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Abstract 

Despite a widespread conviction that longform reporting, one of the most 

established and respected genres of journalism, will become unsustainable because of 

the challenges posed by the internet and the digital environment, numerous digital 

publications that focus on longform journalism have emerged in recent years. This 

curious paradox is worth looking into. Through semi-structured in-depth interviews 

with the executives of digital longform publications, this study, using the frameworks 

of the disruption theory and the five competitive forces theory, presents an analysis of 

business practices and procedure of such publications to establish the roots and the 

substance of this phenomenon. The rise of digital longform publication can be 

explained by the market opportunity that was created by the shrinking economy of the 

magazine industry, as well as by the technological advances and cheap costs of digital 

publishing. However, in the current state of affairs, this microindustry seems to have a 

considerable lack of sustainable models: while the executives of the publications tend 

to treat them as experiments, only a few pursue experimental revenue streams, with 

more or less success, whereas traditional income streams for legacy media are harder 

to establish to the necessary extent. Additionally, both marketing strategies and 

understanding about the target audience are mostly weak. Using the framework of 

Porter’s five forces theory, the study analyzes key patterns found in the interviews to 

identify and explain the most significant traits of digital longform publications, 

contributing to the growing body of knowledge of the media economy in the digital 

age.  
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I. Introduction 

 
 

Longform1 journalism, which can be roughly described as in-depth journalistic 

stories that are 3,000 words and longer (I will offer a more detailed definition later in 

the study), was thought to be facing extinction (see, for example, Cooper (2009), 

Starkman (2013) and others). Then the internet, the same medium that was presumed 

to bring its demise, turned out to be longform’s possible savior. It’s time to find out 

how that became possible. 

The arrival of the digital era, for which the media was largely unprepared, 

affected and challenged the entire field of journalism. The rapidly shrinking economy 

of the industry, the new disruptive competitors for the legacy publications, the new 

patterns of consumption brought by social media and viral content—these factors and 

more contributed to the fundamental changes that journalism has undergone in the last 

fifteen years; and, of course, many challenges still await. The most resource-

demanding and, therefore, most expensive types of reporting were supposed to be the 

first victims of this shift. Longform journalism, which often requires months of 

reporting to produce one story, was on the top of the list. For years, many reporters, 

editors and industry professionals have lamented the decline of the beloved genre. 

“This kind of journalism is just unsustainable now,” said David Whitford, of Fortune 

Magazine, about a universally recognized literary journalism masterpieces, James 

Agee’s The Cotton Tenants (Haughney, 2013). After learning about the cancellation 

of Nieman Narrative Journalism Conference in 2009, Candy Cooper wrote a piece 

                                                        
1 There doesn’t appear to be a consensus on how the word longform should be spelled: with a hyphen 

or without. In this proposal, I will use a nonhyphenated version which seems to become an industry 

standard: for example, it’s the spelling used by the Nieman Foundation websites (see: 

http://www.niemanlab.org/tag/longform/).  

http://www.niemanlab.org/tag/longform/
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bluntly titled The Death of Slow Journalism (Cooper, 2009), recalling all the 

newsroom practices related to in-depth, investigative and immersive reporting that she 

came to value and that were now disappearing. (The conference eventually survived 

but moved to another location.) Even the numbers seemed to confirm the grim 

prognosis: Starkman (2013), after conducting a brief quantitative study of longform 

content published in major national newspapers, concluded that the number of such 

stories had declined dramatically over the last decade. For example, in 2013, The Los 

Angeles Times published 86 percent fewer stories over 2,000 words than in 2003; The 

Washington Post published about 50 percent less. “It’s pretty shocking to see what’s 

become of the time-honored form since the newspaper industry’s great unraveling 

started a decade ago,” Starkman concluded. 

Recently, however, new hope for the genre was born. As newspapers were 

shutting down and legacy media were laying off thousands of reporters, a new 

generation of publications that focus on longform, deeply reported content emerged in 

the same environment that was said to be deadly for it: the internet. The Atavist 

Magazine, The Big Roundtable, Narratively, Matter and more, started by different 

people in different circumstances, specialize in publishing longform and distributing it 

digitally. The mechanisms of economic survival and possible prosperity of such 

publications seem important to study both in terms of the fate of one of the most 

valuable types of reporting, and in terms of enhancing our general understanding of 

how the internet affects and changes the craft and the practice of journalism.  

Thus, the purpose of this study is to describe and analyze the business models 

of contemporary English-language digital longform publications. The methodology 

for the study includes in-depth interviews with the executives and editors of such 

publications to understand, categorize and analyze the business strategies and 
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procedures they use to secure the existence and profitability of their enterprises. The 

study also looks into how these business strategies connect and relate to their editorial 

policies. For the purposes of this study, a longform publication will be generally 

defined as a journalistic outlet that focuses on deeply researched and reported stories 

that are more than 3,000 words long. Also, the study is limited to English-language 

digital natives, i.e. publications that originated and exist on the internet and not in 

print (see the Literature Review section of the proposal for more thorough and better-

contextualized concept definitions). Using the data gathered through the interviews 

and the framework of the disruption theory and the five competitive forces theory, I 

explain how such publications create, design and think about their business strategies, 

thus contributing to the field of study that explores the changes and challenges that 

the media industry must undergo and address in the 21st century. 

The thesis is structured as following: First, in my literature review, I give an 

overview of the body of existing research that pertains to my study. Second, drawing 

from the relevant literature, I present the research questions my thesis intends to 

answer. Third, I outline my methodological approach and theoretical framework, 

specifying the subjects of my study and the contents of in-depth interviews I 

conducted. Fourth, I present my analysis of the data gathered from the interviews, 

going step by step through different aspects of business models of digital longform 

publications. In the Discussion part, I offer an explanation of the findings, using the 

frameworks of the disruption theory and the five competitive forces theory. Finally, 

the Conclusion sums up the key findings, outlines the significance of the thesis and 

offers potential directions for further studies related to the subject. 
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II. Literature Review 

 

 

The body of research dedicated specifically to business models of digital 

longform publications so far has been scarce, if not nonexistent—which can be easily 

explained by the fact that such publications have evolved only recently and haven’t 

yet managed to attract a lot of attention from media scholars. However, this evolving 

field of study, which my thesis aims to contribute to, is informed by previous research 

that needs to be taken into account and analyzed. Specifically, my thesis is located in 

the intersection of the following areas of research: longform / narrative / literary 

journalism as a specific genre; the history of longform journalism; the business of 

journalism in the digital age; and longform journalism in the digital environment. 

Therefore, in my literature review I will address these bodies of studies one at a time 

and explain how each of them will inform my research.  

Toward the definition of longform journalism 

The first problem anybody who intends to look at longform journalism from 

an academic perspective encounters is determining what the definition of longform 

journalism is: There simply doesn’t appear to be one that is widely accepted. It seems 

that the term entered both professional and scholarly discourse without being properly 

defined (see, for example, Beston (2013), Arnold (2014) or Lassila-Merisalo (2014), 

all of whom use the word “longform” without further explication). Furthermore, the 

term “longform journalism” is usually used interchangeably with other terms, such as 

“narrative journalism” or “literary journalism,” both in academic and nonacademic 

context (see Harrington & Sager, 2012, Lassila-Merisalo, 2014, Tenore, 2013, or 

Ulin, 2011). It has to be noted the word “longform” can refer to journalistic content 
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that doesn’t necessarily use the techniques associated with literary journalism (see 

below), such as essays, with the length of an article being the main criteria to apply 

the term.  

In some cases, one term is defined through another: For example, Harrington 

& Sager (2012) write that literary journalism means “compelling, long-form, 

nonfiction stories distinguished by in-depth reporting, artful writing and unique 

authorial point of view” (p. XI). The definitions of these analogous terms are not quite 

clear; not much has changed since Connery (1992), before offering a comprehensive 

review of various approaches to literary journalism, stated that “although much has 

been written about a type of writing that contains elements of journalism and fiction, 

consensus has not emerged as to what to call it or how to define it” (p. 4), or since 

Yagoda (1997) described literary journalism as “profoundly fuzzy term” (p. 13). 

The interchangeability of different terms, however, might provide not only for 

confusion, but also for clarity, if we assume that most scholars mean the same 

journalistic genre by different words. This appears to be the case, as most of them 

ascribe more or less the same key qualities to longform, narrative or literary 

journalism. Another common term, “new journalism,” coined by Tom Wolfe, is more 

problematic. I will address some of the problems below; for now, however, it seems 

acceptable to assume that “new journalism” is a more narrowly defined term that 

generally fits into broader terms such as mentioned above, while having its own 

specific characteristics, such as time frame (hence “new”) or certain aspects of style. 

In any case, if taken together, various definitions and descriptions of literary, 

narrative, longform and even “new” journalism can provide a plausible conceptual 

framework that I can further use in my study. 
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The most common distinctive characteristics of longform journalism, as 

described by various scholars, are the following: First, it adheres to the basic rules and 

principles of journalistic writing. That is to say, it is factual, reliable and verifiable. 

Simply put, it is not a work of fiction, but an account of actual events. Yagoda (1997) 

states that the “definition begins with the second half of the formulation, that is, with 

‘journalism,’ ” (p. 13); Connery (1992), Murphy (1974), Lounsberry (1990), Sims 

(2007), Kramer (1995) and others concur that it is crucial for longform / narrative / 

literary journalism to follow generally established professional journalistic standards. 

Second, longform journalism entails in-depth reporting, a more extensive 

approach to journalistic practices than is usually needed for daily news stories. The 

phrase “in-depth reporting” is used by Harrington & Sager (2012), but both Kramer 

(1995) and Sims (1995), when talking about “immersion” as a reporting technique, or 

Lounsberry (1990), when highlighting “exhaustive research” (p. XIII) as one of the 

central features of literary journalism, mean the same kind of professional procedures. 

Essentially, longform requires long-term commitment: Journalists who write in this 

genre are generally supposed to research the context, talk to sources, and search 

extensively for new information related to the story (this is most often true even for 

such nonnarrative genres as essays, which usually entail research and/or reflecting 

personal experiences spanning over long time). The resulting article is built from an 

immense amount of information gathered over a considerable period of time. 

Third, longform journalism, in most cases, puts an emphasis on narrative 

itself, hence the usage of such adjectives of “narrative” or “literary.” Wolfe (1973) 

addressed new journalism as “journalism that would … read like a novel” (p. 9), and 

most scholars agree with Connery (1992) that, in longform journalism, “verifiable 

content is shaped and transformed into a story or sketch by use of narrative or 
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rhetorical techniques generally associated with fiction” (p. XIV). Researchers vary in 

approaches to dissecting the exact narrative traits of longform journalism. Most 

commonly, they highlight the use of a narrative mode (Hartsock, 2000), distinctive 

authorial voice (Sims, 1995; Kramer, 1995; Harrington & Sager, 2012), the ability to 

convey emotions and ideas (Connery, 1992), the use of dramatic techniques (Murphy, 

1974), and the special attention to style, which tends to be literary. As Lounsberry 

(1990) says, “[literary nonfiction’s] polished language reveals that the goal all along 

has been literature” (p. XV). 

For some scholars, however, these criteria present a theoretical, if not 

existential, problem, which can be viewed as the root of the terminological confusion 

that surrounds longform journalism. If perceived from the postmodern perspective, 

the border between fiction and nonfiction is itself problematic (simply put, every text 

creates its own reality); thus, literary journalism becomes, as Weber (1980) puts it, a 

“hazy and perhaps puzzling form.” For both Weber, who sophistically analyzes the 

seminal works of literary journalism of 1960s and 1970s in an almost critical 

reviewing mode that is usually applied to actual literary works, and Lounsberry 

(1990), that leads to the conclusion that the genre definition itself is not necessarily 

mandatory to study the works of this particular genre. As Lounsberry acknowledges, 

“although it may be uncomfortable, we can proceed to study these works [of literary 

nonfiction] without a term for this discourse” (p. XIII). Hellmann (1981) goes even 

further in his analysis of new journalism, eventually suggesting that, since the genre is 

defined by the aesthetical organization of journalistic elements and the existence of 

“objective reality” per se is debatable, the new journalism should be treated and 

studied as a genre of literature. Frus (1994), approaching literary journalism from the 

perspective of critical theory and post-Marxism, seems to agree, arguing that the 
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distinction between “journalism” and “fiction” is socially constructed and, in a certain 

way, elitist. All these controversies lead Hartsock (1999) to suggest that literary 

journalism is an “epistemologically fluid” term, for which its ultimate 

inconclusiveness and ever-changing nature are defining qualities, not obstacles to 

establish a proper theory. According to the scholar, “like the chameleon, the form 

changes color according to the questioning brought to bear on it” (p. 446). 

Hartsock’s idea seems convenient, as it successfully encompasses all the past 

(and future) debate about the nature and the definition of literary journalism into one 

large “quantum narrative.” Obviously, the theoretical debate around the concept is far 

from over and provides for further research, as Roberts & Giles (2014) convincingly 

argue, overviewing various different approaches to the subject and identifying 

possibly critiques of these approaches. However, for the purposes of this thesis, in 

order to establish sufficient limitations as to the subject of the research, I will define 

“longform journalism” thus: A form of written journalistic story that results in stories 

that span over 3,000 words. As a term that, in contemporary usage, encompasses such 

terms as “literary journalism,” “narrative journalism” and other similar terms, 

longform journalism tends to entail in-depth reporting, bigger narrative scope, 

distinctive writing techniques and special emphasis on style and authorial voice, 

while still adhering to the general journalistic standards of credibility, accuracy and 

verifiability. 

I will use the term “longform journalism,” instead of “narrative journalism” or 

“literary journalism,” because, in the current professional and academic discussions 

around the matters I intend to study, it is the most frequently used, as witnessed by 

Arnold (2014), Bennet (2013), Beston (2013), Carr (2011), Lassila-Merisalo (2014), 

Sharp (2013), Starkman (2013), Tenore (2012) and Whiten (2011), to name a few. 
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Longform journalism in the historical perspective 

Another possible caveat of the “new journalism” and its prominent role in the 

history of American literary nonfiction is that, because of the vigorous self-promotion 

of Tom Wolfe et al., and the name of the movement, it is easy to fall into an 

interpretational trap and conclude that longform journalism only emerged in the 1960s 

and, therefore, is relatively new writing form. This, however, is far from true; and it is 

important to see the broader historical context around longform journalism in order to 

establish its place in American journalism. 

Even though most of the studies that look into the genre’s past understandably 

concentrate on textual analysis, examining the works and the narrative strategies of 

the most notable literary writers (Connery, 1992; Hellmann, 1981; Sims, 2007; 

Lounsberry, 1990) or just in presenting those works to readers (Sims, 1995; 

Harrington & Sager, 2012), some scholars have managed to provide a proper 

historical framework of American longform journalism. In his comprehensive book, 

Hartsock (2000) traces the roots of the genre as far back as to the Roman Empire and 

convincingly argues that literary journalism in its modern form emerged in America 

at the turn of 20th century. Thus, there is a direct connection between longform 

journalism and the professionalization of media that happened in the same time 

period, as also noted by Schudson and Tifft (2005). “Professionalization as a 

consequence of the means of production is important as a factor in situating modern 

narrative literary journalism in the American experience,” Hartsock writes (p. 31).  

Both Hartsock (2000) and Sims (2007) describe how the subjects that 

longform writers cover have evolved over the years and how this evolution 

corresponded to the societal changes in the country. Pauly (1990), concentrating on 

the emergence of the same “new journalism,” also manages to sum up the economic 
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circumstances that led to proliferation of the form. The shifts in the magazine market; 

the emergence of new competitors to previously established magazines; the discovery 

of new consumers such as intellectuals and the creative class, to whom longform 

journalism seemed more deep, insightful and appealing; and concerns of reporters, 

who saw longform writing as a shorter path to economic independence (a longform 

story is more likely to evolve into a book)—all of these factors played into the 

emergence of a new generation of writers who established longform stories as the 

pinnacle of reporting. 

Even from these few studies, it can be legitimately inferred that longform 

journalism has been one of the seminal genres for American media since the time that 

the idea of independent, nonpartisan reporting emerged and journalism became an 

actual job. The changes that this form had undergone over the past century reflected 

the general changes in American society and the national media industry. Therefore, it 

seems even more important to analyze and understand the economic and structural 

changes that the genre is going through today in the wake of the digital revolution. 

Business model: A definition 

Numerous studies have been done to determine the proper definition of what a 

business model is and how it should be defined. Indeed, as Zott, Amit & Massa 

(2011) mention in their comprehensive overview of this body of research, in the last 

20 years, over 1,000 academic articles have dealt with the research of business models 

and the definitions of the term. These definitions could be considerably different; for 

example, as Zott, Amit & Massa show, the business model could be addressed as 

“heuristic logic” of an enterprise, or as a “story that explains how enterprises work” 

(p. 1024). It is beyond the scope of this study to address all of these interpretations. 

However, as Morris, Schindehutte and Allen (2005) show, a common framework can 
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be designed to create a unified perspective of how a business model can be defined. 

According to the study, the integrative definition would describe a business model as 

“a concise representation of how an interrelated set of decision variables in the areas 

of venture strategy, architecture, and economics are addressed to create sustainable 

competitive advantage in defined markets” (p. 727). 

Picard (2011), in his thorough study of the economics of the media industry, 

more or less follows the same definition, noting that business models “involve the 

conception of how the business operates, its underlying foundations, and the exchange 

activities and financial flows upon which it can be successful” (p. 33). With all the 

specific characteristics and procedures of the media industry, the definition of a 

business model within the media, it seems, is more or less similar to the definition of 

a business model of any enterprise. Therefore, in this study I will use the term 

“business model” defined as the following: A dynamic set of policies and practices 

that describes the economic framework of an enterprise and defines its ways of 

creating value. This might include (but is not limited to) revenue streams; the income 

structure; the organizational structure; ways of creating, marketing and delivering its 

product to the customers; the pricing policy; and other variables that constitute an 

interrelated system designed to assure the sustainability and competitiveness of an 

enterprise. 

Media business in the digital age 

Economic considerations have always been crucial to the media’s continued 

existence. Business is an inevitable factor in shaping editorial policies and practices, 

even if journalists themselves often tend not to consider it as such. As Akinfemisoye 

& Deffor (2014) put it, “the frames, slants and other newsroom cultures that 
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journalists pursue in the news production process are ultimately guided by ensuring 

that the final product, the news, is well suited for the target market” (p. 89). 

This is accurate not only for the present state of affairs, or for the age of 

capitalism: As Brock (2013) shows, decades and even centuries before modern 

journalistic practices developed, the role that the press played in society was 

implicitly connected with certain economic regulations. For example, the stamp tax 

imposed by the British government on newspapers in the early 19th century 

eventually led to the birth of a popular, as opposed to elite, press. (The influence that 

the new pricing policy known as “the penny press” had on American media is widely 

known and mentioned by Brock, too.) Picard (2011) also convincingly asserts that the 

media can’t really be fully understood until a thorough analysis of their business 

operations and the economic and financial forces that affect their choices is 

performed. 

It also seems fair to say that the business side of journalism has become 

especially significant, and problematic, in the wake of the digital era. The internet has 

tremendously disrupted the media industry, sometimes rendering previous rules of the 

game totally irrelevant and meaningless. The list of challenges brought to the press by 

the internet is enormous, and it is continuing to evolve. Kaye & Quinn (2010), 

drawing from vast amounts of data and numerous interviews with media 

professionals, identify most of these challenges and how various media outlets are 

affected by them. This includes free distribution of content and new competitors such 

as Craigslist, which essentially killed classified ads in local newspapers and deprived 

them of one of the most important revenue sources, as well as the implications of 

global financial issues and ad-blocking software, which has been a subject of a heated 
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professional discussion recently. As Grueskin, Graves & Seave (2011) note, 

sometimes the very foundations of the media business are shaken:  

What look like powerful editorial and business assets for online journalism—

like established brands and well-staffed newsrooms—are turning out to be 

liabilities, because they are accompanied by a severe reduction in pricing 

power for circulation and advertising. (pp. 94-95) 

In his comprehensive overview of the media economics, Picard (2011) 

identifies the main factors of this change, which include the power shift within the 

media industry (basically, everybody can be a “journalist” on the internet) which 

leads to abundant competition for almost any media entity, new means of distribution 

of media products, changes in patterns of consumption, and fragmentation of the 

audience. In this sense, Picard’s findings go along with Phillips & Witschge’s (2012) 

study, which offers almost the same list of fundamental industry shifts that occurred 

in the digital era. Some scholars even perceive those shifts as possible threats to the 

essential function that the press serves in a democratic society. Phillips (2012), 

placing her research in a theoretical framework of political economy, voices concern 

about the possible “homogenization” of journalism in times when the financial 

survival of news organization becomes more dependent on the speed with which the 

content is produced, and the abundance of such content, instead of depth. However, 

she notes that there still is some hope: “The Internet provides exciting possibilities for 

diversity, but only if news organizations find some way of resisting the death pull 

towards monopoly and increasing homogeneity” (p. 97).  One of many aspects of this 

diversity, it seems, can be longform journalism. 

For some researchers the internet, if dealt with correctly and thoroughly, is 

more a field of opportunity than a threat to journalism. According to Macnamara 

(2014), the digital environment essentially is much more democratic for the media 
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than any that came before. In fact, for Macnamara, the effects of the digital era are so 

disruptive that they necessitate a complete re-evaluation of communications theory. 

Macnamara calls for a dialectical, more broad and inclusive approach that evolves 

around processes, procedures and emerging new communication practices instead of 

looking at them as separate phenomena. Combining political economy and cultural 

studies to approach the enormity of the subject, Macnamara emphasizes collaboration, 

co-creativity and conversation as defining attributes of the new media universe, which 

is no longer characterized by one-way delivery from a provider to a recipient, but by 

multiple complicated ways of reciprocal communication between them. More 

importantly for my study, Macnamara also outlines the opportunities for what he calls 

“New New Journalism:” Because journalists often can’t compete on breaking news 

with social media, in-depth reporting might become even more valuable. Macnamara 

argues that “in today’s information and data intensive world, analysis and sense-

making are needed more than ever” (p. 295). 

Obviously, this “New New Journalism” will require business models that are 

equally new. It seems that, considering how rapidly the media industry is evolving, it 

can legitimately be considered, as Chaharbaghi, Fendt & Willis (2003) call it, a “fast-

moving environment.” In the study, the scholars also propose a theory of “business 

meta-models,” applicable for such environments, which seems to conceptually 

correspond with Macnamara’s (2014) dialectic approach. Essentially, this framework 

is appropriate for an industry that is characterized by ongoing changes and therefore 

requires businesses and decision-makers to constantly adapt. Such business models 

are primarily defined by three factors: way of thinking, operational system and 

capacity for value generation.  
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Indeed, with the 21st century’s rapid changes, one could argue that the whole 

world is a fast-moving environment. In this sense, the theory of “business meta-

models” connects well with the works of John Kotter, who introduced widely 

acclaimed ideas of how companies should address transformative change, an essential 

part of the development and survival of any enterprise (Kotter, 1995). Kotter 

identifies eight major steps a business seeking reinvention must employ, including, 

but not limited to, establishing a sense of urgency, creating a vision and 

institutionalizing new approaches. While Kotter’s framework seems more applicable 

to the media industry in general and to legacy media in particular, since it relates 

more to already established companies that need to make progress than to startups, 

some of those steps and principles should be kept in mind while analyzing digital 

longform publications. The first two steps, creating a sense of urgency and a vision, 

are of particular importance, as they eventually define the way a company designs its 

future. As Kotter (1995) puts it, a vision “says something that helps clarify the 

direction in which an organization needs to move” (p. 63). This also applies to sense 

of urgency, a subject of one of Kotter’s most recent books (Kotter, 2008). Urgency is 

important because it motivates people to “constantly scan the environment around 

them, both inside and outside their organizations, looking for information relevant to 

success and survival” (p. 8). It seems relevant even for companies who aren’t 

necessarily looking to change themselves, but are trying to bring transformative 

change to their industry. This is an accurate description of digital longform 

publications, especially considering that most of the founders of these publications 

previously worked within legacy media. 

Picard (2011) outlines other important characteristics that should be 

considered while analyzing business practices of a media organization: whether it’s 
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process-oriented or project-oriented (while journalism entities tend to be process-

oriented, i.e. structured around “continuous, ongoing production of goods” (p.41), it 

still makes sense to consider this question while looking at digital longform 

publications); how its value chain can be described; what the core business is, what 

the cost forces are, etc. Picard also provides a helpful set of questions that need to be 

asked to understand a media business, which will be helpful for me in developing and 

conducting in-depth interviews with my subjects. These are questions such as “What 

are the main customers of firms in the industry?” or “What social or economic 

changes are altering their [customers’] purchasing and use choices?” (pp. 238-239).  

Essentially, the analysis of business models encompasses all the dynamic 

policies and practices that define the ways that a publication creates value, or as 

Picard (2011) puts it, “the architecture for product, service and information flows” 

(p.33). In the digital environment, of course, this architecture can drastically differ 

from what it was before. As Grueskin, Graves & Seave (2011) show through 

examples of real media practices, many old wisdoms of the media business no longer 

apply to the digital environment. One example is that a big audience (or, put more 

accurately, viewership) doesn’t necessarily equal profitability. The business needs to 

be re-thought, and it concerns longform as much as any other type of journalism.  

Business models of digital journalistic publications 

 Several studies offered a tentative typology of revenue models for digital 

journalism. In fact, Kaye & Quinn (2010), Macnamara (2014), Brock (2013) and 

Williams (2014) all come up with a similar set of models usually used by internet 

media, with Kaye & Quinn’s study being the most meticulous. The differences 

between their classifications, it seems, mostly derive from the context of their 
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respective works. The following revenue models can be identified as the most 

recurrent and thoroughly described in the studies: 

— Subscriptions. Essentially, a traditional media revenue model transferred to 

and transformed by the digital environment. Among the most widespread types of 

digital subscriptions are paywalls, in which content (or any content above a certain 

number of free stories) is offered to a reader for a monthly or “metered” rate; and 

freemium, in which a consumer is required to pay for certain exclusive content that 

can’t be provided for free by competitors.  

— Advertising. As a revenue source, advertising is almost as old and 

traditional as subscriptions, but like subscriptions, it has been changed profoundly by 

the internet, and many new types of advertising have emerged. These include banner 

ads, contextual advertising, native advertising (or commercial partnerships, a 

potentially lucrative but controversial income source) as well as less widespread and 

more complicated advertising procedures, including what Macnamara (2014) calls 

“attention economy,” when the media and/or advertisers reward users and advertisers 

receive guaranteed feedback.  

It is also worth noting that in recent years, two types of advertising started 

gaining more and more ground in digital media. The first is what Macnamara (2014), 

drawing from widespread professional consensus, calls “rich media advertising” (p. 

321), specifically pre-roll videos that are now widely used even with nonmultimedia 

content. The second is the evolution of partnership model. While Kaye & Quinn 

(2010; pp. 53-64) and Williams (2014; p. 117) talk about partnerships and 

endowments as a type of nonprofit model in which institutions or organizations 

provide funds to a media company as a subsidy because “donors want to see quality 

journalism survive” (Kaye & Quinn, p. 53), brands sometimes sponsor whole sections 
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of certain publications or the whole publication, making it a commercial partnership. 

While such partnerships or certain aspects of them, as Macnamara notes, might 

sometimes be considered “anathematic to news and current affairs” (p. 354), it is still 

important to keep them in mind throughout this analysis. 

— Nonprofit model. In this case, a media company’s existence is considered 

important for the community. That includes philanthropy, i.e. funding by private 

individuals / businesses (ProPublica, cited by Brock (2013), is a good example of 

this), public funding through crowdfunding or government institutions, and others.  

— New diversified sources of revenue. With the overall industry decline, 

digital media, as well as legacy media, are exploring beyond content-related sources 

of revenue. That might include events, consumer products, sales commission, 

“innovation” as a revenue source (coming up and selling new technologies and ideas, 

as outlined in Chapter 12 of Kaye & Quinn’s (2010) study) and other possible ways of 

making money. 

Of course, this classification is far from perfect; a business model of a news 

organization can—and usually does—combine different revenue streams. For 

example, Kaye & Quinn (2010), in addition to aforementioned income sources, 

examine the phenomenon of microfinancing, which can entail revenue streams as 

various as charges for certain stories and crowdfunding payments. They also present 

concepts of microeconomics as a possible future for media business models (e.g., 

charging different customers differently or rewarding loyal customers; essentially, 

most of their ideas in this area relate to audience management). The aforementioned 

typology provides me with a certain framework in researching business models of 

digital longform publications and conducting in-depth interviews with media 
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professionals, serving as sensitizing concepts rather than definitive ones (see Bowen, 

2006). 

Cook & Sirkunen (2013) present another approach to analyzing business 

models of digital media to consider. Their study looks at business operations of 69 

digital journalism startups around the world and identifies the ways they sustain their 

operations. The revenue streams examined by Cook & Sirkunen generally fit within 

the classification presented above, although with some caveats. For example, multiple 

startups sell services (such as data scraping or verification of the social web) to their 

consumers instead of content. More importantly, however, is the theoretical 

framework presented by the study: Cook & Sirkunen, echoing some of Kaye’s & 

Quinn’s (2010) discoveries, relate the concept of niche journalism to the long tail 

theory, created by Chris Anderson, which explains how the digital environment 

creates small, but nonetheless appropriate, marketplaces for niche cultural products. 

Thus, niche journalism can sometimes work with higher ad rates, even if a publication 

doesn’t have a big audience; it’s about the quality of consumers, not the quantity.  

It needs to be said that, while overviewing alternative business models for 

digital journalism, most scholars tend to note that, at least for now, these models 

“continue to prove elusive for media organizations,” as Macnamara (2014) puts it (p. 

364). However, there seems to be hope that the industry would eventually be able to 

regroup and recuperate, and this hope is especially relevant to longform journalism. 

It’s not only Macnamara who asserts that there is going to be demand for “sense-

making.” The data seems to confirm these ideas: Consumers are more likely to pay 

for in-depth, exclusive content, and this content tends to attract advertising as well. A 

PriceWaterHouse (2009) survey shows that “both consumers and advertisers have 

demonstrated a willingness to pay for more high-value, topic-specific publications 



 

 20 

than they would for newspapers providing general news only” (p. 15). The same 

sentiment is echoed by Kaye & Quinn (2010), who assert that “hard-to-find niche 

material has high value to specific groups and they are willing to pay for it” (p. 101). 

Of course, just how “niche” the content of digital longform publications is remains to 

be seen. In a more metaphorical way, Stephens (2014) presents the case for 

interpretative, even if not necessarily narrative, journalism against the traditional 

ideas of “objective” and unbiased reporting. Stephens writes:  

When a town is crowded with supermarkets, groceries, and farm stands, most 

distributing food for free, there is no longer a business in selling food. A better 

strategy is to try—as our best chefs do—to sell unique, high-quality ways of 

preparing that food. (p. 82) 

How this applies to digital longform publications is what my thesis aims to 

find out. 

Longform journalism in the digital environment 

Digital longform itself is a relatively new phenomenon, so it’s no wonder that 

the body of scholarship dedicated specifically to this genre isn’t abundant. In fact, for 

a while, a big part of professional discussion was centered on the idea that online 

environment is detrimental and, ultimately, lethal to longform journalism. For 

example, see Cooper (2009) or Starkman (2013), or multiple confessions of 

newspaper reporters in in-depth interviews conducted by Beston (2013) for his study, 

tellingly titled, Dying in print and despised online. The so-called longform revival has 

been recognized only recently. However, those studies will help me outline the field 

of study my thesis intends to contribute to and shape a general understanding of the 

specific characteristics of digital longform. 
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For the latter purpose, Arnold’s (2014) paper proves rather helpful. In her 

study, based on participant observations of the practices of longform publications and 

open-ended interviews with media professionals, Arnold provides a comprehensive 

overview of the current landscape of digital longform, as well as multiple insights into 

the financial policies of six different digital longform publications, some of which 

(The Atavist Magazine and Byliner) are analyzed in my study, too. Arnold manages to 

discover some basic premises for the publications’ business models (the size of 

editorial teams, distribution strategies, pricing policies, fees, etc.). 

Several scholars looked at the specific narrative and structural characteristics 

of digital longform stories, trying to understand how the digital environment affects 

literary journalism and the way it is presented to the consumer. Even though Lassila-

Merisalo (2014), Chibana (2014) and Berning (2011) use different theoretical 

frameworks, their findings are quite similar and, arguably, not very surprising. 

Essentially, the studies argue, the internet as a publishing environment can help 

enhance storytelling with additional multimedia elements, but it proves problematic 

both from an economic standpoint and in terms of the competition for the user’s 

attention. Kiuttu (2013) also analyzed this enhancement, but from the standpoint of 

the design of communications, looking at different approaches to publishing longform 

stories online, comparing different tablet apps used to present such content, and 

outlining specific characteristics of media consumption on tablet. Tablet publishing in 

connection with magazine journalism is also the subject of Inman’s & Van Wyke’s 

(2014) study that results in the conclusion that so far, tablet editions, which were 

hailed as a possible savior of magazine journalism and longform, haven’t yet had a 

considerable impact on the industry. These findings are important to my analysis of 

different aspects of the business operations of digital longform publications. 
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Dowling & Vogan (2015), while looking at how different companies use the 

“Snow Fall” format of presenting longform content invented by the New York Times, 

put their research in an interesting theoretical framework related to political economy, 

which connects with some of the ideas presented in the literature on business models 

of digital media I reviewed earlier. According to Dowling & Vogan, for many 

publications nowadays the value of longform stories is related to the economy of 

prestige and status. Dowling and Vogan write: 

“Snow Fall”-inspired projects work to create a highly evolved journalistic 

product that serves commercial strategies. Chief among these ends is building 

prestige for a media outlet’s brand, which then reflects similar status on 

readers who share its works through social media. (p. 210) 

This assertion echoes the research that shows that the consumers might have a 

bigger demand for high-value digital content and might be willing to pay for it. 

Again, one of my thesis’ goals is to discover if those rules apply to the editorial 

practices of digital longform publications. 

Finally, it needs to be mentioned that these publications, and their business 

practices in particular, have become the subject of heated professional discussion in 

recent years, as can be observed in Whiten (2011), Nazaryan (2014), Carr (2011), 

Tenore (2012), Kachka (2014), Salmeron (2013), Ulin (2011) and many others. While 

these articles mostly lack in methodology and theoretical framework, they can 

nevertheless inform my study, and, if nothing else, prove that the recent developments 

in this segment of the media industry are indeed relevant and significant both for 

scholars and journalists themselves.  
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The Rules of Competition in the Age of Disruption: Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework that guides this research is two-fold. To understand 

the roots of the phenomenon of digital longform publications and the thinking behind 

their business models, I use the disruption theory, introduced by Clayton Christensen. 

To analyze and explain how these business models are designed, I turn to Michael 

Porter’s theory of the five forces that shape competitive strategies. 

What happened to the media industry in the last 15 years can be described 

with just one word: disruption. The technological developments of the 21st century 

created a lot of opportunities to develop new strategies, approaches and products in 

the media business that legacy news organizations often failed to recognize 

appropriately, thus allowing new competition to enter the market and steer customers 

towards them. In many ways, this is not unlike the events that other industries went 

through in times of significant technological changes (e.g., the telecommunication 

industry in the wake of the arrival of mobile networks). Thus, a valuable theoretical 

framework to approach this fast-moving and rapidly changing industry is provided by 

Christensen, Anthony & Roth (2004), who developed and outlined the disruptive 

innovation theory. Although designed for larger industries, it also seems applicable to 

a media microindustry, as we can call digital longform publications. For example, the 

strategies defined by Christensen et al. as “sustaining innovation” (i.e. trying to “bring 

better products into established markets” (p. xvi) and “low-end disruption” (i.e. 

“targeting overshot customers with lower-cost business models” (ibid.) prove valid in 

describing the operational planning used when making the decision to enter the 

market of longform journalism by many of the publications analyzed in this study.  

The resources, processes and values approach, also introduced by Christensen, 

Anthony & Roth (2004), helped this research in terms of designing the interview 
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questions (see below) and processing the data. It clearly describes the structural 

organization of a company’s strengths and weaknesses, as well as provides a plausible 

classification of different types of those strengths and weaknesses: “resources (what a 

firm has), processes (how a firm does his work), and values (what a firm wants to 

do)” (p. xvii). Another sub-theory introduced by the scholars, a “jobs-to-be-done” 

theory that “holds that products are successful when they connect with a 

circumstance—with a job that customers find themselves needing to get done” (p. 

281), also comes in handy while designing the interview questions. Christensen et al. 

prove convincingly that a company’s success depends heavily on how it designs its 

function for the customers.  

In fact, Christensen himself showed how the disruption theory can be applied 

to the media, convincingly arguing that “newsrooms should embrace this disruption 

head-on and look for other avenues within the value network that are ripe for growth 

and innovation” (Christensen, Skok & Allworth, 2012, p. 8) and underscoring the 

importance of new media that specialize in a certain type of content . It appears that 

this argument directly relates to the publications that engage in digital longform 

journalism (Christensen, Skok & Allworth do mention longform aggregators such as 

Longreads or Pocket). However, how exactly they execute their strategies remains to 

be seen, and this is what this study is about. 

If the disruption theory is appropriate for looking at the phenomenon of digital 

longform publication in the larger framework of the media industry, the specific 

business procedures that the companies in question create and use to achieve success 

are better analyzed through the lens of Michael Porter’s theory of five forces that 

shape competitive strategy (Porter, 2008). Conceived in the 1980s, this theory quickly 

gained remarkable prominence in management research and practice and is widely 
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regarded as a “seminal contribution” that “made an enormous impact upon both the 

theory and the practice of strategy” (Chesbrough & Appleyard, 2007, p. 59). Porter 

offered a framework that helps to adequately analyze the market strategy of a certain 

enterprise, suggesting that, while developing a company’s competitive strategy, it is 

important to take into account not only its established rivals, but several other 

significant factors, such as new entrants to the market, potential substitute offerings 

for the company’s products, as well as specific powers of customers and suppliers that 

can enhance of hurt the company’s economic performance. Since digital longform 

publications themselves form what we can call a media microindustry, it seems 

appropriate and productive to apply Porter’s framework to analyze and explain their 

strategies within this industry and in the larger media market. 

While some aspects of Porter’s theory have been legitimately criticized over 

the years, it is important to note that its general framework still stands. Indeed, while 

there have been doubts about the relevance of the five forces theory in the age of the 

internet economy, it still seems applicable and valuable, as research shows (see, for 

example, Karagiannopoulos, Georgopoulos & Nikopoulos, 2005; or Dalken, 2014). 

Writes Dalken (2014), “Globalization, Deregulation and Digitalization have an impact 

on the existing forces but they do not develop a new one” (p. 7). Moreover, Porter 

himself revised and updated his findings over the years, acknowledging, for example, 

the importance of defining the relevant industry to accurately conduct the analysis 

(see Porter, 2008, p. 37). Additionally, the theory have been already applied to 

research in the media industry by other scholars (see Geniets, 2013; Hognaland, 

2014). 
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III. Research Questions 

 

 

After conducting my literature review, I managed to establish that longform 

journalism, also known as literary journalism and narrative journalism, despite its 

terminological elusiveness, is a fully formed and distinctive narrative genre that has 

been significant for the development of American journalism since the end of 19th 

century, evolving and changing along with the industry. When, as research shows, the 

internet brings yet another tremendous and comprehensive change to contemporary 

journalism, it seems important and valuable to look at how the new digital 

environment affects the economy of longform journalism, which by definition is 

rather demanding both in terms of producers’ work and readers’ attention. Thus, in 

my thesis, using qualitative research methods, I will try to answer the following 

research questions: 

1. How are business models of digital longform publications developed; what are the 

strategies used by the publications’ executives in this regard? 

2. What business models do digital longform publications use in their operations? 

3. In digital longform publications, how do business considerations inform editorial 

decision-making, and vice versa? 
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IV. Methods and Analysis 

 

Methodological Framework 

My goal is to understand how digital longform publications deal with the 

tough economical environment of the internet media and what procedures and policies 

they use to be sustainable. It seems self-evident to address those questions directly to 

the people who manage such publications and create and implement those policies 

and procedures. Therefore, methodologically, this study uses semi-structured in-depth 

interviews with the individuals who are responsible for creating, implementing and 

managing business models of digital longform publications. These individuals tend to 

occupy the positions of chief executive officer, editor-in-chief and/or chief financial 

officer of a publication. Since all of the publications that I analyze have small staffs 

and are of what is often called “boutique” character, more often than not the founder 

of the publication tends to run both editorial and business sides of the enterprise. 

Participants 

My thesis will focus on the following publications and their representatives: 

Aeon (http://aeon.co/), a London-based digital magazine “of ideas and culture” 

that, on a daily basis, publishes mostly longform essays on philosophy, science, 

psychology, health, society, technology and culture. Aeon also produces short videos 

on the same subjects. 

The Atavist Magazine (https://magazine.atavist.com/), a publication that 

“produces one blockbuster nonfiction story a month” that is sold to the readers 

through subscription and individually. 

http://aeon.co/
https://magazine.atavist.com/


 

 28 

The Big Roundtable (http://www.thebigroundtable.com/), another 

straightforward example of a digital longform publication. The website, launched by 

Columbia Journalism School professor Michael Shapiro, only publishes deeply 

reported stories pitched by reporters. A new story appears on The Big Roundtable 

roughly every three weeks. 

Byliner, a journalism startup that specialized in publishing longform stories as 

so called e-singles and distributed them through subscriptions and Kindle Singles. In 

2014, Byliner went out of business and was ultimately acquired by Vook, a digital 

publishing company. 

Compass Cultura (http://compasscultura.com/), a digital travel magazine that 

publishes three longform stories from around the world a month. The publication is 

advertising-free and subscription-based, with 50 percent of the profits donated to 

charity. In 2015, it was sold to Latterly (see below) for an undisclosed price. 

Deca (http://www.decastories.com/), a “journalism cooperative” created by a 

group of reporters that publishes one longform story in several months and distributes 

it through various platforms, such as Kindle Singles, native iOS app, Apple New, etc. 

Deca offers consumers several ways of contributing to its cause: the readers can buy 

individual stories, subscribe to the publication or become donors. 

