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The Declining Times
How the Times’ greatest enemy will be its most 

important ally in the fight for survival

By Adam Edgerley and Michael Rabinowitz

In 2009, Jason Jones of The Daily Show sat down with Bill 
Keller, then Executive Editor of the New York Times, and 

posed a question: “What’s black and white and red all over?” 
“A newspaper,” Keller casually replied to the ancient industry 
joke. “No, your balance sheet” Jones corrected. It was a poignant 
moment, with one of America’s oldest and most venerable news 
institutions mocked by one of its newest and most ascendant. Yes, 
the New York Times Company has become a business in distress.

At The New York Times, the company’s flagship newspaper, print 
advertising revenue has dropped by over 50% since the mid-1990s, 
while circulation is down by more than a fifth. Earnings, once 
routinely surpassing $200 million, have tumbled drastically.

The 2008 financial crisis intensified the exodus of advertisers and 
the climate of fear at the Times: cuts were made to its newsroom for 
the first time, trimming its 1,300-journalist staff by 8%. Emergency 
loans at a desperate 10% interest rate were hastily arranged, as debt 
was downgraded to junk grade. Fear of the Times’ demise has led 

to its market capitalization dropping from a height of $9 billion to 
roughly $1 billion. 

The humbling of the Times mirrors the collapse of the entire 
newspaper industry. Indeed the Times, winner of a dominant 
106 Pulitzer Prizes since its inception in 1851 and the leading 
newspaper-of-record of the English-speaking world, is well off 
by industry standards. Hundreds of American newspapers have 
folded since the 2008 crash. Media magnate Rupert Murdoch, 
owner of The Wall Street Journal, once referred to newspaper profits 
as “rivers of gold.” These days, he bitterly notes that “sometimes 
rivers dry up.” Is the age of the newspaper over?

The Iceberg is the Lifeboat

Today, the newspaper industry is fixated on the Internet as both its 
greatest menace and opportunity. In the early 1990s, in what came 
to be known as the “Original Sin,” many papers experimented 
with offering articles for free on their fledgling websites, hoping 
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to attract readers to the print brand 
and to eventually earn digital 
ad revenue. Instead, the sudden 
rise of online news consumption 
cannibalized print circulation and 
print advertising dollars, while online 
advertising revenue proved to be 
a meager substitute. Even the New 
York Times’ enviable $200 million 
in web advertising sales, the most of 
any news website, represents only a 
third the advertising revenue of the 
print edition — even with 30 times the 
readership online.

The New York Times is at a crossroads. 
With print circulation ebbing, print 
advertising diminishing even more 
rapidly, and print subscribers already 
squeezed for up to $800 per year, the 
company has turned to the Internet 
as the only source of sustainable 
revenue growth. Yet in spite of its 
immensely content-rich website, 
which until recently featured every 
published article for free, established 
newspapers must compete for eyes 
online. Blogs, search engines, and news aggregators like the 
Huffington Post retain enormous readership largely by reusing, 
at minimal expense, the journalistic work of the large mainstream 
media companies. The Internet has been proclaimed far “flatter” 
than print, and its low barriers to entry accommodate thousands of 
specialized, nimble websites uniquely attractive to online readers. 

The rarity of digital advertising revenue has led several publications 
to try to raise circulation revenue online by charging readers 
for access — a daring proposition in the flat, fragmented online 
news industry. The Wall Street Journal and Financial Times, the 
world’s leading business newspapers, 
have introduced rigid limits on 
free readership and garnered over 
500,000 and 200,000 paid subscribers, 
respectively. In April 2011, the New 
York Times introduced its paywall 
and now has roughly 400,000 paying 
customers.

As satirical newspaper The Onion 
mocked, the Times is making the shift 
away from the “standard everything-
online-should-be-free-for-reasons-
nobody-can-really-explain-based 
model… It’s almost as if The New 
York Times is equating itself with a business trying to function in a 
capitalistic society.” Indeed, the Times is challenged with the task 
of monetizing some of its costly services, including investigative 
reporting, global coverage and analysis, dozens of other sections, 
which 40 million people formerly read for free.

The Scale of the Challenge

For the foreseeable future, digital advertising alone will not be 
able to support an operation of the scale and quality of the Times 
newsroom, whose journalists and editors cost $200 million in 

addition to roughly $500 million for 
supporting operations. The digital 
subscription model represents the 
best option for the New York Times 
to survive and grow in this ultra-
competitive landscape. In spite of the 
wealth of criticism and doubt, its new 
paywall has attracted 400,000 paying 
customers. More broadly, the paywall 
should anticipate the continued 
decline of print. Oracle and Microsoft 
executive Dick Brass’ notorious 2000 
prediction that the Times’ last issue 
would roll off the presses in 2018 
may be too acute. The Times’ digital 
services must ultimately aim to 
singlehandedly support the paper’s 
newsroom and core operations.

