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The digitization of newspapers has opened up new pos-
sibilities for user involvement, yet established practices 
in the media industry hinder news organisations from 
fully exploiting the many new opportunities that exist in 
the age of the Internet and social media. In this concep-
tual and interdisciplinary article, we explain how news 
actors’ strategic choices for innovation related to citizen 
collaboration and knowledge creation lead to distinct 
ideal types for participatory business models for news 
organisations, which we label the three C’s (citizen re-
porting, citizen journalism, and citizen media). We con-
tribute to the business model innovation literature by 
pointing to which specific parts of a business model that 
news actors need to change in order to cut their produc-
tion costs, as well as contributing to innovation theory 
by showing that the three C’s is a continuum of innova-
tional steps. We develop further the donation strategy 
for user involvement by discussing citizen collaboration 
in different parts of the journalistic value chain. We con-

Klein Nilsen, 2012, p. 42). De-professionalization of 
journalism is one of the effects, leading to more user-
created content, especially in local media (Nygren, 
2008). New content models are tested to attract 
readers, such as content marketing, where commer-
cial and editorial content become blurred and overlap 
(Barland & Olsen, 2015). Another consequence from 
the current media situation is that content risks be-
ing produced with traffic and click- or share-rates as 
key performance indicators. This might significantly 
affect the types of content chosen for publication, 
which are critical to ensure an enlightened democra-
cy. Although the press has tried to create value from 
online advertising via detailed data about users gath-
ered from cookies on users’ devices, it is well known 
that Google and Facebook have repossessed the ad-
vertising market.

Despite a few new efforts, online newspapers are 
still creating economic revenue via traditional prin-
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clude that news actors need to rock their boats in order 
to innovate their business models in line with today’s 
media landscape.
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INTRODUCTION
The news media have experienced declining profits 
and layoffs, and downsizing of newsrooms occurs 
globally. Despite that some media players have suc-
ceeded with their online presence, news actors world-
wide are seeking sustainable business models (BM) 
for the news industry (Krumsvik, 2018). For example, 
Slate.fr, a French version of the US-magazine, gener-
ated about 800 000 euro in revenue in 2009-10, yet 
the operating costs were twice that amount (Bruno & 
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interesting for traditional media institutions (Krums-
vik, 2013, 2018). However, these technological as-
sets of new media were to a large degree ignored in 
the development of online journalism by legacy me-
dia (Boczkowski, 2004, Domingo, 2008; Matheson, 
2004; Schroeder, 2004). Users are mostly empow-
ered to create content related to popular culture and 
personal/everyday life, and are to a minimal degree 
involved in news production (Günzel & Holm, 2013; 
Jönsson & Örnebring, 2011) – with the exception of 
images and video footage from dramatic events (see 
e.g. Wardle, Dubberley, & Brown, 2014). The strate-
gic value of user created content has also decreased 
significantly in the latter years (Krumsvik, 2018). 
This well documented gap between the ideal promise 
of digital media and actual practices is a key starting 
point of this article.

When turning our analytical lens to the theoretical 
approaches employed in previous research, we find 
that research on user involvement in news media has 
mainly been conducted from a democratic perspec-
tive (Bruns, 2008; Carpentier, 2011; Gillmor, 2004), 
where the user is at the centre of most innovations 
that focus on content production (García-Avilés, Car-
vajal-Prieto, Arias-Robles, & Lara-González, 2018), 
an approach that is also observed in studies of brands 
(Ind, Iglesias, & Schultz,  2013), as well as in the shar-
ing economy (Pettersen, 2017). The main attention 

ciples (content production by professional journalists 
and pay per copy or subscriptions). Most news organ-
isations follow established practices: production and 
distribution of content still remain under the control 
of news actors, typically because traditional jour-
nalists fear the weakening of professional norms or 
the news media’s credibility (Krumsvik, 2013, 2018; 
Moore & Hatcher, 2019).

A key role of the news media is to facilitate public 
deliberation, and the political privileges of the media 
(i.e., direct and indirect subsidies, licences, excep-
tions to regulations) are also rooted in this role due 
to the link to political participation. The philosophi-
cal debate on the relationship between journalists 
and citizens dates back to the 1920s’ debate between 
John Dewey and Walter Lippmann, where the former 
advocated for citizen involvement, while the latter 
argued for professional detachment. The digitization 
of newspapers has opened up new possibilities for 
user involvement and energized the civic journalism 
movement inspired by Dewey. Civic journalism advo-
cates did stress the importance of using technology 
to strengthen the relation between users and profes-
sional journalists and to increase democratic par-
ticipation (Bruns, 2005, 2008; Gillmor, 2004; Haas, 
2007; Rosen, 1999, 2000). From an economical point 
of view, the promise of reduced production and pro-
motion costs makes strategies for social media very 

has been directed towards the users or consumers’ 
perspective, and less from a business perspective. De-
spite that several studies from different industries in-
vestigate the birth of new business models (e.g. music 
streaming services such as Spotify), few studies have 
investigated how companies can realign their exist-
ing business models to accommodate open innova-
tion practices (Saebi & Foss, 2015). Hence, we need 
to look at which specific part in the news actor’s busi-
ness model that needs and could be innovated in or-
der to reduce their production and promotion costs.