Epic (http://epicmagazine.com/), a digital magazine that publishes nonfiction 

stories and then pitches them to movie producers. (Both founders of the publication 

have been successful in selling their work to Hollywood and consider their model a 

possible future for longform journalism.) 

Latterly, a digital longform magazine that publishes one issue per month and 

specializes in crafting deeper narratives around international news. In February 2016, 

http://www.thebigroundtable.com/
http://compasscultura.com/
http://www.decastories.com/
http://epicmagazine.com/
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the founder and editor of Latterly announced that its March issues would be its last 

one, citing economic struggles as a reason for the publication’s shutdown.  

Longreads, an aggregator of longform stories that also regularly publishes 

original content. In 2014, Longreads was acquired by Automattic, a parent company 

of Wordpress. In its Exclusives section, Longreads focuses on deeply reported essays 

about personal and social issues. 

Matter (https://medium.com/matter), a longform-focused website updated 

daily, owned and operated by the publishing platform Medium. When acquired by 

Medium in 2014, Matter was mostly running stories on science and technology, but 

since then has broadened its focus. Not all of the content published by Matter can be 

classified as longform, but the proportion of stories that can is significant, and it has a 

reputation as a specifically longform publication. 

Narratively (http://narrative.ly/), a digital magazine that publishes an issue 

once a week of up to five stories, most of which generally can be considered longform 

journalism. Each issue has a certain subject. 

In connection with this list, I have to underline certain important aspects of my 

study. First, these publications constitute a convenience sample of digital longform 

publication. While it is possible that other digital longform publications do exist, this 

sample seems to be large and diverse enough to be considered representative.  

Second, even though the quality of journalism published by the 

aforementioned organizations varies, this is not a concern for this particular study. It 

is not relevant for my study whether longform stories produced by a certain digital 

publication are great or mediocre; it is relevant how this publication sustains itself. 

However, that doesn’t mean that it’s not important to consider the specific 

characteristics of the content that a certain publication creates, or the writers it 

https://medium.com/matter
http://narrative.ly/
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publishes. Hence, thoroughly studying these contents will be a valuable part of my 

background research that will help me to develop more accurate interview questions 

for every publication’s representative. For example, in my research paper written as a 

final project for Literature of Journalism class at the Missouri School of Journalism, I 

have already studied the contents of four of these publications and created a tentative 

typology of digital longform.  

Third, the list deliberately includes some publications that no longer exist 

because of financial difficulties they encountered. I believe that to properly 

understand the business models of digital longform publications, it is important to 

include in it the ones that didn’t work, too. After comparing the business practices of 

Compass Cultura, Latterly and Byliner to those of the publications that still exist, I 

might arrive at some important insights regarding the subject of my study. 

Instruments 

I conducted semi-structured open-ended interviews with the representatives of 

the aforementioned digital longform publications, using guidelines for qualitative 

interviewing provided by Fontana & Frey (1994). This method is appropriate because 

my goal is not only to find out what these business models look like, but also to 

analyze how media professionals who create digital longform products approach the 

economic concerns and how these concerns relate to the content they create. 

Interviewing those professionals is the most efficient way to discover that, especially 

considering that at this point in the existence of digital longform publications as a 

phenomenon, the only way one can learn about their business models is to ask. If 

anything, a business model is an ideological concept created by humans, and I believe 

that the perspective of qualitative studies can help us understand how such concepts 

are invented, implemented and what informs them. 
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The interviews were recorded, then transcribed, codified and analyzed. The 

questions I asked considered the characteristics of every publication and addressed 

specific practices of each. However, the general structure of the interviews was 

constructed along these lines: 

1. Background: How and why was the publication created? What was the 

professional and career background of those who launched it? What was the general 

idea and editorial strategy? How were they related to business considerations? What 

were those considerations at the outset? 

2. Vision and mission: What are the publication’s goals — editorially and in 

terms of business? For digital longform publication to survive, what are the most 

significant factors? In the decision making process, how salient are the financial 

considerations? How does the publication measure success? What is the plan for the 

future? Where does the publication see itself in five years, and how is it going to 

reach its goals? 

3. General business strategy: How is the income and expense structure of the 

publications designed? What are the main revenue streams, and how do they relate to 

each other? How can the competitive advantages of the publication be described? 

What was the rationale for relying on certain revenue streams? Has the business 

model changed over the years of the publication’s existence, and if so, how? How 

does the digital environment affect the business model of the publication? What is the 

pricing policy, and why was it created that way? How is the expense structure 

designed? How are stories budgeted and decided upon? 

4. The clientele: How does the publication define its target audience? Who are 

the customers, and how does the publication learn who its customers are? What 

problems of the customers does the publication try to solve? What are the means that 
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are used to reach the customers, to engage it and to build its loyalty to the 

publication? How are the contents catered to the readers; are there any particular 

procedures or rules that are used by the editorial team?  

5. The specifics of business procedures of the publications: What is taken into 

consideration when commissioning or buying a story? Can you elaborate on some 

examples? What is the process of decision-making in terms of pursuing certain 

revenue streams? How are the advertisers, investors or subscribers reached and 

incentivized to invest into the project? What is the promotion strategy, and what 

resources are allocated for it?  

6. Editorial policies in relation to the business model: What is the relationship 

between the editorial and the business side of the publication? Economically, what 

does it take to produce a longform story, and what are the most frequent expenses? 

What strategies are used to manage these expenses? How does the business 

considerations (production costs, possible traffic for a particular story etc.) relate to 

editorial decision-making? What is important in terms of financial relations with 

writers and employees?  

Depending on the participant, the actual questions that were asked in the 

interviews usually included these ones, rephrased in a way that caters more to the 

publication’s specifics, but weren’t limited to them. The transcripts of the interviews 

conducted for the study can be found in the appendix of the thesis. 

Analysis Procedures 

With the help of methods outlined by Strauss & Corbin (1990), such as open 

coding and axial coding, I analyzed the data I collected from the interviews in order to 

understand, using the aforementioned theoretical apparatus, how the business models 
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of digital longform publications are constructed and what their specific characteristics 

are. 

The analysis went as following: Multiple subject talked about selling single 

stories to the readers as one of the revenue streams. Therefore, if this revenue stream 

is mentioned in an interview, I coded it as “Individual Sales” category, related to a 

broader category of “Revenue Streams.” Then, after completing the primary analysis 

of the interviews, I used axial coding to identify different subcategories related to 

“Individual Sales” to identify how this particular business strategy is used by different 

publications, what the main common traits and the most significant differences in 

executing it are, and how these similarities and differences relate to the financial 

success of the strategy. Same procedures applied to other traditional and non-

traditional revenue streams and expenses, as well as to other significant aspects of 

business models of digital longform publications, such as marketing strategies, 

general vision and mission of the enterprise, thinking about marketing opportunities, 

etc.  

Verification 

Talking to multiple sources and comparing the data collected from them was 

essential to ensure the validity of my study. As Creswell (2014) mentions,  “if themes 

are established based on converging several sources of data or perspectives from 

participants, then this process can be claimed as adding validity of the study” (p.201). 

This is one of the reasons why I talked with the representatives of multiple 

publications and conducted a comparative analysis of the data that I gathered from the 

interviews. 

In some cases I used the member-checking procedures to verify the accuracy 

of certain hypotheses, conducting follow-up interviews with some of the sources and 
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going over some of the concepts or processes that need further clarification. In the 

study, I talk not only about things that were mentioned by the subjects, but also about 

certain aspects of their businesses that weren’t brought up in the conversations to 

create a full picture of business models of digital longform publications.  
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V. Analysis 

 

 

“I don’t know what we were thinking” (E. Ratliff, personal communication, 

January 27, 2016). “Well, what do you think?” (B. Wolford, personal communication, 

January 26, 2016). “You tell me. I have no idea.” (J. Bearman, personal 

communication, February 2, 2016) 

The fact of how often the subjects readily admitted that they didn’t have the 

knowledge to address a certain aspect of the business model of the publication they 

were in charge of, or even deemed it appropriate to ask an investigator for an opinion, 

seems to underline the demand for this research. Digital longform publications are 

themselves struggling to find the answers to some of the very same questions that I’m 

posing here. 

The overwhelmingly positive and enthusiastic response that the researcher got 

from the subjects proves once again that this is a significant and relevant subject. One 

of my most important concerns when deciding to use in-depth interviews as a research 

methods was that the executives of digital longform publications might be reluctant to 

talk about their business decisions and financial procedures, considering them 

proprietary information. However, that didn’t prove to be the case. Out of 11 

publications contacted, only one, Aeon, cited such concerns, requesting to be 

interviewed via email and then asking to considerably limit the amount and the scope 

of the questions, as well as the level of detail they were looking for. (It has to be 

noted, however, that Aeon, which is based in the U. K., is also the only publication in 

the sample launched outside the American media market). The source from Byliner 

asked not to be named or directly quoted, but willingly provided all the relevant 
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information about the publication. The founder of Narratively declined to be 

interviewed altogether, citing lack of time due to work obligations. Other than that, 

arranging the interviews wasn’t problematic, and, while the executives sometimes 

were indeed deliberately vague when discussing specific numbers that characterize 

the performance of their businesses, they were mostly open and detailed when talking 

about different aspects of the publications’ business model.  

Seven interviews were conducted over either the phone or Skype. Each 

interview lasted 40 minutes to 90 minutes. Two interviews were conducted via email 

at the request of the subjects: one with Aeon (see above) and one with Compass 

Cultura, the founder of which informed the researcher that he was living in rural 

Panama at the time and that email was his only reliable means of communication. 

Finally, at the request of the subject, one interview, with the founder of Longreads, 

was conducted in Skype chat. All the interviews were conducted from January 26 to 

February 24, 2016. 

One other piece of evidence that may strengthen the claim that such a study is 

indeed needed and that it is the right time to do it actually came several hours after the 

last interview was over in the form of a newsletter from Latterly. Ben Wolford, the 

founder, announced that after putting out one more digital issue, his publication 

would go on indefinite hiatus. The reason: the business model wasn’t sustainable. “As 

a business … I couldn’t pull it off,” Wolford wrote. “I couldn’t build a proper 

marketing plan, for lack of both resources and ability; I didn’t launch with a core 

management team, including someone with business experience; and I didn’t have the 

funds to invest adequately in the product” (personal communication, February 24, 

2016).  
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This confession is telling. Even though the Latterly case can be called 

somewhat extreme, as this research will show, it definitely shares some of the 

important and sometimes troubling traits in terms of the design of its business model 

with many other digital longform publications. To properly understand what these 

traits are and why they are common to this type of media enterprise, in this chapter I 

will closely look at different aspects of business models of digital longform 

publications and the thinking behind them. 

A Grand Experiment In the Times of the Great Disruption: How the Business 

Models of Digital Longform Publications Are Developed 

Before delving into the specifics of business proceedings of digital longform 

publications, it is crucial to understand the underlying thinking behind them, such as 

how these publications approach their product, their customers and their market 

strategies. Obviously, the vision and mission that an enterprise chooses for itself 

ultimately define and affect all aspects of its existence, not least the business model. 

Therefore, drawing from the data gathered through the interviews, I will first address 

the digital longform publications’ general approaches to their business, and only then 

will move to identifying patterns in revenue streams, expenses, marketing strategies, 

etc. 

“Why Don’t We Launch Something?”: Seeing the Market Opportunity 

In the late 2000s and early 2010s, journalists and media experts expressed 

concerns that the shrinking economy of the print industry didn’t leave a lot of room 

for narrative feature writing; the digital environment that was thought to be inherently 

disadvantageous for this kind of reporting. Interestingly enough, in a way it was these 

concerns that initially led to the arrival of the new wave of (digital) longform 

publications.  
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Multiple sources independently recalled the same feeling they had about the 

magazine and, in general, nonfiction industries in the late 2000s that provided the 

background for their decisions to create a digital longform publication. Essentially, 

the narrative journalism in print wasn’t the same anymore; because of the new 

economic challenges posed by the internet, the magazines couldn’t provide as much 

funding and space to longform stories as they used to. This caused frustration among 

many professionals who regarded such stories as a pinnacle of journalism, or at least 

as their most beloved genre. The frustration eventually turned out to be creative. As 

Michael Shapiro, the founder of The Big Roundtable, put it, “what I was seeing, 

unfortunately, was that … there was less and less willingness to take a risk with 

stories, with books” (personal communication, January 27, 2016).  

The clickbait sentiment—the idea that digital journalism was becoming too 

quick, too viral and too meaningless—was also widely shared by the subjects, 

especially by those whose publications were launched later than others, in 2013-2014.  

Wrote Jeff Campagna, who created Compass Cultura in 2013:  

“I began seeing aspects of the digital journalism world that really irritated me. 

… Compass Cultura is the product of not only my love for writing and my 

love for travel, but also my disdain for the popularity of substandard content 

online and the poor reading experiences that those content producers offer.” 

(personal communication, February 23, 2016) 

For future digital longform entrepreneurs, there was another thing that showed 

that there was a market opportunity. Whereas legacy magazines that specialized in the 

genre did have an internet presence, there wasn’t enough being done to adequately 

present those stories using all the design possibilities that the Web provided to 

enhance the narrative. Evan Ratliff, the founder of The Atavist, remembered that the 



 

 39 

idea came to him after the underwhelming Web version of a 10,000-word story he 

wrote for Wired: 

“There were a few magazines that could do it [longform journalism], but it 

seemed so strange to us that here you have the Web, you have basically 

infinite space, and nobody had tried to create something where you could do 

that type of work that was just for the Web.” (personal communication, 

January 27, 2016) 

Another persistent problem that traditional suppliers had with this infinite 

space and that contributed to the arrival of the new generation of longform 

publications was the way that legacy media designed writers’ fees on the internet. 

Since the advertising rates for digital content were dramatically lower than in print, 

and the economy of digital media still wasn’t properly understood, the fees were 

considerably lower, too. Marc Herman, one of the founding members of Deca, 

mentioned a paradox that journalists practicing in the field encountered at the time 

when the project was conceived: print publications paid more money but had fewer 

readers. “You had to choose between making a living and paying the bills and being 

read by wide audience, and that was a ridiculous choice,” he said, adding that writing 

for traditional publications was getting “difficult to justify … strictly as a business 

proposition” (personal communication, January 26, 2016). Other subjects brought up 

the dissatisfying state of affair for freelance magazine writers, too: Ratliff, for 

example, mentioned that the word rates haven’t changed in thirty years; Campagna 

underscored that the publications he freelanced for never paid for travel expenses. 

Despite the infinite space of the Web, economy-wise, the field of longform journalism 

was getting more and more narrow, with an ultimate choice between few stable 
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positions at legacy media that were very hard to successfully compete for, and a 

freelance model that entailed just as much competition with no guarantees. 

It appears that the moment of revelation that really sparked the arrival of 

digital longform publication phenomenon had a lot to do with technology, namely the 

announcement of iPad and the launch of Kindle Singles program by Amazon. The 

future members of the Deca collective started talking with each other about a 

potential standalone project after Herman released a Kindle Single book. The Atavist 

launched on the same day—and in a partnership with—Kindle Singles (I will turn to 

the specifics of publishing partnerships practiced by digital longform publications and 

their relationship with Amazon later in this chapter). The work on Byliner started in 

earnest right after the iPad came out; the ecosystem of the device was seen as a 

possible way to bring in revenue. 

The availability of technological tools that allowed one to start a publication 

was a factor, too. Both Campagna and Shapiro mentioned Wordpress as a platform 

that allowed them to create their publications almost for free and still have good 

design. Longreads, which publishes original and exclusive longform content as well 

as aggregating the best longform stories from other publications, was eventually 

bought by Wordpress’s parent company. Latterly was created through Squarespace. 

“This [could] look… more elegantly manicured than a news website. … Squarespace 

made it possible for me to … build it in an afternoon,” Wolford recalled (personal 

communication, January 26, 2016). 

For some, creating a publication was a way to increase individual writers’ 

brand value. It was also a collective marketing strategy and also a presumably more 

efficient way to run things. Joshuah Bearman, who founded Epic, mentioned that 

“editorial brand … is different than individuals. … It changes the perception” 



 

 41 

(personal communication, February 2, 2016). Herman, of Deca, mentioned that the 

idea of the publication came from the realization that producing and selling longform 

stories individually wasn’t a viable for strategy for an individual, but could be viable 

for a group that was able to “spread the risk around” (personal communication, 

January, 26, 2016). 

In a nutshell, print media didn’t seem to have as much room for longform narrative as 

it once did. It felt natural to redirect the supply into the new digital environment, 

especially considering that legacy media didn’t seem to really know their way around 

it, both in terms of presentation and business. This environment provided reporters 

and journalistic entrepreneurs with space to do longform stories; it didn’t have a lot of 

constraints that were inherent and unavoidable for print pages—making it possible to 

enhance this kind of content and make it look more appealing. For the subjects, the 

market opportunity was evident. 

“I Just Do S**t That’s Really Good:” Formulating the Vision and Defining 

Core Competencies 

Obviously, one thing that all the publications represented in this study have in 

common is that they are focused on longform journalism. However, from the 

interviews with the subjects, different attitudes emerged both toward various types of 

longform journalism that different publications are interested in and toward how they 

define their general vision of themselves and their competencies. 

The definition of longform that I introduced earlier in the study seems to be 

appropriate for almost all the publications and their executives. When asked what the 

subjects were looking for in the stories they run, the executives tended to talk about a 

specific focus on narrative aspects, “deeper meaning” (as defined by Joshuah 

Bearman, of Epic (personal communication, February 2, 2016)), “work that requires 
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real resources and care” (as defined by Mark Lotto, the editor-in-chief of Matter 

(personal communication, February 5, 2016)), and stories that “sounded like movies” 

(as defined by Ratliff). In terms of size, opinions on how long a narrative story should 

be varied, but the general framework of it being roughly from 3,000 (longer than a 

regular news article) to 30,000 (shorter than a book) words persisted. 

Even though most of the publications analyzed, according to their executives, 

first and foremost require deep reporting, there were a couple of exceptions, too. 

Brigid Hains, the executive editor Aeon, which mostly publishes essays, defined the 

core competency of the publication as “translation of academic research to a wide 

audience” (personal communication, February 21, 2016). According to Mark 

Armstrong, of Longreads, his publication, which started to publish its own original 

content in 2014, put special emphasis on “short reported essays or simple human 

narratives — 2,000-3,000 words” (personal communication, February 22, 2016). 

It is also interesting to note that some of digital longform publications, 

especially the ones that were the first in the niche, had considerable differences in 

branding the work they did—in other words, communicating a clear vision of what 

their content is and how it is different from legacy media. Byliner wanted to call the 

pieces it published “e-shorts,” but the name never stuck. Multiple media reports about 

The Atavist stated that the publications specialized “in long-form multimedia e-

books” (see, for example, Kellogg, 2014). In 2015, the publication had to rebrand 

itself as a magazine. “It took as a long time to say, you know what, these aren’t books 

… we think of this like of a magazine, we got issues,” Ratliff said (personal 

communication, January 27, 2016). Coincidentally, Latterly and Compass Cultura 

also published its stories in monthly issues, to communicate that they were “different 
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from other things you would find on the Web” (B. Wolford, personal communication, 

January 26, 2016). 

In terms of how the publications envisioned their value proposition, three 

major strategies were evident (some of which, of course, sometimes overlap; i.e., one 

publication can combine several strategies). 

The first entailed filling a content gap that existed on the market. Several 

subjects felt that this gap was, because of economic reasons, especially notable in 

foreign coverage. As Herman, of Deca, put it, foreign correspondence “has always 

been … a loss leader for newspapers and magazines” (personal communication, 

January 26, 2016). The cooperative decided to compensate for this loss. Executives of 

both Latterly and Compass Cultura said that the publications set out to provide 

context for international coverage: “[I]mportant things were being left out of 

[international] stories and narratives because of editor’s aversion to higher word 

counts” (J. Campagna, February 23, 2016).  

For Aeon, according to Brigid Hains, there was a gap in connecting 

contemporary academic thought with journalism and public consciousness in general: 

“[A] great deal of serious and important thinking was being under-represented in the 

cultural conversation” (personal communication, February 21, 2016). Less 

specifically, other subjects just felt that there was a lack of the kind of writing they 

preferred and wanted to practice. Ratliff, of The Atavist, said:  

“Even in a magazine like The New Yorker a pure narrative story shows up 

maybe once a month. … Something that doesn’t necessarily have a news 

aspect around it, or it can have a news aspect, but it’s really based around just 

being a great story, having great characters, and having a reporter who really 

gets inside.” (personal communication, January 27, 2016.) 
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The second strategy aimed to, in one way or another, redefine the relationship 

between writers and readers. For Byliner, the emphasis was not necessarily on stories 

themselves, but on great authors. The publication aimed to publish renowned writers 

and tried to add value by combining multiple individual brands. This strategy 

considerably influenced both the publication’s marketing strategy and its payment 

structure. 

The Big Roundtable’s focus is on writers, too, but in a different way. 

According to Michael Shapiro, who founded the project, the publication’s motto is “to 

make writers happy,” and the way to do this is through “eliminating the gatekeeper,” 

who sets “formulas and conventions” at traditional publications (personal 

communication, January 27, 2016). If there’s no gatekeeper, in The Big Roundtable’s 

founder’s view, that would “allow nonfiction writers to write … with the same 

creative freedom as fiction writers” (ibid.) and also to facilitate more direct 

communication between a writer and their audience. The publication’s business 

model, soliciting donations from readers to support individual authors, is built around 

the latter idea—not unlike Longreads’ original content section, the motto of which is  

“donate to writers.” Even though in both cases the traditional editorial procedures that 

stories undergo are preserved, in this model, the reader is considered the ultimate 

decision-maker. “Reader funding adds a level of accountability to your most loyal 

followers,” said Mark Armstrong, who created and runs Longreads (personal 

communication, February 22, 2016). 

The third conceptual strategy of digital longform publications is concerned 

with the presentation of the content. Representatives of both The Atavist and Matter 

cited good design as one of the most important ideological foundations on which the 

publications were built. When The Atavist launched, “nobody was really doing 
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original feature design,” Ratliff said (personal communication, January 27, 2016). But 

by the time Matter was re-launched on Medium in July 2014, everybody was doing it, 

so, in Mark Lotto’s view, one of the publication’s goals was “to use … oldest 

techniques of graphic design and illustration to create really stunning, really 

memorable images that are filled with as many ideas as the piece itself” (personal 

communication, February 5, 2016). The approach Matter and The Atavist took can be 

considered similar because both are affiliated with publishing platforms (Medium and 

Creatavist respectively) that help to approach the stories’ presentation in a 

systematically individual way, so to speak. Said Lotto, referring both to the content 

and to Matter’s design: “Every publication has a formula, they have ways they solve 

problems all the time…. What we did with Matter was we decided that every piece is 

going to be its own problem with its own solution” (ibid.). 

It is also informative to review how business considerations factored into 

creating the general vision of digital longform publications. Notably, the majority of 

the subjects described the thinking behind their enterprises first and foremost from the 

perspective of creating specific content, not from the perspective of its potential 

sustainability, let alone profitability: 

 “This all began as a grand experiment. I don’t think anybody came into this with a 

business plan,” Herman said (personal communication, January 26, 2016).  

 “I definitely approached it very naively, as a journalist, thinking … the journalism 

will be very high-quality, and the money will just come,” Wolford concurred 

(personal communication, January 26, 2016).  

 “What we needed to do is … to start with a simple product and test it and see what 

would happen,” Shapiro explained, although it has to be mentioned that he took a 
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business class in Columbia Journalism School, where he also teaches, before 

starting the Big Roundtable (personal communication, January 27, 2016).  

 “I don’t know what we were thinking,” the Atavist’s Ratliff admitted. “We just sort 

of thought, maybe the stories sustain themselves” (personal communication, 

January 27, 2016). 

Ratliff also had a quip that might be characteristic of the initial business approach of 

digital longform publications in general: “If I was here to get rich and start a 

magazine, I’d be in another business,” he said (ibid.). 

“We’re a Part of a Growing Ecosystem:” Thinking About the Audience and 

Identifying the Competition 

Doing market research and understanding the target audience is usually 

considered a core element of creating a successful business. That didn’t appear to be a 

major consideration with these digital longform publications, however. 

As the data from the interviews show, virtually none of the executives 

seriously considered who their customers would be when designing their publications, 

and it doesn’t seem that their understanding in that area ever improved. In the words 

of Deca’s Marc Herman, “I would like to say that we’re doing a sophisticated Warren 

school audience market research and that kind of stuff, but I wouldn’t know how to 

do that and we haven’t done any of it” (personal communication, January 26, 2016). 

Bearman, who runs Epic, was even more blunt: “I’ve never once thought about it. It 

could be anybody” (personal communication, February 2, 2016). Mark Lotto, of 

Matter, expressed the same sentiment in a way that is, to an extent, self-explanatory: 

there is no customer research, because the idea of customer research is repulsive in 

itself. “I don’t really think about it in that cynical customer-base way,” Lotto said 

(personal communication, February 5, 2016). 
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In general, there seems to be a consensus around the idea that digital longform 

publications target people who “love nonfiction … read nonfiction books, read 

magazines like the New Yorker or GQ” (Ratliff, personal communication, January 27, 

2016). However, this idea of the audience is still considerably vague and might not 

really be helpful in terms of designing a business model. What is interesting, though, 

is that whenever the publications’ executives did speak about their customers in more 

or less concrete demographic terms, they mentioned journalists and people who work 

in the media industry every time. Of course, it would be presumptuous to draw any 

kind of conclusions from this pattern, but the fact that a number of digital longform 

publications acknowledge that a meaningful part of their audience are reporters 

themselves seems to be at least symptomatic. 

It is also worth mentioning that the overwhelming majority of the executives I 

talked to never ran a company before creating a digital longform publication and 

came into the business realm straight from the journalism world—and from the 

traditional journalistic perspective of strict separation between content and business.  

Another important aspect of traditional market research is identifying the right 

competitors. In that respect, the executives of digital longform publications proved to 

me a little bit more thoughtful. Even though a pattern of ignoring this part of the 

business strategy still emerged from the interviews, with recurring answers along the 

lines of “I don’t know what it would be a competition for” (Ratliff, personal 

communication, January 27, 2016), three key types of competitors that were 

considered by the subjects still could be identified. 

The first groups of competitors are other digital longform publications. Almost 

all of the subjects mentioned them in that context. However, an important reservation 

should be made here: since the executives were aware of the subject and the broader 
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context of the study conducted by the researcher, the framework of the interview itself 

could lead them to think about other publications included in the research as 

competitors first and foremost. Still, how this competition is perceived and addressed 

by the subjects is important and telling. 

Other digital longform publications were primarily considered “friendly” 

competition, almost to the point of the whole phenomenon of digital longform being a 

collective effort. “We all talk to each other. There isn’t a lot of competition yet,” 

Herman said (personal communication, January 26, 2016). “We’re not so much in a 

competition, but we’re a part of a growing ecosystem where the longform revival is 

really picking up,” Shapiro added (personal communication, February 10, 2016). To 

some of the subjects, it seems, having the aforementioned “infinite space of the Web” 

(E. Ratliff, personal communication, January 27, 2016) at their disposal means that 

the idea of competition is irrelevant: since the internet is unlimited, there’s a place for 

everybody, and having more entrants in the field “ends up being a positive thing for 

everyone involved,” as Armstrong said (personal communication, February 24, 2016). 

“I don’t think … any of these publications is so popular that they dominate the 

market. You could have 400 Latterlys and … still find readers,” Wolford offered 

(personal communication, January 26, 2016). 

The second group of identified competitors are legacy media, primarily 

magazines that focus on longform narratives, such as The New Yorker, or The New 

York Times Magazine, The Atlantic or The National Geographic (as mentioned by 

representatives of Aeon, The Atavist, Compass Cultura and Matter. Mark Lotto, of 

Matter, said that his publication was designed to compete with magazines of that 

kind). One possible advantage that digital longform publication might have over those 

competitors is, as mentioned by Campagna, the absence of advertising (which I will 
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touch upon later in the study), and, hence, of accompanying trust issues. With a more 

direct relationship between writers and editors and readers, digital publications, 

theoretically, might be perceived as more trustworthy than print media that have 

business models built upon relationship with advertisers and, therefore, potential 

conflicts of interest. Speaking of the abundance of advertising in digital media, 

Campagna said: “I began wonder who was speaking to me: a neutral member of the 

free press or a faceless corporation” (personal communication, February 23, 2016). 

Finally, the third idea of competition includes all kinds of different media that 

demand consumers’ time and attention. Remarkably, this was not a pattern that could 

be recognized in the interviews; indeed, only two subjects, Armstrong and Wolford, 

mentioned this as a concern and a line of thinking. “People have a certain amount of 

money that they spend per year on media,” Wolford said, mentioning print magazines 

and books as different, but equally relevant, types of competitors (personal 

communication, January 26, 2016). “It’s just like books, or TV shows, or music, or 

anything else competing for attention. From our perspective we just need to focus on 

doing our best work,” Armstrong said (personal communication, February 24, 2016). 

The absence of the idea of pervasive competition from the executives’ thinking seems 

notable and significant in terms of understanding the business models of digital 

longform publications, and I will address it in the next chapter of the study. 

Considering all the information analyzed above, I can ultimately arrive at a 

conclusion regarding the first research question and offer an explanation of how the 

executives of digital longform publications develop their business approaches, which 

is both understandable and troubling. It appears that, in most cases, the subjects 

operate outside the general logic of business, which entails thinking through costs, 

developing revenue models, etc. Business was perceived as a sort of necessary evil: 
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something that has to be considered, but is not the point. In the overwhelming 

majority of cases, the subjects came to the idea of creating a company guided by the 

logic of artistic inspiration and/or civic duty. The only demand that was truly 

considered was the demand of the suppliers, the executives themselves and the 

journalistic community. While this kind of thinking can be connected to the lack of 

business expertise, which the subjects admitted, it is still obviously problematic in 

terms of creating a profitable company. Further in the study, it will become even more 

evident how this approach to the development of business models affects digital 

longform publications.   

“Fundamentally It’s Not the Business:” How the Business Models of Digital 

Longform Publications Are Structured 

With the editorial and conceptual underpinnings of digital longform 

publications established, I will turn to the specifics of their business models, going 

through various revenue streams that the subjects pursue. 

Revenue Streams: Advertising 

For traditional media organizations, advertising has been one of the most 

important sources of income for decades. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to call 

advertising one of the economic foundations that the industry is built upon; and even 

though in the age of internet the relationship between the media and the advertisers 

has changed considerably, it continues to be a foundation for a major part of the 

digital media world. 

This is not the case, however, for digital longform publications. Out of ten 

subjects interviewed, only one mentioned it as a revenue stream, and even in that case 

it was a minor one. Mark Armstrong, of Longreads, said: “We make a small amount 

of money from display advertising … and an even smaller amount from affiliate 
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advertising,” estimating the total amount of income these sources bring in as 

“probably less than 10% of the money we make each month” (personal 

communication, February 22, 2016). 

None of the other digital longform publications has ads on its pages, and none 

has ever attempted to attract any, even though for The Big Roundtable, according to 

Shapiro, “it’s something [they] have to look into” (personal communication, January 

27, 2016). For others, however, this isn’t even a consideration because, as a revenue 

stream, it doesn’t make financial sense. Interestingly, even those executives who run 

publications that proclaimed the absence of advertising as an ideological statement—

like Latterly, which, in its online manifesto, pledged “to remain ad-free, independent 

and transparent”—admitted in the interview that the economic considerations were 

ultimately the most important. “It wouldn’t do us any good,” Wolford said, 

elaborating that even without a paywall “advertising revenue for that kind of traffic 

[that Latterly gets] would be like $5 [a month]” (personal communication, January 26, 

2016). Only Jeff Campagna, of Compass Cultura, firmly attributed only ideological 

reasons for not pursuing advertising, stating that it would compromise the 

trustworthiness of the publication and that “areas like art, news, philosophy, science 

and politics should be outside the power realm of large, multinational corporations” 

(personal communication, February 23, 2016).  

Even though most of the other publications have more traffic than Latterly, 

ultimately the executives shared the same sentiment: advertising is hard to get and is 

not worth pursuing. “Internet advertising doesn’t really pay very much,” Herman said 

(personal communication, January 26, 2016). For Byliner, advertising as a revenue 

opportunity didn’t justify the cost and hastle of getting into it. Essentially, the scale 
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and size of digital longform publications just don’t allow them to seriously consider a 

business model based on ads. 

Beyond ideology, there were also some reputational reasons to rule out 

advertising as a revenue stream. For one, it is a question of presentation: digital 

advertising, in Ratliff’s words, “was just horrible, [and] it’s still pretty bad” (personal 

communication, January 27, 2016). And since a publication’s control over the ads that 

are placed is relatively limited, they can undermine the value of brand, too. For 

Byliner, advertisements, being intrusive for the reading experience, could potentially 

hurt the perceived quality of the publication’s content.  

Revenue Streams: Individual Sales 

As time-consuming as they are, longform stories are—or at least are presented 

and often perceived as—unique. Hence it seems quite logical that one of the strategies 

used by numerous publications in question to bring in revenue is selling each of the 

stories they publish individually. The fact that it takes time to produce such stories, 

too, and they aren’t published that often (a new story comes out once a month in The 

Atavist Magazine, once every two or three weeks in The Big Roundtable, every few 

months in Deca, etc.) adds to the matter. 

The origin of the strategy of individual sales is strongly connected with the 

Kindle Singles program launched by Amazon in January 2011. Indeed, The Atavist 

launched the same day as Kindle Singles and established a partnership with Amazon 

from the very beginning: the editorial team at Kindle Singles gets every story The 

Atavist publishes and puts it in the store (or sometimes doesn’t). The same procedure 

was established at Byliner and Deca, with Amazon getting 30 percent of the profits 

from every sale and the publication getting the rest.  



 

 53 

The story of Kindle Singles and its relationship with digital longform 

publication is, in a way, revealing in terms of the whole business dynamic of this 

segment of the media industry. According to the interviews, at the start of the 

program the sales were very good and the profits were high—to the point of The 

Atavist team thinking that this could be the only necessary revenue stream. “We 

thought maybe if every one of [the stories] sells like 30,000 copies, it pretty much 

pays for itself. And then we realized how difficult it was,” Ratliff recalled (personal 

communication, January 27, 2016). Over the time, however, the situation changed, 

with demand for the Singles section dwindling and pressure from Amazon to push the 

unit prices down. The change of dynamics and pricing policy at Amazon presented a 

problem for Byliner as well, since in its early stages the publication relied heavily on 

selling individual stories. According to a Deca representative, Amazon also doesn’t 

put too much effort into promoting the content it sells, which hurts the publications 

that pursue this source of revenue. “The kinds of things that you would expect a 

bookstore to do, they’re not doing,” Herman explained, mentioning almost 

nonexistent marketing, such as presenting books within the news cycle, as an 

important concern (personal communication, January 26, 2016). 

According to the executives, Kindle Singles’ sales “fell off a cliff,” as Herman 

put it (ibid.), effectively ending the potential sustainability of individual sales model, 

roughly two years ago. Now, even when a story makes it into top 10 sales, the 

numbers are still not that huge. New entrants in the competition, such as bigger 

publishing houses that use Kindle Singles as a marketing tool to publish book 

excerpts, and weak discovery made that revenue stream much less attractive than it 

was from the beginning.  



 

 54 

Revenue Streams: Subscriptions 

Charging customers for digital content through subscriptions has historically 

been probably the most significant revenue stream for news organizations. While 

initially most media content was available on the internet for free, recently the 

paywall model, which entails preventing customers from accessing content unless 

they pay took off and quickly became one of the most popular ways of making money 

for digital news organizations, and especially legacy media gone digital. Digital-

native longform publications are not an exception; four of the publications included in 

the study are or were using the subscription model. Indeed, both The Atavist and 

Byliner started using it after it became apparent that the individual sales model 

doesn’t bring in enough revenue anymore. Evan Ratliff, of The Atavist, admitted that 

subscriptions were “something we should have done from the beginning” (personal 

communication, January 27, 2016). 

All of the designs of the subscription system are based upon paywall, even 

though there are slight differences. The Atavist uses a metered paywall, allowing its 

customers to read three stories for free before requiring them to pay to access more 

content. Others don’t—or, more accurately, didn’t, with three out of four publications 

that used subscriptions as a main way to bring in revenue already out of business 

(Deca is the only one still alive).  

The logic between choosing a subscription model for a digital longform 

publication is two-fold. First, in a certain way, for the customers it serves as a gesture 

of support toward this kind of journalism and the particular publication that practices 

it. In this sense, subscriptions are not unlike donations, upon which the models of 

some other publications are based (more on this below); the only difference is the 
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suggested regularity of the reader’s contribution and the price set by the seller, not the 

consumer. Said Ratliff, of the Atavist: 

“The main idea for subscriptions was that there’s a fair number of people who 

just love what we do and love supporting it … and the way that you can give 

them to support it is subscriptions. They may not read twelve stories a year, 

but they’re fine paying for it, because they know that their money goes to pay 

for that type of stories.” (personal communication, January 27, 2016) 

Another type of thinking behind introducing subscriptions was described in 

detail by Marc Herman, of Deca. Essentially, considering the costs of producing a 

digital longform publication, it doesn’t need as many subscriptions as bigger, more 

traditional news organizations to stay afloat; in fact, it needs a fairly small number of 

subscribers compared to even a local print newspaper to become profitable. Offered 

Herman,  

“When I first started out, [I worked for] a small newspaper in Missoula, 

Montana. The circulation was something like ten or twenty thousands. So if 

you have this kind of circulation at $20 a head [per annual subscription], that’s 

a six-figure operating budget already.” (personal communication, January 26, 

2016) 

It is also important to mention that, in Deca’s case, all the revenue from the 

subscription side goes to the publication’s fund and then, if the publication makes 

money at the end of the year, the members of the collective “have a little dividend” 

(M. Herman, personal communication, January 26, 2016). With other publications, 

subscriptions are also used to pay writers’ fees. 

The same thinking of being able to survive with a relatively small number of 

subscribers guided the operations of Latterly and Compass Cultura, both of which had 
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publicly announce their goals in terms of how many subscriptions they needed to 

become sustainable. In case of Latterly, it was 800 subscribers (see Neuts, 2015); in 

the case of Compass Cultura, it was 700-1,000. “When the costs of producing any 

kind of media are lowered in any meaningful way, a real investigation into the why it 

required so much money in the first place must be carried out,” Campagna said 

(personal communication, February 23, 2016). However, both publications weren’t 

able to reach even these modest goals. According to Wolford, the biggest number of 

subscribers Latterly ever had was a little more than 300. Compass Cultura was bought 

by Latterly “primarily to get their subscribers” (Wolford, personal communication, 

January 26, 2016), but that didn’t prevent the latter from shutting down less than a 

year later, effectively ending the story of both enterprises. 

That problem might have a lot to do with the characteristics of digital 

longform publications mentioned by several subjects: even compared to news media, 

these publications are a commodity, not a necessity. Ratliff, of the Atavist, compared 

the subscription model of his publication to “an old style book club,” where 

customers pay to support a certain type of stories, also saying that the longform 

content produced is not “essential” for the audience: “It’s more of a pleasure reading” 

(personal communication, January 27, 2016). The same vision of a book club is 

offered on the subscription page of Deca’s website. 

In that sense, it is also worth analyzing the pricing policies used by the 

subjects. Again, it doesn’t seem that any kind of meaningful market research went 

into defining prices for subscriptions or single stories; most of the publications just 

followed the pattern already established by the competition. The Atavist, which in 

many respects pioneered the field, developed its initial pricing together with the 
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Kindle Singles program, based on adjusting the prices that existed in the magazine 

industry to the specific product they offered to consumers. Ratliff explained:  

“We thought how much a single issue of a magazine costs, and then, what if 

you took out the most important story in the magazine and just sold that, 

what’s the cost of a book, what kind of percentage is this, length-wise, of a 

book?” (personal communication, January 27, 2016) 

From there, it seems, digital longform publications followed the unspoken 

conventions of pricing that exist in this segment of the media industry and in digital 

journalism in general. Campagna, of Compass Cultura, said that he looked at “very 

few precedents for monetized subcompact publications” while defining the price, 

which ended up to be $2 for a monthly subscription (personal communication, 

February 23, 2016). Latterly charged $3: “I thought it was still low enough,” Wolford 

said (personal communication, January 26, 2016). Deca charges $15 for ten stories, 

which is a current discount from the $20 floor price. 

Another interesting pattern that repeatedly came up in connection with digital 

longform publications in general and the subscription model in particular is a 

comparison to Netflix, an on-demand online video service. In different contexts, it 

was mentioned by three subjects: both Byliner and Longreads saw the comparison 

relevant in terms of their model of combining curated and original content, and 

Campagna, of Compass Cultura, saw the Netflix model as a potential way “to remove 

the corporate interests from journalism” (personal communication, February 23, 

2016). Considering the stark difference in both the products that Netflix and the 

aforementioned publications offer, and the patterns of consumption of these products, 

this recurring analogy seems telling. 
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Revenue Streams: Donations 

It has to be said that, in the case of digital longform publications, the 

boundaries between subscriptions and donations can be blurry. For example, in 

Deca’s case, $15 for annual access to the publication’s contents is just a basic price, 

and consumers are welcome to pay more. The same is true with Longreads, which 

sets a minimal possible donation at a particular level—and which, in the past, had a 

“hacky paywall” with certain stories being emailed to the readers, but this was 

dropped after it was found that “it was a bad experience for the members” 

(Armstrong, personal communication, February 22, 2016). However, it is easy to see 

the difference between these two ways of bringing the revenue in: with donations, all 

the content produced by a publication is supplied for free to all the readers, paying or 

not; with a subscription model, only paying customers get the full access. 

One of the more widespread ways of attracting donations is crowdfunding. 

Digital longform publications usually conduct these through Kickstarter. Indeed, for 

Latterly, The Big Roundtable and Deca, Kickstarter campaigns were the primary way 

to cover initial expenses (such as setting up the publication, commissioning first 

stories, etc.), and each of the publications managed to exceed their initial financial 

goals. According to Wolford, the platform and its audience is relatively welcoming to 

journalism projects, and it’s possible to reach a certain level of prominence if a 

campaign follows specific procedures recommended by Kickstarter (such as having a 

video and a big influx of donations in the first day). 