How lofty is this goal? In 2010, print 
revenues totaled $1.26 billion, broken 
down into $683 million in subscriber 
fees and $580 in advertisement 
sales. Print and delivery costs total 
ed $597 million, yielding a print 
net contribution of $666 million per 
year. By contrast, NYTimes.com’s 

contribution totaled roughly $150 million, broken down into $200 
million in digital ads and approximately $50 million in website 
operating costs. Thus, to truly hedge the Times against the decline 
of print, the paywall should eventually generate the contribution 
difference – a half-billion dollars per year.

Appealing to Advertisers

The Times must prove to advertisers that digital readers deserve 
exposure rates at least comparable to print readers. Advertisers 
value each of the Times’ 1.4 million print readers at $380 per year. 

By contrast, the Times’ $200 million in 
online ad revenue implies a value of 
$5 per year for each of its 40 million 
unique monthly web visitors. Online 
readers are unfairly valued at 1.3% 
that of print readers. 

The subscription model allows the 
Times to demonstrate to advertisers 
that its online customers are as 
committed to the newspaper as print 
subscribers, and thus warrant higher 
exposure values. Improved reader-
tracking technology would also 
allow the site to offer more targeted 

advertising options than those in ink. The Times certainly has a 
long way to go in monetizing its web viewership, but opportunities 
do exist.

In addition to working to increase advertising rates, the NYTimes 
must continue its current policy of offering 20 complimentary 
web articles per month. This keeps NYTimes.com available to 
occasional users, whose readership underlies today’s $200 million 
in digital ads. Indeed, the Times’ paywall has reduced site page 
views by only an estimated 10%-20%, calming fears that a paywall 
could hinder ad sales. The Wall Street Journal’s stricter paywall has 

New York Times 2010 results

Print vs. Online Business

Source: 2010 Company Statements

With print circulation ebbing, 
print advertising diminishing even 
more rapidly, and print subscribers 
already squeezed for up to $800 
per year, the company has turned 
to the Internet as the only source of 
sustainable revenue growth. 
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pushed WSJ.com from the list of America’s most visited news sites 
and The Times of London’s even stricter one has slashed online 
views by 90%. A limited degree of unpaid access serves as ideal 
advertising for paid subscriptions, as many of today’s free riders 
will eventually become paying subscribers.

Pricing for Subscribers

To remain competitive, the Times’ digital price should be reduced to 
a range of $13 to $17 for unlimited access. Today’s online packages 
range from $15 to $35. WSJ.com charges $13-$18 for digital access, 
while FT.com charges $25-$36. The Times web rates should hover 
near the low end of these comparable offerings, as a generalist 
newspaper cannot command the rates of financial publications 
given that financial news is considered a necessary day-to-day 
business expense. Offering excessive free readership also dampens 
the attainable price for paid subscription as the subscription’s 
incremental benefit is reduced.

Yet at an appropriate price, feasibly $13-$17, it would be competitive 
with both paper subscriptions and rival websites. Improvements 
to the site, with enhanced multimedia content, interactivity, and 
personalization, would increase the value proposition further, 
incentivizing subscription while appealing to readers interested in 
content beyond article text alone.

A Look to the Future

The paywall’s effect on revenue includes digital subscription 
revenue, ad revenue from subscribers, and ad revenue from free 
readers. Today, with 400,000 digital subscribers behind the paywall, 
free readership deterrence of 20%, and assuming $38 a year in 
subscriber value-to-advertisers (10% 
their worth in print, rather than 1.3%), 
differential revenue from introducing 
the paywall is approximately $50 
million – or $250 million in combined 
digital advertising ($160 million) 
and subscriptions ($90 million). 
Financially, the paywall has already 
been a worthwhile investment; over 
400,000 subscribers were obtained 
in only six months. Considering the 
costly Times’ paper edition garners 
roughly 1.4 million readers, acquiring 
two million online subscribers (5% 
of NYTimes.com’s base of 40 million 
readers) represents a suitable target 
over several years.

Allowing for free readership attrition of even 50%, combined online 
revenue would be approximately $530 million. At three million 
subscribers, digital revenue would climb to roughly $730 million, 

funding all of the Times’ current newsroom and operating costs. 
This excludes the value of the paywall in retaining print buyers: 
with no free alternative online, paper subscribers are less likely to 
shed their valuable subscriptions.

Of course there are significant challenges to growing the Times’ 
digital subscriber base. Online competition is increasing relentlessly. 
The paper remains in ethos a daily American print publication 
rather than the 24/7 global news website it has substantially, and 

must increasingly, become. Yet the 
New York Times’ core product is a 
formidable and tremendous strength. 
The value of quality information is 
timeless.

The web may be the greatest change 
to newspapers since Guttenberg’s 
printing press five centuries ago, 
yet the Time’s core competency of 
definitive news coverage, analysis, 
and commentary applies equally to 
paper, e-paper and LCD.

As one reader exalted in a recent 
comment online, the paper is “the 

most marvelously sophisticated publication on earth. There is 
nothing remotely as good, as diverse, as encyclopedic… You 
improve our world.” The New York Times is not merely a common 
good but a valuable individual service. Sold properly, people will 
buy it, even online.
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Improvements to the site, with 
enhanced multimedia content, 
interactivity, and personalization, 
would increase the value 
proposition further, incentivizing 
subscription while appealing 
to readers interested in content 
beyond article text alone.
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