border crossers'
from China

i South China Morning Post - 102K views * 5 months ago

SCMP Films' approach to compelling
storytelling

A crucial aspect of commissioning for SCMP Films lies
in identifying filmmakers who bring both a unique style
and the ability to meet SCMP’s editorial standards.

The selection process focuses on filmmakers who can
present strong characters with compelling stories and
have ongoing access to these subjects.

Rather than relying solely on sit-down interviews, film-
makers are expected to capture subjects in their daily Sc M P FI LM S

routines — whether working, training, cooking, or spend-

ing time with family — offering viewers a deeper, more o by South China Morning Post
authentic narrative.

Playlist * 127 videos * 104,280 views

It’s all about being able to get intimate access so the __ -~ :
. Award-winning mini documentaries
audience can get to know the character and hopefully feel

some kind of connection or interest in their story, said —
’ Play all
. P Play Ny &2
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“The character’s story needs to be part of a bigger socie-
tal issue that SCMP can shed light on. When it comes to
working with filmmakers for the first time, we obviously
want to see examples of their previous works to make
sure they can take on a project like this,” he added.

The SCMP Films concept grows naturally from the over-
all ethos of the organisation’s video department, which
excels in finding personal angles and narratives to tell
complex stories of a political or social nature to viewers.

The team aims to establish SCMP as a competitive
platform in global media by leveraging deep contacts and
expertise in Asia-Pacific — a region not always sufficiently
served by English-language media, Luu noted.

Defying trends: Lessons learned

In the face of growing competition in digital video jour-
nalism, SCMP Films sees opportunity for expansion and
innovation in storytelling, focusing on more in-depth
reporting and highlighting underreported issues. “I
welcome the competition,” Luu said, adding, “It drives
us to work harder and find fresh ways to connect with
audiences.”

“I think SCMP Films will expand to do more in-depth
reporting and bring issues that are under reported or not
reported on, at all, to light. We make these films because
we want to do impactful journalism that will hopefully
make a difference,” he said.
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"All the stories have used strong characters
whose situa- tions are a micro example

of a macro issue. We wanted to shine a
light on those Issues through the strong
narra- tives of the people we interviewed
and have been success- ful at doing so.”

Luu has two learnings from handling SCMP Films:

«  There is a place for medium- and long-form video
journalism in the digital space despite what we hear
about people having short attention spans and the
need to keep videos to 1 minute in length, and

«  Ifyoudo good journalism, people will watch.

South China Morning Post won the Best Use of Video at
WAN-IFRA'’s Digital Media Awards Worldwide.

Read next: South China Morning Post finds revenue suc-
cess by focusing on core

YEAR FOUNDED: 1903
YOUTUBE SUBSCRIBERS: 4.05 million

Publications:

Alongside its flagship South China Morning Post,
SCMP is Asia’s leading magazine publisher, owning
titles like Cosmopolitan, ELLE, Esquire, and Harper's
[SYAVAAVANRS
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Best Data Visualisation: Reuters, Global

Data to design: How
Reuters visualised fentanyl’s
deadly scale In the US

Reuters obtained and analysed 10 year’s worth of data
on drugs seized by US Customs and Border Protection
agents at ports of entry along the southern border.

The team consulted more than a dozen researchers and
current and former Mexican and US government offi-
cials. The data analysis and reporting paint a picture of
Mexican drug trafficking organisations inundating the
US with ultrapotent synthetic drugs, with fatal results for
American users.

The shift has also caused upheaval in Mexico. Cheap,
easy-to-produce fentanyl has largely displaced heroin.

Remote poppy fields in the country’s mountain ranges,
once tended by poor farmers for heroin production, have
given way to small fentanyl labs in urban settings, lower-
ing business risks and boosting cartel profits.

Reuters’ graphics team published an animated explainer
in August 2023, which uses that data to show the devas-
tating scale of the fentanyl trade across Mexico and the
US.
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In the US, the switch to fentanyl has been devastating.
For every American who has fatally overdosed from her-
oin with no synthetic opioid present, seven more people
have died from an overdose involving a synthetic opioid
since 2015, a total of more than 325,000, according to US
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention data anal-
ysed by Reuters.