However, Kickstarter seems to have its perils, too. Ratliff, while reflecting on 

why The Atavist has never used crowdfunding to bring in money, said that projects 

funded through Kickstarter “have a bad track record … because you can take all that 

money, produce a really great issue, and then sort of hope that things happen, and 



 

 59 

then they don’t happen” (personal communication, January 27, 2016). Indeed, this 

seems to be what eventually happened to Latterly. 

Kickstarter campaigns, however, are singular events, and publications require 

a constant influx of money to operate. Thus, some digital longform publications 

developed ways to attract donations on a permanent basis. Even though the particulars 

might be different (The Big Roundtable asks for individual donations at the bottom of 

each story without suggesting particular amounts; Longreads sells memberships, 

asking its customers to pay $3 or more per month or $50 or more per year), the 

ideological premise here is the same: customers are offered a chance to directly fund 

the work of the writers. According to Shapiro, the conversion rate for donations for 

The Big Roundtable is roughly 0,5 percent, i.e. one in every two hundred people who 

read a story donates money, and the average donation is $18. According to 

Armstrong, Longreads has thousands of members. 

Of course, the biggest question in these case is how to ensure a constant influx 

of donations to create a sustainable and stable business model. I will further elaborate 

on this later in the study when talking about the expense structure and the marketing 

strategies of digital longform publications (e.g. The Big Roundtable’s model cuts 

expenses significantly; Longreads has a structural partnership with Wordpress).  

Many of the subjects also expressed interest in soliciting and receiving 

institutional donations, such as grants provided by various foundations and 

organizations that support journalism. However, whereas some of such attempts to 

fund individual stories have indeed been successful (Ratliff, of The Atavist, mentioned 

regularly encouraging and helping writers apply for such grants), the efforts to pursue 

bigger-scale funding from institutions such as the Knight Foundation or the 

MacArthur Foundation haven’t. “I have found a very unreceptive audience there,” 
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Shapiro said. “[Probably because] we’re not sexy. We’re not hip. … All we do is 

what has always be done and will always be done” (personal communication, 

February 10, 2016). 

Revenue Streams: Venture Capital 

From the interviews conducted for this study, it can be inferred that, in 

general, the founders of digital longform publications tend to have a certain animosity 

toward, or at least suspicion of, the business model of startup funding provided 

through venture capital investment that is so widespread today in the tech industry. 

Independently, repeatedly and usually without being specifically asked about the 

ways tech startups usually evolve, different subjects distinguished themselves from 

such approaches, stating that their goal was not to grow business in order to sell it. 

“It’s not like we’re some Silicon Valley startup,” Herman said (personal 

communication, January 26, 2016). “We don’t want to sell this; we like what we do. 

This is fun for us,” Shapiro stated (personal communication, January 27, 2016). The 

latter statement seems to be quite characteristic, since it, to a certain extent, implies 

that those startups that do sell do not like what they do (an idea that seems debatable, 

to say the least), that “fun” and business might be somehow mutually exclusive. In 

one way or another, many subjects expressed this kind of sentiment, suggesting that 

economic concerns were secondary to the greater journalistic mission they had. While 

this sentiment can be explained by the tradition of American media that clearly 

separates the business side of a publication and actual reporters, it still seems 

significant in terms of analyzing the business performance of digital longform 

publications. 

Even with this widespread suspicion, several publications did try and succeed 

in attracting venture funding. It is notable, however, that more often than not, the 
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capital wasn’t attracted by the stories themselves. In case of The Atavist, the investors 

are interested in the publishing platform that its team creates and sells (more on that 

below). In the case of Epic, even though the subject didn’t elaborate on how the 

investment was attained, it seems fair to assume that the publication’s connection to 

the movie industry and the potential profits from adapting the stories to the screen 

were the selling points (more on that below, too). The only case where investors gave 

money to produce actual content was Byliner, which eventually proved unable to live 

up to the growth expectations of its founders and investors. 

It is also important that, apparently, it was easier for the publications to attract 

investments when the whole idea of digital longform was new, fresh and potentially 

lucrative. In 2012, The Atavist attracted $1,5 million in seed money; however, in 

2015, it failed to close another round of funding and had to cut back on its stuff. 

Ratliff attributed that to the same concept of not having a sense of novelty anymore 

that I mentioned before in connection with the decline in individual sales on Amazon. 

“People want to invest in the thing that’s shiny and new and has the most potential. 

And it’s hard for us to be that thing right now… We’ve been around for five years,” 

the subject explained (personal communication, January 27, 2016). 

Revenue Streams: Structural Partnerships 

Within the framework of this study, I will use the term “structural partnership” 

to describe a situation where a publication is a part of a bigger corporate structure and 

is at least partly funded or subsidized by this structure. Interestingly, this appears to 

be one of the more viable business models for digital longform publication, even 

though in this case, the revenue stream isn’t directly dependent on the content. 

Indeed, as Mark Lotto admitted, “Matter as a Medium publication doesn’t have a 

business model,” in the sense that the publication itself doesn’t have to pursue any 
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revenue stream (personal communication, February 5, 2016). It is fully funded by 

Medium, a publishing platform launched by Evan Williams, co-founder of Twitter; all 

of Matter’s employees work for the Medium editorial team. Similarly, in 2014, 

Longreads was acquired by Automattic, the parent company of Wordpress; since 

then, all the employees of Longreads are paid by Automattic, and the company 

doubles members’ contributions toward producing original content. In the case of The 

Atavist, the main business is Creatavist, another publishing platform that is sold to 

both individual consumers and corporate clients. It is thanks to this platform that The 

Atavist was able to attract venture capital investment. Even though Ratliff said that 

the revenue structure of the Atavist is “highly variable,” with sometimes the platform 

bringing in more revenue and sometimes the editorial part of the website, he 

ultimately conceded that the business model of the company is “based on the growth 

of the numbers of the software” (personal communication, January 27, 2016). 

“Editorial is really extra, even though sometimes it makes … good money,” Williams 

added. “But fundamentally it’s not the business” (ibid.). 

That is not to say that the publications in question don’t have any business 

function within their parent companies. However, this function has more to do with 

marketing the product of the parent company to help to bring in more clients. “People 

will see the stories that we have made and say, ‘How did they do this?’ ” Ratliff 

explained. “It’s sort of like the soul of the business” (ibid.). Armstrong mentioned that 

one of the rationales behind the Longreads acquisition was to bring in “more high-

quality content to the WordPress ecosystem” (personal communication, February 22, 

2016). Lotto said that, when Matter was re-launched on Medium (it was created as a 

standalone publication and then acquired by the platform), “we believed that it would 

have a kind of role-modeling quality,” and it worked, since numerous publications 
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that are now hosted on Medium cited Matter as an inspiration, according to the 

subject (personal communication, February 5, 2016). For Medium, it seems, this 

strategy is essential to market the platform: apart from Matter, which is now 

considered its “flagship publication,” in Lotto’s words, it also funds Backchannel, a 

tech publication run by renowned journalist Stephen Levy (ibid.). Moreover, at an 

earlier stage of Medium’s history, the platform partnered with Epic, which at that 

point had just launched. “We did a contract that provided them several stories at a not 

insignificant fee,” Joshuah Bearman, of Epic, explained (personal communication, 

February 2, 2016). According to Bearman, it was after this partnership that Medium 

decided to produce its own editorial contact. 

Another function of a publication in a structural partnership is to provide a sort 

of test drive to the main corporate product. As Armstrong said, Longreads “could 

serve as a form of in-house experimental publisher to help the company understand 

the needs of publications more broadly” (personal communication, February 22, 

2016). The same idea applies to the relationship between The Atavist Magazine and 

Creatavist (indeed, in this case the platform was created to serve the needs of a 

publication and then developed into a more universal publishing tool) and for Matter 

and Medium. Lotto specifically mentioned that doing longform stories and creating 

hand-crafted design was important in terms of testing the limits of what the platform 

was able to do. “If you push it to extremes of the product, it teaches you more than a 

few [things about how] to do average work,” he said (personal communication, 

February 5, 2016). 

Revenue Streams: Licensing and Publishing Partnerships 

Establishing partnerships with fellow news organization or licensing content 

to other publications is a fairly common, albeit rarely significant, revenue stream for 
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traditional media. Since stories produced by digital longform publications are framed 

as unique, it seems only natural for them to pursue such partnerships, too. And they 

indeed do. 

After analyzing the interviews with the subject, two main types of publishing 

partnerships can be distinguished. The first entails partnering with another American 

publication to produce and run a story. In this case, two parties either share the costs 

and then the profits, as happened with Byliner’s partnership with the New York Times, 

Esquire and other prominent legacy publications. Or a publication effectively gets 

commissioned to produce a story, as happened with Latterly and Newsweek, or with 

The Big Roundtable and Buzzfeed or Medium. “We get paid to produce the content 

that they get proprietary rights for … and they get to publish first,” Shapiro explained 

(personal communication, February 10, 2016).  

The second type of publishing partnerships involves selling stories that have 

already been produced by a publication to partners in the U.S. or abroad. For 

example, the majority of the members of Deca’s editorial collective live abroad and 

cultivate relationships with local media in Italy, South Africa and elsewhere to 

publish excerpts from Deca’s stories. “We strike deals with translation partners. They 

work as kind of agents for us … It adds up to a good couple of thousands of bucks on 

top of the whole thing for basically no work,” Herman said (personal communication, 

January 26, 2016). Most of Deca’s members also write for other publications and use 

commissioned stories from them to cut the costs of producing bigger stories for Deca 

(for example, travel expenses), according to Herman. Ratliff, of the Atavist, 

mentioned licensing stories that have already been published to Dutch and French 

publishers, with foreign rights fee being worked out individually each time. In the 

case of Epic, authors (or really just the two founders of the publication) get paid 
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regular fees by magazines that are interested in running the story, but retain all the 

ancillary rights for their stories. 

Revenue Streams: Ancillary Rights Partnerships 

Another grievance that some of the subjects had in terms of their work for 

legacy media was related to authors’ not being able to retain the rights for stories they 

write. “[Magazines] are going give you very, very little to do a lot of work and then 

they’re going to keep the rights to it,” Herman, of Deca, said (personal 

communication, January 26, 2016). This concern is especially significant when it 

comes not only to publishing partnerships such as aforementioned, but potentially 

much more lucrative deals, such as selling rights to the stories to be adapted for 

television or movies. Indeed, the collectivist structure of Deca was primarily inspired 

by photo agencies such as Magnum that in the 1940s figured out a way “to say that 

you’re not a contractor … but a creator of your work, and you’re licensing your 

work,” as Herman put it (ibid.). 

So far, Deca has been mostly engaged in more regular publishing partnerships. 

Other publications, however, are actively pursuing optioning stories for the screen. 

Several of The Atavist’s stories were optioned by Hollywood producers. The 

publication has a deal with an agency in Los Angeles to “send the stories out to 

different people,” in Ratliff’s words, and get a cut from any resulting deal (personal 

communication, January 27, 2016).  

Ratliff mentioned that selling stories to produces “isn’t a bad business; it’s an 

unreliable business” (ibid.). However, this business seems to be a cornerstone of the 

whole strategy of Epic, which the executive claimed to be profitable in 2015. Epic’s 

model of dealing with selling rights for stories is different from The Atavist’s in one 

significant aspect: in 2013, the publication signed a two-year overhead deal with 20th 
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Century Fox, which allows the studio to have the first look at every story published 

by Epic in exchange for providing a certain amount of money to pay for the 

journalism the publication produces. “It just works like any other first-look deal,” 

Bearman said (personal communication, February 2, 2016). If a story actually gets 

optioned, a separate deal is arranged; and if Fox passes on a story, Epic has the right 

to pitch it to other producers.  

Getting revenue from the American movie industry, which definitely has 

enough money to fund any kind of journalism, seems like a great business idea. 

However, it has to be mentioned that Epic had a distinctive competitive advantage in 

that particular area. The two co-founders, Joshuah Bearman and Joshua Davis, had 

made 18 option deals for stories they wrote for magazines by the time Epic had 

launched, with Bearman being the journalist who wrote the story that the award-

winning movie Argo was based upon. It is obvious that, however enticing this model 

might seem, it can’t be easily replicated without the publication having the same 

reputational value. 

Revenue Streams: Miscellaneous 

Subjects also mentioned several ways of bringing in revenue that didn’t fall 

into aforementioned categories but weren’t widespread enough to create a separate 

descriptive category. However, I will still name them here, because most of them are 

quite common for other media and because, in order to understand business models of 

digital longform publications, it is as important to know both which revenue streams 

they use and which they don’t. 

A couple of digital longform publications tried to venture into book 

publishing, albeit in different ways. The Atavist had a project called the Atavist Books 

in which they partnered with IC, a company that was looking for an opportunity to 



 

 67 

start a digital publishing business. However, according to Ratliff, even though it bore 

the name of The Atavist, IC made all the decisions, invested in the project and 

supervised it. The project ended in fall 2014. “The issue that they ran into was that it 

was really designed to only do purely digital books, and it’s just hard in the book 

publishing industry,” Ratliff explained (personal communication, January 27, 2016). 

The Big Roundtable published a book, too, partnering with O/R Books to make “an e-

book with a print-on-demand component” (M. Shapiro, personal communication, 

February 10, 2016). However, its contents weren’t longform journalism itself but an 

analysis of the current state of digital longform journalism, with the idea of marketing 

it to undergraduate journalism students (which makes sense, considering that most of 

the members of The Big Roundtable’s editorial team have close ties to Columbia 

Journalism School). However, yet again, here one can see an evident lack of 

marketing research. “What I discovered very, very, late in the game … [was that] 

undergraduate professors … want to keep their book costs low,” Shapiro explained. 

“Nobody wants their students to pay for something that they can get for free” (ibid.).  

Hosting events that are thematically shaped around the publication’s content 

and brand has become a more and more popular way of bringing in revenue in the 

media industry in recent years; for example, events constitute a considerable part of 

Atlantic Media’s income (see Moses, 2015). Theoretically, considering the emphasis 

on the brands of individual writers that a lot of digital longform publications try to 

promote, one could expect them to try to make a play in this field, too. However, that 

didn’t prove to be the case. Only one publication, The Big Roundtable, tried hosting 

events; and again, they weren’t based on the stories it published, but on the 

experimental nature of the publication itself and its affiliation with Columbia 

Journalism School (for example, one of the events was a conference about the future 
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of digital longform). However, this is not something The Big Roundtable is planning 

to continue doing in the future, according to Shapiro. “It’s an interesting business, but 

it’s a time consuming business … and it really isn’t something that we do well,” he 

said (ibid.). 

Finally, Epic, with its business model centered on the connection between 

journalism and the movie industry, is trying to build another part of its business 

around documentaries. From what could be inferred from the interview with the 

executive, the publication produces documentaries sponsored by certain companies; 

presumably, resulting films can be described as native advertising (none of them has 

been released yet, and the subject didn’t elaborate). “It’s like Vice, when the sponsors 

are looking for ways to tell stories in some ways they don’t know how to do. … 

We’ve put together a production team to do that,” explained Joshuah Bearman 

(personal communication, February 2, 2016). 

Expenses: Staff 

It is a known fact that for a business, the single biggest expense is usually 

payroll; indeed, even the subjects themselves mentioned that as a sort of conventional 

wisdom several times. Obviously, considering the revenue structure I just reviewed, it 

might pose a problem for digital longform publications.  

There are several strategies to solve this problem, which, again, can oftentimes 

overlap. The first is having as little staff as possible. At The Atavist, “two-and-a-half” 

people work on stories (E. Ratliff, personal communication, January 27, 2016). Both 

Latterly and Compass Cultura each effectively had one employee, who was also the 

founder and editor of the publication. Additionally, these employees had other income 

sources and sometimes even invested money that they earned through these sources in 

the publications (for example, Latterly had Latterly Creative branch, which basically 
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meant Wolford working as an editor of the English edition of Italian newspaper Il 

Manifesto). Deca has 11 staff members and five-member administrative board, with a 

“stipend” allocated to each member, but, according to Herman, everybody in the 

collective writes for other publications, with Deca being allocated for specific kinds 

of narrative stories. The Big Roundtable, in its turn, doesn’t have any full-time 

employees at all, with all the members of the editorial team being sporadically paid 

when the money comes in from, say, a publishing partner. Indeed, when I asked 

Shapiro about his staff, he laughed out loud.  

The second strategy of handling staff expenses involves the aforementioned 

structural partnerships. In this case, employees are on the parent company’s payroll 

and usually not only work on the publication itself, but also have other duties related 

to the parent company’s business. As Lotto, of Matter, described it, “Everybody is 

doing different things, and Matter is a part of the job” (personal communication, 

February 5, 2016). The “two-and-a-half people” on The Atavist payroll who work 

specifically on editorial content is a result of this structure most employees of the 

enterprise “do multiple things” (personal communication, January 27, 2016). In any 

case, as Lotto underscored, even in this case size does matter, and running a digital 

longform publication requires a lot of less manpower that a legacy one. “You can do 

this work with not that many people,” the subject said (Lotto, personal 

communication, February 5, 2016). 

Only two publications, it seems, handle employees in a more traditional way 

and have their own dedicated staff: Epic and Byliner. The latter was by far the biggest 

digital longform publication in this regard, with around eighteen people working for 

the company full-time (Epic’s staff is much smaller).  



 

 70 

Expenses: Content Production 

Another remarkable pattern in how digital longform publications organize 

their staff expenses is that none of them, unlike legacy magazines, have staff writers 

(the only exception might be Epic, where co-founders, Joshuah Bearman and Joshua 

Davis, have been providing most stories so far). Consequently, almost all the content 

of the publications is produced by hired contractors, which makes this type of expense 

especially significant.  

Traditionally, the payment structure for a story tended to look pretty simple: a 

writer would get paid for his reporting expenses, and then get a fee for the piece he 

wrote, with the publication retaining the rights for the story for a certain amount of 

time. However, digital longform publications have come up with numerous more 

intricate and elaborate payment structures. In a way, that may be understood as both 

cost-cutting and creating a competitive advantage, since in most cases, the payment 

structure is dependent on the performance of the story. I’ll review different 

approaches to writers’ fees step by step. 

When it comes to covering reporting expenses, some publications follow the 

traditional way of providing the writers with whatever funds they need for reporting. 

This was the case with Byliner and Matter. With Deca, the arrangement is that the 

publication covers half of the expenses, with the goal of being able to cover full 

expenses. In most other cases, reporting expenses are off the table, or are presumed to 

be included in the fee. For example, Ratliff, of The Atavist, explained that the 

assumption was that the writer might be able to plan his own expenses better than a 

publication. “Maybe we can trust the writers to … figure out their own expenses. … 

We would just leave it to them,” the subject said (personal communication, January 

27, 2016). Armstrong said that Longreads prefers to commission stories “that require 
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minimal or no travel expenses” (personal communication, February 23, 2016). For 

Campagna, of Compass Cultura, that situation seemed logical because, in the 

subject’s experience, writers not on staff these days don’t usually get paid for 

reporting expenses even in more traditional publications. “In a freelance environment, 

that’s never the case,” he said (personal communication, February 23, 2016). In the 

case of The Big Roundtable, the whole business model is designed around the idea 

that the publication deals with the stories that are already written and submitted and 

isn’t involved in the process of creating the article. 

Even though all the publications pay writers’ fees, the approaches here vary 

drastically, too. However, there is one common trait that seems to apply to all of the 

publications included in this study and, presumably, reflects their digital nature. The 

word count, which usually becomes a basis for the fee structure in legacy media, isn’t 

a factor when it comes to determining the amount of money one gets paid for a story. 

Indeed, if one of the competitive advantages of publishing is the ability to allow the 

stories to run as long as they need, and not as long as a magazine allows, applying a 

word-rate principle can lead to substantial losses. Evan Ratliff, CEO of the Atavist, 

said:  

“Some stories are worthy being 15 or 20,000 words, and they just aren’t 

because magazines have certain restrictions. So… The idea that how much money 

you made is based on how long the story is seemed not relevant to me.” (personal 

communication, January 27, 2016) 

The first group of publications, such as The Atavist, Aeon, Matter, Epic and 

Longreads, pay what they call competitive rates in comparison to the fees that 

traditional and bigger publications practice. When asked to ballpark the figures, 

Ratliff described it as “low-end for print magazines that publish longform… Like, $5-
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10,000” (ibid.). The second group, which includes, Latterly and Compass Cultura 

(again, two closely affiliated publications), paid much lower rates, starting with pieces 

donated to the publications and then designing the fees around projected income from 

subscriptions. Since the projections didn’t live up to the reality, Latterly, which 

initially could pay $800 for a story, at the latter stages of its existence paid $350 for a 

story, mostly because paying less would be “immoral,” according to Wolford 

(personal communication, January 26, 2016). In fact, both Latterly’s and Compass 

Cultura’s announced operating budgets, based a the number of subscribers the 

publication never were able to reach, still contained much smaller fees for stories than 

in legacy media. For example, Latterly’s goal was to have budget of $2,500 a month, 

which would provide roughly $800 for one story (in reality, the budget was closer to 

$1,300 a month, according to Wolford, and some of the money came from his work 

for Latterly Creative). 

Finally, some publications designed deliberately flexible fees that were 

dependent on the performance of the story. In case of Deca and The Big Roundtable, 

the writer is paid the percentage of money that the story earned through sales (at Deca 

with 70 percent goes to the writer) or through donations (at the Big Roundtable 90 

percent goes to the writer). In fact, Deca is a collective, which means that the 11 

members of Deca technically can be called staff writers. With The Big Roundtable, 

this approach obviously rules out the necessity of having a stable budget: there’s no 

staff and no flat fee. However, that can work against the publication in terms of 

competing for stories, since the writer isn’t guaranteed to recuperate his expenses; the 

only fee that The Big Roundtable pays every writer it publishes is $100.  

Another important difference between the payment structure in traditional 

media and in digital longform publications is that, with the former, the fee is usually 
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the end of this structure. With the latter, not necessarily. For example, multiple 

subscription-based publications share with their author the portion of the income that 

comes through subscriptions, splitting in equally between the writer and the 

publication (there is a complicated system in place that allows an exact count, based 

on the number of times a particular story had been read, the number of new 

subscribers, etc.). The same principle works with individual sales, which theoretically 

can provide an endless source of revenue for the writer, and with ancillary rights, that 

entail possible optioning for movies. Of course, in case of The Big Roundtable’s 

model, a story can theoretically solicit donation for a long period of time, too. This 

“long tail” for the stories, as Michael Shapiro describes it in reference to Chris 

Anderson’s theory, can be an important advantage for a writer, since one story can 

continue to earn money on a regular basis. However, there is no guarantee that it will 

happen. 

After reviewing the payment structure at digital longform publications, it is 

important to point out an important pattern: those that pay better actually tend to fair 

better than those whose business model doesn’t include high fees for authors. 

Although it is hard to give an objective estimation of different publications’ 

performance and quality, it seems fair to say that The Atavist, which published 

numerous stories that were nominated for National Magazine Awards and optioned 

for movies, or Epic or Byliner are far better known and respected in the industry than, 

say, Latterly or Compass Cultura, both of which went out of business. There seems to 

be an obvious catch with cutting the costs of producing the content: the less you pay, 

the less good your writers are. Even though Wolford, of Latterly, admitted that and 

said that he was putting in extra efforts as an editor in working with less experienced 

writers, this doesn’t seem to be an efficient and sustainable way for a digital longform 
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publication to operate. As Ratliff put it, “It doesn’t really make sense to say … that 

this is something that people do, that they get paid tiny amount of money for. That 

can’t possibly last” (personal communication, January 27, 2016). 

Expenses: Miscellaneous 

It is probably already evident that the overwhelming majority of digital 

longform publications are relatively small-scale enterprises. Hence, it seems only 

logical that the expenses that go toward salaries and producing content are by far the 

biggest and the most recurring ones. However, to properly understand the business 

structures of the publications in question, several other common types of expenses 

should be identified. 

In terms of startup money, the subjects usually mentioned using their own 

funds to provide for initial expenses, such as registering a corporate structure or 

creating a website; then they would reimburse themselves from the eventual profits. 

For example, in case of The Atavist, each of three founders, and one of their friends, 

pitched in $5,000. In Deca, all of the founding members pitched in $1,500. Wolford 

put in $1,500 and then reimbursed himself after a successful Kickstarter campaign. 

In many cases, this money went to create the digital framework of the 

publication, to set up the website, pay for the domain name and develop the design. 

However, some publications circumvented these expenses, for example, choosing to 

build the website through available publishing tools such as Wordpress (The Big 

Roundtable, Compass Cultura) or Squarespace (Latterly).  

Another expense that seems natural, if not mandatory, for digital publications 

these days is building and managing their own apps. However, this doesn’t prove to 

be the case with digital longform publications. Of the ones that still operate, only 

Deca has a functioning app, and Latterly had one up to its demise, even though 
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Wolford admitted that it didn’t “pay for itself,” even considering that it was 

developed for the publication for free by developers who wanted to have a 

functioning product to show future customers (personal communication, January 26, 

2016). The Atavist, which initially was developed primarily as an app (mostly 

because, according to the subject, the Web didn’t have the same design opportunities 

at the time the publication was launched), discontinued its app several months ago, 

citing too many technical difficulties and a frustrating process of submitting new 

iterations of the app to Apple. Explained Ratliff,  

“I think what was proven overtime is that having a freestanding publishing 

app is just incredibly difficult…. For a small publication it’s still a lot to ask 

from people to download your app, while most of the things they’re reading 

are already in their social stream anyway.” (personal communication, January 

27, 2016) 

One could also expect digital longform publications to have more multimedia 

stories that require additional expenses for producing videos, audio or design. 

However, most of the publications included in the study do not focus on that aspect of 

digital media. The Atavist positioned itself as a multimedia storytelling publication at 

first, but, according to Ratliff, the publication doesn’t consider this aspect essential. 

Among the publications analyzed, only Aeon seems to be pursuing multimedia stories. 

It has a separate video section on its website, which regularly publishes new visual 

stories. 

One other expense that companies often have is rent for office space. Again, 

that’s not the case for most digital longform publications. Only the ones whose 

business models are dependent not only on the content itself but on a more 

complicated model (be it structural partnerships or movie production) have offices. 
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Others don’t, communicating digitally. The members of Deca are scattered all over 

the globe, communicating through Google Docs and Hangouts. The Big Roundtable 

has one editorial meeting a week, with at least one member usually tuning in through 

a phone call. In general, for those who run digital longform publications, like many 

people in the age of Internet economy, there is little need for an office—work can be 

anywhere where you are online. 

“How Does A Network Happen:” Marketing Strategies of Digital Longform 

Publications 

For any startup, customer acquisition is one of the most important and 

toughest parts of the business. That seems especially relevant to digital longform 

publications since they operate in a highly competitive field and demand more 

resources from their customers than most of the competitors. Hence, precise and 

effective marketing becomes crucial as a primary tool to let the customer know about 

the product and establish a connection between the publication and the audience. 

However, just as in many other instances, even though most of the executives 

admitted the importance of marketing, the overwhelming majority of the subjects said 

that they were struggling to come up with a substantial strategy to market their 

product. “That’s probably not something we’re particularly good at,” Ratliff, of The 

Atavist, said (personal communication, January 27, 2016). “We don’t have the 

capacity to be able to reach all the people we want to reach,” Shapiro, of The Big 

Roundtable, acknowledged (personal communication, January 27, 2016). “I’m 

completely at loss of how to find new readers,” Wolford, of Latterly, said (personal 

communication, January 26, 2016). This sentiment was more or less echoed in most 

of the interviews. 
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There were multiple explanations of this notable disability. First, digital 

longform publications included in the study don’t have any particular niche or subject. 

Narrative journalism is a respected and prominent media genre, but there are just so 

many people interested in it per se. Generally, every story touches upon different 

subjects and issues and needs to be catered to a different audience, which makes 

marketing substantially more difficult. “If our stuff was targeted toward … some 

group of some particular interest, it would obviously be a lot easier to market this type 

of stories,” Ratliff said (personal communication, January 27, 2016). Every story has 

to generate, in Shapiro’s works, its own network, and the executives didn’t seem to 

know any ways to predict which stories were more likely to create larger networks. 

Offered Shapiro: 

“Our marketing strategy is to increase the chances of the serendipitous miracle 

of a network forming around a story and taking out to life on its own. Now, 

that is a really, really unsatisfying way of thinking about marketing, but fifty 

stories in, I’m seeing no patterns.” (personal communication, January 27, 

2016) 

Another explanation of the publications’ inability to create successful 

marketing strategies is, plain and simple, a lack of competence. The publications 

included in this study are run by journalists and in most cases don’t have anyone who 

specializes in marketing on staff, primarily because of the lack of budget. (The only 

exception was Byliner, which did have people responsible for marketing on payroll.) 

It is a sort of vicious cycle: companies can’t do proper marketing because they don’t 

have money, and they may not have money because they don’t do proper marketing.  

All that said, there were numerous marketing strategies that the publications 

deployed, with varying degrees of success. 
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The first and the most widespread one was using social media marketing to 

help the stories reach the readers, promoting them on Twitter, Facebook, Digg and 

other websites through posts or paid advertising. The mechanisms of Facebook allow 

for targeted posts, which presumably makes them more effective when a story touches 

upon issues or events that might be of a particular interests to certain communities. 

Still, it is important to mention that none of the publications has an extremely big 

reach on those networks, at least compared to legacy media that were identified as 

possible competitors. For example, among the publications included in this study, 

Aeon and Longreads have the biggest reach on Facebook, with more than 100,000 

likes (The Atavist has a little more than 5,000; Latterly had less than a thousand), 

whereas The Atlantic has more than a million likes of its page, and The New Yorker 

twice that. Hence it makes sense that, according to some of the subjects, the single 

most important tool for distributing the stories isn’t Facebook or Twitter, but email. 

Almost all the publications have set up newsletters to disseminate their stories. The 

publications also specifically send their stories to aggregators, in particular those that 

specifically filter and redistribute longform journalism, such as Buzzfeed Reads, 

Longform or Longreads; obviously, for the latter, it is easier to disseminate its original 

content, since it already has in place a vast network of customers looking specifically 

for good narrative reporting. 

The second marketing strategy that emerged from analyzing the interview data 

involves social media, too, but instead of using the brand of the publication to 

distribute the story, it relies on personal networks. The logic here is that personal 

connection between the writer and the reader is stronger and more likely to bring the 

consumer in to read or, ultimately, pay for the story. Herman, of Deca, specifically 

mentioned personal social media accounts of the collective’s members, all of whom 
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have had a certain professional success and obtained at least some online following, 

as an important part of the publication’s marketing strategy. The Big Roundtable’s 

editorial team has come up with a special strategy to bring more readers in using 

personal networks. According to Shapiro, each writer whose story gets published by 

the website is asked to share the list of their email contacts, and then these contacts 

are targeted with a personal email that promotes a story by a writer they know and, 

presumably, trust. In its turn, Byliner, which tended to publish more established 

writers with wider followings, tried to create a cooperative network with a bigger 

reach through combining numerous personal networks: if the publication put out a 

new title, all the followers of most notable Byliner authors were alerted. 

The third marketing strategy was to create institutional networks within or 

around the publication that would work as disseminators of the content or to put the 

publication into an institutional network. This is, obviously, the case of Matter, which 

is using Medium as a platform and is using it as a distributional network. Lotto said: 

“Medium is an increasingly valuable distribution tool, because you don’t publish 

something in isolation. The second you publish it, it starts pushing outwards” 

(personal communication, February 5, 2016). 

It is also the case of Longreads, which started building its community of 

members even before it started producing original content. According to Armstrong, 

the publication cultivates the relationships with its members through social media and 

also via perks and gifts such as tote bags or t-shirts. In a way, it is a permanent 

Kickstarter campaign. Said Armstrong: “It’s really about ensuring that we 

communicate to people (on the stories, on our site, on the emails) that they are 

funding these stories directly.” 



 

 80 

The most successful in terms of creating its own network might be Aeon. The 

website’s editorial team heavily focuses on building a community; the website has a 

separate part called Conversations, which is specifically dedicated to engaging the 

readers into communication with the writers and each other. Partly a result of this 

strategy, perhaps, is that the website has “huge support in the academic and cultural 

institutions who see Aeon as a great way to communicate beyond their specialisms,” 

Brigid Hains said (personal communication, February 23, 2016). 

Aeon, however, is a special and, at the same time, symptomatic case. While it 

is built around the same framework of in-depth writing (even though it concentrates 

on essays, not reporting), its business model seems to be substantially different from 

all of the other publications that are included in this study. Even though the 

publications’ representative refused to answer any particular questions about its 

business model, it has been reported that the funds for Aeon are provided by its 

managing director and co-founder Paul Hains, son of David Hains, who runs the 

biggest Australian hedge fund (see “Is Aeon Magazine the best magazine on the 

Internet?,” 2013). Since its launch in 2012, Aeon has been building its network and 

community without having any discernible revenue streams. While Brigid Hains said 

that the publication’s management was “looking closely and seriously at a wide range 

of models for revenue generation and … anticipate implementing some of these in the 

next three to six months” (personal communication, February 21, 2016), it is obvious 

that, from the start, Aeon has been in a unique position in comparison to other 

publications included in the study, and its model, including its marketing strategy, can 

be replicated only if a publication has a substantial start-up budget that is not expected 

to be recuperated in the short term. 
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“No, no, no:” Editorial Decisions v. Business Considerations 

From what has already been uncovered regarding the business of digital 

longform publications, it might seem inevitable that executives have to somehow 

relate their editorial procedures to the economic well-being of their enterprises, 

especially considering that longform stories tend to be particularly costly, whereas the 

funds that digital longform publication have don’t tend to be bottomless. To a certain 

extent, of course, the connection between the two does exist: At the end of the day, it 

is unwise to commission a story you simply cannot pay for. Numerous executives said 

that they acknowledge budget constraints while creating the editorial plan. “Like any 

enterprise, everything we do works within the framework of disciplines, and one of 

these is budgetary,” Brigid Hains, of Aeon, said (personal communication, February 

21, 2016). 

However, it would seem reasonable to expect digital longform publications to 

have more elaborate procedures in terms of estimating the potential value of a story in 

place, since, as has been established, every story more often than not needs to be 

marketed separately. Such procedures don’t seem to be in place. Some executive 

essentially said that it is simply not possible to come up with them, since the 

performance of a story, as well as the transformations it goes through over the course 

of turning from a pitch into an article, is hard to predict and quantify.  

Among those who did admit to at least some considerations regarding the 

potential performance of a story, the most common trait was its newsworthiness; i.e. 

if an article somehow connects with current events that customers in general are 

interested it. When the Byliner team evaluated a pitch, it looked at all factors that 

might affect sales, including the author’s audience of fans, the appeal or currency of 

the topic and the uniqueness of the story, along with its narrative quality. 
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Another consideration is the potential reach of the story, and how it can 

connect with a reader. For example, Shapiro said that the most successful story The 

Big Roundtable had some kind of emotional appeal and a sense of urgency. “It’s the 

obsessive need of that writer to tell that story that is the one key determinant that I’m 

seeing if whether or not this story captures readers’ imagination,” he elaborated 

(personal communication, February 10, 2016). 

However, the most persistent pattern in terms of the relationship between the 

business and the editorial sides of a publication was the traditional journalistic 

principle of a strict separation between the two, the conviction that if financial reasons 

factor into an editorial judgment, they make it somehow invalid. The editorial practice 

of Deca is “shaped more by our journalistic instincts than our business instincts,” 

Herman said (personal communication, January 26, 2016). “I just want to do shit that 

people will actually read and enjoy,” Lotto said (personal communication, February 5, 

2016). “The minute we water down that editorial vision to make room for an 

economic motive, is the minute the experiment is jeopardized and the results can no 

longer be trusted,” Campagna, of Compass Cultura, declared (personal 

communication, February 23, 2016). 

This attitude, of course, is understandable, especially since, as already 

mentioned, all the publications are run by journalists with almost no business 

background. But it still is remarkable. 
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VI. Discussion 

 

 

Both from the analysis above and the recent news regarding digital longform 

publications, it seems that their business models are problematic. Over the course of 

conducting this study, one publication, Latterly, announced its shutdown. Another, 

The Atavist, had significant cutbacks (see Owen, 2015). Matter, according to Lotto, 

will soon undergo unspecified changes; recently, it has been publishing new stories 

only sporadically. 

By combining Christensen’s disruption theory and Porter’s theoretical 

framework five forces to analyze the competition within the industry and evaluate the 

business strategy of companies, I can explain the specific issues of digital longform 

publications. Hence, in this chapter, I will first explain the phenomenon of digital 

longform publications with the help of Christensen’s ideas, and then look at their 

business models through the lens of Porter’s theory. 

Disrupting the Media: Understanding the Phenomenon 

The idea of disrupting all kinds of established markets through the use of 

innovative technology continues to capture the minds of a multitude of entrepreneurs, 

and the founders of digital longform publications are no exception. Some of the 

subjects even mentioned the word during the interviews, with Shapiro, of The Big 

Roundtable, citing “the great digital disruption of journalism” (personal 

communication, January 27, 2016), and Campagna, of Compass Cultura, saying that 

his project “represented a disruption in digital journalism” (personal communication, 

February 23, 2016). 
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Indeed, it seems from the interviews that the phenomenon of digital longform 

publications was provoked by the disruption of the journalism industry created by the 

internet and digital media. The subjects identified a gap that started to appear on the 

market: Because of new economic circumstances, longform content was being 

produced in lower quantity and at lower quality. At the same time, the executives saw 

opportunities to considerably cut costs of production through digital publishing and 

other means (such as not having an office or relying on a very small staff). Hence, 

digital longform publications fit into a general description of disruptive businesses 

offered by Christensen. They aim for lower gross margins, since the size of their 

operations is considerably smaller. They target smaller markets, trying to find 

consumers interested specifically in longform content, and offer simpler, more 

focused products (even though it is true that some magazines are generally associated 

with narrative journalism, none of them prints only longform stories). They create 

more easily and effectively an accessible product, relying on a clean design 

uncluttered by cumbersome advertising.  

The problem, however, is that disruptive intent is not by itself a guarantee of 

success. As Porter (2008) writes: “Advanced technology or innovations are not by 

themselves enough to make an industry structurally attractive” (p. 33). For a company 

that aims to disrupt an existing market to prove successful and sustainable, it is 

important to carefully consider and analyze all the significant aspects of this market, 

such as competitors, suppliers and customers. Moreover, it is equally important to 

properly understand what market a company is trying to enter and disrupt. A market 

strategy might turn out useless if it is designed for the wrong business environment. It 

seems that this is exactly the issue that a lot of digital longform publications have to 

confront. 
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Who Is the Competition? Established Rivals, New Entrants and Substitute 

Products 

According to Porter, companies that try to create a successful competitive 

strategy often make a mistake of not looking beyond direct competitors. In other 

words, they consider established rivals but do not think about new entrants on the 

market aiming for their share of customers and about substitute offerings that 

customers might turn to instead of the company’s product. 

This framework of strategic thinking seems to be applicable to digital 

longform publications. Indeed, it is evident from the interviews that most 

publications, when considering the competition, look first and foremost at established 

rivals (i.e., mostly print magazines, such as The New Yorker and The Atlantic) and 

new entrants—which is only natural, since the publications in question are themselves 

new entrants trying to disrupt the market.  

Substitute offerings, however, tend to be overlooked by the subjects, and that 

might be a key issue here. In fact, it seems that the executives of digital longform 

publications tend to analyze the competitors from the perspective of a producer, not a 

consumer. In other words, The New Yorker and rival digital longform publications 

might be the primary competitors when it comes to acquiring writers and stories. 

However, they aren’t the only ones, or even the most important ones, when it comes 

to competing for the customer’s attention. As valuable and important as longform 

journalism is, it doesn’t represent a product that cannot be substituted by any other 

media. There is no exquisite value in digital narrative journalism that makes it 

indispensable for a customer. It doesn’t serve any specific needs that other types of 

content cannot serve. In fact, any kind of media, from Netflix to Facebook and from 

Buzzfeed to YouTube, can become a substitute offering that competes with digital 
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longform publications for the customer’s time and money. The failure to acknowledge 

and address this larger framework of competitors can partly explain some troubles 

that digital longform publications have with reaching and acquiring customers. 

Subjects, it appears, just fail to identify the relevant industry while developing their 

business strategies. 

Indeed, if we look at the question of competition in this light, a larger problem 

becomes evident, the one of “peak content.” Recent research (TrackMaven, 2016) 

shows that, while brands constantly increase the amount of content that they publish 

in various digital spaces, the level of engagement is actually decreasing; in other 

words, despite (or because of) the abundance of content, consumers are interacting 

with it less. Contrary to what reporters would like to believe, that seems applicable to 

journalism, too, as several media professionals pointed out recently (see Anderson, 

2016; Berger, 2015). Indeed, while the idea of the lack of quality longform content 

might have held true when the phenomenon of digital longform publications was 

born, now, it seems, the industry has to deal with its abundance. The success of 

aggregators such as Longform that filter the stream of narrative stories to deliver the 

best of them to the reader shows this, as do the interviews with the subjects, who in 

several cases mentioned the growing amount of digital longform content. Some talked 

about it with delight, seeing at as a sign of “revival” and “revolution” (Shapiro, 

personal communication, February 10, 2016). Others were less happy. “I think we’re 

creating a longform bubble. I think most of it is actually totally mediocre. And I think 

you can see it, and you can see readers turning away from it as a genre,” Lotto, of 

Matter, said (personal communication, February 5, 2016). This might be a symptom 

of a much larger problem of the industry. Berger (2015) writes, “The ecosystem we’re 

in right now is at highest editorial capacity for content, coupled with a shifting 
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revenue stream away from publishers and to networks and large tech companies.” So 

far, most digital longform publications have failed to acknowledge this as an issue, let 

alone properly address it. 

Where’s the Customer? Creating and Curating the Demand 

In analyzing the interviews and discussing marketing strategies employed by 

subjects, I’ve already pointed out some serious shortcomings that digital longform 

publications have in that area; essentially, none of them has or had a specific strategy 

for attracting, engaging and retaining customers. Porter’s theory, and specifically his 

ideas about the power of buyers, can help us further understand why this aspect of the 

publications’ business models is so important and might contribute significantly to 

their overall success, or lack thereof. For one, the market where digital longform 

publications operate doesn’t seem to have any switching costs for customers; in other 

words, the readers don’t face any fixed costs if they change suppliers and go to 

another source of content. Since there is a lot of free digital longform content, and a 

lot of publications analyzed in this study are trying to build at least a part of their 

business model on paying customers, the importance of audience engagement 

becomes crucial, and neglecting marketing becomes dangerous. 