Despite no shared understanding of the con-
cept “business model” in the literature, the different 
schools acknowledge that a business model is facili-
tating a firm’s value creation and value capture (Zott, 
Amit, & Massa, 2011). Business models, dynamic ca-
pabilities, and strategy are interdependent, yet these 
relationships are in the literature understood mainly 
at a theoretical level, and there is a need for “empiri-
cal work to flesh out the details” (Teece, 2018, p. 40). 
Thus, it is the ambition of this article to contribute 
to filling the abovementioned gaps with a conceptual 
approach. More specifically, we address the following 
research question in this article:

Which elements, and to what degree, of news 
organisations’ business model need innovation or 
change in order to benefit from the user’s co-creation 
of content?
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tal changes. The main dichotomy in a Schumpeterian 
tradition, is that of incremental versus radical inno-
vation. Incremental innovation refers to gradual im-
provements, where one innovation builds on another. 
Radical innovation, on the other hand, includes in-
novations with far-reaching consequences that may 
change the economy through creative destruction 
(Schumpeter, 1943). A Schumpeterian view on in-
novation, emphasises the control of markets, where 
innovation is mainly about avoiding competition 
(Whittington, 2001, p. 76). von Hippel (2005), on the 
other hand, sees innovation from the user’s, perspec-
tive as a democratized process. In media innovation 
studies, Francis and Bessant’s (2005) framework on 
business innovation is commonly used. Francis and 
Bessant (2005) categorize innovation into four P’s:

1. product (changes in products/services);
2. process (changes in how products/services are 

created and distributed);
3. position (changes in how products/services are 

framed in a specific context);
4. paradigmatic innovation (changes in an organ-

isation’s mindset, values and business models).
Media scholars Storsul and Krumsvik (2013) add-

ed a fifth dimension to Francis and Bessant’s (2005) 
framework when they categorized media innovation 
into five types, namely:

5. social (changes that meet social needs and im-

prove people’s lives).
While Francis and Bessant (2005) four types con-

cern elements related to the organisation, Storsul 
and Krumsvik’s (2013) fifth type concerns aspects 
detached from the organisation with a specific result 
listed: reach a certain change. More specifically, Stor-
sul and Krumsvik’s (2013) fifth type includes “new 
practices for resolving societal challenges, which are 
adopted and utilized by the individuals, social groups 
and organisations concerned” (Ní Bhroin, 2013, p. 
219). Whilst Francis and Bessant (2005) four types 
primarily focus on value capture (changes in the pro-
duction chain), Storsul and Krumsvik’s (2013) fifth 
type includes value creation (the perceived benefit to 
the customer). Finding sustainable ways for media ac-
tors to create value is critical to ensure an enlightened 
and democratic society, and thus concerns all the five 
innovation types. While Francis and Bessant’s (2005) 
first three types involve aspects that will be discussed 
in the next section, the fourth type is related to how 
media actors are reluctant to change their established 
practices, as was shown in the introduction. In the 
strategy literature, this aspect is described as a firms’ 
dynamic capability in the theory of dynamic capabili-
ties (TDC). TDC stresses that a firm needs to invest 
in two different goals at the same time; exploitation 
of the existing and exploration of the new (O’Reilly 
& Tushman, 2008; Revang & Olaisen, 2014). Lasting 

We argue that user contributions represent an un-
tapped potential that news organisations increasingly 
ignore in their strategies. Building further on this, we 
contribute to the literature by showing that innova-
tion is a continuum rather than a dichotomy.

The remaining is organized as follows. We begin 
with a review of key literature on innovation, co-cre-
ation and business model innovation. This is followed 
by a presentation of user engagement strategies ob-
served in news media varying along an innovation 
continuum in their value chain. Building further on 
these models, we present a model of which key com-
ponents in the news media business models that 
could to be changed in order to cut production costs. 
The paper closes by a discussion where we illustrate 
that in order to exploit the untapped potential of con-
tributions from users or citizens, news organisations 
need to rock their boats.