In an ambitious multimedia project, Reuters combined
striking data visualisation and meticulous reporting to
document how fentanyl has rapidly supplanted heroin in
America’s drug trade. Published in English and Spanish,
the animated explainer delivers a vivid narrative that
highlights the scale, potency, and dangers of the synthet-
ic opioid, leveraging data obtained through a months-
long investigation.

“The incredible data that the team
compiled on seizures led to some very
dramatic and telling charts that helped
show the data, and worked hand-in-
hand with the illustration ideas to build
a compelling visual page,” said Travis
Hartman, Data Visualisation Developer.



Design meets data: Seamlessly blending
visual elements

The project began with Jackie Bott, Latin America Data
Correspondent, securing nearly a decade’s worth of
border drug seizure data from US Customs and Border
Protection through multiple Freedom of Information Act
(FOIA) requests and appeals.

After identifying key trends in the data, she collaborated
with Travis Hartman, Data Visualisation Developer, and
Catherine Tai, Senior Designer, Digital, to shape a visual
narrative.

“Once I started learning about how fentanyl was produced
and saw an actual photograph — a handout image from
the FBI, I think — that showed a two-milligram lethal
dose of Fentanyl next to a penny, it really started to crys-
talise the ideas in my mind about how this drug was so,
so potent,” said Hartman.

That image sparked the idea to center the animation
around scale: a tiny — almost imperceptible — yet deadly
dose juxtaposed with the enormity of production and
trafficking operations.

From there, the project evolved organically, incorporat-
ing various facets of the drug — its production process,
costs, spatial requirements, the number of precursors,
and the ease of concealment.
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These elements took shape through a series of rough,
hand-sketched storyboards by Hartman, which served as a
foundation for communicating ideas to Botts and the team.

He guided the visual storytelling, ensuring a seamless
blend of data and illustrations. Catherine Tai built upon
these concepts, using Hartman’s drafts and source
images to accurately depict scale. Her visuals, character-
ised by a mix of realism and impressionism, employed a
carefully chosen palette and rough edges to underscore
the grim reality of the drug trade.

“The incredible data that the team compiled on seizures
led to some very dramatic and telling charts that helped
show the data, and worked hand-in-hand with the
illustration ideas to build a compelling visual page,” said
Hartman.

Tai said her part was pretty straightforward, thanks to
the clear brief provided to her by Hartman. “The visual
reference that struck me most was the cooking of Fen-
tanyl. Further research revealed that this process takes
place outdoors in remote areas of Mexico due to its high
toxicity,” she said.

“You can almost feel the heat, the dryness and the intensi-
ty in the air. That atmosphere became my inspiration and
the essence I aimed to convey through the illustrations,”
she added.
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One kg of fentanyl can be produced over

just a few days in labs as small as eighteen
square meters, which is about the size of a
single car garage

Leveraging tech tools and on-ground S SOSI, SURI |
reporting quantities can be hidden easily in vehicles
Bott’s reporting involved interviewing over a dozen law One kg of fentanyl powder could contain

enforcement officials and researchers from the US and K SO e

Mexico. Her groundwork uncovered insights into fen-
tanyl production, trafficking patterns, and enforcement
challenges. This meticulous investigation provided a sol-
id foundation for the graphics team to transform complex
data into an accessible and impactful narrative.

On the technical front, the project relied on a suite of
tools to merge technical precision with artistic creativity.

«  Botts used R programming (tidyverse, dplyr, gg-
plot2) for data analysis, while

«  Hartman employed Datawrapper and Adobe After
Effects for charts and animations.

o Taiused Procreate on an iPad to craft her illustra-

1kg.

tions, which were animated to enhance the narrative.

The animati loyed dual t 1th . .
¢ antmation empioyec a gractal zoom to revea e The visual reference that struck me
most was the cooking of Fen- tanyl.