The power of buyers is even more critical when it comes to products that 

“have little effect on the buyer’s costs” (Porter (2008), p. 30). This seems to be the 

case with digital longform. Indeed, it is hard to imagine a case where a digital 

longform story can affect the economic well-being of a reader—unlike, say, business 

publications, which justify the costs of subscriptions by providing their readers crucial 

information regarding investing and business decisions. This fact makes customers 

even more powerful and additionally highlights the importance of a successful 

customer-acquisition strategy.  
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In 2014, the average American consumer unit spent $2,728 on entertainment, 

according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2014). Determining what portion of this 

money goes to news organizations is beyond the scope of this study. What is evident, 

however, is that although people are willing to pay for content, their budgets are still 

limited. Most digital longform publications that rely on the audience to deliver 

revenue face a tough challenge to squeeze into these budgets, and there doesn’t seem 

to be any kind of develop strategy to do that. Indeed, it is telling that most executives 

didn’t even put much thought into such a crucial aspect of their business as pricing of 

individual stories or subscriptions, mostly relying on established industry players 

(such as Amazon) or fellow competitors to make a decision. 

Another important consideration when talking about demand is scale. For 

digital longform publications, this aspect seems particularly tricky. Byliner, whose 

business model was dependent on the idea of growing of the customer base, wasn’t 

able to achieve the scale at which the publication would make economic sense and 

was essentially shut down. Latterly, which aspired to become sustainable through 

attracting a relatively small number of subscribers, failed, too. In other words, in this 

particular industry, it seems to be equally dangerous both to go big and go small. 

While Porter’s (2008) assertion that “a buyer’s willingness to pay for a company’s 

product increases with the number of other buyers who also patronize the company” 

(p. 27) definitely seems applicable to the case of Latterly, the ways that digital 

longform publications use to create value are still more complicated and also include 

reputational aspects (I will elaborate on that further in the study). However, it is 

important to note that understanding an appropriate scale of the publication, and 

designing multiple revenue streams to sustain this scale, is also important for the 

survival of digital longform publications. 
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The significant complexities that arise from addressing the demand for digital 

longform content make it almost indispensable for a publication to have multiple 

diverse revenue streams. All things considered, it is important to note that the most 

successful digital longform publications do not rely on demand from traditional 

consumers as a primary source of revenue, or at all. The publications that seem to be, 

at the moment, the most viable, such as Aeon, The Atavist, Epic, Matter or Longreads, 

rely on adjacent commercial enterprises or publishing partners as a source of income, 

while also trying to sell the content to nontraditional customers, such as, for example, 

film producers. Other publications that came into the market with a more classic 

model of selling quality content to avid readers have to struggle much more, with 

multiple companies not being able to achieve sustainability. 

The Suppliers’ Dilemma: The Quantity of Good Writing 

“We pay more because we care. … Everybody can pay more if they make this 

decision” said Evan Ratliff, of The Atavist, during the interview (personal 

communication, January 27. 2016). While many other subjects would probably 

respectfully disagree with this statement, it is an important point to make. While 

reporters might not be an extremely powerful group of suppliers (at least judging by 

the criteria offered by Porter (2008)), there are still many good writers out there; and 

since the publications analyzed in this study present themselves as specifically 

focused on quality narrative writing, the stories they publish have to be unequivocally 

good to justify the value proposition created by the publications. Obviously, with a 

model based on dramatically low writers’ fees, as was the case of Compass Cultura or 

Latterly, or on fees that are somewhat arbitrary, as in the case of The Big Roundtable, 

it is harder to attract suppliers who will offer a product that will, in turn, attract more 

customers. In such cases, it becomes extremely important to be able to considerably 
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strengthen the supply using the available staff workforce (i.e., through editing), but, 

considering that digital longform publications tend to spend as few resources on staff 

as possible, that might be problematic, too.  

Digital longform publications require customers to make a significant 

commitment, first and foremost in terms of time, and most of the time in terms of 

money. That is why creating a strong brand is particularly important for a publication: 

a reader might follow a random link to watch a short video or read a small article, but 

they are unlikely to allocate thirty minutes of time to a story unless he or she is sure it 

is worth it. From the analysis of the interviews, it seems that, in case of digital 

longform publications, reputations are built upon themselves. In other words, the most 

successful publications were created by journalists who already had considerable 

weight in the industry and used this influence to create relevant content, develop 

relationships with their audience and establish revenue streams, as it was the case 

with The Atavist, Epic, Deca, or Byliner. This content, in its turn, helped to strengthen 

the brands of these publications, for example, through institutional recognition 

(awards for reporting or top positions on bestsellers’ lists). However, it is much 

harder, if not impossible, to establish such a value chain in cases where the 

publications are started with almost no initial reputational capital, as it was with 

Latterly and Compass Cultura.  

The Power and Weakness of New Entrants: Business Against Journalism 

The importance of having a preliminary journalistic reputation, however, 

presents a certain paradox that might have an impact on the business success of digital 

longform publications. As I already mentioned, all of the publications analyzed can be 

legitimately qualified as new entrants, seeking to disrupt a certain segment of the 

media industry. Even more important, perhaps, is the fact that virtually all the 



 

 91 

executives who were interviewed for this study had considerable background in 

journalism and no background in business. Moreover, in almost all cases, there was 

not one person on staff with any kind of background in business. Overwhelmingly, 

the subjects defined their core competencies as those related to producing content, not 

selling it to the customers, be it advertisers or actual readers. Furthermore, in many 

instances they expressed a notable reluctance while talking about the business side of 

their enterprises; for them, it appears, it was a necessity, a part of the job that needs to 

be done to have the job, but not the substance of their work. It was as if journalism in 

its purest and rightest contradicted business considerations; in many ways, it referred 

to the same old concept of the wall between the editorial and the business sides of a 

company—in times when the media industry slowly, but inevitably is coming to terms 

with the fact that this wall doesn’t work anymore. Remarkably, when asked about 

future strategies, many subjects expressed as much hesitation as they did when they 

described starting their businesses. 

It has to be specified here, however, that the idea of the wall I refer to here has 

more than one meaning. When I say that the wall doesn’t work anymore, I mean the 

idea that was reasonably pervasive in journalism before the age of digital disruption 

and entailed a certain newsroom role structure, in which journalists didn’t have to 

know anything about how the publication they worked for made money. This 

distinction doesn’t appear to be productive today, especially in cases where journalists 

actually become executives. However, the idea that business considerations should 

not influence editorial decisions for the sake of journalistic integrity still seems to be 

relevant; and it is important to note that all the subjects vehemently insisted that they 

did not allow financial reasons to influence journalistic decisions and practices. 
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Of course, all of this is totally understandable; in a way, having a necessary 

professional reputation that allows one to undertake such a risky and noble endeavor 

as digital longform publication goes along with having very high ethical standards 

that by design include suspicions towards business considerations. Digital longform 

publications do an important and noble work that, being a journalist myself, I greatly 

value and appreciate. However, serving the public and publishing great true stories is 

not a business strategy by itself. It is remarkable that, while all the subjects 

emphasized the experimental nature of their enterprises, only a few of them actually 

tried to create unorthodox revenue streams, such as optioning the stories for movies or 

trying to host events, while the vast majority still used the same traditional ways of 

bringing revenue that print media have been using for decades, even if those ways 

were updated to reflect recent developments in technology. 

However, it wouldn’t be fair to be too pessimistic about the fate of digital 

longform publications. After all, while some of them did fail and had to stop 

publishing stories, the majority still stands. And even if it seems particularly hard to 

turn longform stories into a stable source of income, it is also evident that this kind of 

content has exceptional inspirational and reputational value, attracting attention and 

praise, if not money, from both the audience and the press. Indeed, as this study 

showed, some digital longform publications, such as Matter or The Atavist, use the 

stories first and foremost to create this reputational value that then can be monetized 

indirectly through, for example, attracting more customers to the software that was 

used to produce the highly inspirational content. That might be a hopeful model that 

could be further explored. 
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VII. Conclusion 

 

 

This study describes the business models of digital longform publications and 

analyzes the key aspects of their design, using the framework of Porter’s theory of 

five competitive forces that shape strategy. The results show that the success and the 

potential impact of this new type of journalistic enterprise might not be as significant 

as the press covering it would like it to be. Even though the executives of digital 

longform publications consider what they do an important and daring experiment in 

the media industry, only a few have actually come up with economic strategies that 

can truly be called experimental and innovative. Most publications analyzed in the 

study still approach their operations in a traditional way, trying to build it by offering 

content to customers through subscriptions or individual sales. Others by themselves 

do not appear to have sustainable business models at all, relying on parent companies 

or partners to fund them. The evident lack of sophisticated marketing research or deep 

understanding of who the customers are might eventually lead to considerable 

financial troubles, which some of the publications in question did in fact experience. 

That’s not to say that the results of this study are completely discouraging. 

Some publications have been trying new ways of designing their operations and 

bringing in revenue, and they will probably continue to do so, even though results 

remain to be seen. And while some publications were forced to shut down their 

operations because of financial reasons, the majority of them still stand. It seems 

accurate to say that the phenomenon of digital longform publications might exist not 

because of the new economic environment of the digital media industry, but despite it. 

But it does exist, and even though it might have to do more with professional 
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enthusiasm, love for deeply reported and masterfully narrated stories and a sense of 

journalistic duty in those who create and run these publications than with innovative 

business approaches, this phenomenon is remarkable and deserves to be further 

studied. Indeed, as many subjects repeatedly pointed out, this is an ongoing 

experiment, and even if its results are not too impressive so far, it is still going on. 

Of course, this study has its limitations, and timeliness is one of them. If the 

interviews had been conducted, say, two years ago, the picture they would have 

painted would probably have been much more optimistic. As I already mentioned, 

digital media is a fast-moving environment, which means that the state of affairs in 

the industry can change swiftly and is highly dependent on what other important 

agents operating in this environment do (note the impact that the arrival of iPad or the 

launch of Amazon Kindle had on digital longform publications). While this study tries 

to present the current state of affairs in the digital longform realm as accurately and 

thoroughly as possible, its results should not be treated as a prognosis for the industry 

it describes: In the digital age, the future is never certain. 

Other limitations come with the methodology that the study used. While the 

semi-structured, open-ended, in-depth interviews that were conducted with the 

executives of digital longform publications provided many insights into the business 

models of these publications, the interviews first and foremost captured how these 

business models are perceived and thought through by the executives. And their 

personal perspectives and other considerations might have impacted the way they 

presented and framed the data. It also has to be noted that money obviously is a 

sensitive topic, and some subjects didn’t elaborate on certain questions or refused to 

reveal certain information they considered proprietary, which put further limitations 

on the study. However, one of the purposes of this study was indeed to understand not 
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only what business models of digital longform publications are, but how they are 

designed by the executives.  

As a researcher, I also had a certain bias that may have an impact on the study. 

Being a journalist myself and having a considerable inclination toward literary 

journalism as a genre, I want digital longform publication to succeed and proliferate 

on the Internet. However, the data mostly showed that this is not the case, and I was 

trying to be conscious of my own bias while analyzing it. 

The study contributes to the growing body of existing research in business 

models of digital media and specifically in digital longform. While Macnamara 

(2014), Kaye & Quinn (2010), Cook & Sirkunen (2013) looked into the effects that 

the internet and digital environment have had on the media industry in general, 

describing how previous revenue models are transformed and challenged by new 

conditions and how new revenue models appear, this research offers a specific and 

detailed analysis of a particular journalistic microindustry, allowing us to see how 

general trends and strategies defined by the aforementioned studies work on the 

ground level and how media executives actually implement them. On the other hand, 

while some research (see Lassila-Merisalo, 2014; Chibana, 2014; Arnold, 2014 and 

others) studied how the digital environment changes the presentation, design and 

delivery of longform narrative, the business aspects of digital longform publications 

have so far been discussed mostly in nonacademic context, without properly 

established methodological and analytical procedures. This study seeks to be one of 

the first attempts to look at one of the most widely debated subjects in the industry 

from a scholarly perspective. 

Of course, this study is by no means exhaustive; if anything, it calls for further 

research in this new and complex area of the media industry. For one, building on the 
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results of this study, scholars could analyze the actual content of different digital 

longform publications to understand how the success of a publication relates to the 

quality and substance of stories. Then it would make sense to compare digital 

longform publications to their print counterparts to understand whether the strategies 

and struggles of the companies analyzed in this study are specific for a digital 

environment, or whether the same patterns can be discerned in legacy media, too. A 

new generation of print magazines that focus on longform journalism calls for 

analysis and comparison with digital longform publications, too. 

Considering all the data presented and analyzed above, one may be left with a 

bitter feeling after reading this study. Indeed, it appears to highlight many flaws in the 

business models of digital longform publications that lead to significant problems in 

their operations, but it doesn’t offer any solutions to those problems. In many ways, 

such solutions are beyond the scope of this study; indeed, this is another possible 

direction of further research—one that will have to be, by definition, more 

experimental in nature. However, one thing should be said regarding the general 

institutional logic that seems to be behind the aforementioned problems of digital 

longform publications. Even now, many journalists do not seem to perceive business 

expertise as a necessary component for running a successful publication. They see 

themselves first and foremost as makers and artists, not businessmen. Hence, the idea 

that such expertise (for example, consultants and full-time employees with some 

experience in business who are responsible for designing and supervising revenue 

streams and other crucial elements of the business model) should be perceived as a 

necessary cost is not even considered. This institutional thinking should change, and 

hopefully, this study can, even if marginally, contribute to this change. 
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In these turbulent times for the economy and ethos of journalism, it is 

extremely important to understand what business and editorial models do and do not 

work in the digital environment, the possibilities and perils of which are still being 

explored by media organizations. As a researcher and practitioner of journalism 

myself, I have strong hopes that ultimately this knowledge will allow media 

professionals to develop adequate business models and sustainable ways to create 

great resource-demanding reporting in the digital environment without going through 

financial struggles or compromising professional integrity. To a certain extent, that 

seems to be the only option that journalism has. To be able to write great stories that 

serve some of the most essential functions of the media, publications should be 

equally professional, thorough and creative in their business procedures as they 

already most often are in their reporting. 
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Appendix: Interview Transcripts 

Note: the interview with the source from Byliner is omitted, per request of the 

subject. 

Marc Herman, a founding member of Deca 

The interview was conducted over Skype and then, when technical difficulties 

proved to be unbearable, over the phone on January 26, 2016. It has been very 

slightly edited for clarity. 

— How did you come up with the idea of Deca? What was your 

background, and how did it all start? 

— It started after the Kindle Singles program started on Amazon; I think it 

was 2011 or something. And there was a lot of interest at the time in other models for 

doing longer stories that were having a hard time finding a home in traditional 

magazines, which were suffering economically, and there were a lot of cutbacks, 

particularly in foreign coverage. There weren’t budgets. So Amazon brought this 

technology, Kindle, and started creating their own little publishing companies, and 

Kindle singles was one of the things they did. But that was very… [Connection 

interrupts.]  

So I did one, I was lucky enough to be selected for this kind of creative thing 

they were doing, and as a result a lot of reporters called me and asked what the 

process was like and, you know, frankly, whether it was self-supporting economically 

and all that. One of the people who called was this guy Stephan Farris, who is a 

reporter for BusinessWeek and Time in Rome. So we talked about it, and I told him 

that essentially I didn’t think that it was a viable model for a freelance journalist 

working alone. Because you have to deal with marketing, you have to do a lot of work 

by yourself, and if your story sells well, that’s great, but if it doesn’t, then you’re 
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taking too much risk, and not every story is going to work, so I didn’t feel it viable. 

But a couple of months passed, and I wrote to him and said: Well, do you think it 

would be possible if a group did it and try to spread the risk around, in terms of 

marketing et cetera? So we bounced this idea around, and it seemed to make sense to 

him, so we talked to a couple of others. … That was really the germ of the idea, the 

actual idea of it being more of a collective and the things that more closely identified 

to what we were doing came once we started talking to more journalists, and more 

people signed on, and the idea really grew more out of conversation of five or six of 

us. And now there’s 11.  

— Can you elaborate a little bit about the economic circumstances of the 

industry that led you to the idea? What were the hardships for narrative 

journalism, why did it become tougher to do? 

— At the time, and it’s still true for the most part, there was this paradox with 

print stories. Print magazines were paying sort of competitive rates. There were… 

And the digital sites weren’t. To give you an idea, if you wrote a 1,000 words for 

national American magazine, you’d get $2,000-2,500, something like that. And if you 

wrote the same amount of words for the website of the same magazine, you’d get 

$150, $300, or, if you were doing really well, $500. So the paradox was that fewer 

and fewer people were reading the print editions, and more and more people were 

reading the digital editions. So you had to choose between making a living and paying 

the bills and being read by wide audience. And that was a ridiculous choice. The print 

stuff would never catch on, because nobody was reading print anymore, but if you 

tried to work for digital, you’d need to do so much more to make the same amount of 

money that you just couldn’t do your work. So you know, for that reason the idea of 

writing these 12,000-15,000-20,000 words stories and putting them on Amazon which 
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has this enormous audience of people looking for this kind of material and selling it 

for $3 is a really interesting idea, because you need to sell only 300-400 for it to start 

looking as a $1000 thing, [the amount of money] that you would have gotten for the 

print story. And there was always this book world possibility that you’d have a 

bestseller, and there were a few bestsellers, such as that people were quitting their day 

jobs off of this. So that was the problem that we thought Amazon could solve. That’s 

what we initially thought.  

You know, the economics of these things are really a problem for foreign 

correspondence, because that’s always been a kind of a loss leader for newspapers 

and magazines. You make your money on the sports page, and then you spend your 

money on foreign coverage that is necessary for the reason of public spirit and 

democratic reasons. So that model falls apart without newspapers, and Amazon 

seemed like a solution. That actually didn’t turn out to be true. Four years down the 

road, Amazon didn’t come up with the solution, or at least if they did, they decided 

they didn’t want to pursue it, as far as it seems where they’re going.  

— Why? 

— Well, sales fell off a cliff for Amazon Singles maybe two years ago. It’s not 

clear why they weren’t pushing them more, I would talk to them, but it seems like the 

kinds of things that you would expect even a bookstore to do they’re not doing. Like, 

you know, Deca has published stories about ongoing issues, like migration and 

climate change, and so when there’s a big story and everyone’s talking about it, like 

when the Paris climate deal came through, or when tragedies in the Mediterranean 

around migration were on front pages, which they still are, Amazon didn’t seem to 

present the book within the news cycle. Like, to say: hey, you know, are you reading 

about climate change today because of Paris talks? Well, you can add some context to 
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that by reading this 15,000 words book that we have on the shelf here. They just don’t 

do that. And if you were running a traditional bookstore, you would. You know, if 

something was going on in the world and you had a book about it in your store, you 

would put that book in the window! Amazon doesn’t seem to do a whole lot of that, 

they seem to do what magazines do, which is I have this month’s edition, and you 

have 3 or 4 stories from that month, and then those get replaced by new ones, and it 

just keeps doing. I can’t say I understand it. My suspicion, a complete guess, is that 

they think that their algorithms of recommending books to people will run 

independent to the news cycle, and they don’t really need to push things connected to 

the whatever conversation is happening in the world, that they can just beat that with 

technology. But if it’s what they’re thinking, I would… [Connection interrupts.] 

— So why did you need a collective to pursue this thing? 

— Right, well … The idea is that if we create a ... Let’s see, how I do put 

this… [If we create] an identity around the stories themselves rather than around 

individual writers we can, we can do that. I mean, there’s been this notion going back 

to popularity of blogs that writers have to brand themselves and all that, and I suppose 

it’s true, I’m no expert in any of that, but it places a lot of responsibility on the writer 

to do many many, many things that we didn’t use to have to do. And you know, 

reporting 10-15,000 words about a complex international issue is a lot of work by 

itself without having to be a marketing professional, and occasionally a photographer, 

and et cetera, and a cover artist. It’s honestly just a way to say, like the magazines and 

book publishers do: you know, here’s a mark of quality, something you can trust. It’s 

also, to be perfectly honest, a way, not what social media platforms are so important, 

it’s a way to sort of channel what we all are doing into one place, so that a user 
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doesn’t have to find each of us individually, he just needs to find this entity. You 

know, this is what photo agencies did. 

The reason we came up with Magnum example initially is that at that time, in 

40s and 50s, the key technology there was 35mm film and faster developments 

processes and the ways to send pictures around the world, but the lead innovation was 

that they figured out that they could keep rights to their images, take a picture and sell 

it five times. It was a big change at the time to say that you’re not a contractor for the 

Life magazine or something, but a creator of your work and you’re licensing your 

work. That was huge, you know. So this is a way for us to do the same thing. Text, for 

whatever reason, is just taking forever for it to catch on. Even though the recording 

artists have been doing that for a long time. … You know, I’m sort of restating things 

that we said several times. 

— It’s totally fine. 

— So they had collectives. In music, particularly hip hop, they figured really 

quickly that if they had groups of people creating music and owning this music, 

they’d have a lot more control of what was going on and they did a lot better both as 

musicians and as businesses. And, you know … writers for whatever reason have not 

managed to make that work, but some of digital technologies have made it attractive 

to give it another shot.  

— From the business strategy standpoint, how a collective is different 

from a more typical organizational structure of a publication? 

— Well, we all own a piece of the company, that’s a big deal. So we, you 

know, it’s not like we’re some Silicon Valley startup where there’s two or three 

people with an idea and they go out and they find some investors to give them a lot 

money, and they go get employees, and then they build this thing and then try to sell it 
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to whoever is looking to acquire. That’s not the plan. Instead what we’re trying do is 

create work. We’re trying to keep doing the work that we’ve been doing this whole 

time, but our normal clients can no longer fund or, honestly, have started to 

themselves need to make more money. Contracts with traditional publishers have 

gotten a lot more graver. You know, if you signed a contract for a particular digital 

story for a Hachette magazine or a Conde Nast magazine, the first contract they send 

you is going to be an absolute mugging. They’re going give you very, very little to do 

a lot of work and then they’re going to keep the rights to it, unless you’re careful 

enough in reading the contracts and you negotiate some of your rights back. And, you 

know, it’s getting ridiculous, it’s becoming very, very difficult to justify writing a lot 

of these stories strictly as a business proposition. You end up doing it as a sort of, you 

know… Again. out of the spirit to serve public interest. And it’s not sustainable. 

That’s fine when you’re trying to break in, but most of us are established journalists 

and established writers and the fact that I’m still getting contracts at this point where 

they’re saying, you know, if someone eventually makes a movie out of this story or 

make an audio recording that I don’t benefit from that at all, that’s kind of a non-

starter. I mean, like a very large well-known magazines! (Chuckles.) One of the 

magazines that everybody is trying to write for, they sent me a contract a few months 

ago, that was a thousand words, $250, all rights, work for hire, and when I said: OK, 

can we negotiate this a little bit? They said no, you’re writing for the magazine or not. 

That’s the sort of thing that happens to you when you’re 22, because they think they 

can get away with it, but by now… I mean, I’m no big famous writer, but I have been 

doing this for 20 years, and I think the idea that I can negotiate some basic copyrights, 

I never have been shut down that quickly before. So you know, it does represent 

change for me.  
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— And why did you decide to create a website and an app instead of, for 

example, creating a magazine? 

— Well, the website is because a surprising amount of subscribers we have 

are reading in a web reader. That’s something that we learned from talking to The 

Atavist who was doing similar stuff, and still are doing. They surprised us when they 

said that a lot of people [do that] rather than downloading an app and reading on an 

app. So in part the website is just a reader. But then again, if you don’t have a website 

you don’t exist. So you know, we sell subscription there, we talk to readers there, 

we’re distributed around the world, so there have to be some sort of digital location. 

— Sure, but why didn’t you start something, say, in print? 

— I think because the idea was that … all trends point towards lots of people 

still reading print magazines, but that for what we’re doing… Being able to distribute 

globally instantly and do design and not have printing costs and all that, it’s all very 

attractive. We sell excerpts of the stories to print publications all the time, but for us 

just to print a magazine and then mail them around the world and translate and do all 

of that would be really costly and just a giant marketing challenge when we can do it 

digitally and it kind of downloads to people’s readers and phones.  

— How did you think and do you think about Deca’s competitive 

advantages for the readers? What are you doing that others do, what needs of 

the readers do you satisfy that others don’t? 

— I think a lot of work is being done that wasn’t being done five years ago. I 

mean, there’s no lack of stuff to read, and for the kinds of issues we’re writing about, 

a lot of international news is being explained a lot better than, say, 10 years ago. What 

we are able to do is follow our own leads and our own instincts and talk as a group of 

experienced journalists about how to approach these stories rather than filter them 
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through the ever narrower keyhole of the magazine cultures in New York, and 

London, and Washington, and San Francisco and you name it. And it’s a totally 

different experience. We’re also editing each other. I mean, it’s another outlet, and it’s 

an outlet that we hope focuses more on the editorial challenge and the journalistic 

challenge to tell these stories and less on the businesses and relationships that you 

kind of have to work through in order to place one of those stories in you know a 

national magazine. A number of place that will let you write 10,000 words about a 

murder in China are pretty small. But that story [on Deca] was able to happen, and 

that generated an editorial about capital punishment in China and America in The New 

York Times, and you know, you can start seeing the needle move a little bit on a 

significant issue of public policy. And you know, to get it in The New York Times 

Magazine, even if a person who’s writing it has impeccable credentials and absolutely 

would have his calls returned by the editors there, it’s still a kind of crapshoot. So you 

kind of have to get this stuff into the public square through a means that you can jam 

up, and this is what we jammed up. 

— This is from the industry standpoint. What about the public? How do 

you know what your audience needs? How did you think about your audience, 

who are the readers and what do they need? 

— Yeah, it’s a really good question. You know, I think, like… Like a lot of 

writers, we’re starting from the notion of a pitch, so you say, what’s the story, and 

you’re proceeding from the story. You’re not thinking, how do I produce something 

that could sell a lot of books, you’re thinking: I’m going to write about tourism in 

Bolivia or migration in Appaloosa, and I’m going to do it in a such a way that it’s a 

good story that people want to read. But I don’t think that we’re leading with the idea 

of trying to follow whatever kind of the trend is. I mean, we’re following big stories, 
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you know, the one that’s out now is about Syria. There’re few bigger stories in the 

world right now than the Syrian conflict. So I think we’re pretty on the ball as to what 

the news judgment is probably running pretty closely to what public interest demands. 

But the way that we’re doing that is pretty much shaped more by our journalistic 

instincts than our business instincts, because our business instincts are those of 

journalists. 

— Did you perform any research into your audience, who these people 

are, what they need? Or is it more based on your instincts? 

— Yeah… I would like to say that we’re doing a sophisticated Warren school 

audience market research and that kind of stuff, but I wouldn’t know how to do that 

and we haven’t done any of it. So I don’t know. We’re definitely paying attention to 

all other projects that are out there, and it’s worth saying that everybody is 

experimenting with this stuff. You know, we all talk to each other. There’s not a lot of 

competition yet. Maybe in the future there will be, but for now we’re like, hey, have 

you tried this? Have you tried that? Everybody knows everybody else. 

— Who’s everybody? Who’s in your niche? 

— Let’s see. There have been a million of so called longform projects over the 

past few years. The Tow Center in Columbia University is doing interesting things, 

we talked to them, they talked to us. Narratively is an interesting project. The Big 

Roundtable is another one. We’ve met with the Atavist a couple of times. At the 

beginning we’ve talked to people at Plympton. Been on panels with Epic guys, if I’m 

not mistaken. We’ve talked to the Latterly people a few times. There’s group in 

Finland doing something similar, [another one] in Denmark. Everybody’s paying 

attention to what’s going on and is trying to figure out this thing in the same way as 

you know big mainstream media organizations are doing the same thing. You know, 
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the New York Times is looking at the Washington Post, which is looking at Buzzfeed, 

which is looking at Vice which is looking at the Economist… Well, I don’t know if 

Vice is looking at the Economist, but it’s going round and round. I feel like everybody 

is still casting about in the dark and seeing what we’ll bump into. It’s clearly 

experimental, we have absolutely no… This all began as a grand experiment, I don’t 

think anybody came into this with a business plan. Everybody came into it, like, how 

do we keep writing these stories, because shoehorning this into, say, Harper’s was 

always hard, but it’s getting impossible. I mean, I’d encourage you to look at some 

traditional magazines where this kind of work used to appear, and still does, and look 

at how they’re funding their foreign correspondence, because you’re going to see a lot 

of taglines at the bottom of the pages that say funded by some foundation or institute 

or whatever. That’s because the only way this work is getting done now is if a 

journalist individually go and find their own funding. And that never used to be the 

case. It used to be the case that if they bought your story, they were committing to 

fund your reporting expenses. (Chuckles.) That’s still the case sometimes, but it’s 

rarer and rarer and rarer and rarer. So one of the things we were trying to do was to 

pay half of reporting expenses for an author at least. 

— Considering what you just said about Syria, when approving a pitch, is 

it important for you as an editorial team to kind of run the stories that touch 

upon the current news environment? How does it work in terms of approving 

pitches? Do you have any kind of business considerations? 

— Yeah, you pitch stories into the group, and the group decides where these 

pitches make any sense and if we want to go forward with that. Really, I think, the 

selection and the curation, if you will, happens at the level of bringing in new 

members. Because we know what people write about. Each of us sort of has a little bit 
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of a niche, some of us are more generalists than others, but for the most part people 

stick to a kind of geographic or a thematic realm. So when we’ve come together as a 

group and we’ve added more people, it’s been to add not just those writers because 

that work seemed to fit and was strong and all that, but also that writer deals with 

issues that we want to be dealing with. Right now there’s nobody writing at all in 

Latin America, and it’s a huge hole, it’s an entire continent. So we’re going to go and 

find that, somebody who writes well from that region, and it doesn’t mean that we 

have a list of issues that we want to be dealt with, but we kind of trust in what will 

organically result from the work of writer that we identify as a kind of in our general. 

… [If they’re] doing stuff that is in our framework, than the problem theoretically just 

solves itself.  

— So was it a kind of criteria of assembling a team, to be as diverse as 

possible? 

— We really did just go from the reporting. You know, at first it was like, who 

do we know and who do we like. We paid a little bit of attention consciously to 

gender balance, but we haven’t gone out of our way to focus on anything the way we 

focused on just the quality of the work. We’re putting in the suggestions of stories the 

way that anyone does, you know, hey, did you read this thing in the Virginia 

Quarterly that came out of Brazil last week, that was amazing, who is that person? 

What’s their story? It’s all come together that way. As it as diverse group thematically 

as we would like? I don’t know. It’s pretty far-ranging right now. Geographically 

we’re not everywhere, but we’re in a quite a lot of place for a group that started on a 

$30,000 Kickstarter. So, you know, we’re doing okay, but we’ve only done a year of 

this.  
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— How does this work organizationwise? Since, you know, there are 11 

people on different continents … is there any hierarchy or procedure? How do 

you main to retain any kind of control? 

— Well, that’s not many people. We have a five-person administrative board 

that kind of deals with the day-to-day and rotates every year theoretically, but 

honestly quite the same people have a little more time showing up so far. But 

everybody pitches in the time that they have, and some people work really hard for a 

couple of months, and then they go out for an assignment, and they disappear for a 

while, and somebody else steps up and takes over for them, and you know. … But 

there’s generally been just this core group of the few that does the day-to-day stuff. 

Everybody edit, everybody write, and everybody vote. 

— Is there point in not having any particular hierarchy, say, editor-in-

chief? Is this the essence of a cooperative? 

— We very quickly realized that we needed a chief operational officer, 

because it was necessary to just have one person to just occasionally crack the Web if 

something wasn’t getting done. To just note that and send an email around and say: 

hey, we were supposed to send out this press release and we didn’t, so who’s going to 

do it? As far as an editor-in-chief, a traditional guy sitting behind the desk in the 

Spiderman comic book, that isn’t really necessary for what we’re doing. If we’re 

going to make a call whether the story should go one way or another, we’re going to 

talk about that, probably over email or Skype or Google Handout, we’re not going to 

wait for one person to make a decision. 

— How did you design your business strategy? How did you come up 

with the decisions on how this thing makes money and what revenue streams you 

use? 
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— No idea. We made a little bit of money last year. Like I said, we didn’t bet 

that far on Amazon, but we assumed that the model was going to be kind of more like 

in book publishing, that we’re going to put out 8-10 titles, and we figured one or two 

of them would sell well enough to kind of subsidize the rest of it. Then Amazon 

Singles kind of fell of the cliff, so that’s not going to happen. We have hits, we had 

three number-one hits in the first eight titles, and we had quite a few top ten and won 

awards and all this stuff, but the sales to get on Amazon number one now would have 

maybe gotten you to the top 10 in 2012, the whole volume has changed. So like 

everybody else, we have to figure out where people are reading now. Even if you just 

look at the growth of smartphones and tablets between 2011 and now, it’s a 

completely different world. So like everywhere else, we’re looking at places like 

Flipboard and Longform and all that, and also at Facebook instant articles, and also at 

Apple News, albeit that seems to be not catching on. You know, there’s a lot of these 

micropayment sites, we’re also looking at the subscription model rather than the sales 

model.  

— Why? 

— The thing is, you don’t need that many subscribers to keep an operation 

like this going. There’s this whole mythology out there that foreign correspondence is 

incredibly expensive. If you’re CNN and you’re flying in with huge amounts of 

equipment and you’re paying satellite access fees and bandwith and all this stuff, 

maybe it is, but to just have one of us go to a place and report, maybe with a translator 

and a car for three weeks and then fly home, and do production and all of that, it’s 

really cheap! It’s much cheaper than to open a really, really, really small restaurant, to 

run this site. So we don’t need that many subscribers to muddle through and keep 

producing this stuff and even you know pay a little bit. 
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— Do you have a ballpark figure, how many subscribers would you need 

to make it a full-time job? 

— Well, let’s put it this way. If I sell a story to, say, the New York Times 

magazine, a national magazine, and they are going to pay me $2 a word, and they also 

are going to pay my expenses, and they’re going to send me to let’s say Egypt for two 

weeks to report, so let’s say the expenses are, I don’t know, $3000 dollars, does that 

seem reasonable? It’s pretty well, honestly. And they’re assigning me 4,000 words. 

So how much is this, $8,000 as a commission for a writer, and another $3,000, so it 

costs roughly $10-12-15,000 to produce this story. If you’re the New York Times 

magazine, it’s going to cost you a lot more, cause they spend crazy amount of money, 

because they make crazy amount of money on their advertising still. So my question 

is, can we produce something like this with similar impact for similar or less money? 

And so far we’ve proven that yes. So the next question is, how many subscribers do 

you need to have your earnings from reading this story bigger than your expenses? So 

let’s say it costs $10,000, how many subscribers would you need paying how much 

money to earn $10,001? That’s the business challenge. So I don’t know, you do the 

math. Let’s say it’s $20, so 10,000 divide by 20 for example, that’s how many 

subscribers you need to break even. 

— But that’s just one story. 

— Yeah, and people subscribe for a year. So you’re going to multiply by, say, 

10 stories a year, so that’s how many subscribers a year you need to break even. So 

doing some very, very, very back of the envelope calculations, but in any case, that’s 

really a few people. It’s nobody, it’s the readership of a small-town newspaper back 

in the ’80s or ’90s.  

— So tens of thousands? 
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— Yeah, you don’t need millions, absolutely. I mean, if you have millions of 

people subscribing at $20 a head, that’s wow! But even if you have a couple of 

thousand people subscribing, you know, down the road, let’s say.… The newspaper I 

worked for when I first started out, a small newspaper in Missoula, Montana. The 

circulation was something like 10 or 20,000. So if you have this kind of circulation at 

$20 a head, that’s a six-figure operating budget already. Right? Like, well over, that’s 

already a fair chunk of money to run for. And does that mean that you’re a startup that 

is going to get bought for millions of dollars? No! Does it mean that you’re going to 

produce, you know, a series of really solid pieces of journalism in the course of the 

year for a remarkably small amount of money? For, like, again, way less than a 

sandwich place would need to run for a year? Yeah, of course, you can do it. So… 

Sorry, that’s kind of a convoluted answer. 

— No, it’s perfect. I have to ask, though: are you getting there? 

— Yeah. We made a … we also sell excerpts, which is also a pretty good 

business, and we’re starting to sell international excerpts, which is also pretty good 

business.  

— Can you talk about that a little bit more? How does it work? 

— Yeah, you have a 10,000 words story, written in English, and you send a 

1,500 word excerpt which sort of boils it down to, let’s see, we’ve had a couple of 

excerpts printed in Internazionale, which is an Italian magazine in Rome, and they 

pay for an excerpt as if it were a regular magazine story, as if you pitched it to them. 

So you do that, and you translate it again in French, you know, we strike deals with 

translation partners, they work as kind of agents for us. We’re just opening that now, 

but we’ve started doing that, and it adds up to a good couple of thousands of bucks on 



 

 120 

top of the whole thing for basically no work, so. You can do an old freelance, if 

you’re selling everything five times. And I do think we’ll get there. 

— How do you do that, do you reach out to these publications, or do they 

reach out to you? 

— Both have happened. We’ve pitched excerpts and people have taken it, 

we’ve typically done that using our geographic distribution, taking advantage of a fact 

that we’re in a lot of places and we know people where we live, because journalists 

are the kind of people who talk to each other. So a guy in Rome talks to people there, 

I talk to somebody in Barcelona, even though Spain isn’t very helpful since they don’t 

have budgets. We had some reprints in South Africa, we have one thing excerpted at 

great length on the cover of The New York Times Magazine, there’s a French 

publisher who has put out an edition of our first story, a French publisher in Paris has 

put out editions of two others, a different French publisher puts out an edition of 

another one, you know. … So that helps. And also there are some people who have 

started translation businesses who are desperate for content, so we make deals with 

them. That’s what we’re doing now.  

— Back to subscriptions things, so how is the base growing and what do 

you do to make it grow? 

— We’re going to do a subscription drive, and we sure hope that the number 

grows as a result of that. Basically we did a Kickstarter, and we spent a year 

producing the stories that Kickstarter would fund, and now it’s time to go start the 

second cycle of this, so we’ll see. 

— So how do you do that. How do you make people care about Deca and 

make them pay, what’s the strategy here? 
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— The way that people are reached for this has changed a lot in the past year, 

and as you could probably predict social media have become much more influential in 

terms of the strategy  than it used to be. You used to, maybe you would tweet, but 

basically you would go to a media outlet who writes about this kind of things, write 

about people starting media businesses, and you would send them a press release, and 

hopefully they would write about you, and as a result of that people would come 

looking at you and hopefully subscribe if they liked what they saw. In our case it was 

a Kickstarter, so we published our first book and launched a Kickstarter at the same 

time, and so people liked it, and they went to Kickstarter and essentially subscribed as 

a Kickstarter donation. The reward that was the most popular was a subscription, so 

essentially it was a subscription drive that we just called a Kickstarter campaign, 

because we didn’t have any kind of infrastructure at all at that point, and Kickstarter 

was really convenient platform to do that. Now the architecture is, you go to 

Facebook, and you buy advertising from them, targeted pretty cleverly, in fact so 

cleverly that it’s creepy, and then you go to Twitter… A lot of the writers have pretty 

wide followings already, because we all published books, and again, none of us are 

massively famous people, but all of us have been kind of a successful writer for a 

while, and we have a certain network of people that will be curious if they see our 

byline on something. So you start going there. It’s the same way you’re selling bagels. 

It’s just… The whole process has gotten a little bit automated, but the trends are still 

moving in favorable directions. It’s a tough, tough, tough challenge, but if you look 

back, say, three years, everybody was saying that everybody has to be like the 

Huffington Post and an idea is to publish as fast as you possibly can, write as short as 

you possibly can, and just get as many eyeballs as you can. Now, you know, with the 

assistance of better analysis of how people actually behave if they read online, that’s 
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not necessarily the only model and probably not the best model, and the best model is 

to have people glued to what you’re writing for a long as possible and to keep their 

attention. And the best way to keep their attention is to tell them a really good fairly 

long story. If you’ve seen a really good movie and it happened to be long, you won’t 

notice three hours going. So if you’re talking about subscriptions and holding 

attention and getting information across, it seems like most of the data is telling us 

that a really well-written 10,000-words story is a viable piece of media these days, 

which is great. Two years ago we didn’t know that necessarily was going to be true. 

Nobody was convinced that somebody would read on the phone for more than 20 

seconds two years ago, and now people are reading entire books on tiny little screens, 

so these concerns are now in the past. 

— So with the first Kickstarter campaign, what did you do to make it 

successful? I think you got even more money than you asked for… 

— Year, we actually more than doubled. We did some press, there was some 

interest in the idea of a bunch of writers forming a collective, that was, you know, just 

on its face created a certain amount of curiosity. We talked to the media world press, 

like Nieman, and they wrote about us, and that got reporters talking, and as you know 

the reporters over the last couple of years spent a fair amount of time talking about the 

future of the industry, so there’s an experiment out there, and everybody talks about 

it, and reporters are a pretty big community to spread information, so they chat about 

it, it’s pretty much guaranteed that more people will hear about it. That’s more or less 

what happened. 

— Do you know the conversion rate? How many people that come to the 

website or download an app actually stay as subscribers? 
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— I can’t tell you that, actually. I have no idea! I’m sure somebody does, but I 

don’t. I can tell you, though, that having done absolutely zero marketing since the 

Kickstarter people keep picking up subscriptions. When there’s a new subscriber on 

the website, we all get an email, and they keep popping up, and I keep expecting it to 

stop, because we haven’t done any marketing really, but it just keeps happening. And 

in some ways that … I mean, I’m not going to lie to you, it’s not that we have waves 

of thousands of subscribers, but the fact is, typically you have to tell somebody you 

exist in order they buy something from you, and in that case we haven’t said a peep in 

months and months, and people keep coming knocking on our door and giving us 

money, so I’m actually pretty optimistic that if we actually try to publicize ourselves 

we might actually sell some things. 

— By the way, how did you come to the price of your subscriptions? 