INNOVATION, BUSINESS MODEL INNOVATION AND 
CO-CREATION

Innovation
Innovation is typically interpreted as new objects or 
products, including ideas or practices that individu-
als perceive as new (Rogers, 2010). In the literature, 
innovation is typically described in dichotomous 
terms; as either small improvements or fundamen-
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organisational success depends on the firms’ ability 
to engage in the daily operations that secure viabil-
ity, yet at the same time the firm needs to engage in 
renewal processes that secure survival in the future 
(Levinthal & March, 1993; Revang & Olaisen, 2014). 
However, aspects related to the paradigmatic inno-
vation type (changes in an organisation’s mindset, 
values and business models), are found to be key bar-
riers for business model innovation in organisations 
(Chesbrough, 2010; Saebi, 2016).

Business Model Innovation
There is no shared understanding in the literature of 
what a business model is except from the understand-
ing of it facilitating value creation and value capture. 
However, the different perspectives acknowledge 
that the business model is a unit of analysis that is 
distinct from the product, firm, industry or network; 
that it explains how firms do business and that it ex-
plains both value creation and value capture (Zott et 
al., 2011). In Zott et al.’s (2011) review of the busi-
ness-model literature, they found that the construct 
“business model” has mainly been used to address 
three distinct phenomena: (a) e-business and the 
use of information technology in organisations; (b) 
strategic issues, such as value creation, competitive 
advantage and firm performance; and (c) innovation 

and technology management (p. 1023). Scholars fo-
cusing on e-business have mainly been interested in 
understanding the gestalt of firms engaging in (new) 
Internet-based ways of doing business and the (new) 
roles that these firms play in their respective ecosys-
tems (p. 1028). Value creation in the second stream 
includes the generation of social as well as economic 
values, a parallel to the five innovation types pre-
sented by Storsul and Krumsvik (2013). The third re-
search stream is characterized by two complementary 
ideas: (1) companies commercialize innovative ideas 
and technologies through their business models; and 
(2) business models represent a new subject of inno-
vation, which complements the traditional subjects of 
process, product and organisational innovation and 
involves new forms of cooperation and collaboration.

The scholars in the first category state that, al-
though technological innovation is important for 
firms, there is no guarantee of success because tech-
nology per se has no inherent value. Hence, tech-
nology enables the designing of a unique business 
model that fully exploits its potential. Scholars in the 
second category stress open innovation, co-creating 
and collaborative entrepreneurship. Value creation 
mechanisms often go beyond the value that can be 
created through Schumpeterian innovation, the (re)
configuration of the value chain, the formation of 

strategic networks among firms or the exploitation 
of firms’ specific core competencies (Zott et al., 2011, 
p. 1029). For example, open innovation looks outside 
rather than inside the firm for leverage of internal 
and external idea sources (Chesbrough, 2003). Simi-
larly, collaborative entrepreneurship denotes the cre-
ation of value based on jointly generated ideas that 
emerge from the sharing of information and knowl-
edge (Miles, Miles, & Snow, 2006). As the theory of 
dynamic capabilities reminds us, it is important that 
the organisation is constantly open for new ideas and 
changes in their business models. However, recent 
research from a Norwegian context shows that only 
a small proportion of companies have changed their 
business model over time (Saebi, 2016). The studies 
indicate that there are two reasons for the low de-
gree of innovation in business models: (1) managers 
are not aware of the company’s business model; or 
(2) they hesitate to change the status quo. There are 
many ways that firms can change or innovate their 
business models. According to Foss & Saebi (2015), 
organisations can do this by: (a) targeting new cus-
tomer segments; (b) offering new value propositions 
(new bundle of services and products); (c) capturing 
value in a novel way (novel pricing mechanisms or 
new main source of revenue); and/or (d) finding new 
ways of producing, delivering or distributing existing 
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while numbers five and nine are related to value-
capture elements. These nine elements are divided 
into the front end and back end of the business model 
framework. The front end (the right side of the figure) 
emphasizes value, while the back end (the left side of 
the figure) is predominantly efficiency-driven (Oster-
walder & Pigneur, 2010, p. 49). Put differently, one 
might say that the back end traditionally concerns the 
internal factors of a business, while the front end is 
related to external factors. In this article, we examine 
how news actors can reduce their production costs 
yet maintain high quality content, which in turn will 
assist a diverse and enlighten public sphere. Hence, 
we explore building blocks located in the business 

model’s front end. Due to the Internet and social me-
dia, technology has made it possible to design unique 
business models, including those where organisa-
tions can benefit from resources they do not own (e.g. 
Airbnb) (Pettersen, 2017; Tapscott, 2001). Further-
more, co-creation and participatory journalism are 
resources that the news industry can benefit from and 
consider when they innovate their business models 
by moving costs related to production of content from 
the back end to the front end – due to changes in the 
production chain.

or new products and services to existing or new cus-
tomer segments.