Further research revealed that this

scale of fentanyl, beginning with a lethal dose filling the
screen and pulling back to show its minuscule size next

t g .

© @ penny process takes place outdoors in remote
Hartman described this approach as a way to present areas of Mexico due to its high toxicity,”
the image of an innocuous-looking powder and then Catherine Tai, Senior Designer, Digital.
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emphasise its potency. “Revealing
something as familiar — and small
— as a penny beside the dose creates
a quick shift in perspective, almost
like a visual punchline, to drive the
point home,” he explained.

Presenting the entire visual at once
would have been effective, but the
gradual reveal was intended for last-
ing and stronger impact on the viewer.

“Additionally, repeating this concept
throughout the page created con-
tinuity, drawing the reader in and
sustaining their interest as they
anticipate the next visual surprise,”
he added.

One challenge, Botts pointed out,
was adapting illustrations for the
Spanish version of the project, which
required careful planning and coor-
dination.

Reuters won Best Data Visualisa-
tion at WAN-IFRA’s Digital Media
Awards Worldwide.
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Seamless cross-collaboration:
Lessons learned

All three teamn members emphasised the smooth collabo-
ration process, rooted in mutual trust and respect.

“Based on initial findings and mock charts, Hartman cre-
ated a storyboard illustrating fentanyl’s scale, from a lethal
dose’s tiny size to its detection challenge among thou-
sands of vehicles at the border, while Tai brought these
concepts to life with striking illustrations,” Botts said.

Collaboration with the data team enabled the publication
of both English and Spanish versions of the story, reaching
audiences both in the US and Mexico.

Hartrman praised the luxury of working with a robust data-
set and a compelling story, while Tai described the project
as an “illustrator’s dream job.”

“It was a privilege to work with such a compelling story and
dataset, which the team spent months acquiring. | feel

fortunate to be part of a larger effort to uncover valuable
information and have the opportunity to present it in an
engaging way,” Hartman said.
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Best fact-checking project: Agence France-Presse, Global

A_
that

{COMO VERIFICAR
LO QUEES
VERDADERO O FALSO?

AFP Fact Check: ;Como verificar
lo que es verdadero o falso?

AFP Espaiiol

B0 video ws Updated

By 2 3

En esta nueva lista de reproduccidn, periodistas
de la AFP brindan tutoriales sobre técnicas de
Investigacion digital en linea. Los videos, con
investigaciones propias, le permitirdn recorrer las
oficinas de AFP en todo el mundo, y descubrir
cémo los periodistas usan estos recursos a

>, Shuffle

VRAIOU FAUX?
. COMMENT VERIFIER
UNE INFO

¢ @

AFP Fact-check : Vrai ou faux
? Comment vérifier une info

dated on 21 Aug 2024

>, Shuffle

P Playall

Des journalistes de I'AFP vous présentent certains
outils qu'ils utilisent au quotidien pour réaliser
leurs recherches en ligne

Remontez le temps & l'aide de cartes, apprenez &
utiliser votre téléphone pour lire des langues
étrangéres, faites des recherches sur le web &

—act-check like a journalist:
P’s short videos
teach you how

D HOW TO VERIFY
' ONLINE INFORMATION

.

AFP Fact Check: how to
verify information online

AFP News Agency

>4, Shuffle

This playlist provides quick tutorials in online
tools from AFP journalists.

Go back in time using maps, learn how to use your
phone to read foreign languages, search the web

“AFP Fact Check: How to verify information online” is
a web series that shares tips and examples from Agence
France-Presse’s digital investigation team with other
journalists — and the public — on its YouTube channel and
other social networks.

As AFP’s global fact-checking team has grown to be the
largest in the world, with more than 140 people working
in 26 languages, “the videos are just one way we’ve exper-
imented with new formats to respond to misinformation
directly where it is found online,” said Sophie Nicholson,
Deputy Chief Editor, Digital Investigations.

Launched in October 2022, new episodes of the series
are published weekly on YouTube in English, French, and
Spanish.