— Or, I’m just throwing it around right now. I think what we decided to do is 

something similar to what Public Radio does, which is we’re going to say [that] $15 is 

going be the floor for subscriptions, but feel free to give us more money if you like 

what we’re doing. I think that’s probably how we’re approaching it, but we haven’t 

set up the subscription drive yet, so I can’t say it’s certainly the plan. It’s $15 now.  

— One important business decision you did make is that there are no ads 

on the website. Why? 

— Internet advertising doesn’t really pay very much. What could be the case, 

what some people have experimented with, that we’d looked at, is, like what Spotify 

is doing when things are free but they’re loaded with ads, and i  you want to not have 

your thing stuffed with ads than you pay your subscription and the ads go away. This 

model seems to work with music, I’m not sure if anybody tried it with text yet, and 
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I’m not sure we will be the first, but it’s certainly interesting. Selling ads is a big job, I 

don’t think any of us really want to spend our time selling ads. 

— So that’s not ideological? 

— No, not at all. We put ourselves on Facebook Instant Articles, and 

Facebook wants to sell advertising off of us and give us a percentage, we will gladly 

pocket that money. There’s no ideological opposition to making money. (Laughs.) 

— What do you think of potential sponsorships / partnerships then? 

— Right. I don’t think we’ll do sponsored content. We haven’t talked about, 

and certainly nobody has approached us. What’s more likely is that we will go out 

looking for grants to sponsor individual stories. Like, for example, Harper’s and The 

Nation do, when they go to the Knight Foundation and say, we’re going to go out 

there and report on what’s a key issue for you, can you find a story. But sponsoring 

like the way the Scientologists did with this article a couple of years back, we won’t 

do. 

— Well, nobody who has any integrity would, I think. 

— Well, I don’t know. I think the more interesting question is what happens 

when an NGO comes to your door. Photographers do that all the time, photo agencies 

will partner with Doctors without Borders or Red Cross or something. That’s 

something we talked about briefly, and I think we all decided that we won’t get into 

the advocacy question if we could have all avoid it, which so far we have.  

— Just to make it clear, for now your revenue streams are subscriptions 

and media outlets. 

— And we still sell books. 

— What’s the biggest revenue stream? 
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— I don’t know, it depends, it goes up and down with each title. Like the one 

when we sell an excerpt to The New York Times magazine, that brought in more 

money. Then that book ended up being mentioned on a news program, and sales 

spiked for a couple of days. You have to really be looking at this in several different 

ways, because no revenue stream is going to pay for your journalism anymore, these 

times appear to be gone. 

— Do you know which stories did the best and why? Can you predict the 

performance of a story? 

— It’s hard, if I could do that, I would just keep writing that one story over 

and over in order to make money and then fund everything else from that. No, I don’t 

think so. For one, you have to define success. We definitely know that some stories 

sold more than other stories, but then some stories were translated into languages that 

others weren’t, some were excerpted in other places. We had, for example… The first 

story that we put out went to number one on Amazon, paid for its costs reasonably 

quickly and was then kind of a jumping off point for an important editorial, an 

opinion piece in the New York Times by the same author. That kind of hit a trisector, 

when you had sales, public policy influence and a fair number of people reading it. 

That’s a clear success. We had another one that was on the cover of a big Sunday 

magazine and sold pretty wall and was on TV and had public policy implications, you 

know, and I think it paid expenses too, but it’s not like it made a million dollars or 

something, and it didn’t go to number one. Even though in a public sense it might 

have been more influential. The one I wrote, I don’t think it had anything in the U.S., 

but it got translated into French, and Japanese, and I just got a call from a filmmaker 

who might buy it, so how do you define success in this sense? I have no idea. 
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— So when a story makes money, what happens to it? What do you do 

with the profits? 

— 70 percent [go] to the author, 5 percent to the editor, and the remaining 15 

per cent to Deca for operating costs. Subscriptions go 100 percent to Deca, and we 

make money at the end of the year, we all have a little dividend. Same thing with 

excerpts: 75 / 25.  

— So basically 70 precent, and it doesn’t matter if it pays for the 

reporting expenses? 

— No, I mean … Everybody just kind of bets on the stories when the writer 

pitches them, and we say OK, you know, we cap the expenses right now at $5,000, so 

if somebody spends 10 grand on a story, than they find five themselves and Deca puts 

up five. But most of the stories are costing somewhere between $0 and 3000, which is 

not too much, because we’re very well geographically distributed. And we’re also, 

you know, we all still write for various publications, and some of us have day jobs as 

contributing writers and staff writers, so we definitely picking up other work. So like, 

a magazine just last week sent me to France to do a story, and that was cheap for 

them, because I’m in Barcelona, but while there I’m definitely going to use these 

notebooks for work on a Deca story. We tell our clients that, we say okay, well, you 

know, I’m going be there, and everything I’m contracted to do for you I’m going to 

do, but I might stay three more days. Which is a pretty common thing to do.  

— So Deca does pay for reporting expenses? 

— We’re paying half expenses right now, and we hope that we can do well 

enough with subscriptions this year to pay all the expenses, and if not, well, we’ll go 

out to look for stories-specific grants and pay the expenses that way. There are 
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foundations who have the specific issues that each of the stories we work on is 

addressing. We’ll go out looking the same way a mainstream magazine would. 

— When somebody pitches, there is an evaluation of how much this will 

cost? 

— Yeah, pretty much. Again, just like in a magazine. If you pitch something 

to the Rolling Stone, that you would like to go and write something about the 

government of Eritrea, they would probably price that based on how much a plane 

ticket would cost and stuff like that. Whereas if you want to write about Ferguson, 

they will be: oh, this guy is already in Missouri, so it’s going to cost us a hundred 

bucks. 

— How does pitching happen? What do you have in mind when you 

approve a pitch? Do you think about any business considerations, or is it more 

about if it is a good story? 

— It’s about if it’s a good story. 

— What constitutes a Deca story, then? Especially considering that most 

of you work for other publications, too. 

— It’s typically something that’s, again, international. We don’t define 

ourselves as foreign news in the old definition as being that kind of converse of 

domesticness. It’s not like if something passes through the U.S. or whatever country 

the author happens to be living in or from that it doesn’t count. We’re not doing that. 

For example, the first story we did took place in China and Western Canada, and so 

for a Canadian that would be foreign news, and for a Chinese reader, foreign news. 

We’re looking for traditional international features, it’s a world that requires, I think a 

transnational take on a lot of issues that are important now, you know, migration, 

climate, most of the economics that we talk about as international. So it starts with 
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that. It generally has to be narrative. We’re not writing reports, we’re not writing 

inverted pyramids, we’re writing stories about people that read like the sort of classic 

reportage, the stuff that you’re reading in, you know, predictable places like GQ or 

Granta. And … I don’t know. You know what I mean. 

— Have there been any stories that didn’t get approved? 

— My first story was supposed to be about the Catalan independence 

movement, and then I put it off and wrote about a volcano in Indonesia, because that 

story just kept not ending, kept going. I started getting close to my deadline, and I was 

like, it’s not over, I need to wait to see what happens, and that could take years. So I 

didn’t quite kill it, but I took it off the board. A lot of the stories go through a lot of 

rewrites, because one of the things that are really cool about the project is that editing, 

this sort of classic fear of editing by committee turns out to be misplaced. We do 

benefit from each other and we do seem to benefit from each other’s perspectives and 

a lot of institutional memory brought to each of these things. And I think we’re 

producing work that is different from what other places are doing, and it typically 

does pretty well, people respond very well when we put these things out. 

— So basically Deca as an organization has some funds that go for 

reporting expenses? What else? Do you have any marketing budget? 

— We pay a designer for the cover design. We pay a copy editor. We pay an 

audio producer, who is making audio books out of this, and also the same person 

happens to be pretty good at fact-checking. And… What else do we pay for?.. We pay 

an accountant, we pay a bookkeeper. We make money, you know, when we sell 

excerpts and stuff like that, it’s not like we made Kickstarter cash and just have been 

spending it since, we’ve actually made small profit last year. It was pretty weird, but 

we did. It wasn’t a huge profit, but for any business to break even in its first year is a 
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holy miracle. We all got checks, but it was kind of for individual sales for the stories 

we wrote. 

— You’ve mentioned audio books.  

— Yeah, we’ve been asked to do it by readers. People said, can I get this in 

audio, because I prefer to listen to this when I’m on a train or when I’m driving and I 

can’t look down. Also we thought it would be an interesting incentive for a 

subscriber. So if you buy a book, it costs 3 bucks, and you download and read it and 

hopefully like it and buy the next one. But if you’re a subscriber, it downloads 

automatically and maybe you get an audioversion too, we haven’t decided it yet. And 

there’s also the popularity of podcasts that haven’t gone unnoticed. It’s 15,000 words 

stories, it takes a lot of time to read one of these, so if you put out like ten minutes at a 

time, and you release it over the course of a month, you know, maybe that draws 

some attention and people wait for the next episode and all that stuff. We’re recording 

them now, we haven’t put them out yet. 

— Speaking about marketing expenses, how are they allocated? 

— We’ve dabbled in Facebook advertising, we have to get more professional 

at that. We placed an ad in South Africa once, but nothing more than that, in the same 

paper that was running an excerpt. So you know, it’s really small stuff so far, it’d be 

mostly paying for social media bots to go find people that might like what we do, but 

again, we’re at early stages of that. You won’t see our name on billboard, I’m 

confident on that. 

— And you handle it yourselves? 

— Tragically, yes. (Chuckles.) 

— I read that at the very beginning all of you threw in $1000. Did you get 

them back? 
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— I think we’ll all get them back eventually, but we haven’t yet, we haven’t 

asked for them, we’re still in a kind of startup mode. There were nine of us at first, 

and that got us to the Kickstarter, that got us our logo, design, paid the expenses for 

the first book and all of that. So to start a publishing company nowadays pretty much 

costs $9,000. 

— I noticed that, when you were doing your Kickstarter campaign, you 

had lots like “report with us” and “edit with us.” That’s pretty unusual. 

— You’ll be shocked, only two people took us up on that, and we’re actually 

still talking to them. Most people just paid in and said “good luck” and went away.  

— Where did this idea come from? 

— We were honestly trying to think of services that we could offer that 

wouldn’t cost us any money and still be interesting. Everybody told us at Kickstarter 

that whatever you do don’t offer t-shirts and bags, because then you will end up 

essentially in the apparel business, and you don’t want to do that. And it’s true, we did 

try to print some t-shirts and it was a gigantic time-suck. We ended up ending t-shirts 

as a reward for a few people, and that was probably not the best part of what we did. 

Printing t-shirts in small quantities is expensive and time-consuming. Probably the 

next story we do there’s going to be an editor sitting on this whole conversation who 

donated and weighing in on this story on South Africa. 

 — What’s your future strategy? Where would you like to see Deca in, 

say, three years? 

— The goal is to keep our eye on the ball, and keep producing stories that 

otherwise wouldn’t exist that we think should exist. And if we can continue to do that, 

and if we can compensate people enough that they will continue to do the work we 

do, it’ll be a success.  



 

 131 

— Do you think the project can eventually be sustainable? Is it a goal to 

eventually work for Deca and nobody else? 

— No, I don’t think so. I think it’s necessary that the people who did the 

administrative work get some kind of stipend for their time and it’s certainly 

necessary that writers get paid to industry standard, because otherwise whatever 

media is out there in three years will be competition for these stories. We’re not a 

charity, if I write something that I put a lot of work into, I want to be read and fairly 

compensated for it, and if Deca can’t provide its writers with broad readership and 

reasonable compensation, no one’s going to write anything. Because you just can’t do 

it, you’ve got to pay rent. Most of us have small children, we all have the standard 

scrambling through that writers have had for hundreds of years, so we do have to 

succeed financially, or it just stops being a viable way to spend your time. Which 

doesn’t mean that we define ourselves as startup and expect to get bought out by some 

gigantic thing that gets us a billion dollars and we get to spend the rest of our days on 

the beach. It’s not the plan and it’s not likely. What we need to think about is how we 

keep producing good work, and if that work ends up to have more value than you 

know that kind of work ever had in the history of the world, then I’ll call you back 

and we’ll deal with this problem. 

— Was it important for you not to have an office, or was it a natural 

thing? 

— It was a natural thing, because everybody is everywhere. We could, I 

suppose, benefit from a desk somewhere, but actually you know we’ve done pretty 

well. We’re running the whole thing off Google Docs, Gmail and occasional video 

conferencing, and it’s actually working. We see each other every once in a while, 

though, we fly around in unusual amount.  
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Ben Wolford, CEO & Editor-In-Chief of Latterly 

The interview was conducted over Skype on January 26, 2016, several weeks 

before the shutdown of the publication was announced. It has been very slightly 

edited for clarity. 

— How did it happen that you decided to create your own digital 

longform publication? 

— Well, I… I think a couple of things came together at the same time. To start 

with, I think every journalist kind of fantasizes about. What if I own this place? I 

would do things differently. So that’s one thing, but obviously that doesn’t usually 

seem very possible. But there was a brief moment in 2013 when I was living in 

Bangkok and working at The Bangkok Post and I had a lot of time. And obviously 

Compass Cultura, I saw you’re familiar with that, they had just launched in August, 

and looking and what they were… And it was just this guy living in Panama, on a 

beach somewhere. He’s… Seeing what they were doing was kind of inspiring, I was 

like, okay, that’s definitely possible, if I can raise the money we can start this 

publication. And even if we didn’t raise the money, I was still going to put out a 

couple of issues, put in on a credit card or something. It wasn’t going to be that 

expensive. And maybe if I got a few hundred subscribers I could keep it going. And 

ultimately that’s what happened. The Kickstarter was successful, and we’ve got 

almost 300 subscribers now. It’s not quite sustainable, I assume you’ll ask me about 

that later, so I’ll stop there. 

— What was your unique or original idea, the concept? Why did you feel 

the need to launch something on your own? 

— I saw that something was missing in the international news coverage. 

International reporting is very often, at least in English, or I suppose everywhere… 



 

 133 

International reporting tends to be kind of covered in the same way that the wires 

cover international news, where it’s something big and important happens in a certain 

place, and they tell you what just happened, and maybe in a paragraph or two, five if 

you’re really lucky, they’ll summarize what led up to that event. And for me it doesn’t 

tell me anything. I don’t learn very much about the place, I don’t know how the 

people feel about it, maybe I’m not very familiar with country or its politics or 

anything. So to me it’s not very useful. So I was interested in starting a publication 

that would only focus on backstory. So you know, maybe there’s some interesting 

news angle, or something that makes it timely; there’s always something that makes a 

news story timely, you can tell any story and make it relevant. So that’s what I wanted 

to do, and I wanted to focus it on people and go deeper into their lives, because, you 

know, I think… Like a lot of people I’m interested in narrative journalism and literary 

techniques, and I think, as a reader, that’s what people want. I think the news as it’s 

written quite often is boring. But if you tell a story, it doesn’t have to be boring. So 

through longform, through the type of stories Latterly tells we can make it more 

interesting, [make] international news more interesting for readers.  

— I read that you didn’t perform any kind of research, didn’t look into 

your future audience, you just put the website together. 

— Yeah. That’s a character flaw of mine. I just kind of had the idea and 

thought, okay, I can build that in Squarespace. You know, this does not to be a 

complicated website. It doesn’t even need to look like other news websites, because 

what we’re doing is publishing three or four articles a month. So this can look 

different. This can feel like something more elegantly manicured than a news website 

that has ugly ads and stuff. So I don’t know … Squarespace made it extremely 

possible for me to just kind of build it in an afternoon. So that’s what I did. As far as 



 

 134 

the concept and the market research, um ... Laziness, I don’t know? It takes time. I 

don’t know how to do market research, I would have had to research how to do 

market research. Someone would have had to persuade that doing market research 

would have had the product somehow. And in my view, good journalism is good 

journalism, and I could see that there was a gap in this type of … There was no other 

publication like it, there was some similar, like Compass Cultura or Deca. To that 

extent I did know what was out there.  

— But you still saw a niche for you. 

— Yeah. And I don’t think anyone, neither The Big Roundtable, nor Deca, no 

any of these publications is so popular that they dominate the market. You could have 

400 Latterlys and I think you’d still find readers. Whether you’d be able to … I don’t 

know, marketing is a separate issue that we struggle with. 

— So the question is if you’re able to provide for yourself doing it. 

— Yeah, and that was the only criteria to me. If we were able to do it, than 

great, and if not, I’d shut it down after three months and wouldn’t feel bad. That were 

my thoughts going into it. 

— Latterly is still presented and structured in issues, which makes you 

wonder why, and why didn’t you start a print publication? 

— Well, the costs. It was virtually free and remains essentially free to produce 

it. I did have developers build a site, and they were a startup, and they wanted an 

example, so they built it for free. So that was huge … Also a subscription 

management system we use, it’s proprietary to them. They developed it and 

implemented it on our site. We have some really cool features that would have cost a 

lot of money and we just got lucky with that. 

— So the subscription system was developed for you for free too? 
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— They developed it prior to us, and so we use it. So yeah, even if we have 

paid for all of it what it would cost would still be less than a print publication.   

— Then why issues? 

— The idea of that is that Latterly is kind of different from other things you 

would find on the Web. And that’s how we want to show that. This is something that 

takes time to produce, it’s well thought-out, we plan each monthly issue deliberately, 

it’s not just like the rest of the Web where we just cover the day’s news and we throw 

it up there and we cycle it through with sponsored content and other stuff, and the 

next day we replace the front page with something else. It makes the news feel cheap 

if the stories disappear into the ether in a day or a couple of hours. And obviously 

that’s the news, that’s how other sites work, we just wanted to distinguish ourselves 

that way.  

—  What you’re talking about is how Latterly is different from news 

website. In this particular niche of digital longform, do you feel like you have a 

kind of, I don’t know, competitive advantage, speaking in business language, 

compared to The Atavist, or Deca, or others? How’s Latterly different from 

them? Or it’s not that important? 

—  It’s a good question. Um ... (Pause.) I mean, at first I thought there was 

going to be more of a difference between Latterly and Deca, now I’m not so sure, 

because a lot of what they publish … I mean, their stories is approximately the same 

length as ours. I thought they were going to publish books or whatever, but you read 

them in 45 minutes like ours. So that’s similar. You know, I think people … The 

stories are different. Deca stories are truly narrative, they draw from journalists who 

are kind of I mean the journalists who write of them kind of have following on their 

own, they brought their own readers to Deca. Whereas Latterly, you don’t come to 
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Latterly because of the writer, you come to it because you know about Latterly. In 

terms of the Big Roundtable, it’s very similar, the business model is the only thing 

that’s different. I think we all are trying to experiment with the different model. And 

actually we’re … I’m kind of debating whether to go to something like what they do, 

when there’s no paywall. And we simply solicit donations rather than blocking people 

and potentially alienating people, so I don’t know … I wonder how they’re doing.  

— From what I read it didn’t seem it worked that great. 

— To be honest with you, I’m not sure neither of this works. I was very 

optimistic going into it, we have had a very good run, but we’ve plateaued, our 

subscribes basically stopped growing. 

— At what point? 

— About 12 months into it we’ve basically hit the ceiling. I don’t know if 

that’s how much interest there is in Latterly, and you can’t reach more than that… I 

suspect… We’ve about 275 subscribers, at our height we had 310 probably, it would 

change every day. A lot of the people we’ve lost is because of our credit card 

processing, we use Stripe and they have very high security, and this isn’t the only 

reason people dropped off, but a lot of them were stopped being auto-renewed, 

because Stripe needs that little number at the back of the card, and some credit 

companies will block the transaction if they try to bill the credit card… It doesn’t save 

the security code for security purposes, so some companies would block the 

transaction because it doesn’t remember the code. So you know, stupid stuff like that 

causes people to leave, I’ve sent an email to ask them to come back, but maybe they 

didn’t read Latterly as much as they did, maybe the email went to spam, there are just 

so many reasons that subscribers drop off, and we’re not gaining subscribers at that 

rate to replace them. And I suspect that the only way… I think that everyone who 
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would be really interested in that kind of stuff has heard of us already, through 

Twitter or social media. This is people who are seeking it, maybe 5 percent of readers 

who found out about us and are interested. And I think to reach that next tier of 

people who might be interested but are not actively seeking that stuff you have to 

spend money to reach them, or you have to have a lot of time and manpower to … I 

don’t know, marketing isn’t my thing, but there needs to be some extra thing to reach 

this people, and we don’t have that. 

— So for now you’re not doing any marketing at all? 

— Just social media, you know, standard stuff. I mean I would love to like 

banner ads on similar websites, whatever. Frankly, what I need to do is to hire 

someone who knows. 

— That would make sense. But you’re not doing that because… 

— We don’t have the money, yeah 

— But you bought Compass Cultura recently, what was that about? 

— That was primarily to get their subscribers, we bought their subscribers as 

well. So we would have to stop publishing in August but we bought them … We 

might have gone a little beyond August, maybe October at the latest. But when we 

bought them we had acquired … They had 170 subscribers or something like that, so 

they came to our system and we started billing them every month. Most of them 

stayed. That bought us more time. We’re essentially sustainable now, now it’s just a 

question of whether I want to keep doing this and subsidize it with Latterly Creative, 

which is this side-project… 

— Let’s talk about. 

— Late last summer, early autumn … You know, we spend about $1300 a 

month, we earn about $500 to $700 per month depending on how many people donate 
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aside from their subscriptions. Some people just donate money. So there’s this hole 

that we need to plug each month. So I’ve started looking for ways to do that. There’s 

a newspaper in Italy called Il Manifesto, and they were trying to build an English-

language publication. They called it Il Manifesto Global, it’s an English-language 

international news website. They wanted someone to translate it, edit the stories, 

commission new original articles for the site. And they didn’t have anyone in house to 

do this and they didn’t want to hire a new employee for whatever reason. So I was 

connected to them via the people who developed our website. They also developed 

the website for Il Manifesto. And so through the recommendation they contracted 

with me, and I have subcontractors I use, but they pay us an amount of money each 

month, and part of this goes towards Latterly to fill in this gap. So I believe this is 

scalable, I think other foreign language newspapers might have an interest in English-

language news. So it’s in the beta mode now, but once it’s launched, we’re going to 

start pitching other foreign language newspapers. I think there’s probably also a 

market for this kind of thing for airline magazines, a lot of them don’t have very good 

websites. So there are different ways to make money kind of on the periphery of what 

most people will think about in publishing. You know, it’s a pretty new concept. So 

I’m trying that now, and it’s working, I’m busy, Latterly is subsidized. So it’s just a 

question of how long will I let this along and what I need to change to have Latterly 

grow more. So that’s why I’m thinking right now about dropping the paywall and 

trying something new. 

— So how do you make money for a living? Does Latterly Creative help 

you to do that? 

— Yes, that’s most of my income now, yes. 



 

 139 

— Speaking about paywall, why did you go with this strategy in the first 

place? 

— Similar to the rationale of the monthly thing. When we put a paywall that 

says, look, this information has value, this is worth paying for, it’s not just free stuff 

you’ll find on the web. So it’s kind of trying to get people in the mindset that this is a 

valuable product.  

— And how did you come with the pricing strategy? Why $3 a month? 

— It just seemed like a number … It’s something that I would pay, and it sort 

of fits with what other people were already doing. Like, Compass Cultura was $2. 

Deca [is] $15 a year for 12 stories. So it was a little more, but I thought it was still 

low enough for people to say, like, okay, I’ll pay for that. It’s very difficult to get 

people part with even $3 of their money, but … Yeah. It’s cheaper than a lot other 

publications. And sometimes people say it’s way too expensive and they can’t pay 

that, you know, by the end of the year it’s $36 a year, so … It depends on, you know, 

people have a certain of money that they spend per year on media. If they have a Time 

subscription that’s $15 a month, they have a New Yorker subscription, $75 a year, 

they buy books. And if they don’t have time to read, it might not be worth it to them, 

so.  

— At the outset, did you think about it as a business at all, or was it just 

an experiment? 

— I definitely approached it very naively, as a journalist, thinking: this is 

important, this journalism will be very high-quality, and the money will just come. 

Once people … If you can build a business, that’s very good, and you don’t have to 

worry about money! And that’s absolutely false, it’s the stupidest thing. I’m surprised 

actually we’ve made it this far, and I’ve learned a lot about business along the way. 
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— What, for example? 

— Um … I mean I’ve learned … I have had to make a budget, I’ve had to 

weigh costs and benefits. When I started off, I was paying a lot more, for example. I 

paid $850 for one story, and I don’t do that anymore. I will never not pay a journalist 

for a story, but I don’t pay more than $300 now. I’d like to, I paid $350 recently, but I 

don’t pay less than $300, I think that’s immoral. (Laughs). I already feel bad paying 

$300. The main thing I learned is that business is brutal, and not fair, and to do well in 

business you have to, to some extent, leave your ego, and your ethical considerations 

that you made without the influence of money get corrupted when you do have to 

consider money. Like, I don’t mind asking people for money now, whereas before I 

was extremely averse to selling something. It’s essentially sales. And I’ve kind of 

gotten over my repulsion to sales. 

— How do you balance the fact that you don’t pay super competitive 

rates when you need stories that are super competitive? 

— That’s a good question. I mean, it … Well for us, we’ve had … Actually 

the answer to that is that I’ve put way more time on my own into working with less 

experienced journalists. To make the stories competitive and better and worthy of 

Latterly. At the same time I’ve got very lucky with finding a core group of journalists 

who believe in this thing so much, and maybe they’ve got a story they wanted to do 

that they haven’t been able to pitch but they think needs to be told, and I’m willing to 

give it a chance. My main metric of whether to run a story is if it’s interesting to me, 

and if it is then I’ll shape it, and I think most stories can be worked with, you just 

have to find the thread. So I just kind of put a lot more time into working with stories 

and seeking out people who believe in Latterly and who have come to me. That said, I 

can easily imagine that if I had the money to pay, you know, $10,000 to a brand-name 
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journalist it would probably, it might pay for itself eventually. You know, if Latterly 

was able to scoop something, get a story that gets cited by The New York Times or 

something. That’s a scoop, and you know … If we would have broken Assad 

chemically bombing people, we probably would have been in a different situation. 

Maybe, I don’t know. 

[Impertinent discussion about rates and currency values.] 

 Honestly, most of stories we run come to be via pitches, instead of soliciting 

stories. There’s a guy in India that pitches me all the time. 

— Yeah, because in India that’s good money. 

— Yeah, and he travels! You know, I’ll pay him $400, and he’ll travel to the 

other side of the country, spend a couple of days reporting the story. That’s very 

unusual. Most of people who write stories for us are reporting something else, or 

reporting along the lines. So they just are getting a little extra money for their work. 

— Speaking about pitching, you said that you think just about if the story 

seems interesting to you. So you don’t think about, I don’t know, a potential 

performance? How do you consider a pitch? 

— I think things that make a story great don’t have anything to do with… 

Well, that’s not to say it doesn’t have anything to do with the way they perform, but 

you know, if a story is good, if I can see that something is compelling, dramatic, 

that’s enough for me. I think people will enjoy it. Maybe you’re asking about … I’ve 

heard about publications that now don’t really care so much to see you outline, they 

just want to see your headline, and I’m like what?! Are you crazy? Headlines today 

don’t even match with what the stories are about. We write headlines solely for 

purposes of SEO and clickworthiness, so I mean … And in that sense, no, I don’t 

care, I reject it wholeheartedly, maybe to my detriment. But also you know, we’re a 
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publication that’s not really going for social media sharing, because our stories are not 

really conducive to that. People aren’t on Facebook because they want to spend 45 

minutes reading something about Western Sahara. We’re for a certain type of person, 

and the people who subscribe … Usually if they subscribe they want to read an issue 

and see what’s in it. So when I think about whether a story is worthy of Latterly, it’s 

more about whether it’s edifying, is it compelling, will I want to finish the story. 

Because if I want to get to the end of it, probably my readers will get to the end of it.  

— So you said that probably people on Facebook don’t want to read this 

thing, who does then? How do you think about your audience, do you know it, 

how would you describe it? 

— A lot of our audience are journalists. And when I say people of Facebook 

don’t want to read it … Yeah, I mean it’s a huge thing, but the reason you’re on 

Facebook, a Facebook mindset, is just to check in and maybe you have ten minutes to 

spare and you just kind of it … You know, I do it compulsively. So you know, my 

friends on Facebook are probably interested, they are just not interested when they are 

checking Facebook. Email has been our most successful area, cause you know, you 

can save it for later, pocket it or whatever, our app does it very well, so people just 

have our app and they can check it out. But yeah, so our readership is mostly … A lot 

of journalists, a lot of people who work for NGOs, a few PR people, most of the 

people have some interest in global affairs, and that’s why they’re subscribed. That’s 

just based on looking at who’s subscribing and stalking them. 

— So do you have any idea of how to find new readers? 

— Well, what do you think? (Laughs.) The short answer to that would be no. I 

would love to learn a secret to that. Honestly, I’m a complete loss of how to find new 

readers. I don’t know where they are or how to get them to be hooked. Cause it’s kind 
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of like… The problem of longform is that you can’t… There’s a huge initial 

investment that you have to make of your personal time to decide whether or not to 

trust of publication. And people understand that the investment is there, and they’re 

not often willing to sit down and make it. Because they already know where to get 

good information, and they get it from Longform, or Longreads, or whatever, people 

who are aggregating this stuff on various websites, and they trust them. We’ve been 

featured on those a couple of times, and it’s sometimes we get a few new subscribers 

when they feature us. That’s probably the best place to find new subscribers, if I could 

find a way to get more people to aggregate us, to vouch for us. We had a story about 

homicides in Chicago written by a crime reporter, and one of the Chicago blogs said 

this is important, you have to read this story. And we got 10 subscribers immediately, 

within a couple of hours that story going up on our site. But that’s difficult, that 

demands that I choose story based on who aggregates us, and you know, I’m not 

gonna do this, I don’t think that’s fair to writers. 

— And it’s hard to predict. 

— Exactly! Occasionally, when we run a story that I think people in a certain 

locale would be interested in … Like we did a story from Iceland, so I sent it to every 

English language Icelandic news site, four of them, and not one of them picked it up. 

So you know, that’s … It’s a mess. 

— All that said, your initial Kickstarter campaign worked well. How did 

that happen? 

— We went about that very scientifically, my wife and I. She did a lot of 

research into what makes a good Kickstarter campaign, and they have very good data, 

so we saw, if it has this, it does well, if it has this, it does well. Like, the video has to 

be very personal, and you have to have a video, if you don’t, it doesn’t work. You 
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have to have a lot of donations upfront, so you have to … Campaigns that hit a certain 

dollar amount in the first day are 75 percent more likely to succeed. So we made sure, 

we talked to our parents and said, hey, if you’re going to get to this, you have to do it 

immediately. We lined up donations that we knew would go right away. And when a 

Kickstarter sees that a thing is very popular right away, they put it up on the front of 

the website, so that helped a lot, that we were a staff pick. Kickstarter liked us and 

promoted us, so that was helpful. And you know, we plumbed our networks, that was 

my first experience really begging for money. It was very uncomfortable, but I got 

some people come out of the woodwork, people I worked with or went to school 

years ago. They were like, yeah, this is great, man, do it! 

— How do donations work now? 

— It’s mostly subscriptions now. We get between $10 and $100 a month in 

donations. Some of them are just one-offs, people who come by and don’t subscribe, 

but are like, oh yeah, this is cool, I’ll give this a little bit of money. 

— With all that, have you considered advertising? What’s your position? 

— It wouldn’t do us any good. We only get like 5,000 clicks a month. So 

that’s … Maybe if we drop a paywall we might get more clicks, but I don’t think 

we’d get dramatically more, if anything we might double the clicks, if people see one 

story, and then they go to another really quick. Right now you hit a wall if you try to 

do that. So if we drop a paywall, we could go to 10,000-15,000 a month, but that’s 

still nothing, advertising revenue for that kind of traffic would be like $5. 

— So it’s not ideological? 

— It also is, but for us it’s irrelevant. I mean, when you’re writing stories 

based on how many clicks they’re going to get, based on … You change your 

headline to make them click, you make your stories shorter, because people are going 
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to click away very quickly. What Quartz is doing is pretty genius, you scroll 

seamlessly from one article to the next and you don’t even notice, and suddenly 

you’re reading a sponsored story hardly noticing it. So sites like that, they have a 

marketing power, cause they are owned by the Atlantic Media, and they can get the 

traffic, and they have brilliant design, and the whole production is made so that our 

eyeballs and our attention spans are sold to someone. And I don’t like the idea of 

selling my readers attention. 

— So theoretically you wouldn’t consider sponsorships or partnerships?  

— That I would do. If we got a grant from the Knight Foundation, absolutely. 

I pitched them and was rejected, it’s very hard to get grants. But I’m trying to work 

out some sponsorships, we’ve got very small amount of money from it, but you never 

have some rich guy saying, “Hey, I will just subsidize this if you get my company’s 

logo on your sponsors page.” I would consider that. But that’s different, I think. 

Different from putting an ad in the middle of a story. So I think the placement 

matters. With sponsorship, you’re not selling the reader’s attention, they have to 

search to see who’s sponsoring you, and the benefit to the company isn’t very great, 

the reason they would do it is because they believe in the product. 

— What’s your conversion rate, how many people who came to the 

website become subscribers? Is the flatline because nobody comes or nobody 

subscribes anymore? 

— Nobody subscribes anymore. Let me check my stats. I honestly haven’t 

checked these in a long time. Honestly I’m not too interested in clicks. So, I look at 

the subscriptions, they’re flatlined. But I don’t know my conversion rate now. It used 

to be around 1 or 2 percent very early on, let’s see … It’s less than 0,5 probably. We 
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get about an amount of subscribers to kind of offset unsubscribes, so I don’t know 

how you’d call it. It’s basically a zero, you can call it zero. 

— You mentioned somewhere that a budget for an issue is $2,500, how 

did you arrive to this amount? 

— That was earlier. Right now it’s about $1,300. So before we ran four 

features per months and paid anywhere from $300 to $800. And now we’re doing two 

features and a column from me and a photo essay, so we’re paying $200 for a photo 

essay, $300 a piece for longforms. That was just an effect of me trying to keep it 

sustainable and doing longer.  

— So the most subscribers you have the bigger budget you have 

— Yeah, basically. 

— And in terms of staff it’s just you. 

— Full-time staff it’s just me, yeah. I mean, the stories are all freelance 

obviously, we have a copy editor, she edits every issue. Occasionally I have a couple 

of contributing editors who will take over a story. 

— How do stories come to you? How do people know to pitch to you? 

— That’s kind of a paradox. Because lots of people know about us. I feel like 

more people know about us and want to support us than actually do support us. Yeah. 

We get probably ten pitches a month, and usually one or two of them are pretty solid. 

We used to get maybe twenty pitches a month. In the very beginning I put an ad on 

journalismjobs.com, that got us a huge response, that was a part of what propelled us 

initially—you know, there’s this new publication, what is this? 

— How were you able to people at the beginning when there were no 

subscribers? You just pitched it your own money? 
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— Exactly. And then I reimbursed myself once the Kickstarter campaign was 

successful. I think I paid it was like $1,500. And basically that’s how much i was 

willing to think if the Kickstarter didn’t work. 

— One of the lots was donate more than $100 and become a member of 

editorial board. What was that about? 

— That never became a part of the plan. When we were formulating the 

Kickstarter, I mentioned that to TechCrunch or VentureBeat, and then that became a 

bad idea. I actually asked some of the people who were supporting us what they 

thought, and it was universally like, the reason we want to read you is because you 

have the editorial judgment. Don’t ask me, what do I know? 

— You lived in Bangkok when you started it, now you’re in the 

Dominican Republic. I think you said somewhere that you wouldn’t be able to do 

it in Brooklyn. 

— Yeah, just because my living expenses would be too high I wouldn’t have 

time for this. I can live on freelance journalism and Latterly Creative thing, before 

that I was entirely supporting myself on freelance. So you know, that’s you can’t live 

on … Some people live on that in Brooklyn, I can’t. 

— So it’s cost-cutting. 

— Yeah, it’s cheap here, in Brooklyn I’d be paying twice as much. 

— And you still do freelance journalism to make money? 

— Yeah, occasionally. 

— You partnered with Newsweek for one of your stories. How did that 

work? 

— Yeah, we did that a couple of times. Eljah Wolson, you know him? 

[Impertinent discussion about common acquaintances in Newsweek.] I’ve been 
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writing for him for years, so I thought, okay, let’s see if we can get more exposure, 

more people learning about Latterly. And it does give us a certain cachet, you know, 

okay, this stories are good for Newsweek. We also partnered with The Week. But 

yeah, it didn’t really work, because, you know, they read the story on Newsweek, and 

then they have no reason to go, to click Latterly, what’s the point? 

— What did the partnership consist of? 

— It was cost-sharing. I mean, the first time, we didn’t share the costs. I 

thought, okay, we’re going to get so many people to come check out Latterly from 

Newsweek that we’re going to pay for the story anyway, we’ll share it, we’ll brand it 

as a co-production. But it didn’t work that way. The second time we partnered on a 

story, we split the costs. And it works for them, because they pay less than they 

would’ve for the story and they get pretty cheap stories. And usually we pay the 

reporter more as well. 

— How do you think about the future of the project? Where do you see it 

in three years, if anywhere? 

— (Laughs.) I wish I could tell you. I mean, there’s … I think with all 

startups, maybe with this one, with publishing especially, it’s, you know… One 

moment it’s like, yeah man, you’ve just got to keep doing it, stay on it, if I do it for 

five years, keep sinking the money, it will just grow incrementally over time and 

become sort of an institution and it’ll be impossible for us to fail because people will 

rally around this institution. And the next day it’s: oh, am I really going to do this for 

years and just keep doing it? So I think I’m in a place, my answer can change next 

week, but at the moment I think I need to make some kind of change, maybe drop the 

paywall, maybe change the format when it’s not a monthly thing and when we do 

different types of stories, like, maybe commentary mixed with videos mixed with 
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other things. I think the Latterly brand for people who know about it… They kind of 

get what we are, they know it’s different, and it sets itself apart in the way it talks 

about global issues from other publications. So I think we can kind of use this 

reputation we’ve built to … We can get rid of the paywall and the monthly thing and 

that won’t affect us too much. And honestly, I think that’s been more of a barrier than 

an asset. At least at this point it is. So yeah, and I’ll try that for a little while, see what 

happens. I won’t feel bad about shutting it down, if it comes to that; I think we’ve put 

some great journalism into the world. But if it works, I would do this for the rest of 

my career if it became a thing that I could sustain myself from. But … That’s too far 

into the future than I can possible foresee at the moment. 

— You have an app, so did you put any money into it and what’s the 

rationale for having it? 

— The app was also free because they developed the website and the app, for 

this product to be a proof of concept for their web development startup. The way this 

thing works, it’s called Press Room, I can build the entire issue in Wordpress and 

when I hit publish it sends the story pre-laid out for both Web and app. And 

eventually they’re building a Web app and Android app, so instead of having a thing 

for each platform it just sends it out. For us it made a lot of sense, and it goes back to 

having that kind of thing that you can kind of own, and an app is that, it sits on your 

desktop, it’s self-contained, it sells issues, it’s really print-centric, bestowing a sense 

of value on the product. Are apps important? I don’t know. It doesn’t pay for itself, 

I’ll tell you that, we pay a monthly hosting fee, anyone who has an app pays the 

company who hosts it on Apple, and so what we pay does not, we don’t make enough 

to cover it, so we subsidize it from subscriptions and stuff.  
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Michael Shapiro, founder of The Big Roundtable 

The interview was conducted over the phone in two sessions on January 27, 

2016 and on February 10, 2016. It has been very slightly edited for clarity. 

— How did it all come to be? How did you come up with the idea, and 

what were your motivations to start your own publication? 

— Well, what happened was … I guess this is about four years ago. I began to 

see that the publishing world that I had known and I had, you know, been a happy 

recipient of the old order… I had written six books, I had written for such places as 

The New Yorker, Esquire, The New York Times Magazine, Sports Illustrated. That 

world was changing. And what I was seeing, unfortunately, was that there was less, 

especially in the book-publishing world, where I was mostly at that point, there was 

less and less willingness to take a risk with stories, with books. What happened was, 

you know … It was clear that, and it was made clear to me, that unless I came up with 

an idea that was sure to sell, that nobody was going to buy my ideas, even though I 

had been successful at this before. And in the old days that was seen as— what were 

you going to do, if you didn’t own a printing press, if you didn’t have a distribution 

network, if you didn’t have access to reaching readers, you were kind of screwed. 

And it was then that I began to realize — wait a second. The fact is, I don’t really 

need anybody to distribute any story. I can, and anybody can, in theory, publish 

something and connect their work with readers. So I would say that for the next year 

and a half, together with my three colleagues, Mike Hoyt, who is a former editor of 

Columbia Journalism Review; Anna Hiatt, who is our publisher; and Cissi Falligant, 

who had been my editor many years ago in Chicago, when I worked there at the 

suburban section of the Chicago Tribune, and was my favorite editor ever, we began 

to talk about how do you start a business. And I didn’t know a thing about starting a 
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business. So I went through various stages of … um … figuring out, do we charge for 

stories, do we give stories away, if we charge, how much do we charge, and you 

know, we went back and forth. You know, how much money do we need for 

engineering, do we have to raise enough money for engineer to set up an app, because 

we need to have an app for our reading. I mean … Many other ventures, I suspect, 

went through a similar kind of thing. 

I actually took a course that was offered at the Journalism School [at 

Columbia University] here for… That is really designed for journalists, primarily 

working at news organizations, who are trying to respond to the great digital 

disruption of journalism, and as a result are trying new models of… Try to adapt. 

What was the full name of that, I’m looking at my certificate… It was called Punch 

Sulzberger program, Sulzberger as in The New York Times publisher. It’s a year-long 

program, and I really learned a ton about business. And I learned about the whole idea 

of failing fast, and failing cheap, and getting started, and what is a minimally viable 

product … All those kinds of things that I had never thought about before, because I 

had been a journalist, professional working journalist since 1976. And it was, you 

know… I think one of the things that was really illuminating for me was how to make 

decisions about a business. So funnily, what happened, after all this stuff, what I 

realized was that… The best way I can describe it, it was akin to an experience of 

writing a book. You gather stuff, gather stuff, gather stuff, gather stuff, and then at 

some point you realize what is the big question you’re trying to answer, what is a 

simple four or five word phrase that is at heart of what you’re trying to do. And I 

remember it coming to me amidst in the middle of a presentation I gave that was 

actually really… I did not do it very well. (Laughs.) So I sat at my laptop and I looked 

up Latin for “to make writers happy.” And I realized that it was in many ways the 
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essence of what I wanted. Now, it’s not that I wanted to arrange happy hours that 

caters to writers. But what I began to realize is, what makes writers happy? First and 

foremost, it’s to be read. It’s to be read having written a story that they needed to 

write. 