Despite that several studies looks into the birth of 
new business models in different industries (e.g. Spo-
tify (music), Netflix (film)), few have, as said, studied 
in-depth which specific part in the business model that 
established news players could innovate. Osterwalder 
& Pigneur (2010) offer a framework that can assist us 
with doing this by studying which part of a business 
model that is up for change in order for news actors 
to reduce their production costs. Osterwalder & Pig-
neur (2010) build their framework on three key value 
propositions: value creation, value capture, and value 
delivery. Value creation denotes the perceived ben-
efit to the customer, value capture refers to changes 
in the production chain, and value delivery involves 
everything needed for delivering value smoothly and 
satisfying the customer (e.g. order processing, inven-
tory management, delivery/fulfilment, troubleshoot-
ing, customer support). The three value propositions 
are organized in Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) 
Business Model Canvas (BMC) framework as a busi-
ness model’s back end and front end (Figure 1).

In Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) BMC frame-
work, a business model consists of nine interrelated 
building blocks (see Figure 1). Numbers two to four in 
the framework constitute value-delivery items, num-
bers six to eight concerns value-creating elements, 

Figure 1: Figure of back end and front end of business models in Osterwalder and Pigneur’s (2010) Business Model 
Canvas framework (CC BY-SA 3.0).
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ists (i.e. reporters, photographers, and researchers) 
who rely on a variety of sources to assemble a news 
report, and this content is evaluated and amended by 
editors before publishing.

This way of producing newsworthy content is quite 
different from online crowdsourcing initiatives such 
as Linux, Lego MindBOARDS, Reddit, and Wikipe-
dia. At Linux, programmers create open-source code 
in their spare time and at MindBOARDS, LEGO en-
thusiasts post source code and binaries for many dif-
ferent Lego Mindstorms tools (Pettersen, 2014). In 
2015, the social news aggregation, web content rat-
ing, and discussion website Reddit had more than 
73.15 million submissions, 725.85 million comments 
and 82.54 billion pageviews. As of February 2018, 
Reddit had 542 million monthly visitors (234 mil-
lion unique users), ranking as the third most visited 
website in U.S. and sixth in the world1. The business 
model of Reddit is based on ads, and quality assur-
ance of content is based on a decentralized upvoting 
mechanism done by the community’s users. Another 
example of citizen’s creation of content is Wikipedia, 
a crowdsourced encyclopaedia written collaboratively 
by the people who use it. Content is edited numerous 
times by other community participants, which aims 
to assure content quality. The Wikipedia business 
model is based on funding where the organisation 
only focuses on the handling the website, servers, and 

administration, and the main content is contributed 
by the volunteers for free. Wikipedia operates on a 
donation-based revenue model where the organisa-
tion gets most of its funds in the form of donations 
from millions of individuals and corporations around 
the world2. Thus, the creation of knowledge in Reddit 
and Wikipedia is distributed - and not centralized as 
traditional news actors - and different mechanisms 
from those of traditional media are at play to ensure 
content is correct, objective, and newsworthy.

One recurring argument for why traditional jour-
nalist practices are important to maintain and protect 
concerns content’s objectivity and quality assurance. 
The ideal of journalists as objective is contested in 
current thinking of the impossibility of value-neutral-
ity, hence this value has been renamed and reframed 
through concepts like “‘fairness’, ‘professional dis-
tance’, ‘detachment’ or ‘impartiality’, to (re-)legitimize 
what media practitioners do” (Deuze, 2005, p.448). 
The argument for detachment goes all the way back 
to the Lippmann vs. Dewey debate. In the Dewey tra-
dition, feminist media scholars argue for subjectivity 
as a constitutive element of a professional identity of 
journalists (Van Zoonen, 1998). Deuze (2005, p.456) 
also acknowledges that new media technologies and 
cultural plurality make the idea of detachment and 
the core value of objectivity more complex, as “the 
discourse of professional distance clearly stands in 

Co-creation
From a Schumpeterian perspective of innovation, 
press actors compete on economic terms – an ap-
proach often used in studies of media innovations and 
economics. A von Hippelian perspective on innova-
tion, on the other hand, stresses collaboration in digi-
tal online spaces, and in new organising principles, 
which will allow us to better balance value capture 
(changes in the production chain) and value creation 
(the perceived benefit to the customer). Co-creation 
is the active, creative and social process based on col-
laboration between organisations and participants 
that generates benefits for all and creates value for 
stakeholders (Ind et al., 2013, p. 9). Co-creation can 
enable organisations to innovate together with cus-
tomers and other stakeholders, while generating such 
potential benefits as cost efficiencies, speed to market, 
and competitive advantage (Iglesias, Ind & Alfaro, 
2017; Kazadi et al., 2016; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 
2000). Because it is valuable to know about customer 
motivations, resources and experiences, managers 
also need to know how to best manage co-creation, 
so as to realize its potential (Frow, Nenonen, Payne, 
& Storbacka, 2015; Kazadi et al., 2016; Saebi & Foss, 
2015). In the news industry, content is created by ex-
perts (journalists) and the creation of knowledge is 
thus centralized and industrialized. The framing of 
the news is decided by news executives and journal-
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deliberation strategy (users have the opportunity to 
react to and interact with the produced and distrib-
uted content, but the selection of contributions from 
readers is influenced by journalistic practices and 
editorial attitudes); (2) the donation strategy (users 
are included in the production of content as profes-
sional journalists seek out user voices and encourage 
submissions, but the resulting content is still subject-
ed to news industry practices and norms – typically 
referred to as “citizen journalism” or “participatory 
journalism”); (3) the distribution strategy (viral mar-
keting is used to invite potential users to consume 
content); and (4) the data-gathering strategy (infor-
mation about users and their interactions is collected 
and analysed in order to better serve those same us-
ers and potential advertisers).