The French playlist “AFP Fact Check: Vrai ou faux? Com-
ment vérifier une info”, and the Spanish version “AFP
Fact Check: ¢Coémo verificar lo que es verdadero o falso?”
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l'aide d'une photo et bien plus encore

using a photo and more.

have enjoyed a steadily growing audience, especially
since embracing the YouTube Shorts format in 2023.

Now, with each release, across the three languages, the
series attracts thousands of views within the first day
of publication, with numbers continuing to climb as the
videos gain traction across AFP’s channels.

"As agency journalists, AFP reporters
generally commu- nicate through our
subscribers, but the “How to Verify...”
series takes a different approach,

with digital investi- gation journalists
speaking directly to the viewer. They
speak to you from their desks, explain-
INg In simple terms the work they do
each day to verify content they see
online. — Sophie Nicholson, Deputy
Chief Editor, Digital Investigations


https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLo9T0OZu4qjk7MVqK7VxTFoiI5LTM4FYF
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLAo5j5U8Vm-unb62vXAKaStKUQdA1qPKC
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLAo5j5U8Vm-unb62vXAKaStKUQdA1qPKC
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL3oLC6iScIxCCkNtfzRpxw9Fh0hsKzDe4
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL3oLC6iScIxCCkNtfzRpxw9Fh0hsKzDe4

AFP @ racronecx

HOW TO VERIFY

J[

" ONLINE INFORMATION

Putting viewers face-to-face with digital
investigators

AFP launched this initiative to broaden the impact of its

verification efforts, targeting audiences where misinfor-

mation is most prevalent, and in the process, identifying
video as the most effective tool for engagement.

“As agency journalists, AFP reporters generally commu-
nicate through our subscribers, but the “How to Verify...”
series takes a different approach, with digital investi-
gation journalists speaking directly to the viewer,” said
Nicholson. “They speak to you from their desks, explain-
ing in simple terms the work they do each day to verify

content they see online.”

The series aims to educate both journalists and the pub-
lic about the risks of false information, while providing
them tools and techniques for simple online verification.

Smartphones to screens: AFP’s
fact-checking techniques

To ensure the videos are accessible to both online
audiences and AFP teams worldwide, journalists are
equipped with smartphones and user-friendly “influenc-
er” tools, mirroring the widespread video trends seen
across the internet.

Crucial visuals, such as screen recordings and screen-
shots, are then edited and animated by a team of three
editors based in Paris, enhancing clarity.
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The primary challenge lies in efficiently demonstrating
to viewers the exact steps journalists take — where they
click, how they search, and what evidence they seek —
when verifying information online.

For instance, in one recent video, an AFP journalist
investigated a viral post purportedly showing Ukrainian
President Volodomyr Zelenzky belly dancing. But using
reverse-image search he traced the original footage to a
professional belly dancer.

“In our video, he demonstrated through a frame-by-frame
comparison that the viral clip had likely been digitally
altered to include Zelensky’s face,” said Nicholson.

Debunking memes to real-time news:
Outcomes and results

By January 2024, AFP had published 141 videos (50 in
English, 53 in French and 38 in Spanish), covering topics
such as geolocation, video verification, translation tools
and image search techniques.

The series has tackled sensitive debunks, including
long-format case studies on misinformation, such as a
recurring meme falsely linked to images from the Syrian
war, and an investigation into how AFP journalists in Bu-
cha debunked claims that the massacre there was staged.

The recent focus on the YouTube Shorts format has en-
abled the team to produce timely, news-driven content on
multiple occasions. Since the team deals with the “how”
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h5JkNmGJJD4&list=PLo9T0OZu4qjk7MVqK7VxTFoiI5LTM4FYF&index=66&t=24s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=raGNB1wSImI&list=PLo9T0OZu4qjk7MVqK7VxTFoiI5LTM4FYF&index=52
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=raGNB1wSImI&list=PLo9T0OZu4qjk7MVqK7VxTFoiI5LTM4FYF&index=52
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aspect of online verification, all of the videos remain
relevant beyond the news cycle.