Then we began to think about all the external questions that were slowing us 

down; engineering questions, software questions, app questions. Really … not 

material. What we needed to do is we needed to start with a simple product and test it 

and see what would happen. And then, as we go along, figure out how to make money 

doing this. So we raised… We started a Kickstarter campaign, we raised $20,000 

from Kickstarter, we had enough money to get started. I went to a former student and 

paid him to put together a simple Wordpress site that would basically be a library to 

our stories. We did not build an app, our engineering costs were really minimal. And 

we launched! 

What we decided to do was … We didn’t have the money to pay authors. We 

simply didn’t have it. So we left it for readers to assume the role of literary patrons. If 

you like a story, you can read it for free, we’re not going to stop you. But if you feel 

strongly about this story, be aware of the fact that all writers are paid only through 

your donations. And low and behold, people began to donate to writers. 

In the beginning, I’ll tell you that I was terrified if we would get anybody to 

submit stories to us and if we would get anybody to read our stories. So what 

happened over time … In the very beginning I had four stories that we posted on our 

website. I went to my former students, I went to colleagues, [asked them] do you have 

a story, and … We had to incorporate, and we did it in the simplest way, as an LLC. 

We decided not to become a nonprofit, because it just didn’t make sense to us at the 

time. And … We began to gather stories, but with one very clear … What we wanted 
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to do is we wanted to end the relationship with … I really felt strongly having been 

teaching, I’ve been writing for a long time, and I’ve been teaching for a long time, 

that the worst possible way. … When people write fiction, I can tell you this having 

written one unpublished novel that I got one-year sabbatical for, because I wanted to 

see if I could do it. The joy of writing fiction is that you didn’t get a proposal to get 

your novel published. You wrote a novel! And you wrote it the way you wanted to 

write—I actually have that experience—without worrying about formulas and 

conventions and whatever you have to do to please “the gatekeeper.” So if you could 

eliminate the gatekeeper, if you could eliminate the voice saying, you know, the 

person you would try to please—and I knew that experience as a writer for a long 

time, and the anxiety of trying to figure out what would please this editor. If you 

could eliminate that, or change it, lower the bars, you could actually allow nonfiction 

writers to write with the same freedom, with fidelity to the truth and fact, but with the 

same creative freedom as fiction writers. So we said to people: don’t send us 

proposals. We have not changed our mission in this regard. We don’t accept 

proposals. What we do is we say, send us a story. Send us a story that you have 

already written, between 5,000 and 30,000 word. We just sort of put those arbitrarily, 

but the idea was, anybody can write a 1,000 words. But 5,000 words what it really did 

is it screened out. … It really includes only those people who are serious about their 

writing and spend time doing it. And what began to happen is one after the next after 

the next people began to discover us. And submissions started to come in. 

I just actually looked at the analytics the other day. We have now published 50 

stories. In two-and-a-half years, so basically two stories a month. And what’s changed 

over that time is … We’ve done joint publishing, you know, projects with Buzzfeed, 

Medium, Tablet, and now, it’s a sort of secondary thing, we expanded into podcasting 
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with digg.com. So we began to realize a few things. And this is what we learned in 

terms of the proof of concept. Will the people read the stories? Yes, they will read the 

stories. Will they share the stories? Yes, they will share the stories. Would greater 

attention to us bring in more and better stories? Yes, more and better stories come in. 

So we began to think, going back to my business training, how do you actually 

measure success? Do you measure success by saying, it’s simply a matter of page 

views, or do you have to have other ways to measure what success is? In the digital 

world, if you’re working for a big operation, a million page views for Buzzfeed is like 

that’s what they do all the time. So you couldn’t measure solely on the basis of page 

views, because you’re talking about a particular type of story, a long story, generally 

without any enhancements to it, maybe occasionally a photograph, but typically 

illustrated with a drawing by an artist, a former student of Journalism School who we 

paid for what by now has become, I guess, our iconic illustration. (Chuckles.) What 

we do and what we discovered is, for each year we doubled the number of people who 

read our stories. So the last time I looked, we’ve had over a million readers, measured 

by unique page views. Over a million people have read these 50 stories. On the joint 

venture we did with Buzzfeed it was over a half million for one story. But we began to 

notice a more interesting metric … Like on our site alone, I would say, it’s been over 

million combined with other publications as well, so it’s tough to figure that out, but 

we’ve certainly reached a lot of people. And our stories get picked up, there’s a 

French startup, which now translates our stories. Our stories have been picked up by 

any number of different places, they exist on all these different platforms. 

What I’ve come to see is that there’s another metric that is interesting—and 

because Google Analytics is free, that’s what we use—time on a page. I’ve been 

struck by the fact that the average time on a page for our stories is as long as nine 
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minutes. And in the digital world that’s a long time. Some people are reading more, 

some people are reading less, but the point is, people are reading our stories generally 

all the way through. And you know it because they have been donating to the writers. 

So our writers have been paid, we sent out a newsletter saying, this is how our writers 

get paid. No writer gets less than a hundred dollars, we want to make sure that nobody 

gets less than that. But we’ve had one writer, who I think may have made $7,000 so 

far from reader donations.  

What’s been interesting as well is that there is … You know, when I was 

beginning to do the planning for this thing, I’ve done a long story for Columbia 

Journalism Review about the rise of The Huffington Post. And I got a chance to talk a 

lot with Jonah Peretti, one of the founders, and to do a lot of reading about the 

network theory. How does a network happen, and how does it look like when it does? 

In many ways what happens to our stories is … Each story that goes out to the digital 

world we launch it at the same time. … What we do right now, is we put it on our 

website, it gets picked up by several other places, what have you, Longform, 

sometimes Longreads, and it gets a boost into the internet. And either a network 

happens around that story or it doesn’t. There’s no way to predict, that is what I’ve 

now learned, from what I read and certainly from my experience. There’s no way to 

predict what story will take off. You just don’t know!  

So when I think back about four years ago, when I was told, unless you come 

up with an idea of a book that is sure to sell, that’s a really specious argument. 

Because the fact is, nobody knows! Publishing houses are often, as they say, spending 

more than they have to when they don’t have to and less than they do when they can 

get away with it. So what I have seen that was a really interesting and consistent 

pattern among those stories that do well, and what I’ve come to understand, at least 
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from what I’ve learned and have seen in our stories, [these are] stories that draw more 

20,000 readers, that’s generally a pretty good audience. And the numbers in many 

ways correspond to book sales. You know, the most that I ever sold a book was 

30,000 copies. My publishers were happy, because they didn’t pay me millions for it, 

they paid me perfectly reasonable high five-figure advance, and they were happy 

because they made their money and I was happy because 30,000 people read my 

book. The numbers that we see in longform world really correspond to that. When we 

published on Buzzfeed, we had a half-million, but typically what we’re seeing is, 

we’re happy with 15-20, 25, 30, 35 thousands. You know, we’ve had one story, we 

published it a year ago, that continues … You know, a day has not passed when at 

least 50 to 100 people [don’t] read that story, somehow it gets picked up by yet 

another aggregation site, and more money come in for that author. 

— What was the story? 

— It was the story called Damage, by Mariya Karimjee. It’s a story about her 

journey to forgive her mother for having her ritually circumcised when she was a little 

girl. What happened with that story is that, there was no way of predicting that that 

story would have the enormous impact that it has. You couldn’t tell. It just kind of 

happened. And it is in many ways both maddening and sort of thrilling, because when 

you see something begin to take off it takes off. What I can tell you, 50 stories along: 

the stories that do the best are the stories in which the reader can feel. They cannot 

necessarily identify it in words, not any more than you can identify what love looks 

like, [but they feel] the writer’s need to tell that story. There’s something powerful in 

that writer’s obsessive need to tell that story. Length is not an issue at all. We’ve had 

stories at 4,500 words that did not do nearly as well as the stories at 20,000 words. 

Topicality makes no difference. Whether the story or not is topical, something that 
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people are talking about now, makes absolutely no difference. It’s the obsessive need 

of that writer to tell that story that is the one key determinant that I’m seeing if 

whether or not this story captures readers’ imagination, such as they read it, they 

share it, and they donate to the writer because they were so moved by the experience.  

So I will tell you, I continue learning new things every day about this. And in 

a way what’s so interesting about this is, early on, I was … I got way too caught up in 

the engineering technology. The thing about it, it’s that it gets easier all the time for 

everybody. We have, and I’m delighted to say that, a simple WordPress theme that 

has never crashed and has never changed. And basically it’s a library. We have a 

mailing list that every time we try to boost the numbers, it doesn’t really work! It 

builds every day, two or three people are signing for the mailing list. So the speed 

with these things … So much happened in the online world is immaterial compared to 

… It doesn’t matter, things change all the time. Facebook is a powerful disseminator 

of longform stories, but not nearly as proportionately powerful as digg.com. Digg is, 

and I’m just saying from our analytics, a far more powerful social sharing tool than 

Facebook and certainly Twitter. Twitter and Reddit are nearly not as significant. And 

the most powerful social-sharing tool is email. Because if I send you a story saying: 

hey Aleksandr, you would love this story and I know it, that makes a big difference. 

But the problem with email is that, it’s the opposite of scale. I can only send it to two 

or three people at a time, or else it’s spamming. So what you’re looking for, I have 

come to think, is engagement. People are engaged with that story. 

I have still to have a writer ask ... What the writer asks first, every single time, 

[is:] are people reading my story? They never ask, how much money did I make. Isn’t 

that interesting? And then they ask about the money, but what matters most is, are 

people reading my story? And I can tell you, it it’s 5,000 people they are thrilled, and 
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if it’s 10,000 people they are thrilled, and if it’s 20,000 people they are thrilled. What 

you’re looking at is, thousands of people read my story. And so for us, for me, Mike, 

Cissi and Anna, the thrill is, all these stories would not have necessarily found a home 

some place else that we look at and cultivate and work on and publish. And it makes 

everybody happy! So that’s my story.  

— Wow. Thank you very much. Lots of follow-up questions, obviously. 

Since you’ve been just talking about what writers care about … As far as I 

know, the usual way things are done in the legacy media world is basically that 

people are getting paid some kind of reporting expenses. I assume that’s not your 

case, isn’t it? Because when I read this great story about Swaziland on The Big 

Roundtable… 

— Yes, that story had a huge following, and Longform made it one of its top 

ten reads of the year.  

— Right. So I kept thinking, with your business model, this person who 

wrote it should have spent a lot of time and money just reporting it. So how does 

it work? At The Big Roundtable, you don’t pay reporting expenses? 

— No. We had some writers who independently had gone out and had gotten 

some grants for themselves. I mean, look, I’ll tell what I’d ideally like to do. I … 

(Chuckles.) I had this idea a year, a year-and-a-half ago of setting up a writer’s fund 

and going to donors and saying: Look, we want to give each of our writers a $1,000 

for every one of their stories in advance. A very modest … Believe me, that’s low. I 

have been paid a lot more than that for magazine stories. But just so that we could 

make sure that ... You know, and I wrote to Rick MacArthur, as in MacArthur 

Foundation, who is decrying the end of publishing and that our world ceases to exist 

… You know, he didn’t even respond. You know what I’m saying? You know what? 
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If somebody wants to support a fund for allowing writers to help do research for our 

stories, these are the things that we would like to do going forward. Also going 

forward, one of things that has been interesting … You know, nothing would make 

me happier than getting writers more money. And believe me, I don’t want go into too 

much detail, because nothing is finalized and I don’t want to say something before it 

happened, but we’re always looking for new ways to make money and raise money. 

Because this is business, it’s not charity, I’m running a business, it takes time for us to 

do it and it’s a business because it takes time for the writers to do. And people should 

be fairly compensated. So I have yet to find a wealthy donor who comes to me and 

goes: How can I help support those writers? Instead what happens is, interestingly 

enough, people would give $5, $10, $15, $20, sometimes $100, sometimes as much as 

$500 to a writer whose story moves them. And it’s not … These are strangers. These 

are not just relatives giving money to those writers, these are strangers. So apparently 

there’s a feeling of “I value this story so much that I want to compensate the writer for 

their time.” Nobody ever … And so, believe me, one of our goals is to make it 

possible for more writers to afford to write the stories they want to write. But let me 

tell you something! We are getting new submissions every day. There’s no shortage 

of writers out there who are burning to tell stories. And what we do, we will read … 

We read all of our submissions. What happens typically, somebody will send … And 

we’re very clear, we write on our Submit page what we’re looking for. We’re looking 

for a narrative, beginning, middle, and an end; what happened next. And people 

sometimes would send an essay, a polemic, and we say, sorry, but it’s not for us. And 

not everybody … And what we’re looking for, not very often somebody would send 

us a story that, you know, knocks yourself off, because it’s so good. But typically 

what happens is somebody sends us a story that’s doesn’t really work. And again, 
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we’re not looking for topicality; we’re looking for—“Is there a spark here?” And 

we’ll give this writer a shot. We’ll write back, and Cissi Falligant is just amazing at 

this, we’ll write back a letter saying: we see something interesting here. This is what 

you would need to do in order to lift the story. And sometimes, very often they do 

respond. Sometimes they can do it, sometimes they can’t. And we try to make it 

possible for them to succeed. Look, I can tell you from the experience that in the 

traditional publishing world the default answer for anything is “no”. No is easy. We 

want to be able to say “yes.” We can’t say “yes” all the time. We only publish 24 

stories a year, and we have to be selective. And the longer we go on, the more 

selective we get, just because we have a larger pool of submissions. And we want to 

publish stuff that we think is really terrific. Which means that we have to say “no.” 

But we don’t want to say “no,” so we want to give writers a chance to help us say 

“yes.” And it’s a really different way of thinking. You know, the coolest thing you 

could say in high school is “no.” Do you like that movie? “No.” Do you like that 

music? “No.” We’re uncool. We’re aggressively uncool. We want to say yes. 

— How does your submission system work? I read that you have a pool of 

readers who are sent the first 1,000 words… 

— No. We did initially. Our initial idea was to have a group of readers who 

would basically look at stories. Would you read it or would you not? That was an 

experiment early that we decided to abandon. It was too unwieldy. First we had 

everybody read all the stories, and they began to workshop— I would change this, I 

would change that … That didn’t work. And then I would give the first 1,000 words 

to a group of five people. And the question was, would you read on. And if three out 

of five said yes, we would give a story more consideration. That didn’t really work, 

too, because we were asking too much of people’s time. So now we do it … Cissi 
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handles all the first submissions. And she is really ideal for this, because she has such 

a good heart in person and wants to get to yes really quickly. And I knew this, 

because she was my editor 35 years ago. So what we do, she will look at it and she’ll 

write us a memo saying: This submission came in, this is my sense of it, I’m not sure, 

this is not really what we do, I will write a note to the person saying thanks, but. And 

if it could work, she will write a note saying, listen … And she thinks of possibilities, 

we take turns doing second readings. So if a story has possibilities, another one of 

three of us will read it. So this story by now have been read by two people who have 

given it really careful consideration. And sometimes on the second read you go, you 

know what? I think the contents of this story aren’t really going to take off. But 

typically what happens is you say, I think if you do this and this this will work, and 

Cissi writes a note back.  

I should explain that one of the things we started doing … And this is sheerly 

by happenstance. A former student came by about two years, and she was going to 

Ghana. She had grown up in London, her family is from Ghana. And she is a 

photographer and videographer. And she was really sort of fascinated by where her 

family had come from. They fled Ghana, she was from London and was going to go 

back. So she came by to talk, and she goes: I’m trying to figure out what to do with 

this thing. And we began to talk about Ghana. And she goes: you know, in the middle 

of Accra, the capital city of Ghana, there’s a huge slum called Sodom and Gomorrah. 

And I say, OK. And she goes: And in the middle of the slum there’s this river, it’s a 

befoul river, it’s a river of shit that runs through the middle of this giant slum. In order 

to pass from the one side of the slum to the other, you have to cross this bridge. And 

she began to tell me the story of this bridge, and I said, well, that sounds really 

interesting. It’s a bridge, it turns out it was built by some brothers who were migrants 
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from the North, first it was made from wood, a storm came along, washed it away, so 

it was rebuilt in steel. And the brothers realized that they can actually charge a toll for 

foot traffic. And I said, why don’t you do this—and it was purely an experiment. 

When you actually go back to Ghana, just gather stuff and send me a memo. Don’t 

write, just send me an email: Dear Michael, this is what I’m finding. So on the course 

of the next few months she made several more trips to Ghana. And every time she 

would go, she would write me another memo. At the end there were 60,000 words of 

memos. What she had done without realizing it is she had written a story. When she 

was done, I said, why don’t you do this. Why don’t you go back and extract from that 

a story. Without too much effort she extracted from it 15,000 words, which we cut 

down to 12,000 words, and that story became The Bridge to Sodom and Gomorrah, 

which by now had more than 30,000 readers and constantly gets picked up in more 

and more places.  

What we learned is that there’s a long tail for our stories. A story would be 

sitting for a while, and all of a sudden it would get picked up by some place, and 

5,000 people would read it because it was tweeted or shared on some Facebook page. 

The point of that story is that we’ve done that with several other stories where the 

writers come to us with an idea. … We have some history with some writers, it 

happens, and we begin to develop a story not by having them send a proposal, write a 

story and come back with a story, but by working with them side by side, all the way 

through, so that we are their editor but we’re also their ally. We’ve done on several 

stories, we’ve done on Robert Fischer’s story Consider the Can, we did it with Noah 

Sneider’s story Empire Strikes Back, and we’re doing another story like that right 

now. And it’s kind of exciting to see what happens when editor and writer work 

together. And that was certainly drawn from my experience when I was writing 
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stories for Mike Hoyt, and because we work in the same building, I could go to Mike 

and say: Could you take a look at this? Am I wrong? So while I wanted very much to 

please him, because I respected him so much, I wasn’t afraid of disappointing him. 

And as a result, I wrote stuff that I’m still proud of. So we’re always looking for new 

ways to work with writers, to get them to be better, to allow them to be as 

unencumbered as possible in telling their stories.  

— Could you elaborate on why did you decide to go with this kind of 

business model, soliciting donations? 

— Because I needed money to pay them [writers]! I had no choice! 

— Sure, but there are other models out there. Advertisements… 

— You know why? I’ll tell you why. I know Deca, for instance, because I 

remember talking to Vanessa [Gezari] when she started, when she worked down the 

hall from me. And she said, we want to sell our stories, and I said, I don’t see it 

happening. I don’t know what their success has been, we’re not talking about it, but I 

just don’t think people are going to pay for stories. People … What is a value 

proposition here? If you value something, you will pay for it, and price is not a 

consideration. An individual story, to my mind and what we concluded, and they may 

think differently about this, an individual story … Hit a preview and it says, you can 

read this story for X amount of money. And other people have done this, too. You can 

buy a Kindle Single, you can pay a dollar, of $25, or whatever it is. I was interested 

in, and the writers we work were interested in how wide an audience can I get. Now, 

the conversion rate, the click rates are relatively low. Look, our newsletter has 

probably 2,300 subscribers. You know? And I would say, our open rate is … The 

industry average is about 17 percent, according to MailChimp, ours is about 30 

percent. Our click rate, I would say, is about, it varies, about 5 percent. The number of 
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people who actually donate to writers is less than 1 percent. If I can triple that 

number, if I can get to 1.5 percent … Click rates, donations, that kind of thing is 

always low. So if I can go up to 1.5 percent, than I can pay my writers a lot more 

money. What it means is, my business calculus is I want to reach more readers who 

over time will begin to see this, you know, because I value this experience, I am 

willing to pay for it. I don’t believe that micropayments, short of iTunes, are 

particularly useful. We simply don’t … When you download a song from iTunes, this 

song is yours forever. Nobody listens to a song just once. It’s a part of your library, 

you listen to it intentionally, it shows up if you are randomly listening to stuff. On the 

other hand, a story you read once. Nobody’s going to read … It’s like buying a DVD. 

Why would I buy a DVD? I’m going to watch this movie once, maybe I’m going to 

watch it another time, three years later, so the value proposition for micropayments 

for stories, to my mind, doesn’t make sense. I might get a thousand people, but I don’t 

think I will. I would rather do it this way and reach more people, because that writer 

wants to be read.  

Look, if what I’m hearing from my writers is I want to be read, than I have to 

deliver an audience to them. If those readers discover that and it says, hey, donate to 

this author, we don’t want to hide that. If people are sufficiently moved by a story, 

they will pay something. So the writers are getting paid, nobody’s going away with 

empty pockets from us, never, nobody ever is. But some people are getting paid more, 

because more people read and more people are moved. What’s happening is … The 

audience, in the most democratic way if you will, is deciding. But I want … If … 

Once you input the bar of “you must pay; I’m entitled to be paid. I worked hard, you 

should pay me.” It doesn’t work. Look. WNYC, my local radio NPR station, does 

fundraising. And what they say is, they do it all the time: “It’s time for you to do you 
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part.” Some people bristle at that! Don’t tell me what my part is. On the other hand, 

when somebody goes: we could use your money if you value us—that’s different. 

Yeah, I do value you, I’ll give you my money, take $50! I’m happy to do it. I really 

believe— and others may disagree—you may have it, but you have to pay for it, and 

you could get it someplace else, and you can get stories for free in million different 

places, my writers, the writers we work with, they want to be read. So my goal is to 

get as many people as I can to read those stories, and hope that a percentage of them, 

and it happens all the time, so value the experience of that story that they’ll give that 

writer money. And sometimes they will give that writer far more money … I could 

sell a story for $2 as a Kindle Single, of which, you know, remember, 30 percent goes 

to Amazon. So that writer is getting … We get 10 percent for an administrative fee, 

the writer is getting 90 percent, so that writer is getting 90 percent of $100, or $10, or 

$5, or $25. The average donation to the Big Roundtable writer is $18. Which means 

that that writer is seeing basically $16, and we have to take out the PayPal percentage 

for the banking fee. 

— That’s a lot of money, really. 

— It is, and isn’t that interesting? That people voluntarily do that. If I said to 

people, you can read this story for $16, they wouldn’t do that. So that’s how we work. 

That’s our model for that.  

— So how do you reach the audience? How do you make them know and 

care about your stories? 

— Well, what we discovered is that initially we were our own distributor, the 

sole distributor. And we’re really good at, to put it in business-school speak, 

developing stories and writers. That’s what we do well, what we know how to do, we 

have the experience. Our distribution reach is limited. We can put it on Facebook, we 
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can put it on Twitter, we can send out our newsletter, but our reach is relatively 

limited. So what we do is we send the story to Digg, we send the story to the Week, 

we send the story to Longreads and Longform in the hope that … And we’ve been 

very, very lucky, that people like our stories enough to redistribute them. We cannot 

be our own distributor. We simply cannot. We don’t have the capacity to be able to 

reach all the people we want to reach. What happens is, it’s almost like a rocket that 

gets launched into space. The initial boost will get you only so far, and then there’s a 

point where either a network is going to form around this story, or it’s not. Or more to 

the point, you can either have a big network that’s viral or small network. Sometimes 

the audience for a story is 5,000 people. I can tell you with complete certainty that the 

audience for a book about the Brooklyn Dodgers in the summer of 1956 is 30,000. It 

was my fifth book. That was the audience! 30,000 people. Not 31,000 and not 32,000. 

30,000 in hardback and paperback. That was the network for this book. So if a writer 

has 5,000 people who read his or her story, and they’re connected with it, and they’re 

spending 5, 6, 7 minutes on the page, on average, and that writer makes a few 

hundred dollars, that’s a happy writer! How would I know that that’s a happy writer? 

Would a writer be happy with more? Of course, who among us wouldn’t be! But the 

point is that, I can’t predict it. All I know is, I can redisseminate every one of our 

stories in exactly the same way every time. What I also ask our writers to do, and 

some do it better than others, is to give us the list of every single contact that they 

have. And we have found typically, not every single time, but typically, the more 

names the writer sends us, the more people will donate and share it. A writer sends us 

20 names, a story isn’t going to do so well. A writer sends us 700 names, a story does 

really well. And we send an email out, with their name on the subject lines, so the 

people know it’s not spam. 
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— Back to business model: what about advertisements? Have you 

thought about having them on the website? 

— Um … We really haven’t got into it yet. Honestly, I mean, it’s something 

we have to look into it. But believe me, if somebody wants to be a sponsor for The 

Big Roundtable, I’m not going to say no. But we have thought about it, and our 

newsletter has recognized that there’s certain threshold that people want. The more 

people come to us, the more we’re known, the more people will sign up, the more 

likely it is that a sponsor will see it being an attractive option to sponsor us. And when 

that happens … Look, we’re not a business as, you know, raise an amount of money, 

and then raise a second amount of money, and then another one, and then sell. We 

don’t want to sell this, we like what we do. This is fun for us. We’re building our 

business slowly and beginning to get reputation, and people are beginning to want to 

work with us. And we can say, you know what? You can sponsor us! You want to 

sponsor us? We’re here. I really believe, Aleksandr, that in time people will come to 

us and want to be sponsoring us, because they will recognize our reached audience, 

our engaged audience. And engagement is the really the whole point of the thing. You 

want to engage with people. And to engage with people, you have to establish a 

relationship with them, so that people trust you, and they know that you’re reliable. 

And then they’ll come to you. And you can’t rush that. The New York Times has been 

around for 150 years. You know, I really must run. 

[End of first session.] 

— You mentioned that you collect email addresses from authors to then 

send the stories to everybody. Could you give a bigger picture of how you design 

your marketing strategy? 
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— Oh god, you make it sound like we’re better marketers than we are! But it’s 

an interesting question. One of the things that we’ve discovered was, you know, I 

think as a natural assumption that we had going into this thing was that we’ll be one 

stop shop: we will gather the stories, edit the stories, publish the stories, market the 

stories, distribute the stories, and we’ll also do the transactional parts of the stories—

donations, sending money through PayPal, what have you. And what you begin to 

discover, certainly what we have discovered, is that everybody has their, as they say, 

core competencies. And I think what we have learned in 2,5 years, just having 

published our 50th story, and having over a million readers of those stories between 

us and partner publications, is that we do certain things, I think, well. What we’re 

good at is the creation of the content. Working with writers, working with stories that 

are either submitted to us or that we cultivate in our particular way. What we can do is 

we can distribute, but we cannot be ... Our distribution network is simply not large 

enough to be able to in any consistent way propel stories into the internet in the way 

that we can achieve the kind of success that we want. So what I keep going back to in 

my mind is sort of a rocket ship. There’s the initial boost, and the second boost, and 

the tertiary boost. So when we publish, we post the story on our website, we use 

social media, Facebook, Twitter, we send the story to theweek.com, to digg.com, who 

have been very, very good about picking up our stories, we send to Longreads and 

Longform, and because they’re specifically for longform stories, sometimes they pick 

up stories of ours, sometimes they don’t. We send them to Buzzfeed who we know 

because we’ve done a couple of collaborations with them, and they can if they choose 

put it on their Buzzreads newsletter. And then what happens... We also, as you just 

mentioned, we ask all our authors to give a list of every email contact that they have, 

and then we send an email from The Big Roundtable email account, with the author’s 
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name on the subject line, so that they know it’s not spam, saying, this is a story by 

somebody you know or you went to school with or you have worked with or what 

have you. And what’s interesting about the newsletter, the email approach, we 

published a study, I can send you a link to it, a couple of months ago in Columbia 

Journalism Review about longform reading habits. Did I mention this to you? 

— I don’t think so. 

— So we were trying to figure out, you know, get a sense of the lay of the 

land here, in terms of the long read thing. What we did is we commissioned the study 

that was paid for by the Tow Center here [at Columbia Journalism School], in which 

we got 63 readers to keep daily diaries for three weeks of their reading habits, 

specifically the long reads, stories that were more than X number of words long. And 

they kept the diary, and then we looked at the results, we had them report on a daily 

basis what they were doing and how they were reading, and if they completed the full 

three weeks, we gave them a Kindle. That was a reward for their time. We discovered 

a couple of really interesting things. The most powerful social sharing tool for 

longreads is not Facebook, not Twitter, not Reddit, it’s email. Email, because 

someone says to you, Aleksandr, I know you, you’d love the story, the power of that 

is far greater than something that’s simply just put out on Facebook with a like. And 

so when I’m looking at the analytics I’m seeing more ... That’s actually been borne 

out. The problem with that is that there’s two things happening that sort of work 

against each other. On one hand, you have tremendous engagement. People are 

engaging with what they’ve discovered. We’re seeing on our analytics page that 

readers are spending 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, up to 10 minutes on a page, that is a long, long time 

in the online world. It means a lot of people finish these stories. Not all of them, but a 

lot of people. The problem, though, is that email is hyper-targeted, you have to have 
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an enormous distribution list in your email, and not all of us do. So we have seen a 

correlation between a number of emails the writer sends us and a number of visitors 

that come to the site, because what happens with each story is that a network forms. 

I’ve actually done a lot of research about this before we launch by doing a story about 

the rise of The Huffington Post. And The Huffington Post in many ways was built 

upon ... It unintentionally replicates the Arianna Huffington experience. I asked her 

while I was doing the story, how many names she has on her contact list. At that time, 

she had three BlackBerries. She said, 20,000. “And how many people do feel a 

personal connection to you?” And after demurring a bit, she goes: All of them. So 

Arianna Huffington, think about her what you will, sits at the center of a network, just 

like Oprah Winfrey, who is the most powerful disseminator of content, because if 

Oprah says read it, people will read it. So in many ways, what you’re trying to do 

with a story is in many ways trying to replicate the Arianna / Oprah experience. But 

the problem with networks is that they’re a wonderful thing to behold, but they’re 

impossible to predict. Nobody knows, in the internet, to put it broadly, what’s going 

to make a decision. All we can do in any consistent way is to create the chances that 

the internet will discover something. I’ll give you an example. I’ve been looking at 

our analytics of last week, random week. A new story goes up, and it’s OK, thousands 

of people are reading that story, they’re very pleased, and the writer is very pleased. 

But I noticed that several stories that we published a year or more ago still have 

hundreds of people coming to that stories. Over a year later. So the idea of the long 

tail, you know, it really does apply here. Initially, in the publishing world, and I know 

that, having written six books, you had six weeks to sell your book. And if in six 

weeks the book was or wasn’t selling to do second, third or fourth printings, 

subsequent printings. If the bookstores like Barnes & Noble had decided not to 
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feature it prominently and your publisher wasn’t ready to pay them to have the book 

prominently displayed on the tables at the front of the store—you should understand 

that they always have what they’re paid for—you had six weeks, and if you didn’t sell 

then, you didn’t sell at all. Which is sort of crazy, because people discover things in 

different ways. What we see is ... There’s a story that we published months and 

months ago that all of a sudden, I look at the analytics page and go, where did those 

8,000 people come from? It turns out that there was some event related to that, and 

somebody tweeted it with a prominent Twitter following, and all of a sudden it 

jumped off like a bottle rocket. Was there 100,000? No. But 5-, 6-, 7-, 8-, 10-thousand 

people, it’s still a lot of people. So in terms of the marketing what we’re trying to do, 

if you have to think about it philosophically, is that early on I thought: OK, we run a 

story, gee, about two years ago, a really, really powerful story about a woman going 

back and recounting the story about her father slowly drinking himself to death. It was 

personal, but it was also deeply reported story. So my initial thought was, and I was 

talking to a colleague who is well-versed in the social media, clearly what you want to 

do is reach out to the children of the alcoholics on Facebook pages, because they 

would have an inherent interest in reading that story. Except, if you’re the child of an 

alcoholic, do you necessarily read about somebody else’s problems? So, because our 

stories are often, sort of agnostic in content or subject, you know, we don’t run a lot 

of stories that are basically off the news. In fact we seldom do that, we will run a 

political story next week, but that’s really an exception. So the hope is to get people to 

say: “You should read the story.” And sometimes the subject matter like, you know, 

female genital mutilation gets a lot of people to leave. But sometimes you have to be 

able to transcend the subject. We published the story a year and a half ago on bunnies. 

It was actually a rare case when we did a funny story. It was about cultivating, 
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showing and eating bunnies. Well, within the rabbit world, the rabbit cultivation 

world, that story did really, really well. But it never made a viral leap into the dog, cat 

or horse world. I was sure that it would. I was so sure that it would that I wanted just 

keep it to ourselves and not publish it with anybody else. Guess what I learned? I was 

wrong. I was so sure that this one was going to take off, because everybody wants to 

read about animals. No. What I discovered was, bunny people want to read about 

bunnies and maybe dog people want to read about dogs, and there’s more dog people 

than there are rabbit people. So our marketing strategy, if I had to dispel with all that 

long-winded explanation, our marketing strategy is to increase the chances of the 

serendipitous miracle of a network forming around a story and taking out to life on its 

own. Now, that is a really, really unsatisfying way of thinking about marketing, but 

50 stories in, I’m seeing no patterns. And there is no pattern. So all I can do is 

increase the chances of that.  

— When you actually evaluate a story that was sent to you, do you have 

in mind any kind of business considerations: its potential performance, its ability 

to attract donations, that kind of things? 

— No, no, no. I mean, it’s a very good question. I’m just looking at a story 

that came in. Because we get stories every day in our inbox. So a story came in, and 

my colleagues Cissi Falligant, who is a senior editor, she is the first to read 

everything, she looks at it and goes, boy, this story is fantastic, I think we’ve got a 

real winner. And the only consideration was, is it a great story? And I looked at it and 

said, boy, I think it’s great, but I would actually re-think, I think the subject is there, 

and it’s about an illness, and it’s depressing. This is a sad story. And so our primary 

consideration is: is this potentially a great story? It seems to me that our value 

proposition is pretty simple. People can come to us for two things. “God, everything 
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I’ve read there has been fantastic, whether I love it or not, I respect the fact, and it’s a 

surprise.” And one quality, and I think I already mentioned it, the one quality that will 

get people to stop clicking or swiping, that will actually make them stop and pay 

attention, is surprise. Or as they say in the engineering world, serendipity. And one of 

the things that I’ve done is occasionally show a table of contents of a magazine to a 

group of young people, my kids or my students, and I go, what’s in there that makes 

you think: oh, that’s a surprise! And how seldom that experience happens. So my 

hope, and that goes back to the point about the marketing, is that we see it and we go, 

we’re publishing this because this is a great story, and we’re just going to publish it, 

and we’re going to do our best with it. And we can only hope that it catches an 

audience. So a story about a woman’s journey to forgive her mother for having her 

ritually circumcised when she was 12—that is not a happy story. It has basically in a 

social sense really undermined her life. It’s been really hard for her. And yet the story 

has had an incredible resonance. Over the year since it was published, every week 

people donate to it and every day 50 to 100 people discover that story. We published 

it because we wanted to publish it. Whether or not it takes off, it’s never a 

consideration. It really isn’t. 

— We talked about your revenue streams. What are your main expenses? 

You have people on staff, right? 

— (Laughs loudly.) Our expenses! I’m laughing because ... You know, 

honestly at this stage we’re all doing this part-time. Every one of us has a day job. 

And the hope ... We raised initially some seed money, on Kickstarter we raised 

$20,000. And that went to sort of covering some basic expenses. Legal fees, paying 

our publisher, because she had a lot of work to deal with, and what we do now is we 

occasionally ... And in the subsequent months we have occasionally been contracted 
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to do something. So we have revenue come, we’ve done a couple of events that made 

us some money. I think that where we’re going now is that we’re seeing that there is 

an opportunity on the content production side and podcasts. And so one of the things 

that, and we have not done this well enough … we are debating whether or not to 

convert to a nonprofit. And the fact of the matter is that we can’t probably become it 

now, because of the IRS and the way some of the partnerships are set up, and I 

wouldn’t go into too much detail about this. We could apply for it, but if the IRS 

would turn us down, we’re going to waste $1,000, just for the application, not 

counting the legal fees. So we can’t ... If we say to people, support us, The Big 

Roundtable, they have to support us knowing full well that we are, in fact, a for-profit 

business. We’re not a nonprofit. Which makes that pitch harder. We continue getting 

some revenue, we get 10 percent of every story that’s sold, it’s a modest ... We want 

the writers to get an overwhelming amount of money and they do that. But ... And I’m 

going to be purposely vague here, my job is to constantly say, OK, where does the 

revenue come from. For instance, I’ll give you an example. We published our first 

book over this summer, and the idea was going to be that we were going to market 

this to undergraduate mass communications and journalism majors. Well, [here’s] 

what I discovered very, very, very late in the game, after we paid some money, with 

O/R books, our publishing partner, to do an e-book with a print-on-demand 

component. Well, it turns out that many undergraduate professors, God bless them, 

will not require their students ... They want to keep their book costs low. So when my 

daughter was an undergraduate, she graduated in 2012, the amount of money she was 

paying for books every semester could be quite considerable. My son is a junior in 

college now, the amount that he has to pay for books is far lower. So much is 

available for free. We thought, oh, we can sell these books, there are so many mass 
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communication undergraduates, we’ll sell our books and e-books and we’ll use our 

context in the academy to sort of spread the word about the book. Except that nobody 

wants their students to pay for something that they can get for free. So what we 

decided was, let’s give the book away. Why not just give the book away? At least 

people will read. What I suspect we are seeing, and I can be frank with you about it, 

and I suspect other sources say the same thing, is what you constantly do is testing to 

see if there’s revenue in this. So, the conference business. It’s an interesting business. 

But it’s a time consuming business and we don’t have the time to do it, and it’s really 

not something that we do well. We did one, and we made some money, we did a 

second one, we didn’t make it, we lost a little bit of money. And it’s also something 

that ... It’s not fun for us. We thought the newsletter model would be an interesting 

model for us, and so we decided to boost the number of subscribers for our newsletter, 

so [that] we hit the threshold that the sponsors are going to be willing to associate 

with. What have we discovered? That people want to sign up for the newsletter when 

they want to, and if you force feed it on them, they don’t like it. So what we 

discovered is, our newsletter grows literally every day by maybe two or three people. 

Two or three people somehow discover us. And so, what you begin to discover is, you 

try a lot of things and you see what’s going to work. Look, we have no overhead. We 

have a website that is a Wordpress website that costs virtually nothing to maintain. 

And it never crashes. We have enough money to pay our artists to do our illustrations. 

We can pay our writers something, we have enough revenue coming in, so our writers 

always get a minimum and hopefully more than that from donations. We have been 

able to pay ourselves money when money comes in for a commissioned piece. You 

know, so ... And we have no office, we have no computers, we have no phone lines, 

we have a Gmail account that doesn’t cost anything. So our expenses are really 
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minimal, and I think that one of the lessons we learned is, you know ... When we were 

starting, I’d go: we have to satisfy $20,000 for engineering. But actually you don’t. 

You don’t need to satisfy anything for engineering, anybody can use Wordpress. But 

what you really need to do as we have learned as startup is you have to go and 

establish with other people, with readers, potential partners and sponsors, what they 

call a value proposition. We have to show our value. You know, Silicon Valley is 

famous for startups that were routinely creating an illusion of value that didn’t 

generate any revenue. When I think about us, you know, we’re slow and steady and I 

hope we’ll win the race. We have now published 50 stories, we published the book, 

we’re collaborating with our first podcast, with digg.com, and hopefully we’ll be 

doing more with them. They’re a wonderful partner, we love working with them, and 

they like working with us too. So what you do is you keep going back to what you do 

well. And every time we’ve made a mistake, I said, wait a second, let’s try to do 

something that we don’t do well. It hasn’t worked. 

— Just to make it clear, nobody who is mentioned on the website, they are 

not on payroll. 

— No! Whenever we get some money people get paid, I don’t take any money 

yet. I’m the last one to get paid. 

— Is it a goal for you to eventually be able to have the staff for the day 

job? 

— You know, it’s an interesting question. What has truly been wonderful is 

that, we started with the two of us, me and Mike Hoyt, because we’re old good 

friends, we’ve worked together for years, and he was editor and my partner in 

teaching. And then we added Anna Hiatt as our publisher because we didn’t know 

anything about the mechanism of the digital world and Anna had all these ideas. And 
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then we added Cissi Falligant, because Cissi had been my editor 35 years ago. And 

we’ve had other people, I will tell you, without naming names, who sort of come and 

gone. And you know what, they haven’t stuck. That’s not to say that we want to be 

snobs about this, but the four of us ... We’re sort of like the Beatles. The four of us 

work right together, we sort of have this ... And Cissi is in Chicago, Mike and Anna 

are in New York, but we have weekly meetings, sometimes the three of us are here, 

sometimes the four of us are here, sometimes I’m here and everybody else is calling 

in, and we’ve developed a way to work with each other. And my goal is to get them 

paid. That’s my goal. Because it’s right, and it’s great to have a labor of love for a 

while, but after a while you’re professional, you want to get paid for your time, or 

other demands will squeeze us out. We’re gathering momentum. Our readership has 

doubled each year, from 2013 to 2014 to 2015. And the number of our partnerships 

has increased. So my goal for the next year is: can we actually develop a relatively 

consistent revenue stream that will allow us to have enough money so that everybody 

can get paid. I have written, I will tell you, to Rick MacArthur, from MacArthur 

Foundation, did I tell you that story? 

— Yes. 

— I said, I want to set up a writers fund, I want to get writers paid a minimum 

of $1,000. And what I’d like you to ... We publish 24 writers a year, it’s $24,000, all 

the money goes to the writers. What do you say, and this is a part of what you do, 

supporting writers. I didn’t get a response. But I’m not going to quit on that! I will 

keep trying. Look, when I came up with an idea of this thing … [Repeats information 

from the first interview.] What was really hard for me was to come up with what’s the 

vision of your business is, I would back and forth, and this happens with a lot of 

startups, what’s the why of my business. [Repeats the story from the first interview.] 
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That’s what it says on the back of our business cards. And every time I get lost I go, is 

this going to make writers’ happy? And so ... In the end of the day, it’s got to be 

simple. There have to be a simple reason that your business exists.  

— You mentioned that you were contracted several times and that you 

have partners. How does it work? 