Maintaining the editorial standards of news media 
has been a key concern of media executives. To en-
sure this, the legacy news media standard approach 
has been filtering and moderating user-generated 
content. While the readers have been encouraged to 
participate in the creation of content, they have not, 
to any noticeable degree, been invited to take part in 
the editorial decision-making process. This could be 
understood as a general scepticism towards the par-
ticipants and reluctance to give up editorial power. 
Due to the high cost of moderation by editorial staff, 
some news outlets choose to outsource this control 

mechanism to third-party providers. Participants 
are, however, invited to help the moderator through 
reporting abusive content. News media often limit 
user-created content related to controversial news 
due to the cost of gatekeeping and content quality, 
i.e., the risk of ethical, legal, and brand reputation is-
sues (Ihlebæk & Krumsvik, 2015).

From Co-Producers to Distributors
Since the introduction of social media, many news 
media organisations have moved commentaries and 
debates to non-proprietary platforms (e.g. Face-
book), and user participation has been redefined 
from fulfilling the social role of news media to pro-
motional activities. A study conducted from 2012 to 
2015 found that the role of users has been reframed 
from co-producers to distributors (Krumsvik, 2018). 
Distribution and data-gathering strategies are grow-
ing in importance, while the deliberation strategy 
declines. This indicates that promotion and business 
development have gained significance at the expense 
of the traditional focus on user participation to en-
sure the media’s social role. At the same time, the ap-
proaches that are increasing in importance are those 
least likely to challenge the traditional understanding 
of journalists’ professional role (Krumsvik, 2018).

While the main consequence of the deliberation 
strategy’s diminishing importance is about the social 

stark contrast to the rhetoric of inclusivity”. However, 
having several people’s interpretations and thoughts 
on the same piece of content in online initiatives such 
as Reddit and Wikipedia, assist with adding depth to 
a story. Bayer, Ford, Tar, and Romanesco (2011), for 
example, found that a high number of editorial events 
in a Wikipedia page contribute positively to the page’s 
quality. The characteristics of mass-collaboration 
projects such as Wikipedia, Reddit and many others, 
have illustrated how technologies in the 21st century 
enable large groups of people to crowdsource and co-
create, where individuals willingly contribute content 
without traditional organisational structures (Tap-
scott & Williams, 2008). Just as journalists, these 
contributors are experts within their respective spe-
cialized fields in addition to being close to the social 
structure and context in which they create content. 
News organisations, however, are reluctant to benefit 
from this mass of users or producers in news produc-
tion, despite that they, in recent years, have opened 
up for readers or users to engage in different ways 
with news content produced by journalists. We will 
now present the main strategies the press has used in 
order to engage readers.

STRATEGIES FOR USER INVOLVEMENT IN NEWS MEDIA
Krumsvik (2013) identified four key strategies to cre-
ate user involvement in the news industry: (1) the 
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reporting, (2) citizen journalism, and (3) citizen me-
dia. We label these as the three C’s. The three C’s are 
ideal types along an innovation continuum and stress 
certain elements common to most cases of the given 
phenomenon.

Citizen Reporting – the news player still in control
As the world’s largest newsgathering network with 
a global web of partner TV channels, CNN made an 
initial attempt at citizen reporting3. At the initiative 
of CNN’s TV operations, this network was extended 
by introducing the iReport in August 2006, a service 
enabling users carrying cameras or mobile phones to 
capture and share breaking news. This came about 
as a result of ad hoc initiatives inviting users to con-
tribute images and stories, such as those from major 
disasters. CNN’s iReport exemplifies how to utilize 
the economics of participatory news production: us-
ers provide breaking news video footage for free. The 
service further developed from its original intended 
function to include a “home video” style entertain-
ment show on TV and a separate website for the di-
rect submission of moderated, user-created content 
(Krumsvik 2013). The term “citizen reporting” clari-
fies the role of the user as a contributor in the input 
process, while journalism is the end result after pro-
fessional vetting. Despite the fact that stories submit-
ted to CNN’s iReport are not edited, fact-checked, or 

screened before they are posted, all stories marked 
“CNN iReport” have been verified and cleared by 
CNN. The “iReporter” and CNN decide the newswor-
thiness of contributions together. Although one of the 
goals of CNN’s iReport is to expand the current defi-
nition of news, CNN’s producers still verify the infor-
mation and decide which is added to CNN’s coverage.