Some of the most popular videos are the tutorials on the
InVid-WeVerify tool, co-developed by AFP, available in
French, Spanish, and English, with tens of thousands of
views.

In a process coordinated from Paris, journalists at their
desks in Warsaw, Dakar, Bangkok, or Washington, D.C.,
write and shoot brief scripts to complement their in-
depth written investigations.

For most journalists, it’s the first time they’ve appeared
on screen, and Cristina Abellan-Matamoros, who writes
and produces the videos in Spanish, says it’s a priority for
her to establish a good relationship with them.

“As they’re an ocean away, I contact them quickly in
the process and try to reassure them in case they have
doubts or questions,” she said. “I try to be as open and
available as possible and so far, it’s worked. Everyone is
happy after making a video for the playlist.”
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Clip of woman falling into sinkhole is from Brazil, not India

AFP News Agency + 469 views + 10 days ago

DNC: Old images of brick palettes used to stoke fears of

AFP News Agency + 226 views * 2 weeks ago

Video shows new conscripts in Belarus, not young Ukrainian

AFP News Agency * 1.4K views * 1 month ago

Reliable news site or not? Here are some clues

AFP News Agency * 1K views * 1 month ago

Helicopter crash video is from 2022, not linked to Iranian

AFP News Agency * 532 views * 1 month ago

Viral video shows intentional fire, not wildfires in Greece

AFP News Agency + 730 views * 2 months ago

Tutorials on reverse-image search, a widely used tech-
nique in several case studies, are also among the top-per-
forming content across all three languages.

“The trick is to show in the blink of an eye what the
problem is, sometimes highlighting just one detail,” said
Myriam Adam, who produces videos for the French
playlist. “Everything has to look simple, pleasing, and be
crystal clear.”

The case studies, in both long and short formats, demon-
strate how these techniques have been applied to uncover
the truth behind viral posts. Occasionally, techniques

are combined — for instance, when an AFP journalist in
Slovakia used reverse-image search and geolocation to
reveal that a viral video of a tank was actually from Swe-
den, not from the Poland-Ukraine border.

All the videos complement AFP’s in-depth online digital
investigation training platform, designed for journalists
and journalism students.

To date, videos have been filmed in 20 AFP bureaus, with
more locations planned. “By making our journalists



AFP Fact Check on Youlube Shorts

ambassadors of online sleuthing, we
aim to empower viewers to inde-
pendently identify reliable informa-
tion amid the vast expanse of the
internet,” said Nicholson.

In addition to their video series, AFP
has launched an online training plat-
form at https://digitalcourses.afp.
com/ and conducts in-person work-
shops to further support professional
development in the field.

Agence France-Presse was the Best
fact-checking project at WAN-IF-
RA’s Digital Media Awards World-
wide.

“The trick is to show In the
blink of an eye what the
problem is, sometimes
highlighting just one detall,”
said Myriam Adam, who
produces videos for the
French playlist. “"Everything
has to look simple, pleasing,
and be crystal clear.”
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and have nothing to do

with the Iindian election. 2
A reverse image

search on Google showed
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Flexibility and adaptation:
Lessons learned

Nicholson said that many of the lessons fromm AFP’s video
project aligned with the team’s initial expectations.

“The department, eager to share its expertise through
video, established a low-pressure environment where staff
could develop new skills. This approach fostered a safe
space for learning, leading to a rewarding outcome for all
involved,” she said.

As the team grows more accustomed to the video format,

their on-screen confidence and creativity in generating
new ideas have increased. Additionally, AFP has learned

the importance of remaining flexible and willing to revisit
and revise formats that initially fail to meet expectations.

Nicholson acknowledged that investing in higher-quality
sound equipment could have significantly improved this
initiative.

“Professional-grade microphones compatible with iP-
hones, though costly, offer the best solution for capturing
clear audio in noisy environments. Ensuring optimal sound
quality remains a challenge, especially for solo shooters or
small teams without specialised training,” she said.
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Best Podcast: Food For Mzansi, South Africa

—armer'’'s Inside Track:
?odcast reverberates with
—000
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PODCAST

PRONDLY BRIUCHT 10 TOU BY FUSD FOR NIAKSI

“We don't have a podcast studio and most of our record-
ings are done via WhatsApp and Zoom.”