— We’ve had a couple of partnerships. We’ve done a joint publishing 

partnerships with Medium, with Buzzfeed, with Tablet. And in those cases what they 

did, I don’t want to go into too much detail, but in terms of revenue, we get 

commissioned. We get paid to produce the content that they get proprietary rights for, 

but we publish together sometimes, but they get to publish first and what have you. 

And that have been good. It allows you to pay the writers and pay the editors to work 

on those stories. That has actually been a good thing for us, because, again, it’s a 

source of revenue, that we get compensated for our time, um ... I would say that those 

have been, with the exception of Digg, one-offs. For instance, what Buzzfeed did is it 

paid a certain amount money, I don’t want to go into dollar rates, and that money 

went primarily to the writer, as it should, the writer’s getting paid, we got paid a 

nominal amount of money for doing the editing to save them some aggravation of 

having to do that. They publish it weekly, and we publish every other week. With 

Medium and Tablet it was the same thing, with the podcast we’re doing now for Digg 

it’s the same thing. Some of that is a source of revenue for us. I wouldn’t say it’s an 

enormous revenue, but it’s enough revenue so that people are getting paid 

periodically, so it’s not just purely volunteer work.  

— Why do they reach out to the Big Roundtable? You don’t have any 

particular niche or specification. 
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— That’s a good question. What happened is I’ve been in this for a long time, 

and I’ll say to people—hey, let’s work together. Let’s do something together. And 

they’ll go, cool, let’s work together, and I say, how about we do this, just as an 

experiment, let’s try and do this. And what I’ve been really struck and impressed by is 

how often people will say, sure, let’s work together. And what it reinforces to me is 

that everybody is working for great, compelling, shareable original content. So if we 

can supply the content, which for many places is the hard thing, “God, how I’m going 

to get this story to work, it is probably impossible ”—that is what we know how to do, 

so for them it’s just ... They’re just paying us to do something that they either don’t 

have the time for or it’s not really in their core of what they do. So I am happy to, you 

know, we like to do that. I’m like, it’s going to be fun! And the fun part for us is the 

stories. The stories and the writers. 

— Getting back to the Kickstarter thing, can it be a recurring income 

source? Have you thought of doing it again, and how were you able to achieve 

success for the first time? 

—  Well, that’s a good question, and I’ve thought about it, and I’m not sure. 

One of the disadvantages of all of us doing this part-time is that there’s a limited 

amount of bandwidth. I was on sabbatical last year from Columbia, but I’m back full-

time now, and I have students and their needs from the center, but I’m not doing my 

own writing, so this takes the place of that. So... The Kickstarter thing, we have to 

tailor it right. I don’t know what a Kickstarter campaign should be, and one of the 

things that I have to watch for ... I’ll come up with eight different ideas, and it’s not... 

I don’t want to think about one idea at the time, but I don’t need to think about eight 

ideas at the time. I think about three. The Kickstarter thing is intriguing, but it has to 

be for a reason. Why would anybody want to give us money? Now, I could say we’re 
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... Now, Beacon Readers works essentially as a Kickstarter thing for writers. I could 

say let’s set up the writers’ fund, but that’s only going to be a one-off. Um ... What 

I’ve also found, I’ve been struck by the fact that we have applied for foundation 

money, and believe me, I’ve tried this, and by and large you go, I have found a very 

unreceptive audience there. I don’t mind saying this. They can’t fire me. I have found 

that the nonprofit world and the foundation world, like the Knight Foundation, has 

been decidedly uninterested in what we were doing. And I think that in many ways 

we’re not sexy. We’re not hip, we don’t do stuff, there’s no new algorithm, no new 

device. All we do is what has always be done and will always be done. We’re a 

cultivator of stories, that’s we do. And I think in the world where people are racing to 

see what’s new, what’s going to save, how to reimagine newsroom, what’s the new 

algorithm for small group conversations, what’s the device we can make, what’s the 

toy, a thing that you could pass around and everybody will: “Ooh, cool!” I mean, we 

applied for a grant early on from the Brown Center for Media Innovation, thinking we 

would be an actual fit. And we did not get one. And I think that ... They gave us a 

little bit of money, but not the $450,000 that we asked for. And I think that my sense, 

from that experience and certainly one with the Knight Foundation, and I don’t mind 

speaking in their eye a little bit, I think that they’re so enamored of what’s new and 

sexy ... Look, I’m an old dog, I’ve been a journalist for almost 40 years, and I’ve seen 

a lot of things come and go. I started out with a manual typewriter in 1976, and then 

computers came in, and then I saw the embrace of computer-assisted reporting, and 

that was the hot thing, then photo was hot, photo slideshow. There is a flavor of the 

month every week, OK? And there’s a new thing all the time, and I think that we live 

in a profoundly unsettled world. And journalism organizations and founders are like 

voters, they want clarity and they want answers. But you know what? There’s not a 
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lot of clarity right now. Except for one thing: people haven’t changed. The internet 

didn’t invent a new human being. All it did was speed up and make more expedient 

the ways people have done what they have always done. At the end of the day, people 

like to be told stories. We grow up hearing stories, we hear stories in all kinds of 

different ways. My business ... I’m in the story business, that’s what I do. Every time 

that I have twisted myself in knots and tried to come up with what we’re really about 

is developing a new algorithm for X, Y and Z, or new engineering thing. I have fallen 

on my face, because that’s not what we do. And so I’m not even trying anymore to 

say, support us because ... You know, this is what we do. And what I’ve been really 

heartened to discover is people read our stories, they pay our writers. So the proof of 

content is there. Every media organization that I’ve gone to and say, hey, you want to 

work together on something, has said yes. Nobody has ever said, why would I want to 

work with you? What I really like about the digital world is that having enjoyed, 

having been beneficiary of the old order, where the default position was always to say 

no… It was easy to say no, because you could pick and choose. We’re in the yes 

business. And I think that... One of the things that I’ve been struck by is that, when 

we ask people, when we raised money on Kickstarter, we asked for $5,000, we got 

$20,000, and we got a lot of money from strangers who said that’s a cool idea. I think 

the cool idea was simply that we want to make you, the reader, happy. We’ll make 

you happy by making the writer happy. And the writer of the nonfiction narrative 

story is happy if they can write with the freedom or creativity that fiction writers 

enjoy while maintaining fidelity to the truth. That’s all it is. It’s not more complicated 

than that. And if we’re unsexy, and if we’re not the kind of people that nonprofits and 

foundations want to give money to—well, OK, they have the right to say no, but 

we’re going to do what we do, because we really believe in it. The other day I got an 
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email from the writer we published last week, and her story got a nice launch, and she 

had several thousands readers. Has it been one of our best performing story? No. She 

didn’t care. People were reading her story, strangers, that hasn’t been read before. We 

made her story better, and she thanks much. She was ready to spend months doing 

revisions until we got the story that we felt it needed. And we helped to distribute it, 

and we took it to our partners, and we put it out there, and we made that writer happy. 

That’s not sexy, that’s not cool, we’re the least cool people in the world. We’re 

aggressively uncool. And every time we tried to be cool it hasn’t worked because 

we’re not. So that’s my vision. 

— How do you think about competition, do you have any, is that a 

concern for you? 

— I don’t know. One of the things that’s interesting, is that when the longform 

revival began to take off, five years ago, in good measure because tablet technology 

made it possible for people to have a lean back experience when they were reading 

those stories, several different outfits came into being very quickly and preceded us. 

Byliner, The Atavist, Longreads.com, Longform.org. Longform and Longreads are 

primarily curating sites. Byliner went out of business. The Atavist just announced that 

they’re actually cutting back on their staff. That’s not to say that the longform 

revolution hasn’t happened. What it means that in a sense it has become ... 

Everybody’s doing it now. Everybody’s doing long stories. Buzzfeed is doing long 

stories. Everybody wants in on this, and what they discovered is, people want these 

stories. They want to be told a story. The rule of thumb was, people don’t want to 

read more than X number of words. So we have 4,500 word stories, which is short for 

us, that have not had nearly the readership of the stories of 20,000 words long. So I 

think what happened is the longform revival got propelled by few startups and then 
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we came in two-and-a-half years. And lo and behold, what everybody discovered was, 

everybody wants in on this. So we continue ... All we do ... I just had a meeting with 

somebody this morning to talk about how can we work together, because they’re a 

curating site, and they need content. Everybody needs content, because readers want 

those stories. Well, that’s what we do. A lot of places do it. When we first started, I 

was saying: oh god, our stories will never better than the stories that you find in all 

these magazines that I’ve written for. You know what? I think our stories can compete 

with anyone’s. Our stories are original, and our writers may not be famous, but our 

writers are now getting famous, because they are being discovered. I’m getting calls 

from a literary agency, how do I get in touch with that writer, I’m getting calls from 

The New York Times saying how can we get this author to write for us, I’m getting 

calls from The New Yorker saying, why didn’t you bring that story to us. So guess 

what? They have discovered these writers because readers have discovered these 

stories. I think that we’re not so much in a competition, but we’re a part of a growing 

ecosystem where the longform revival is really picking up where the new journalism 

revolution stalled in the early 1970s. And that’s exciting to be a part of.   

Evan Ratliff, CEO, editor and co-founder of The Atavist Magazine 

The interview was conducted over Skype on January 27, 2016, and has been 

very slightly edited for clarity. 

— Let’s start from the beginning. How did you come up with the idea of 

the Atavist and what was it? 

— Well, the idea came about … I was working as a freelance journalist for a 

long time, or I guess not that long, for ten years, when we started it. And I sort of have 

been working on … I mean, there are different ways to categorize how we came up 

with the idea. But essentially, I worked on this long story for Wired, which was about 
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how I tried to disappear. We called it Vanished, colloquially. And in the process of 

doing that I was working with my editor Nick Thompson on the story and one of the 

things that happened … For a while I have been trying to figure out some ways to do 

a kind of digital magazine that would do only longform stories. I applied for a grant 

from the Knight Foundation that I didn’t get, I don’t even know when that was, 

probably in 2007. So we got the story out, and the story was a big hit on the Web and 

also in print. But the thing about the Web version was, that it just wasn’t designed … 

I felt like I had all this material, and the material wasn’t really handled that well in the 

design. Just because of the restrictions they had at the time in terms of what they were 

doing on the Web. I mean, nobody was really doing original feature design. They 

would just throw it up there, they’d put some tiny images next to it and have five 

numbers at the bottom; like, click here to go to number two. So Nick and I started 

talking about these different issues afterwards, and Nick’s kind of like more a man of 

action than myself. I was just complaining about it, and Nick said: “Well, why don’t 

we … What if we just try to launch something?” And he happened to know Jeff, 

another co-founder, because Jeff had built a website for Nick’s book, and so we just 

started talking. My interest was mostly in two things, just… [Connection interrupts.] 

doing this type of work, and to see what we could do from the design perspective in 

terms of … I’ve been following all this art projects in different ways, where people 

were doing online design, and thought: could we fold in video? Could we pull in other 

reporting material? What are the ways to do design if you took something that was 

originally for the web? In our case it was an app, so originally for an app. How would 

you go about doing that? So that were kinds of things we were throwing around, and 

then Jeff just started building it, and we took it from there. 
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— So you came to it from the side of presentation: how bigger, more 

complex stories are presented on the internet, is that right? 

— Yeah, it was that. It was also … You know, I was a freelancer who wanted 

to do long stories, and there was not that many places. If you wanted to write a 10,000 

words story, there was The New Yorker, the one I wrote for Wired was 10,000 words, 

but that was an exception, not the rule, GQ … There were a few magazines that could 

do it, but it seemed so strange to us that here you have the Web, you have basically 

infinite space, and nobody had tried to create something where you could do that type 

of work that was just for the Web. And obviously there were financial restrictions, so 

you kind of had to try to figure out if there was a different way to do it that would 

allow you to do that quality work, but do it only digitally. 

— From the start, did you think about it as a business? 

— It’s sort of hard to remember now. I mean, we definitely … I think in the 

beginning it was just a project. And it’s funny, you know, if you’ve read interviews 

with me, I’m sure I said contradictory things over the years, because in the back of 

my mind it was just a project, it never really occurred to me that it was something I 

would take a salary from or we would turn it into a business that would grow in 

certain ways. But on the other hand, we were … We did go ask someone for money. 

We had a contact, and we went and asked someone for investment, and we 

incorporated the company in 2010. So we were thinking: OK, we need this to have a 

structure, because it’s going to take in money, it’s going to send money out for the 

authors. We definitely were thinking about it in terms of a company. But it wasn’t 

like, you know, certain type of tech startup person really thinks in terms of we raise a 

seed round, and then we grow, and then this… We just didn’t… That wasn’t really 

our approach, for better or worse. 
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— Did you get this first investment? 

— No, we didn’t. In fact, that was a case that first started to open our eyes for 

the prospects with the software. That was an investor that we went in to see, and 

excitedly told this investor that we had this digital-magazine idea, and we wanted to 

do these long stories, and we had these designs. And we showed him the prototype 

that we built, and then he said, well, what did you use to build this, what platform? 

And we’re, well, Jeff built a platform. And then we started showing him that, and he 

said: you know, why are you wasting your time with this magazine, why don’t you 

just create the software, and create a tech startup, and make a bunch of money, and 

then you can do whatever magazines you want with all your riches? We were sort of, 

“fuck you” to that idea. 

— Why? 

— Because we were very much into the magazine, and we thought … Well, if 

I was here to get rich and start a magazine, I’d be in another business. It seemed such 

a business person approach to things. But on the other hand, we thought: well, maybe 

he’s right about software being worth something, maybe we could take advantage of 

that. So by the time we launched, we kind of knew that the software could be worth 

something and we tried to figure out ways to go out and sell it to people, or at least 

mention in the press that we got that. But no, we didn’t get any money from that 

person. The only money we had, we each put in $5,000, and then we got an 

equivalent amount from one friend. That was all the money that went into it from the 

beginning.  

— So the idea of the software wasn’t there from the beginning? You just 

had a journalistic project on your mind? 
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— Yeah, the software just evolved, and that was really just Jeff’s doing. He 

was designing the stories, and we were trying to figure out the design, saying what if 

you could do this, what if you could do that, and at one point he said: well, why don’t 

I just make it so that you could do this, and I don’t have to code every single aspect of 

that? So if you want a video to be large and in the center, I don’t need to add that 

every time. Basically we’ll make our own CMS and you can use that. And that’s 

where the idea came from.  

— How did you design your business model initially? I know that it has 

changed, but how did you plan to make money in the beginning? 

— Well, originally, I think we were thinking … Well, I don’t know what we 

were thinking. Partly because we didn’t have investors we didn’t really have any 

requirements to come up with a business model. So if, I mean…  

— But you wanted to return your own money, I guess. 

— Yeah, well, it was five grand, so it wasn’t nothing, but I think … We just 

sort of thought, maybe the stories sustain themselves. I think at the beginning we were 

thinking, we’ll sell the stories individually and we’ll see how that goes. And we can 

talk about how that went, but at the beginning it definitely went way better than we 

expected, we sold a lot more copies than we thought. So at the very beginning, right 

after launch, we thought: well, maybe this thing can run on its own sales, maybe if 

every one of them sells like 30,000 copies, it pretty much pays for itself. And then we 

realized how difficult it was to sell that many after we published a few. And at the 

same time we were working on the software. Obviously, the software approach has 

changed over the years, I wish we had had a more clear idea of what it was exactly 

that we wanted to do and consider all the options. But it sort of naturally evolved into 

licensing the software to other organizations and signing contracts with them, and we 
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started getting into that, and that made some money, so … I think, there was never 

going into it, like: this line on our P&L will be software revenues, and this one will be 

editorial revenues. We did think we could option some for movies, we said we could 

sell them individually, then we started saying: well, maybe [we could do] the software 

licensing. It was kind of all mixed up as one thing, but I wish it would have been 

better conceived in many ways from the beginning. We were just kind of like, let’s 

just launch that, why not, let’s just see what happens.  

— And how did you think about the content, what made and still makes 

The Atavist different, unique, comparing to print outlets and other longform 

outlets? 

— Everything is different now than it was then. I’m talking 2009, 2010. But 

the main thrust of what we wanted the stories to be about was that at the time in 

particular … There’s a certain type of a magazine story, a narrative magazine story 

that is pretty rare. Even in a magazine like The New Yorker a pure narrative story 

shows up maybe once a month, twice a month at best, and they’re usually done by 

their best writers, like a David Grann or someone like that, Katherine Boo. Something 

that doesn’t necessarily have a news aspect around it, or it can have a news aspect, but 

it’s really based around just being a great story, having great characters, and having a 

reporter who really gets inside. Some kind of story that goes, A, B, C, D, and pulls 

you along. So the idea was that we would do only narrative stories, so we would 

forego all the typical magazine kind of pieces: the profile of a big celebrity, or 

politician, or prominent person, process stories about how things work—and we 

would stick to stories that essentially sort of sounded like movies. There was kind of 

two-fold purpose, one of them was that we knew that we would try to option some of 

them as movies, that could be a good business. But mostly, I just love those stories, 
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I’ve always loved stories like that, and it felt like there weren’t a lot of them and there 

weren’t a lot of places to do them, and a lot of writers might have had them in their 

desk drawer that they couldn’t sell. That wasn’t [being] done, and it was sort of a 

good niche that we could occupy. So that was the idea. Probably, to be completely 

honest, that was mostly based on, you know, that’s the kind of stories I prefer and like 

doing. And it seemed like there wasn’t a lot of competition in trying to get those 

stories. 

— So how has this idea changed now, if it has? 

— It hasn’t really changed, actually, that’s still functionally the type of stories 

that we do, and it’s still what we tell writers—you know, you story should sound like 

a movie. All these things that we explain to writers: what it means to do a narrative 

story as opposed to an anecdotal lead on an explanatory story, or an essay. I would 

say over the years we have sort of recognized different categories of stories that we 

end up with. One of them is a historical piece, something that happened a long time 

ago, and then someone just sort of dug up and found all the characters and put in all 

the research. One of them is a memoir, a very narrative memoir. One of them is 

crime-type story, when you’re really taking something from an event happening to a 

full resolution of it. And then sort of another bucket of stories that may be a little bit 

newsy, a story like Love and Ruin, which is a sort of profile, but also had some kind 

of news aspect to it, because it was about Afghanistan, and also it’s about history, so 

it’s all rolled up into one. But yeah, the stories are pretty much the same. We’re 

currently trying a little bit harder to get a few things that are on the news, just because 

we’d like to have a little more than that, but fundamentally we’re still looking for the 

same kinds of stories. 
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— I noticed that you tend to have a lot international stories. Have you 

thought about it as something like an emphasis? 

— I don’t really know why that is exactly, to be honest with you. It still seems 

surprising to me, because those stories are more expensive.  

— Yeah, which is a paradox. 

— Yeah, and our payment structure is good, especially relative to other digital 

outlets, but in terms of funding that type of stuff … I mean, sometimes our stories 

would get funded from others, like Pulitzer Center, there are ways in which we can 

get funding for such pieces, but it may just come down to [the fact] that these are 

often stories that the reporters and writers are obsessed with. They just really, really 

want to do this story, and it might be harder to find an outlet for it because it’s a more 

expensive story, and we’re sort of saying, well, here’s our deal, and we’re able to pay 

this much, and a lot of them just say—yeah, I wanna do it,  I just want to do this story. 

I know it’s true for myself sometimes, even for the stories I do for us, so it may be 

true for the writers, but I don’t really know. I love international stories, but we don’t 

go out of our way trying to assign these stories, our pitches just tend to run that way. 

— OK, so what’s your deal? What’s the payment structure, and how do 

you design your relationship with the writers? 

— Our deal is we pay a fee, and then we pay royalties. So the fee, it ranges a 

bit, but it’s sort of low-end for print magazines that publish longform. 

— Could you ballpark? 

— Like $5-10,000. And the royalties are a mix of stuff. We used to sell a lot 

more of individual copies all over the place, we don’t really do that that much 

anymore. We sell them on Amazon, so there’s royalties from that. Then, we have 

subscribers, and when subscribers reads their proportion of [a story], the writer gets 
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their proportion of the subscriber amount from that quarter; anyway, it’s sort of 

complex, but it gets split with the writers. And then there are film options. It includes 

actually optioning the story for film and TV, and it includes if the story actually gets 

picked up later and royalties down the line. All that stuff mixes in to amount to 

anything from not a large amount of money to a very large amount of money, it really 

is incredibly variable, from four figures to six figures. That’s how big. 

— So some of your authors made six figures? 

— Well, I guess after the split they didn’t make six figures, but the story made 

six figures. And then we split everything usually 50/50. So… You could say, high 

tens of thousands. 

— How did you design this system? And how is it different from print 

media? 

— Well, normally you get paid by word rate. So if you’ve got an assignment 

from a magazine like Wired, out of the gate you might $2 a word, something like that. 

And we could have a whole discussion about word rates, like, $2 a word was a good 

word rate in probably 1985, and it’s still considered a good word rate, it hasn’t 

increased with inflation. So it’s kind of a bad racket, a whole another thing. So you 

might get $2 a word, and you get assigned a long piece, 4,000 words story. So you’re 

getting $8,000, and then they pay your expenses on top of that. Say, I need to go 

Chicago and to Seattle and they say, okay, we will pay for that.  

So what we wanted to do was… First of all, we’ll pay you a fee, so you’re not 

going to end up in debt. So you’ll get a $5,000 fee, that’s not as much as you 

would’ve gotten for a magazine story, but it’s a pretty good chunk of money. There’s 

a bit of a hitch in it, though, since you’re paying your own expenses. My view was 

oftentimes when I did stories in big glossy magazines, they would do things like … 
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They would book the hotel, so I would do go somewhere, they’ll put me up in a W 

Hotel or something. Which is perfectly nice as a lifestyle thing, who doesn’t want to 

stay in a W Hotel?! But I just need a Hampton Inn and Wi-Fi, I just need to be as 

close as possible to the people that I need to talk to. And I just kind of felt, like, 

maybe we can trust writers to do the reporting they needed to do and go places they 

needed to go and figure out their own expenses. So it they wanted to put their money 

into it they could, if they thought they could do the story cheaper, they could, and we 

would just leave that to them. I didn’t want to deal with their receipts, what kind of 

hotel they were staying in, and bugging them about it. And that’s what we ended up 

doing. So you know, you might get $5,000, and then you spend $1,500 on expenses, 

which is pretty expensive, so you have $3,500 for the story, and whatever royalties 

get you get. And we’re always careful not to promise anyone, we never tell anyone, 

“you’re going to make tens of thousands of dollars.” Most people aren’t. I think I 

have said publicly when I averaged out the amount, this was probably six months ago, 

the average amount that people made was $10,000 for a story.  

— That’s pretty good.  

— Yeah. Well, you can decide. Some people will say yes, some people will 

say no. And another thing we wanted to do was taking out the word rate realm. I don’t 

care how long people write. These stories are long. … The reality is, when somebody 

gives you a 5,000 word assignment, people almost always turn in 8,000 words or 

10,000 words, or at some point they write 10,000 words, they want to write 10,000 

words. Some stories are worthy being 15 or 20,000 words, and they just aren’t 

because magazines have certain restrictions. So… The idea that how much money 

you made is based on how long the story is seemed not relevant to me, so we took that 

away. That’s the model overall. 
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— So timeline-wise, the writer gets paid the fee before he turns in the 

piece. 

— It depends. Some writers do and some don’t. The contracts are different, 

and in some cases if they need expense money up front, we’ll pay it to them, this is all 

on an individual basis.  

— Do writers pitch to you, or do you solicit pitches? How do you find the 

stories, and what are you looking for? 

— We do pretty much everything. Writers pitch us, we’re always asking 

writers to pitch us, we’re reaching out to writers that we like and say, please, pitch us 

a story. We also come up with ideas in-house and then we farm those out to the 

writers. Like our January story was about this father who spent over a decade trying 

to get a recompense for his daughter’s murder by terrorists in the Middle East, and 

that was something that I had found. Somebody sent it to me and said we should do 

this, and then we ended up finding a great writer for it. It was someone we’ve been 

really trying to find an idea for. So we do each. I mean, sometimes we will come up 

with ideas ourselves, just because we know exactly what the idea is, but probably 

most of the stuff we publish is from pitches.  

— Do you think about any business considerations while considering a 

pitch, like a story’s potential performance or something like that? 

— Yeah, sure. I think not explicitly, we don’t sit down and say, how this one 

is going to do? And probably because it’s just so hard to predict. These stories are 

very difficult to do, and it’s hard to predict when someone starts it how it’s going to 

turn out. You might know that the subject matter sounds sexy in some way, that it 

might be something that a lot of people will read, but then a finished story might not 

be good enough. I mean, we wouldn’t publish it if it’s not good enough, but it just 
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might not hit the nerve you though it was going to hit, or the story might end up being 

a different story than you thought it was. So I think there are definitely stories that we 

look at and say: “Eh, I don’t think anyone is going to read this,” but it’s less because 

we analyze what gets most traffic or something like that, it’s more just like, we’re 

bored by it, and if we’re bored by it, the readers will be bored by it. So I wouldn’t say 

that we’re that crafty in our commercial considerations. I mean, if you look at the 

stories we recently published you would probably assume that we’re not going for 

viral traffic. A lot of this stuff is not what you would find on the websites that get a lot 

of traffic. We’re doing pretty well though. 

— When a story makes money, how much does go to The Atavist and 

what do you do with it? 

— All the editorial stuff we split 50/50, but then our business overall also 

includes the software, so our revenues are still sort of mixture of how much we make 

on this story, how much we make on movie options, how much we make from the 

enterprise tier of the software, and the pro tier of the software, and any other random 

commercial thing we might do. We might license something for foreign rights, it’s 

just like a bunch of things that come into it, all to the same fold. But the editorial 

revenue generally goes 50/50, the author gets 50 percent, and we take 50 percent. 

— And how do you use them? Salaries, office space…? 

— Yeah. Overhead, salaries … I mean, most of the expense of any business, 

as I have quickly discovered, are salaries, so that’s probably the biggest thing.  

— How many people do you have on payroll, in terms of the editorial 

part? 

— Really, right now … Two, I think? I mean, it’s kind of hard, because 

people do multiple things. We have five people right now overall. So I do editorial …. 
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I mean, there’s one person who is just editorial, she’s the executive editor. And we 

have a designer who designs stories and things for the platform, so he does some 

editorial. Jeff will do a little bit of editorial stuff. And then we have a copy chief, but 

he’s not on staff, he’s a freelancer, but he’s copy-edited every story. We use freelance 

fact-checkers, then we use photographers, illustrators, so all that stuff is freelance, but 

the actual staff, I guess I would say two, two and a half, maybe. 

— Percentagewise, how much revenue does the magazine generate 

comparing to the platform? 

— I don’t want to say it overall, but it’s highly variable. If you look month by 

month or quarter by quarter, once could be higher than the other.  

— How did you and do you think about your audience? How do you find 

the readers, how do you pitch yourself to them? 

— Well, I should say that’s probably not something we’re particularly good 

at. I wish we’d had a better approach to that. Over the years we’ve done various types 

of marketing, whether it’s social-media marketing, or other types of marketing, 

whether it’s ads or gift sales or all this sort of stuff we’ve done for years and years. 

And it’s sort of settled in to the audience of people who generally … They obviously 

love nonfiction, these are people who read nonfiction books, people who read 

magazines like The New Yorker or GQ. They are also skilled often pretty heavily in 

the media industry, people who work in the media industry. Um… But then it can 

kind of break out into a different audience. Because the stories are so singular and 

individual, and touch on readership we haven’t necessarily accessed before. The 

current January story is getting a lot of pickup among Israeli-connected newsletters. 

Some of that we try to drive, we might run an ad on Facebook to get the story 

promoted to a certain community to get readership there, because we think people 
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might be really interested in this. But sometimes it just happens, it just kind of filters 

out into a different community. I would say that we have a core of people who just 

love these stories, rollicking nonfiction stories, and then each one is kind of different 

in terms of the audience, because they are so different in terms of topic. 

— Which makes marketing pretty tough, I guess. 

— Yeah, yeah. I mean, all marketing is tough. All marketing is like right on 

the edge of you completely wasting your time and money or you doing something, 

and oftentimes it’s not that easy to tell which side it’s on. So marketing is a real pain 

in the ass, but it’s certainly not easy when … If our stuff was targeted towards dads or 

towards some group of some particular interest, it would obviously be a lot easier to 

market this type of stories. 

— How did you market yourself in the beginning, how did you create the 

brand, let people know that you even existed? 

— In the beginning we really didn’t. We kind of launched with me tweeting 

from my account and Nick tweeting from his account. We didn’t have any money to 

spend on marketing. We kind of relied on some natural advantages. One was that we 

were launching with Kindle Singles, Kindle Single Store, and so they were putting a 

lot of publicity behind that, and we had a couple of stories on Kindle Singles, so we 

kind of got some attention from that. Then … The media industry covering media has 

gotten pretty defused over the last couple of years, and it’s a different discussion. But 

at that time in particular people were looking for something new, they were trying 

something new, so they wanted to write about us because we were trying something 

new and had a kind of an interesting story. It was three guys who met up in bars for a 

year trying to figure out how to launch this thing. So it was a good story to tell, and a 
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lot of people wanted to tell it, so we definitely relied on the press at the beginning to 

get a lot of initial attention of readers. 

— You mentioned Kindle Singles. How does the partnership work? And 

how did you manage to land it? 

— Way before we launched I met … Someone told me, somebody who 

worked at Time Inc., that they announced Kindle Singles, that they were going to do 

this thing. And I just sent a note into the general mailbox that they had there and said: 

“Hey, we’re launching this thing, it seems there are some similarities, maybe we can 

work together.” I think that’s what happened. And then I started talking to Dave 

Blum, who is still the head of Kindle Singles. Actually we talked yesterday, because 

yesterday was the fifth anniversary of the launch of Kindle Singles, January 26th. 

That’s a lot of time, probably longer than we thought we would be around. Anyway, 

we started talking and we thought that maybe we could do this together. He needed 

quality stuff to put in the store at the beginning; nobody ever heard of it, so it’s hard 

to get people to write for something they have never heard of and don’t know what it 

is. Of course we had the same issue. Eventually we coordinated and decided [that] we 

were launching at the same day, and since then it’s just been a relationship of, you 

know … We just send them stories and they put them in the store. They don’t have to 

put them in the store, Dave is not required to, it has to meet his standard of quality, he 

can say no, and he has said no on a couple of occasions to the things he didn’t like or 

thought they were too similar to the things that were already in the store or what have 

you. That’s his domain, so we have had a really good relationship. And it’s a nice 

place to be, because it has its own front page and that sort of thing. 
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— In terms of dynamics, would you say that … The traffic or the amount 

of copies people buy on Kindle Singles now comparing to when it started, how 

has it changed? 

— I think you have to ask them about that. It’s actually literally in the contract 

with Amazon, you’re not allowed to talk about sales. 

— And in terms of money, they take 30 percent? 

— They take 30 percent, that’s right. 

— I also noticed that most of The Atavist stories are now in the Kindle 

Unlimited cloud, so I can read them for free, basically. 

— If you’re member, you can, and we get royalties based on how many pages 

you read.  

— Interesting. How does that work? 

— You just get a tabulation of how many pages were read in the Kindle 

Unlimited library, and then there’s some royalty calculations that are relatively 

complex as far as I can tell, but yeah, we get paid for that. 

— You said that you were initially launching an app. So basically you 

went from app to desktop, while everybody else went the other way.  

— Exactly. And we don’t even have the app anymore. 

— Did you kill it recently? 

— Yeah, I think it was last October, September maybe… 

— How did that happen, what was the thinking behind launching an app, 

and when did you decide that it wasn’t about that? 

— Well, back when we started apps were still a very new idea—you know, 

publishing apps. Everybody was trying to figure out what the landscape was going to 

be like, and the iPad launched less than a year ago, so there was a Wired iPad app, 
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and other magazines putting out apps, so … The reason that we launched it was that it 

was really difficult to do the type of design that we wanted to do on the Web at the 

time. The way you could do it was through Flash, and Flash was already becoming 

sort of very heavy, very cumbersome approach to designing things. And HTML5 was 

just coming into its own. Designing within an app context you could really control the 

type of things you wanted to control. So it made sense that way, and it also made 

sense in a way that it seemed like a new place to be. It seemed like the place that if 

you want to go find readers you could not only find them, you could get some real 

estate on their device, and you could get sort of like mindshare in their world. So we 

thought: well, this is the way people are going to be reading, they’re going to be 

reading on their phones and on their tablets, so supposed if you want them to read 

something long, you’re going to make it a single scroll, you’re going to make it very 

easy for them. All of that made sense. At the time, the app actually did pretty well in 

terms of downloads, I think a lot of places would’ve been happy with the number of 

downloads and would have kept it. But there were a lot of reasons why it stopped 

making sense for us. 

— What were they? 

— The main one was that it was actually a huge technical challenge to do the 

type of design that we want to do across both the web and the app. So eventually we 

did move to the web, eventually HTML5 did allow us to do what we do on the Web, 

and then we were trying to create pairing between the app and the Web, which was a 

huge operation that took a lot of resources, it’s just really difficult. Even though we 

built the software that specifically did that, like that was one of the things we built the 

software to do, it still was like … You had to refactor images, and there were things 

that would break. And then the second problem was that on the Web, we can just 
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deploy code whenever we want. We can say, you know what, we have this whole 

block space in the CMS of this platform, we could say a MailChimp solicitation. We 

just make a MailChimp block, which we did, release it to ourselves and other people 

on platform, put it in, and go. To do that in the app required resubmitting the new app, 

and then Apple has some objection to it, so it takes two weeks, then Apple finds a 

problem, it runs afoul of their rules … It was just such a cumbersome process, and the 

reading experience on the mobile web was just as good. So we just felt like we 

weren’t just gaining as much anymore. And also I think what was proven overtime 

that having a freestanding publishing app is just incredibly difficult. For giant 

organization it makes sense, if you’re Buzzfeed or The New York Times, you have a 

huge readership that might want to find you there. But for a small publication it’s still 

a lot to ask from people to download your app, while most of the things they’re 

reading are already in their social stream anyway.  

— How did you arrive to the pricing of an individual story? It was $3 

initially, right? 

— Yeah, $3. And then $2, sometimes $3, sometimes $2, but actually $2 these 

days, I think, almost universally. It was originally some calculation we made … I 

talked to Dave Blum about it, and we thought: how much a single issue of a magazine 

costs, and then, what if you took out the most important story in the magazine and just 

sold that, what’s the cost of a book, what kind of percentage is this, lengthwise, of a 

book … So it was just mixing all these things up. Basically, you didn’t want it to be 

more … It didn’t make sense for it to cost more than a newsstand copy of Wired, and 

it didn’t make sense for it to cost more than a full-length nonfiction book, but then, 

you don’t want to sell it too cheap, and then you also are under the restriction of these 
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platforms requiring you to sell things at $.99 microrates. So you’re kind of stuck with 

$.99, $1.99 or $2.99. So yeah. 

— And now you’re also selling subscriptions. How did this change 

happen? 

— That’s something we should’ve done from the beginning, and we just 

didn’t have the technical architecture for it and it took us too long to develop it. But 

you know, there’re people … I think the main idea for subscriptions was that there’s a 

fair number of people who just love what we do and love supporting it, and they 

would love some way to support it, and the way that you can give them to support it is 

subscriptions. They may not read 12 stories a year, but they’re fine paying for it, 

because they know that their money goes to pay for that type of stories. So we kind of 

thought … At the beginning we were into single copy sales, and again, technically, it 

was a pretty difficult thing to build. Eventually we had people using the platform who 

wanted to do the subscriptions anyway, and so we kind of like built that architecture, 

and now we have this metered paywall; you can read a certain number of stories and 

subscribe.  

— So relatively, are subscriptions a big chunk of your revenue? 

— No I wouldn’t say that. I would say it’s small. 

— Why is that?  

— Yeah, I think digital subscriptions are kind of tough call. You know, they 

go up, we’re fine with the amounts, but I think the difficult thing with something like 

a metered paywall is just if… Again, if you’re The New York Times, you’re trying to 

make your stuff feel essential in the world. Like, I will subscribe to The New York 

Times because I really want these news, and if I can’t get it, if I reach the limit, I’ll 

just pay to get the access. And this isn’t really quite like that. In some ways, it’s closer 
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to an old-style book club, when you’re saying: “you know you really like that type of 

stories? Pay to support it!” You can get all the stories to read from the back catalogue, 

but I’m not going to ever make an argument that The Atavist Magazine is essential to 

someone’s life. So it’s more of a pleasure reading. And I think that digitally it’s just 

harder to build up that kind of subscriptions.  

— One of your revenue streams is, or was, fundraising; you got a 

$500,000 investment at some point which made a lot of press. How did that 

happen, how did you make a pitch to the investors? 

— Yeah, we do, we have investors. I think, essentially for the most part they 

are really invested in the software more than the editorial. Which isn’t to say that they 

don’t like the editorial, but their investments are based on the software growing in 

terms of its users and eventually its paid usership. We started doing that in 2012, our 

pitch was basically: we have this software, there are a lot of people out there that want 

to do this type of high-end design for either stories or reports or all sorts of longer 

content on the web, and we’re going to take what we have, which at the time was 

licensing it on an individual basis, and turn it into a product that anyone could sign up 

for and pay us money to use. So we raised money in two rounds and then… We’ve 

basically started a process of doing this conversion, and we finished that in April 

2015, and then kind of launched a big redesign, and then … Really, the fundamentals 

of the business are based on the growth of the number of the software. That’s what it 

all goes around. Editorial is really extra, even though sometimes it makes a good 

money. 

— So businesswise, is editorial the thing that you do mostly for love? 

— Yeah, I mean … It definitely has a purpose in our business. It’s not like we 

just do it for fun and it has nothing to do with the business, because it’s also … It’s 
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marketing for the platform. People will see the stories that we have made and say, 

how did they do that? They check out the software, even literally they may click the 

story through to the software. Because you can do that from the newer stories. But 

yeah, it’s sort of like the soul of the business in a way. But fundamentally it’s not the 

business. 

— I actually noticed a structural change on your website, now to go to the 

magazine, you have to go way down the front page, and there’s a small thing that 

says, oh, we have a magazine, too. 

— Yeah, right. I mean, the magazine has its own front page. But on 

atavist.com, it doesn’t have a prominent place. 

— Was there a moment when it occurred to you that as a business 

software holds up better? 

— I mean… I kind of think we always knew that. I think we probably knew 

that from the point at which we decided we were not going to do a traffic-based 

advertising business.  

— And why? 

— Because the way this concept is—the way it works online generally if 

you’re going to start something new—is that you try to get as many readers and 

eyeballs as possible, and then you advertise against that. You can measure it out if 

you’ve got a certain number of people, and you can make it work. And we decided 

not to that, for whatever reasons, good or bad. We were so invested in the design that 

we didn’t want to clutter it. At the time advertising was just horrible, it’s still pretty 

bad, but you can do better things now. We didn’t want to run banner ads, and that was 

really the only option. So I think we made that decision and then … the type of stories 

that we were producing weren’t going to get, we were not going to end up with like 
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50 million uniques a month or something. So I think we, once we decided that, we 

kind of knew that the software business was a bigger business. There was a sort of 

wild card in there, the movie stuff—it’s not a bad business, it’s an unreliable business. 

You just can’t count on it, because stories get optioned for unusual reasons, because 

some big producer or big actor loved it, and you can’t write it into a business plan. 

— How does this part of your business work, though? Do you have a 

representative in LA? 

— Yeah, so we have a manager, and we have a couple of agents at a big 

agency. They will send the stories out to different people, they might know that one 

big actor or director’s company has been looking for a certain kind of story, an 

international story, and they might send it to them, or they might just sort of people 

who are interested in stories based on true stories.  

— And you pay them a monthly fee, or how does that work? 

— No, they just get a cut of what they sell. That’s what’s great about it. 

— A lot of outlets that I’m researching try to attract crowdfunding and 

would start Kickstarter campaigns. You have never done that. Why? 

— I think at the beginning when we could have crowdfunded stuff it still felt a 

little ... Crowdfunding wasn’t mainstream. Kickstarter was around, I know the 

Kickstarter founders and they are great. But in terms of funding media things it was 

still new. And I think I had some reservations about it because it still felt like charity. 

I think it’s not charity, and it’s sort of evolved in this way, it’s like a very ... I love 

crowdfunding, I think it’s a wonderful a great way to do all sorts of things, but at the 

time I thought about it kind of like, ah, I don’t want to go out asking people for 

money, I don’t know what this thing is going to be, I don’t want to have to make 

promises to them, that sort of thing. Let’s figure out how do that on our own. And I 
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think over time, we still could crowdfund some aspect of the business, like the story 

or something, I sometimes think about it. But when it comes to crowdfunding a 

publication, the thing that we’ve seen over five years … A lot of the competitors, not 

even competitors, like similar startups, that we’ve known in our five years have come 

and gone. Many, many, many of them have gone out of business, both software and 

publications of different types, longform publications of different types, magazines et 

cetera. And Kickstarter ones in particular have a bad track record of launching with 

the Kickstarter money and not having anything to count on after that, and sort of just 

fading out, because you can take all that money, produce a really great issue, and then 

sort of hope that things happen, and then they don’t happen, and then they either are 

selling themselves to some larger organization really quickly, or just going away. 

What we’ve always been looking for and are still looking for is something that’s 

sustainable over the long term, and it’s very difficult to ... Kickstarter is a good way to 

get started, so to speak, but it’s not a sustainable way to run a publication all the time. 

— I also read a story on Nieman recently about The Atavist having come 

cutbacks and not being able to secure a new round of funding. So what changed? 

Why the funding came previously, and now it’s harder to get it? 

— It’s a good question. I mean, there are probably a lot of things. If we were 

talking off the record, I could probably tell you more. I mean, that story was like 60 or 

70 percent accurate. But I will say that there are some things that were particular to us 

and some things that were not particular to us. The things that were particular to us 

were sort of specific things about the way our software business works which is that 

it’s kind of between consumer-oriented platform and enterprise-oriented platform. So 

both businesses use it and individuals use it. And we kind of got caught in the middle 

of raising money on both those bases. And a lot of investors just want one or the 
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other. They just want a very clear story of what you’re doing and the numbers to back 

that up. And we’ve always had a sort of complex story, and it maybe that we haven’t 

been that good at telling it in an investment context. So I think that was a problem for 

us, I think the general problem is just that money is not as easy to get as it was a year 

or two years ago. 