Citizen Journalism – citizens are invited in to the media 
actors’ domain
An example of citizen journalism is OhmyNews4, a 
South Korean online news website founded in 2000 
with the motto “Every Citizen is a Reporter”. The 
platform accepts, edits, and publishes articles from 
its readers world-wide, and approximately 20% of 
the site’s content was written by their 55-person staff. 
The remaining was written by freelance contributors 
who were by large ordinary citizens. Thus, in Ohm-
yNews, the users do the tasks normally performed by 
journalists. However, OhmyNews failed to expand 
globally, because verifying facts from around the 
world became too difficult for the website to handle. 
More recent initiatives of citizen journalism are for 
example Children’s Radio Foundation (CRF) where 
young citizens are recruited as youth reporters across 
six countries in Africa, giving them the skills and 
tools to make their voices heard. They produce and 
present their own radio shows on local and national 

role of the news media, the combined effect of this 
change in focus and the low priority of the donation 
strategy can also have consequences for user loyalty 
and therefore represent a marketing issue for news 
media.

Krumsvik’s (2013) four strategies focus on dif-
ferent parts of the news actors’ value chain, but they 
are alike in that the production and distribution of 
content ultimately remain under the control of the 
news actor. As said, the press is reluctant to embrace 
the many opportunities that lie in using technology 
to gain quality content free of charge, even at a time 
when news actors worldwide are struggling to find 
sustainable business models. Unfortunately, digital 
distribution has failed to solve the existential crisis of 
the newspaper industry (Thurman et al., 2018), and 
diminishing revenues are increasingly framed as a 
regulatory problem (Sjøvaag & Krumsvik, 2017).

The donation strategy for creating user involve-
ment (Krumsvik, 2013) includes citizen journalism, 
grassroots journalism, participatory journalism, and 
other terms describing the public’s new role in the 
production of news. Despite being classified under 
the same category, these initiatives differ internally 
because they provide different degrees of control 
in the news production process. A close analysis of 
such initiatives reveals three ideal types of user in-
volvement in the digital media landscape: (1) citizen 
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laboration with AgoraVox visible. The articles/posts 
that a citizen reporter publishes on the AgoraVox 
platform are also published on his or her blog with 
a clear link to the AgoraVox version. Thus, in Ago-
raVox, a number of reporters produce the content, 
which is then distributed across different websites. 
Also, the editorial process differs from those of tra-
ditional news organisations. AgoraVox has an “edito-
rial committee” with members that are independent 
reporters (editors) who have published at least 4 arti-
cles on the site. AgoraVox moderators are responsible 
for individually voting on each article according to its 
timeliness, relevance, and originality. Furthermore, 
beyond the verifications carried out by thousands of 
editors, the following process is based on feedback 
from readers. As soon as an article is published, any 
reader can freely intervene to comment on it, criticize 
it, complete it, enrich it, or denounce it. The author 
and the editor can interact with readers in order to 
complete and improve the article, and sometimes the 
editorial committee decides to delete an article after 
feedback from the editors. This process is considered 
as quality assurance. Content at AgoraVox is – simi-
lar to Wikipedia – free for readers to enjoy, and the 
business model is based on a donation strategy, in-
cluding donations from the company Cybion, led by 
Revelli and de Rosnay, that is behind AgoraVox, in 
addition to revenue from advertising. AgoraVox is 

one of the most prominent European examples of a 
citizen journalism site (Bruno & Klein Nielsen, 2012). 
However, even with low operating costs, the sustain-
ability of the site will require more traffic to survive 
in a long-term (Bruno & Klein Nielsen, 2012, p. 50).

Citizen media are examples of initiatives that con-
cern Francis and Bessant’s (2005) first two innovation 
P’s: (1) product (changes in products/services); (2) 
process (changes in how products/services are creat-
ed and distributed); as well as Storsul and Krumsvik’s 
(2013) fifth dimension (5) social (changes that meet 
social needs and improve people’s lives). These initia-
tives on the one hand cut production costs, and on the 
other, enable a diversity of perspectives and pieces of 
news content which in turn might assist participation 
in the civil society (Norsk telegrambyrå 2018 cited in 
Lamark 2018).