That’s Ivor Price, co-founder and Editor-in-Chief, on
Food For Mzansi’s Farmer’s Inside Track — a podcast that
serves as a resource for newly commercialising farmers
across Africa.

Food For Mzansi, a South African agricultural news plat-
form, won Best Podcast at WAN-IFRA’s Digital Media
Awards Worldwide 2024.

With an audience not just in South Africa, but in more
than 9o other countries, the podcast acts as a medium to
deliver insights into agriculture through interviews with
farmers, industry experts, and agripreneurs.

Presently, it offers three different editions each week.
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FUTURE FOCUSED FARMING:
HOW TO INNOVATE WHILE
FOSTERING OUR HERITAGE!

THREE EPISODES WEEKLY! uii. & @

Listen on Google Podcasts, Spotify and Apple Podcasts.

The podcast team comprises Price, Dawn Noemdoe and
Duncan Masiwa — the hosts, Meagan van der Vent, the
technical producer, and Kobus Louwrens, who is in-
strumental in the strategic planning and growth of the
podcast.

“By sharing the stories and insights of experienced agri-

cultural professionals, we aim to empower these farmers
with the knowledge and confidence they need to succeed,”
Louwrens said.

Noemdoe, who was originally the only Farmer's Inside
Track host when the podcast launched, added, “Farm-
ing is a relentless journey to gain knowledge and better
farming practices to succeed. South African farmers, in
fact, all farmers globally, continuously search for ways to
do better, failing forward to succeed.”



/A

FARMER'S

INSIDE TRACK

PROUDLY BROUGHT TO YOU BY FOOD FOR MZANSI

Now, with Farmer's Inside Track's more than 400 epi-
sodes, she noted, “I'm happy to play a part in enriching
farmers’ knowledge and abilities through our weekly
podcasts. We recognise there is an abundance of infor-
mation, innovation, and agricultural practices available,
and all we strive to do is bridge this gap for our local
farmers.”

Podcast as a membership driver

The podcast also acts as a driver of membership.

The company organised an event — Mzansi Young Farm-
ers Indaba — in 2023 that attracted over 1,100 young
farmers eager to network, learn, and explore the latest
advancements through masterclasses, exhibitions, and
investment opportunities.

This two-day event served as a strategic platform for the
launch of its new membership club — an exclusive plat-
form for new entrants into the agriculture business.

It attracted more than 540 new sign-ups, exceeding half
the attendee count. The momentum continued after the
event, with an additional 500 sign-ups.

For the past five years, the publication has provided
agricultural news and insights to over two million South
Africans.

Members gain access to exclusive video content, in-
cluding training sessions, event coverage, and in-depth
farming articles, along with the Farmer’s Inside Track
podcast episodes.

“The membership launch is not just about extending the
brand’s reach; it’s about cultivating a deeper connection
with its 53,000 members,” said Price.

Awards report 2024

Exceeding membership goals through
strategic engagement

To kickstart the membership club and ensure its long-
term success, the Food For Mzansi set two initial goals.

First, they aimed to convert 250 of its most loyal readers,
identified by their consistent engagement, into found-
ing members. By collecting their email addresses and
WhatsApp details, the team could establish a direct com-
munication channel and foster a sense of exclusivity.

Next, they engaged these 250 founding members in a
comprehensive readership survey to glean deeper audi-
ence insights. With over 760 responses, it helped them
gather data on demographics, their content preferences,
event interests, and pain points within the agricultural
sector.

Farmers

Just interested/otherwise
involved

HOW ARE YOU
INVOLVED IN THE

AGRICULTURE
SECTOR?

Processors/Agripreneurs

o

F

Less than 1 year

-

1year - 3 years

31%

HOW LONG HAVE
YOU BEEN FARMING?

3 years - 5 years

S years - 10 years

10+ years
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“By understanding their needs at this
initial stage, we hoped to tailor our
membership offerings to maximise
value and attract a wider audience in
the future,” said Price.

