
	 There’s been an explosion of sites that cover news and politics on the Web over 
the last few years. But how many of them are seeing strong growth in traffic? 
And more importantly, how many of them are actually making money? In this re-
port, Lauren Rich Fine, ContentNext Research Director, tackles those questions, 
looking for patterns that make some sites more successful than others. One key 
conclusion: Bigger isn’t necessarily better -- in fact, some small sites are doing 
quite nicely. Lauren also analyzes the last 18 months of deals to find out who’s in-
vesting and what sub sectors are getting the bulk of that money. The findings and 
data in this report should prove useful both to media executives who want new 
insights into their industry and to prospective entrepreneurs looking to model a 
new business. 

Size Doesn’t Matter: An Analysis of Online News and Political Sites
By Lauren Rich Fine, CFA



Main Takeaways
	

How consumers consume news has changed dramatically: They want facts, commentary and alterna-•	
tives. In short, they want it all. Newspapers are doing their best to offer the features that consumers 
find compelling but are still behind. The New York Times’s recent foray into linking with Times Extra is 
a positive step. 

There are a lot of news and political sites, but, as a group, they’re distinct enough to make editorial •	
sense, especially when consumers move frictionless from site to site. The real question is whether they 
make long-term economic sense.

Traditional media dominate the most heavily trafficked news sites with only a handful of relatively new •	
brands breaking through including the portals (Yahoo!, AOL, and Google) and Huffington Post and Slate. 
Given their ability to generate enormous page views, they are best able to attract significant ad dollars.

Many sites are essentially filters of content created elsewhere; as many traditional sites are subsidized •	
by their print or broadcast operations, there are still big questions surrounding  how original content 
will ultimately be funded.

Small web site operations can be self sustaining even at low CPM rates, but life is easier at the mega •	
traffic sites

Larger online news operations are still unproven in scalability, sustainability, and in generating an at-•	
tractive return for institutional investors but the ones operated by traditional media could eventually 
offset some of the losses within their traditional media operations.

CPMs range from $0.25 to $17, as measurement remains an issue. Most sites are still relatively small, •	
direct-response ads aren’t particularly effective, and there is tremendous supply. Video CPMs are higher 
($25+).

Investment activity has been modest, likely the result of uncertainty surrounding the long- term busi-•	
ness model, but also a function of the perception that the absolute-dollar returns aren’t sufficient, albeit 
on small bets. 

We estimate that there have only been 14 investments and seven acquisitions over the past 18 months •	
within the news arena, for a total of just under $800 million, of which the biggest transaction was within 
traditional media, not online.

The local-news niche is frightfully crowded, and while the sites are, similar to the national sites, fairly •	
distinct, there are fewer ad dollars to support them. Local is really a whole other topic worthy of its own 
analysis and report; however, we included an appendix reviewing the news sites in the top five markets 
in the country and markets 45-50 to see the difference in quantity of competition. Wow.
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The Way it Was, Or How News Consumption Has Changed Dramatically
The way news is consumed has changed dramatically over the last century. Newspapers used to be the only 
game in town. They are incredible objects and they used to be consumed voraciously by most adults. They have 
something for everyone, they’re neatly packaged, and typically sell for 50 cents or less. They are highly edited, 
offer analysis on events, lots of pictures, lots of variety, typically have a format that is predictable (making it easy 
to find specific content), and run the gamut of information, ads, listings, and news. It is a one-to-many commu-
nication, not a dialogue.

Newspapers survived and thrived alongside radio and TV news but then along came 24-hour news channels.  
Now someone can easily turn on CNN, Headline News, CNBC or several other channels at any time of the day 
and get a quick recap on what’s happening, especially if there is breaking news. The consumer can’t control the 
experience, and in-depth analysis is only provided on the specific events of the network/station’s choosing, with 
no particular predictability or frequency. 

Despite the deficiencies of broadcast and cable news relative to a newspaper, habits began to change. Arguably, 
television is a more passive experience relative to reading a paper. In choosing one network’s broadcast versus 
another it becomes about personality or delivery of the commentator, the pace, the visuals, and the variety, 
among other variables. So, it is still an edited experience, and while consumers can take control by switching 
channels, they still don’t have the in-depth analysis at their fingertips. They have the ability to find specific con-
tent by virtue of increasingly targeted channels (i.e. general news v. financial news or even local news), but not 
the same ability to predictably zero in on specific types of information or granular news.