The three C’s of the donation strategy (citizen re-
porting, citizen journalism, and citizen media) treat 
the seven steps of the news’ production process dif-
ferently. These seven steps are: who (1) assigns the 
article (i.e. the product), (2) does the research, (3) 
reports, (4) edits, (5) publishes, (6) updates, and (7) 
deletes the article or story. The differences are illus-
trated in Table 1.

As already tapped into, the three C’s presented in 
Table 1 represent innovation in the news media as a 
continuum. In the literature, however, innovation is 

radio stations and via social media, about issues fac-
ing children and youth in communities. Radio is Af-
rica’s first choice due to low internet online access 
whereas nearly 90% have access to a radio, making it 
a crucial source of information. In South Africa, CRF 
use platforms like WhatsApp to help station boost 
citizen journalism and listeners’ feedback. Listeners 
are invited to contribute to the shows by using voice 
notes, group messaging, calling functions, and multi-
media sharing. CRF is also mentoring radio stations 
to use WhatsApp to extend their reach and deepen 
their community engagement like creating What-
sApp forums where listeners can interact, or posting 
audio on WhatsApp to extend their broadcast. CRF is 
registered as a non-profit organisation in the US, the 
UK, and South Africa.

Citizen Media – the citizens and their community in 
control
In citizen media initiatives, the users initiate, pro-
duce, and control news content. AgoraVox is a French 
language website of news or journalistic blog powered 
by volunteers and non-professional writers, created 
by Carlo Revelli and Joël de Rosnay in March 2005, 
offering items by single or multiple writers5. Agora-
Vox6 has a distributed network of reporters and offers 
the opportunity to install a badge on the respective 
reporter’s website or blog to make the reporter’s col-
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DISCUSSION
When we examine the three C’s (citizen reporting, cit-
izen journalism, and citizen media) through the lens 

of Osterwalder and Pigner’s (2010) BMC framework, 
we can consider how the three C’s are innovative in 
different ways for news actors, and how they repre-

typically described in dichotomous terms; as either 
small improvements or fundamental changes. In 
the Schumpeterian tradition, the main dichotomy is 
that of incremental versus radical innovation. Incre-
mental innovation refers to gradual improvements, 
where one innovation builds on another. Radical in-
novation, on the other hand, includes innovations 
with far-reaching consequences that may change the 
economy through creative destruction (Schumpeter, 
1943). However, change is seldom either-or. On the 
contrary, they are closely interrelated, by building 
upon other elements, or putting different aspects to-
gether in new ways. For example, for Spotify to dis-
rupt the music industry, it was of fundamental im-
portance that tracks was detached from other songs 
(which was the practice on LPs and cassettes), a pro-
cess that involved the digitization of music to digital 
formats (CDs). Hence, the electronic format of music 
was a key innovative stepping stone for players such 
as Spotify, where the stepping stone enabled the cre-
ation of a fundamentally new business model (the 
stream music model). Similarly, the three C’s vary 
along an innovation continuum, in degrees of user 
involvement and roles in the traditional journalistic 
value chain. These aspects are related to and concern 
different parts in the news sites’ business model. We 
will now discuss these in relation to the three C’s be-
fore we conclude.

Table 1. User involvement and roles in the three C’s from the perspective of the traditional journalistic value chain.

Note: *Reporting from breaking news events (e.g. accidents, terrorism, acts of war) will often be initiated by the user; however, this 

might be understood as an open assignment by the editor, as defined on the CNN iReport assignment website.
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sent different business models towards a participa-
tory business model (Table 2.).

As Table 2 shows, a citizen-reporting initiative 
represents few changes in both parts of the news 
media business model, thereby representing an in-
cremental innovation. The back end of the business 
model (i.e. key activities) undergoes a minor change 
due to the opportunity for users to add their contribu-
tions.

The business model of citizen-journalism initia-
tives is quite similar to that of citizen reporting, ex-
cept for greater change in the cost structure in the 
back end. This medium change denotes that users do 
the tasks normally performed by journalists. Hence 
news actors have less costs related to, for example, 
the salaries of journalists because content is pro-
duced free of charge by users. Moreover, this innova-
tion represents an important step for radical innova-
tion to take place.

Citizen media represent a radical innovation in 
Schumpeter’s (1943) vocabulary, because all the di-
mensions in the business model’s back end and front 
end are fundamentally different from those of tradi-
tional news players. From von Hippel’s perspective 
on innovation, citizen media enable users to contrib-
ute with content they consider important to the com-
munity or society. Citizen media’s value is produced 
by citizens and delivered to readers across a number 

Table 2: User involvement in news production and degree of change in business model. The low, medium, and high 
values refer to the degree of innovation or change from traditional news actors’ practices and business models.