Data-driven segmentation
boosts membership

Price noted that insights from mem-
bers shape future content, events,
and offerings, ensuring they meet
the specific needs of the community.

He also underscored the thriving
online network, where members
connect, share experiences, and sup-
port each other, creating a valuable
resource for young farmers.

Food For Mzansi has developed a
membership strategy that utilises
data-driven audience segmentation
to enhance relevance and engage-
ment.

The platform tailors content to
resonate with specific segments of
its audience, particularly targeting
the young farmer demographic,
represented by its core user persona,
Mbali — an actual audience avatar at
the publication.

FARMER'S
INSIDE
TRACK

PODCAST

PROUDLY BROUGHT TO YOU BY FOOD FOR MZANS!

Farmer's Inside Track
Podcast

Food For Mzansi - Podcast

P Playall
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Mbali is a first-generation farmer who breaks barriers
for black women in the sector. She hustles hard for
opportunities to grow her agribusiness.

Age: 30-35
Race: Black
Job: Farmer who understands the value of niche crops

and partnerships with commercial-scale farmers and
commouodity organisations.

Education: Diploma or degree, not necessarily in
agriculture although she has completed practical
training courses in farming. She doesn’t say no for an
opportunity to shine, learn and take up space.

While focusing on this group, the strategy also accom-
modates diverse audience needs. According to Price, this
approach not only enriches the platform’s database but
also creates significant potential for future monetisation
opportunities through its membership model.

Launch offers, personal interactions drive
engagement

Food For Mzansi brought the event to life with several
key strategies to drive membership engagement:

Interactive displays allowed attendees to explore ex-
clusive content, upcoming events, and experience the
platform directly.

Team members were on hand to answer questions and
explain the membership’s value proposition.

To encourage immediate sign-ups, special launch offers,
including giveaways, were available at the event.
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The revival of the former Estina dairy farm in the
Free State into Phumelela Dairy represents a
triumph of resilience and renewal. Thanks to the
strategic support of the Milk Producers'
Organisation (MPO) and the leadership of
Terrence Maila, this rebirth has given the Free
State community fresh hope.

By focusing on transparency, targeted skill-
building, and sustainable management,
Phumelela Dairy has already doubled milk
producticon, providing a beacon of economic
empowerment and job creation.

The MPO's commitment to training, particularly
through initiatives led by Ronald Rapholo, has
laid a solid foundation for long-term success.
Together, they are transforming a once-troubled
legacy into a_sustainable future for local dairy
productien and community upliftment.

Post-event, the team maintained momentum through
targeted Farmer’s Inside Track newsletter campaigns
aimed at attendees who showed interest.

New members received a comprehensive welcome email
series, to ensure they were informed of and engaged with
the membership journey. Farmer’s Inside Track newslet-
ters are sent out every Thursday and Saturday.

From segmentation to adaptability: Les-
sons Learned

Price outlined five key lessons his team learned while
launching the membership club:

Data-driven insights: Audience research and surveys pro-
vided valuable insights into readers' content preferences,
agricultural needs, and competitor offerings, shaping
membership benefits and content strategy.

Audience segmentation: Tailoring content and communi-
cation to different audience segments, such as the “Mbali”
archetype, enhanced engagement and member satisfac-
tion.

Awards report 2024

INSIDE TRACK

Iwor Price | Co-founder & Editor-in-Chief: Food For

Mzansi | info@foodiormzensi.co.za

Community building: Beyond content, fostering connec-
tions and collaboration among members was essential for
cultivating a sense of belonging.

Adaptability: Continuous learning and adapting to mem-
ber feedback ensures the program stays relevant and
valuable.

Food For Mzansi won Best Podcast at WAN-IFRA’s Digi-
tal Media Awards Worldwide.

YEAR FOUND 2018

LOCATED: South Africa

MEMBERS:

T L PODCAST EPISODES:

Platforms served on:

Apple Podcasts, Spotify, YouTube, Google Podcasts
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