Then came the Internet, which has combined all the benefits of broadcast, radio and print, and added some 
news ones --  with only a few glaring issues. It is pretty easy to go online and find news 24/7 along with photos 
and videos. There are well-edited national and local sites, user-generated comments and commentary. There 
are a variety of points of view and analysis, although the analysis tends to be more partisan than typically found 
in print. The consumer has enormous control over the pace, can choose the “personalities,” get instantaneous 
video of breaking events. The news-hungry can get lost pretty quickly.  The drawbacks of the Net is that anyone 
can post anything (i.e. intentionally incorrect items or opinions stated as fact) because there are no generally-
agreed-upon standards of ethics or professionalism. 

Clearly there has been an evolution in news. From a consumer perspective, this has been positive, as there are 
now so many options. At present, consumers still have their newspaper and traditional broadcast format. Yet, 
they can also get updates during the day on air or online. The more active consumers can go online and find 
pretty much everything. They can move frictionless from site to site and follow events real time. 

From traditional media’s perspective, it has been a challenge. Newspapers typically didn’t have a lot of direct 
competition. They produced a paper once a day and, until about a decade ago, over 60% of their relevant geo-
graphic audience consumed their product. Now they are trying to compete online and still make sense of their 
print product. The fixed costs of producing a print paper are forcing difficult content choices. A diminished print 
audience with an online audience that is still difficult to monetize is creating enormous financial pressures. His-
torically, newspapers garnered over 75% of their revenues from advertising. Over the last 25 years or so, clas-
sified advertising, in particular, was the economic engine. Now that classifieds have migrated online at a lower 
price point, newspapers are being forced to search for new revenues. The weak economy is only exacerbating 
the industry’s woes.
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Local news used to be the most profitable type of programming for a TV station, although it has been less-
ening in importance with increased competition from other network-affiliated stations. TV news was in-
creasingly supported by auto and auto-related ads. The severe downturn in the auto industry coupled with 
increased online competition has put pressure on TV news.

There is increasing concern every day about the print-newspaper industry and its rumored imminent de-
mise. Newspapers do provide a necessary check and balance in society but it isn’t hard to see that the same 
process is beginning to take place online. Of course, there are concerns about the lack of standards and a 
purported dearth of investigative journalism but the latter, too, is already percolating online.  

Too Much News?
In the face of all of the bad news about newspapers, it might seem odd to ask the question, but could there 
be too much news? Is that possible? The Internet has led to information overload, for certain. What’s billed 
as news isn’t always news, as some of it quickly morphs into blogging and commentary. But really, is there 
too much news?

The answer, of course, is “it depends.” There are so many different types of sites trying to cater to anything 
from a mass to niche audience that it is hard to generalize. This isn’t as simple as supply v. demand, espe-
cially as consumers tend to go to more than one site. A better question might be, is there a way to financially 
support all of this news? (Of course there are other content verticals worthy of analysis, such as technology, 
entertainment, sports, to name a few, but the focus of this report is just on general news and political sites, 
as the competitive and financial dynamics might differ sufficiently by vertical.) 

Success is still typically determined by making money. But part of the mission is also to ferret out why cer-
tain sites have garnered more traffic than others, another sign of success and perhaps the requisite step to 
making money.

The biggest surprise for us in doing this report was discovering that smaller sites can eke out a nice living. 
While being bigger helps attract larger advertisers, small works just fine. Talking Points Memo is generat-
ing a good living for its founders and operating with a small staff. Daily Me has relatively low thresholds 
for achieving break-even. The venture-capital community has seemed reluctant to fund news-related sites 
overall, notwithstanding Huffington Post’s recent raise of $25 million (and size may have made that pos-
sible for HuffPo, as it helped the site scale to a point where it is a must buy for advertisers). But these op-
portunities, to date, seem few and far between.

A More Granular Look at News Online
The first cut of the online-news universe was to focus on the top sites in terms of page views and unique 
viewers. (See the comScore and Nielsen data below).  Then, with help from my research assistant Galen Va-
isman, we took a stab at further sorting the sites, based on whether they do original content, user-generat-
ed content or aggregation, and by political persuasion, among other criteria. Certainly some of this content 
categorization is subjective, but no one’s life is at risk, so presumably that is okay.
Source:  Nielsen via Editor and Publisher
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