The Journal of Media Innovations (2019), online first 12

Pettersen, Krumsvik, Rocking the boat

of citizen sites, different channels, and established 
customer bases and does not require a close relation-
ship with clients since the producers are indepen-
dent. The value-capture dimensions in the citizen 
media business model are conducted by citizens or 
users who produce content, so no key resources from 
the news media actor are needed in order to produce 
content. Editing is conducted by a committee of news 
producers, and no other key activities are needed in 
order to complement the business model. Finally, 
value is delivered directly to the market without any 
marketing costs or client segmentation. Content is 
produced by locals and distributed across a network 
of sites and platforms. Citizens media’s participatory 
business model uses the potential of co-creation and 
a democratized Internet. By inviting readers to co-
create newsworthy content, segments of the custom-
er relationships (back-end in the business model) are 
transformed into one of the news actors’ key resourc-
es, activities and partners (front-end in the business 
model), yet with lower costs than internal resources 
traditionally require. However, adapting a participa-
tory business model on all or parts of existing news 
services (e.g. local news), requires more than tech-
nological platforms alone, and several strategic shifts 
from news actors are needed; moving from control-
ling to orchestrating resources; from optimizing in-
ternal processes to facilitating external interactions; 

and from increasing customer value to maximizing 
the value of the ecosystem (Van Alstyne, Parker, & 
Choudary, 2016). Furthermore, the economics of 
online journalism start-ups are as challenging for 
newcomers as for old-timers (Bruno & Klein Nielsen, 
2012), and getting a critical mass of contributors and 
traffic to the site will be important in order for growth 
and survival.

CONCLUSIONS
We have pointed out which parts of a news actor’s 
business model could be innovated in order to turn 
the negative spiral. How the news media want to 
do this is not the scope of this article. By address-
ing the research question “Which elements, and to 
what degree, of news organisations’ business model 
need innovation or change in order to benefit from 
the user’s co-creation of content?”, we revealed three 
ideal types or combinations of user involvement ini-
tiatives: (1) citizen reporting, (2) citizen journalism, 
and (3) citizen media. From a business model per-
spective, we revealed that citizen-reporting initiatives 
represent a low degree of innovation in the business 
model compared to news media’s traditional business 
model, and citizen journalism represents a moderate 
degree of innovation. Citizen media, however, rep-
resents a high degree of innovation in both the back 
end and front end of the news media business model, 

representing a radical innovation. The citizen media 
business model is thus a fully participatory business 
model.

The analysis found that citizen media initiatives 
represent major opportunities in two senses: First, 
from a social innovation perspective (Ní Bhroin, 
2015), citizen media involves the use of media and 
communication services for social purposes by meet-
ing social needs for an enlightened society and im-
proves people’s lives by providing citizens the oppor-
tunity to be political participators (Krumsvik, 2018; 
Mulgan, Tucker, Ali, & Sanders, 2007). From an 
epistemological perspective, having several people’s 
interpretations and thoughts on the same case or 
content will add complexity and depth to the content 
in ways that would not be possible for one individual 
to supply in isolation. Thus, in terms of knowledge 
creation, citizen media initiatives would correspond 
with the findings of Bayer et al. (2011), who found 
that a high number of editorial events in Wikipedia 
contribute positively to quality. Also, having citizens 
who know different local subject areas very well en-
ables the addition of complexity and meaning to a 
piece of content that covers several domains. A news 
journalist, who often has very little time to do so, can-
not compete with this.

Second, from a business perspective, crowd-
sourced newsworthy content initiatives represent 
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ways for news organisations to foster or grow quality 
content for free or at a very low cost. 

In either case, a lack of control of the production 
processes need to be surrendered. This might be a 
key barrier for many news organisations because this 
represents profound changes to established industry 
practices and business models. This is one of the two 
well-known types of barriers for business model in-
novation in organisations (Chesbrough, 2010; Saebi 
& Foss, 2015): One concerns the firm’s inability to ad-
just existing resources to complex change, the other 
concerns the constraining effect of the current busi-
ness model upon potential new ideas. Both types are 
observed in news organisations where professional 
journalists still produce the content and where the 
distribution of content remains, ultimately, under 
the control of the news actor, typically because tradi-
tional journalists fear the weakening of professional 
norms or the news media’s credibility (Krumsvik, 
2013). Standing in the way of business model innova-
tion in the news industry may therefore be the very 
heart of the news industry - namely, the industry’s 
established traditions, routines, norms, and control 
practices.
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NOTES
1. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reddit
2. https://www.feedough.com/how-does-wikipedia-
make-money-wikipedia-business-model/
3. Please refer to  
http://ireport.cnn.com/faq.jspa#cnnireport
4. Please refer to http://english.ohmynews.com/
5. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AgoraVox
6. Please refer to  
http://www.agoravox.fr/qui-sommes-nous/faq-et-
conseils/article/devenir-redacteur-124
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