— Because of the abundance of projects that want money? 

— Yeah, everybody is looking for money. I wouldn’t say in general, I haven’t 

measured it, but I have a strong sense of some slowdown in what people are willing to 

invest in. I know other people, other organizations that have that problem. If you look 

into some organizations that went out of business or sold last year, you would find 

buried in there that they tried to raise money and weren’t able to. But also I think 

[that] you will always have this problem if you’ve been around for a while. Even if 

you’re successful. Like, people want to invest in the thing that’s shiny and new and 

has the most potential. And it’s hard for us to be that thing right now. You could say 

we’re successful, you could say we’re not, and we’ve been around for five years. 

There are different ways to measure success, but it’s hard to go in to someone and 

say: we’re a new thing, look at us. And that’s a challenge for any organization that’s 

been around for a while. 

— You also mentioned some partnerships, when your stories get 

translated, or licensed, or co-funded by somebody. Can you elaborate? 

— Yeah, that’s just a ... We do it on a kind of individual basis, so we might ... 

If we’re doing something that ... If it’s a certain type of story that we know caters to 

some of the subject matter that an organization might be interested in, like the Pulitzer 

Center is interested in crisis reporting from around the world. So a couple of times 
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we’ve done [that], we’ve gotten grants from them. Those are just grants that we give 

directly to our reporters to do their work, we don’t take this money. 

— But it’s you who apply? 

— Yeah, together, we might apply, we might suggest that they apply, we can 

write something in support. And then when it comes to foreign translations, that’s 

more just like … Once in a while we get French publisher or Dutch publisher that 

says: “oh, we’d like to use this story,” so we just work out some kind of foreign rights 

fee that we will split and pass to the author. 

— Also as far as I understand there was this publishing project Brightline 

that you’ve participated in and that didn’t really work out. 

— It was originally called Brightline and ended up being called the Atavist 

Books. And that was essentially IC, [a company] ran by Barry Diller and Scott Rudin, 

the film producer, they wanted to start a publishing business. So they came to us, we 

ended up doing it as a partnership where essentially they were using our software to 

design digital books. But everything was theirs, they hired everyone, it didn’t answer 

to us, it wasn’t under us. And then they published some books, five maybe, and they 

decided they didn’t want to do it anymore. So the whole thing was at arm’s length for 

us. 

— You were basically contractors? 

— Yeah, I mean … We were partners, we had a close relationship, and we 

would help them with design, and we loved what they were doing, too, they did some 

innovative things. Like, they eventually ... The issue that they ran into was that it was 

really designed to only do purely digital books, and it’s just hard in the book 

publishing industry. Print is still such a strong aspect of book publishing and reading, 

and they couldn’t quite figure out, like, do we want to do print or not. Ultimately I 
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think they didn’t want to do print, and so the market wasn’t there. The market is just 

not there for purely digital books that are very highly designed, there’s not enough 

readership for that. 

— It’s interesting, because I noticed that in the first media reports about 

The Atavist the word e-book was featured heavily, but apparently everybody 

dropped that since then. 

— Yeah. I mean, it still comes up sometimes. It’s hard ... I’ve used it in the 

beginning, because in the beginning it was all unknown. I mean, what do we do, what 

are we trying to do here? We call it a magazine, but they [the stories] were also sold 

individually, so they are kind of like books, short books. And maybe there’s 

something in between, and people kept trying to come up with names for them. They 

will come up with this horrible names, like combinations of magazine and book and 

all this terrible stuff. Or Kindle Singles, but Singles is not really ... We never really 

liked that term as something we would want to adopt, so ... Yeah, it took us a long 

time to say, you know what, these aren’t books, and we don’t treat them like books, 

we do sell them on Amazon, but we think of this like of a magazine, we got issues, 

each issue only has one story, but it’s a magazine. We actually formally re-named it, 

The Atavist Magazine, just to make clear that that’s how we perceive it. We submit 

for the National Magazine Awards, and we have never really been that connected to 

the book publishing industry, except through this Atavist Books thing, that was very 

much book publishing. But I don’t really want to be in the book publishing, and 

we’ve kind of never felt comfortable in that. But at the beginning, yeah, we were like, 

who knows? E-books, books, you name it. 

— And was the iPad a kind of cornerstone of your initial strategy? Did 

you count on iPad as a savior of longreads or something like that? 
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— Um ... Yeah, we did think … I would say yes to the aspect that we did 

think that the iPad would be a good place for people to read stuff. Even though 

originally we were only doing the phone, so our main focus was always on the phone, 

because we ... It’s sort of a New York bias, but it’s always like, we’re on the subway, 

and people are reading on their phones and that sort of thing. So iPad stuff we got into 

because iPad launched, and we thought, OK, it seems like there’s going to be a lot of 

readers there. The second part of that, when you said that the iPad would be the savior 

of longform journalism … I actually think there’s a whole rhetoric around this where 

... I don’t think anyone ever thought that! The weird thing is that a media reporter 

would write that … This is what happens all the time, a media reporter would write: 

Will iPad save journalism? And then that same reporter two years later would be like, 

iPads did not save journalism. No one thought... I mean, maybe when The Daily 

launched or something, there were probably people who were like, this is going to be 

huge. But the idea that something would save longform journalism ... Even that story 

on NiemanLab was so funny to me, because they said something like, it’s been 

proven out that longform journalism, these new longform startups aren’t going to save 

journalism, or something like that. It’s like, no one ever said that! It’d be moronic to 

say that what we’re doing is saving journalism. It’s so small, it’s so particular, so I 

think there’s a lot of that rhetoric around what people thought would save this and 

that, but really it’s just like, there’s a huge number of things happening, none of them 

will save anything, some of them will survive and a lot of them won’t. We’d like to be 

the ones that survive, but maybe we won’t, we’re trying to figure it out. 

— Getting back to the presentation thing: your stories, at least some of 

them, are heavy on the multimedia side and design. Also, you do audio books. 

How much do you spend on these things, and what’s the rationale? 
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— We spend ... The budgets are actually pretty small, we keep everything 

very, very tight. Basically the media imagery, all of that, is generally not more than 

$2,500 a story. That’s generally we’re keeping it under that. Sometimes we might 

really splash for something, pay for animation, and than other time something might 

be very cheap, because it’s all found photos, and they’re all, you know, for $50 you 

can get them all. We’re not doing audio books mostly anymore, we did those for a 

long time. We still release some things as podcast once in a while, which is, sort of, a 

better approach. But I think overall our view on that stuff is that, if you look at the 

beginning, we were doing a lot more media than we do now. It’s partly because we 

were just experimenting, just playing around with what the possibilities were, and it 

was all news, and then it just sort of settled in to a style of design where we use it if it 

makes sense, we use if it advances the experience of the story. It doesn’t have to have 

any extra media. Some stories have no videos, many stories have no videos and no 

animation, nothing like that. So it’s really about design. But of course the whole 

world has changed, so now there’s just a factor of quality design for any longform 

story. We’re not going to close the doors on people by putting a looping video in the 

title image. A lot of people do that, we first did it, nobody was doing it, so I think that 

has also cut against the idea of trying to do a lot over time. You know, this is now 

standard, and we’re just trying to make things as beautiful as possible. The same way 

that you would design a magazine story to look as enticing as possible. 

— Speaking about that, you were the first, but now it is a competitive 

field, there are some outlets that do pretty much the same stuff — Deca, The Big 

Roundtable, others. Do you feel like it’s a competition? 

— No, not really. I don’t know what it would be a competition for. A 

competition for writers? I guess so, but the truth is, we pay so much more than those 
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organizations that you listed ... We don’t really have a problem in terms of getting 

writers that we want to get. I think we might be sort of competitive with some of the 

bigger magazines in terms of occasionally we’ll run stories that The New Yorker 

didn’t take, or The New York Times Magazine or The New Yorker have run stories that 

we didn’t take. So in some sense we’re competing for National Magazine Awards and 

things like that. Maybe, but there’s also a lot of writers and a lot of stories. 

— What about audience, though? 

— Right, the other would be audience, but ... It would just be ... You’d be 

hard-pressed to convince me there’s some competition in which we’re competing with 

other startup-y longform things for the same readers and they only have so much time 

and whatever. I mean, yeah, sort of, but it’s more like we’re just trying to create 

something that’s compelling enough to get people’s attention and to get them reading 

and to keep them reading. And it doesn’t make any difference to me if such and such 

other thing exist or doesn’t. In fact, I am also a writer. I love that other people are 

trying to do that. I think that they also are looking to find sustainable models to do it 

in the long term, and that would be great. But you know, the only thing I care about is 

does Longform.org want to push our story through. And if they do, then yeah, they’re 

promoting maybe five stories a day, GQ and Esquire and whatever, and I’m glad if 

they find our stories compelling enough, or if it makes it into the Digg email, or The 

Tablet Magazine email, or any other places that we want people to suggest reading it, 

everybody wants to get this. But it just doesn’t feel competitive to me, I don’t think 

I’ve ever looked at a Deca story and start, like, damn it, I wish they weren’t doing 

that! I might say I wish we had that story, but that’s great, that’s a good feeling—

wow, when we started, there were none of these things. 

— You might have been inspirational to them. 
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— Yeah, that’s probably true. Sadly you don’t get paid for inspiration. But 

we’ve also inspired places that come and got out of business, too, so maybe we’ve 

inspired people in a bad way to try things that didn’t work out. But I think we’re 

proud of that on the design front we’ve inspired and laid the foundation for the type of 

longform design that exists now, and the same things are true for like, people are 

trying different business models, people are saying like, it actually takes a small group 

of people to make a great story, and we can do this, so that level of inspiration I think 

is nothing but a good thing. I’m sure you’re right that there is a competition for 

audience, everyone has a limited time to read. 

— And you’re able to pay much more because you have the platform, 

correct? 

— Yeah, I would say two reasons. One — that we have had different ways of 

making money and having money, whether it’s raising money from investors or 

making money from the platform, so maybe we have more resources at different 

times. But I would say the second reason, without specific reference to any of those 

organizations that you mentioned, we pay more because we care about paying more. 

Every fucking internet startup content business is built on the back of not paying 

writers. Like, they all start that way, they all start like, we pay you as soon as we 

make more money, or yeah, we can only pay a $100 a story now, but later maybe 

we’ll be able to pay you more, and then they’ll try to build the business and then they 

say yeah, we’ll pay a little bit more. And we just said, we’re not going to do that, 

we’re going to start out paying what we feel is a very solid, good amount of money, 

because we want good stories, and we want authors to be happy, and it doesn’t really 

make sense to say, you know, that this is something that people do, that they get paid 

tiny amount of money for. That can’t possibly last. I think there’s a component to it 
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that’s actually ... Everybody can pay more if they make this decision. If we go out of 

business saying that, I would be perfectly fine with that. I won’t lose any sleep over it, 

because if you call one of our writers and ask them, how did you get treated, how did 

you get paid, I think universally they’ll say, like, I love getting those royalty checks, 

and, you know, I thought I was well-compensated for what I was doing. So we kind of 

prioritize that, I guess. 

— Was it your strategy to have so many diverse revenue streams? Was it 

a conscious idea? 

— It was a conscious idea. I don’t know if it was a good idea. It was a 

conscious idea in the sense of, I’ve never ran a business before, my experience of 

running a business was as a freelancer. And as a freelancer, one of the things you try 

to do is figure out different revenue streams. So ideally … That’s actually probably a 

pretty good parallel! So ideally, you would just work for one magazine and they 

would pay you a nice salary and then you just write stories for that magazine. Those 

jobs are really hard to get, so if you’re a freelancer, you’re like, well, I want to build 

something up with The National Geographic, but those stories take a lot of time, I 

want to build something up with The New Yorker, Wired, Outside, whatever, chasing 

all these checks at different times, but it all totally will hopefully combine to a livable 

wage for myself. And I guess, I kind of viewed business that way. It probably, almost 

certainly would be better—and [that’s what] most businesses are smartly designed 

around—we’re going to do one thing, we’re going to do it really well, and we’re 

going to try to get people to pay us to do it. Or in case of some internet businesses, 

we’re just going to grow, grow, grow, and somewhere down the line somebody will 

pay us. But we’re just going to focus on that thing. And for better or worse, 

sometimes worse, we took a different approach, which is we’re doing a few different 
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things, they make money in different ways. If we see a way to bring in some more 

revenue, then we’re going to figure out how much work it is going to take to get that 

revenue, and maybe we’ll chase it, and maybe we won’t. Sometimes we chase 

revenue that we shouldn’t have, that ended up costing us more time in the end that it 

was worth. And sometimes it was worth it. So we just have much more egalitarian 

approach to where the money comes from. And I think, if I’m being honest, that’s 

probably worked to our detriment to a certain extent. It’s much easier to run a 

business that is really, really focused around something. Nowadays, I think, we are 

really focused on the software side, we know what we want to do, and the magazine 

does exactly what it does, so we have paired that down significantly, but there have 

been hard lessons about it over the years. 

— How do you look into the future, where do you see this thing in three 

years, do you have any kind of strategy? 

— Well, I think our view is that it’s growing, the business is growing, mostly 

the software business, but also the readership of the magazine stories. It’s growing, 

we need to capitalize on that growth to make sure that it’s growing in a profitable 

way. And one of the things about raising money—again, this is a much longer 

conversation—but one of the things about raising money is that the way a lot of 

online startups work is that fundraising is fundamentally the platform on which they 

are growing. Especially when it comes to software and users. So free users, they just 

grow a number of free users, relying on investment to pay for that, and then 

eventually you have some idea that you’ll make money, although oftentimes those 

companies sell or go out of business before they make money. Our model is a 

different one. We want to convert those free users into paying users, we want to grow 

based on profit. So really, three years from now, what we’d like is to be an extremely 
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profitable business that is probably grown back even larger then what it was when we 

had our most employees last year. But, the question is, can we make that happen? 

That’s what we’re trying to do now. 

— Would you say that the magazine is indispensable? Can the software 

exist without the magazine potentially, or it’s significant to you to have them 

both? 

— It’s significant to me, and the magazine does a lot for the software. I 

wouldn’t go so far to say that the software could not exist without the magazine. It 

could. 

— But you wouldn’t like it to. 

— No, that wouldn’t be my preference. 

Mark Lotto, editor-in-chief of Matter and editorial lead of Medium 

The interview was conducted over the phone on February 5, 2016. It has been 

very slightly edited for clarity. 

— Let’s start from the beginning. You came to Medium even before 

Matter was acquired, is that so? 

— Let me think about the actual timeline. I came to Medium in October 2013, 

and I think it was a little bit concurrent. I think that Medium acquired Matter a few 

months before that, the transition of Matter from a paywalled Kickstarter-supported 

publication to Medium publication was still barely getting going when I started. And 

it continued to run in its original form for about, I don’t know, maybe 6 months after I 

came, although for some of that time we were sort of behind the scenes working on 

the re-launch. And yeah, there was some period of time, I think Matter was acquired a 

little bit before I started.  
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— You were quite a successful journalist in legacy media. What was the 

rationale behind transferring to this new adventurous digital thing? 

— My argument? Well, I mean... I worked for The [New York] Times for 5,5 

years, I came up in a daily paper, then I went to GQ, and I didn’t much like ... 

[Subject asks a particular part of the answer to be left off the record.].  Medium has 

been talking to me for a while, basically since it was still in beta, and I didn’t totally 

understand that initially. And then I had a meeting with Ev Williams, the founder, 

who said: come here and do the work beyond the ambition, imagination and resources 

that you use in the most publications. And that was a hard ... Who’s going to say no to 

that?! Nobody is going to say no to that. But the idea was that ... In those days the 

original Medium editorial team had been doing a lot of sort of fiddling with content, 

diversifying platform from its initial kind of tech core community. And they wanted 

someone to think about how to do work of more impact, work that would draw more 

attention to the platform, and bring more readers. Eventually we believed that it 

would have a kind of role-modeling quality, like people would see what you could do 

on Medium, and they would want to do it, too. So what that meant when I first got 

here, it wasn’t clear. We didn’t know initially that starting a magazine was the best 

way to do it. And we certainly didn’t know that re-launching Matter was the best way 

to do it. It took us months to figure that out. And than at a certain point the ideas kind 

of all overlapped and then it got to Matter re-launch.  

— You mentioned that it will bring leaders and people will want to do 

that kind of thing, too. Then why did you decide to do longform? Matter isn’t 

strictly longform, but it definitely focuses on it. One could make an argument 

that it’s kind of strange to longform stuff to make people to do the same, because 

longform is expensive and time-consuming. 
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— I think it’s totally a fair point. In a lot of ways it’s the right point. We 

wanted to create something that was super aspirational and also push the boundaries 

of the product really hard. Now, because of the work that we did, you can write a 

piece of 20,000 words or a 100,000 words, and the platform would survive, when in 

the early day, the kind of art and design that we were doing, the kind of writing that 

we were doing, the kind of size that we were doing actually was testing the ability of 

the platform to deliver those things. And if you push it to extremes of the product, it 

teaches you more than a few [things about how] to do average work and average-

sized work. But ... The other thing is, I don’t know, there’s something like 982 pretty 

active publications going on Medium right now. Now, I don’t know all of them, I 

haven’t talked to all of them, but the ones that I know and have talked to have always 

cited Matter and also Backchannel, Steven Levy’s publication, as a real inspiration to 

them. And also, the Medium content ... Like, Matter and Backchannel — these are 

two things that we do, there are a lot of things that we do that are more subtle or 

experimental or accessible or replicable, we just don’t do them inside publications. 

Matter is a very specific thing, like it was really designed to be competitive with The 

New Yorker, and with The [New York] Times Magazine, and The Atlantic, and Rolling 

Stone, and everyone else; it was designed as a kind of competitor. But that’s not the 

only thing you should be able to do on Medium, that’s not the only thing that we do 

on Medium, it’s just that sometimes the most public expression of what we do.  

— So was it your concept from the beginning to create Matter as a 

competitor to these well-known legacy media? 

— Yeah, it was, but, well, no ... Yes and no. In the sense that, yes, of course, it 

was always a part of it to be a competitor, to have that level of quality and vigor and 

talent, but at the same time it’s like ... At all of the jobs I’ve ever had, I wanted 
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something ... I tried to pursue things, pursue work that’s really memorable, work 

that’s really kind of full of feeling and provocation, and I just wanted to keep doing 

that. Like, I just wanted to do shit that cause rubble. Um ... Now, I actually think that 

there’s too much longform now. I think we’re creating a longform bubble, I think 

most of it is actually totally mediocre. And I think you can see it, and you can see 

readers turning away from it as a genre. So there may be some mixed future for these 

things, for how you tell stories in text, like I’m starting to think about what this looks 

like, but I don’t know ... Between when we re-launched and now … [In] summer 

2014, it was pretty novel being a publication that just did have the kind of resources 

and ambition of a sort of legacy publication, that was pretty rare. Now I feel like a lot 

of people are figuring out how to at least create ersatz versions of that work, it’s just a 

lot more places doing it, and we were doing it a year and a half ago. 

— Speaking of competition again, what is unique about Matter, what 

makes it stand out comparing to its competitors, whoever that might be? 

— Well I think first and foremost it’s the design. I mean, we bring ... There 

are lots of people who do that like ... When we first launched, right, everyone was 

obsessed with that sort of Snowfall design. I hate it. I totally despise it. It’s supposed 

to be immersive, it’s supposed to be interactive, but it actually just creates this sort of 

bubble between you and the actual work, the actual story. You’re so busy staring at it, 

but not really seeing it, and poking at it, but not really engaging with it. I hate it. I 

always have. So the idea with Matter was to use kind of oldest techniques of graphic 

design and illustration to create really stunning, really memorable images that are 

filled with as many ideas as the piece itself. And you want the words themselves do 

their work, I mean, that’s where the minimalist design of Medium really helps you. 

It’s like, you’re just there with the words and images. I think that’s still ... The piece 
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that we won the ASME for this week, it’s an amazing piece of reporting and writing. 

It’s also ... You know, my art director had a Dutch puppeteer build a puppet show to 

illustrate the life of Humarr Khan. I mean, that’s like a bonkers kind of thing, and it’s 

like, but that requires a kind of handmade care, I mean literally handmade care that I 

think most people don’t do. But I’ll also say that the piece stands on itself. Every 

publication has a formula, they have ways they solve problems all the time. When you 

think, this is a voice of the publication, what they’re actually doing is solving a 

problem with the same solution every time. It’s like, The New Yorker pieces sound 

like The New Yorker pieces. I mean, yes, the magazine has its voice and sensibility, 

but it’s also creating a sort of box that you put things in. Whereas what we did with 

Matter was we decided that every piece is going to be its own problem with its own 

solution.  

— If every piece has its own voice and its own formula, how do you think 

about the audience of Matter? Who are these people, how do you think about you 

customers and how to reach them? 

— I don’t know. (Chuckles.) You know, I’d be pretending if I said that I 

thought as hard about that as I probably should. Because I think … I know it’s pretty 

global, I know it’s pretty diverse, I know it’s pretty ... It’s got a pretty good split, male 

and female, I know the income level is pretty high. But I don’t know, I just think of 

them as ... I like it when people get excited about the stories. I like it when people 

remember stories. I mean, that’s sort of ridiculous, and it probably also speaks to 

some of the luxuries that I have, but it’s like ... I like on Twitter when people are 

moved by, I like on Facebook when shit re-surfaces after months that it still has 

potency and impact. I don’t really think about it in that cynical customer-base way. 
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— When you published your manifesto when Matter re-launched, you 

wrote that it was a magazine for the generation that grew up without magazines. 

Could you elaborate on that: what kind of generation and what does it need in 

terms of media? 

— I mean, look, I’m 37, I’m old enough that I can remember when it was 

fucking amazing when The New Yorker showed up or when Harper’s showed up. I 

can remember what it’s like to read David Foster Wallace in a Harper’s issue when it 

appeared. But most people who are not much younger than me, a year or two 

younger, can’t remember that. But there’s plenty of things that have had the same 

appeal, whether it’s blogs or it’s Twitter accounts, or friends’ tumblr or its music, they 

still care about storytelling, they still care about ideas. They still have that experience. 

And so I didn’t want to create something that was just a romantic throwback. I wanted 

to create something that gave people that same feeling that I used to have. But was 

also informed by the current state of storytelling. If anything, I wanted to keep 

pushing it in that direction. 

— Still, how do you reach the audience? Do you have any particular 

marketing strategy, how do you put things out there? Especially considering that 

Medium has its own environment and ecosystem. 

— Well, that’s the thing. You know, Medium is the greatest advantage in the 

world. The second you publish something on Medium it immediately starts moving 

out to the ecosystem, you know what I mean? And hundreds of thousands people are 

getting it in their inbox, so they get a push notification on their phone. So it’s like, we 

do Facebook stuff, we do Twitter stuff, but for the most part it’s like, Medium is an 

increasingly valuable distribution tool, because you don’t publish something in 

isolation, the second you publish it, it starts pushing outwards. It’s pretty great. 
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— So basically you don’t need to make any additional efforts to put it out 

there, because it’s already putting itself out there.  

— No. We don’t know if we will continue to think that way, that’s the way I 

thought up to this point. Like I said, I think there might be a future where Matter has a 

much more kind of aggressive marketing machine and community building machine, 

that’s just off in the future. 

— So basically Matter was a Kickstarter-funded publication with a 

paywall, and it had an understandable business model, I assume. Then it came 

on Medium, and now it’s free. So what is the business model now? 

— Matter as a Medium publication doesn’t have a business model. In the 

sense we’re the flagship publication at Medium, what we do is we bring value to 

platform, because we’re a sort of cast-kitchen for what you can do on the platform. 

Matter itself doesn’t have an independent business model. Now, again, could that 

change some day? Sure. Could we have a different … Like, it’s already changed once 

before, sure. It’s in its DNA to change again. But the other thing, and this is easy to 

say if you’re a part of a big platform in a pretty successful company, but... I’m not 

going to tell you what my budget is, but it’s not that big, you know what I mean? My 

staff isn’t that big. You compare it to the size of The New Yorker, or The Atlantic, it’s 

like... What’s the size of The New Yorker staff? Somewhere between 60 and 80? At 

our biggest, the Medium content team has been about 12. And we sometimes had 

been as small as six. And it’s like, you can do this work with not that many people. 

That’s what The Atavist shows, that’s what Deca shows. That’s what we show. Deep-

pocketed reporting is expensive, but it’s not actually that expensive compared to... 

I’m not going to tell you what a GQ fashion shoot costs, but our most expensive 

stories have never come close to that. So it’s like, if you’re not paying all the weight 
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and maintenance of giant magazine staff, it’s just not that hard to find the money to 

pay for these things. If all your money go to these amazing stories, it doesn’t cost you 

that much.  

— So Medium just gives Matter a certain budget, and you work on that, 

and you don’t have to worry about making money yourself. 

— Yeah, right now that’s the state of affairs. 

— In terms of your expenses, does Medium as a publisher have any 

influence on your editorial decisions? 

— No. I have total editorial independence. 

— When you are making editorial decisions, say, commission a story, do 

you think about the business side, be it the potential performance of a story or its 

potential costs? How do you think about that? 

— I think about that insofar as like I don’t like to create ... I’m not creating 

outsider art. You know what I mean? I have genuinely ... Nowhere is this like a ... 

Matter doesn’t have the kind of high intellectualism like The New York Review of 

Books or London Review of Books. It’s like, I want to make things that people want to 

read. And so, my goal isn’t to .... And it doesn’t mean that I’m not being rewarded, in 

the sense that our most popular stories ever had been among our most serious stories. 

So I just want to do shit that people will actually read and enjoy. Not shit that the 

people will say they’re going to read or shit that people say they want to read, or a 

very small number of people feel dutiful about reading. It’s like you just want make 

work that is actually read. So I do try to think about things that feel novel enough and 

big enough that a lot of people will want to look at them. 

— There also have been a lot of discussion in the media about what 

Medium actually is, is it a media company or a tech company, or is it a publisher, 
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platform, or platisher. What is your take on that? Do you think that Medium 

creates a potential new model for other publications? 

— Medium is a platform. Medium is a tech company that has built a platform. 

Some of us on it, some of us who work here help to do cool shit on Medium, like that 

is our job to build cool shit on Medium. Now, sometimes that might be shit that we 

make ourselves, sometimes it might be shit that we help other people make, that’s no 

different from what the editorial team at Snapchat does. The job is to help people 

make cool shit on the platform. And so, I don’t know ... I don’t mean to sidestep the 

platform/publisher conversation, but it’s not ... It’s just not the right conversation. It’s 

a big giant platform, there’s 60,000 new posts every week, of which we touch, I don’t 

know, 10? Some of which arise out of relationships, some of which arise out of our 

intentions, some of which are the product of publications that we helped other people 

build. It’s just like the big giant open place. 

— Speaking about the stories again, do you work with writers in the same 

way as the magazines do: you pay reporting expenses, and then a fee? Or do you 

have a different approach? 

— No. The payment structure around Matter is pretty resembling to how 

magazines pay. Whether it’s yet another of those things ... Should it always be that 

way? I don’t know. But we pay generous, and consistent rates. 

— I also read a lot of things about Medium’s new approach to thinking 

about how people consume content, this total time-reading metric. Does it apply 

to the publications that are on the platform and how? 

— I love the total time reading as a metric. Total time reading is a great 

metric. If you just know that 100,000 people clicked on your piece, that’s all you 

know, that they clicked on it. But knowing that people spent millions of minutes 
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reading your stories, that’s really powerful, and it encourages people to do work that, 

like, people really want to spend time with. As opposed to what people just click on 

or watch on their Facebook feed for 5 seconds. I’ve always been super into total time 

reading, and that’s where I am. And I know that other publications, other companies 

are super into it. 

— Do you consider these things while making editorial decisions? 

— What, how do you optimize for total time reading? And how do you 

optimize for Facebook clicks? I mean, I just do shit that’s really good. Still our best 

performing piece was the piece that we ran within our first maybe three months, the 

piece about young nonoffending pedophiles, we were nominated last year for Public 

Interest ... I knew that this piece was going to be massive, but I can’t really explain to 

you why. But I didn’t say yes to that piece because I knew it was going to be massive. 

I said yes because I was the only one willing to say yes to it. 

— By the way, that piece and many others showed your approach to 

headlines, I guess. It had a really engaging headline. In a way, even clickbait-ish. 

Do you have any kind of specific approach to headlines? 

— I don’t know. I’m not a terribly good display writer. Some people just 

really have it, I don’t have it, I don’t write a lot of our headlines, but sometimes our 

headline arise of the fact that I am sometimes intentionally bad at it, I don’t like to do, 

really don’t like to do viral clicky headlines. Because I find them ... I just think 

they’re deafening the voice of the internet, it’s like every single post on every single 

website. So it’s like I sometimes will go and willfully obscure. With that piece, it was 

a long time ago, I wanted something urgent, but not alarmist, and a thing that didn’t 

feel too self-serious and literarily. That was a hard piece to get it right. 
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— There also have been some fuss last year after Ev Williams wrote his 

post about shifting the attention from content to networking on Medium. What 

do you think about that? Does it concern the journalistic part of Medium, what 

does it mean for it? 

— A lot of that stuff was just people was just a lot of misunderstanding. I 

don’t know exactly what to say about that. There were a lot of ... There were stories a 

year ago that the entire editorial team was shifting and the publications were closing, 

these stories were bullshit. Like I said, the publications are one of the things that we 

do, and this is a platform where Jeb Bush will write about his daughter’s drug 

addiction, and someone will write from Charleston after the shootings. That’s a part 

of what we do, and a part of what we do is make these publications, and a part of what 

we do is court college kids to make their own publications or help them do better. So 

the content team has always been complicated, it has always done a lot of different 

things. The content team has always had a super expansive role. I have a lot of 

meetings every day, some of them involve Matter, but lots of them involve lots of 

other things. And it’s just like, I think sometimes it’s misunderstood. Now the larger 

question applies: Medium is not a publishing tool vs. Medium is not a network. The 

idea is like … The two is just like, Medium has always been this way. The idea is that 

you don’t write in isolation here, the second you’ve published something it moves out 

in the network, and people can respond to it, and people can share, and make it 

highlighted, make it interact with it. None of this was ever supposed to be 

hermetically sealed. It’s supposed to be the place where people put out there stories 

and ideas and other people have the opportunity to talk back. That’s always been the 

idea. 

— So your editorial approach hasn’t changed? 
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— Like I said, there’s this sense of a super-experimental thing that we do. 

Two of my other editors are creating a conversation around trans issues by trans 

voices. We helped a bunch of high school kids make their own medium magazine. 

Some of these things are on Matter, some are outside of Matter. But it’s like ... 

Something like Ghost Boat, which is a massive project by the Matter staff, has its 

entirely own space, and its entirely own rhythm and intention and participatory 

nature. But it’s like, what is the point of having an open platform if you don’t go out 

and play it as openly as possible? 

— This content team, how big of the Medium staff and expenses is it? In 

terms of Medium overall expense structure, is it a big one or a smaller one, what 

part does it play? 

— It’s a pretty decent size. The current content team is probably 50 or 60, and 

we’re probably getting bigger this year, and we’ll probably figure out, like I said, I 

think Matter is probably getting ready to evolve in some way. I don’t yet know or am 

able to say what it is, but yeah, it’s like 50-60 people knocking around in New York, 

DC and San Francisco. And we’re expanding elsewhere soon.  

— Does Matter have its own specific editorial team, or everybody is doing 

different things on the platform? 

— Everybody is doing different things, and Matter is a part of the job.  

— So it’s possible that a person could do a story for Matter, and then for 

Backchannel, and then work on their own thing. 

— Totally. But it’s like, I make all the final decisions on Matter, and Steven 

Levy makes all the final decision on Backchannel.  

— But ultimately Medium is who you work for, not one particular 

publication. 
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— Yeah. 

— That model might be unprecedented. 

— Yeah, it’s different. But I think that it brings in fresher ideas. The nice 

thing about Matter is ... It helps us to not to be tied to some rigid daily publishing 

schedule. Actually I can’t remember when we last published a story, but we have a 

couple coming out. But it’s like, we do stuff when we have the right stuff to do. Most 

people don’t have that luxury, most people have to get the next issue out there, fill up 

the next day, get a certain volume of news and traffic.  

— And with Medium in general, what is its business model? Is it 

baasically a startup that attracts investments? 

— Yeah, it’s ultimately … We just did a round of funding which was 

published over the fall, but the questions of Medium business model and revenue are 

for someone else to answer, not me.  

— You’ve mentioned a couple of times that you’re thinking of 

transforming Matter. You don’t have to go into details, but still, how do you 

think about the future of this publication? Where would you want to see it in 3-5 

years? 

— When’s your thesis getting written?  

— By mid-April, I guess. 

— I’ll tell you what, wait until the spring to have that conversation. 

— In general, there are different types of stories: blogging, fiction, 

whatnot. Why did Medium decide to go with journalism, buying Matter instead 

of attracting popular bloggers? 

— Well, it did everything. It’s like, again, I think that for journalists Matter 

and Backchannel are the most public parts of Medium, but they’re such small parts. 
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You know what I mean? You have to understand, if you’re a San Francisco tech 

blogger, or you’re a person in San Francisco gay community, or you work for NGO 

with a diverse background, it’s like… Maybe you’ve seen Matter, but you’re working 

on a platform filled with all your friends, and some of the most important people in 

your field, and everyone’s writing all the time. Steven Berlin Johnson has a 

publication here! Matter is just one thing that happens on platform. I’m very fond of 

it, but it’s a huge platform for a lot of people. Medium is much bigger than this... 

[Connection interrupts.] If there’s a kind of writing that someone likes, it’s probably 

on here somewhere. Just because people like you and me mostly see Matter and 

Backchannel, it doesn’t make them the only things here.  

— Would you still say now that longform content is still important for 

Matter and why? 

— I think that ... What I want to do here is work with ambition, work of 

imagination, work that requires real resources and care and time, you want to do work 

that involves real thought and a lot of impact. And you can actually do that sometimes 

in 800 words, sometimes you can do that in 80,000 words, sometimes 8,000 words. I 

think that people have increasingly, at some point in the last couple of years, people 

started to think of 5,000-10,000 word stories as virtuous somehow, which I don’t 

think they are in half the cases. You just do the work that is significant, that you 

actually give a shit about, and you want people to give a shit about, and you figure out 

what the right form of that work is. Now if you like to think like … I’m going through 

a big phase right now reading like 125 page books, and I’m like, holy shit, that’s like 

phenomenal length. But you know, we’ve just published it, in December we published 

a 14,000-words second-part short book about selfies by Rachel Syme. That was pretty 

satisfying, because a lot of people read that, and it was 59 minute read. So it’s like I 
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just think that doing work that means something to you is the main benchmark, and 

then you’ve got to figure out the right shape for it.   

Joshuah Bearman, co-founder of Epic Magazine 

The interview was conducted over the phone on February 2, 2016, and has 

been very slightly edited for clarity. The subject had to end the first interview before 

answering all the questions; it proved hard to schedule a follow-up before thesis was 

done. 

— How did you come up with this idea, what was your thinking behind 

creating Epic? 

— Um, well, mainly I just was interested in creating another venue for 

narrative nonfiction that I do. And I was at SXSW, and everybody was running 

around talking about all the different interactive ventures, the festival had that 

interactive sort of section, and then all the journalists were interacting, because that’s 

what the journalism is. It was about the time when Longform and Longreads and 

various curatorial efforts were drawing attention to that type of longform stories 

online, and I thought, oh, we could do ... There were a couple of new ventures that 

just published that stuff online, and I thought: hey, we could do something like that, 

build a full business exclusively on narrative stories, and you know, do a digital 

publication or whatever it’s called, with specific editorial identity. That was the idea. 

— And how was Epic different, in your mind, in comparison to other 

publications, why did you need to create your outlet instead of just writing for 

others? 

— Um ... Well ... I mean, like I say, I wanted it to be narrative, I wanted to 

create narrative. Narrative writing. And ... You know, I don’t know, I think I just 

liked the idea of making something, and ... And so I had already been writing for 
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other publications, and also some of the digital ones, like The Atavist. I mean, these 

are all people that I’m friends with. So I wanted to ... I just really had this idea to do a 

really specific version of that, and then Josh Davis, the guy I ended up partnering 

with, did this famous story, and we both had an experience of making a movie around 

it, so we both said: oh OK, well we can on the back of that develop a sort of 

institutional way to publish nonfiction and adapt it as well. 

— Sorry that I’m so persistent about it, but what exactly was specific in 

Epic, in your opinion? In comparison to, say, The Atavist, since you mentioned it. 

Specific version of what kind? 

— Em ... Well, I just ... You know, The Atavist, um ... is essentially very 

similar, but it’s also a different kind of business, it sales e-books at a price point. So I 

wasn’t ... I mean, editorially it’s somewhat similar to The Atavist, although I have, 

you know ... In my mind I have a very specific kind of like philosophy about editorial, 

but that’s not really the main difference. In case of The Atavist, I sort of wanted it to 

be online for free, not with paywall access. 

— How did you come up with an idea of a business, then? Did you think 

about it as a business from the beginning? 

— Well, you have to, otherwise it’s not going to go on for long. So ... You 

know, my own career in writing was enabled by the fact that I was able to do stories 

in print and then also sell them in either in books, in some cases, or films and TV, 

whatever. So naturally the idea for the company was, you know, follow that sort of 

plan. 

— Right. But how did you design it, set it up? I guess it’s one thing to say 

that we’re going to do it, but what were the exact procedures? How does it 

work? 
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— Hmm! Well ... It’s a good question. You know, we just kind of started. And 

then early on we got sort of lucky thing, an introduction to Medium, which was just 

starting, and then they were saying, like … They wanted strong editorial content on 

their new site and they wanted us to do it for them, and we said, OK, sure, but you 

know, it’s not cheap. So they asked, OK, how much would it cost, and we gave them 

an idea, and then we did a contract that provided them several stories at a not 

insignificant fee, although in the end it wasn’t enough money just to run a business on 

them, but we ... It was enough to get us going, and that’s what we did. 

— So that was kind of your startup money? 

— Uh-huh, yeah. That was it. 

— But it was just for a period of time, or how did it work? 

— Yeah, it was like a short, it was not for that long, and actually it lasted just 

for a couple of stories, because they soon realized that they needed to start their own 

editorial thing, so they just created their own editorial team and started doing their 

own stories.  

— So now for Epic, the only revenue stream is optioning the stories to 

Hollywood, or are there any other? You’re also selling them on Amazon, aren’t 

you? 

— Yeah, but no, we do all different kind of things. We sell the stories to 

publishers, we have publishing relationships. And then we have overhead deal with 

the studio for just the first look, you know, so that helps. And some stories get 

optioned, so it’s always big. And let’s see ... You know, we’ve got things here and 

there, we have another whole part of the business that do the documentaries, so that’s, 

you know, something. That’s a lot of different stuff. 

— And what about documentaries? 
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— We do documentaries, like Vice! You know, same idea. 

— But they aren’t on your website. 

— No-no, they aren’t like ... We just haven’t ... None of them have launched 

yet.  

— Do you publish them eventually on Epic? 

— Well you know, the funders want to do that, yeah. It’s like Vice, when the 

sponsors are looking for ways to tell stories in some ways they don’t know how to do, 

and so we’ve put together a production team to do that, and then ... It’s a big a thing 

that’s in the works, it’s just none of them have ... Takes a year to do that stuff, you 

know. It’s a long process, so none of them are done yet.  

— Sorry for this question, but why do you need the brand of Epic itself? 

It kind of sounds that both of you are successful authors, and you can do all 

these things kind of by yourselves anyway. Why are you doing the publication? 

— No, I mean, you know, an organization is more ... It’s more powerful than 

individuals, so you know, we have like 10 people now, so that’s more than what we 

can do on our own, basically. But also, it’s an editorial brand as it were, so it’s 

different than individuals. It just changes how, it’s like: “Oh, Epic, what’s that thing? 

Or, it’s a company! They’re doing something!” You know, it changes the perception. 

— So it’s kind of a marketing thing? 

— No, it’s not ... No, it’s not intended as a marketing thing, that’s just a 

different ... I mean, we just made a thing to make a thing. And that’s it. And then we 

have realized that, you know, it has created an opportunity to do more stuff, different 

kinds of projects, raise money, you know. You can’t raise investment as an individual, 

we’ve raised investment from people, so it just changes how you can operate. 
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— I didn’t know that you raised funds, too. So it’s another source of 

money? Like a startup model? 

— Yeah, kind of, kind of like a startup. [Interview interrupted by impertinent 

dialogue between subject and another individual.] 

— You said that you have 10 people in the company. Are they all on staff, 

on payroll? 

— Uh-huh, Yeah. 

— So what do they do? 

— Well, we have an editor-in-chief, and we have a ... We have a producer, 

you know, for the movie stuff. And we have a senior editor, a features editor, we have 

a full-time researcher, two assistants, editorial assistants, and ... Somebody else. But 

that’s the basics. 

— I noticed that most stories published on Epic, for now at least, are by 

either you or other Joshua. There may be only one by somebody else. Is it how 

it’s meant to be? 

— No, that’s not how it meant to be, it’s just a function of that it’s hard to, it’s 

been so far difficult to get the stories by anybody. (Chuckles.) We have published way 

less stories than we would have wanted to by now. It’s been very difficult to get a sort 

of pipeline going that has stories of the kind that we want to publish. 

— Why? What’s the problem? 

— I don’t know, you tell me! I have no idea. Like I don’t understand ... The 

stories aren’t good enough, that’s the real answer. We kill a lot of stories, because the 

stories that are coming in are not good enough. We’ve had to kill more stories than we 

publish, which is not great. And also just to do the stories ... Let’s see. We have six 

manuscripts now currently that are going to be published in some form this year. And 
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all of those stories have been in the works for at least a year. That’s how long it is 

taking. It’s frustrating.  

— So how do you work with the writers, do you commission stories, or do 

they send you the stories that are already done, or do they pitch ideas? 

— People submit manuscripts. But that’s pretty uncommon. For the most part, 

people pitch stories, like it normally works with any publication, and then we assign 

them if we like them and they make sense.  

— And if they make sense, do you pay reporting expenses? 

— Yeah, we pay for, you know, like any magazine, we pay a fee, and then 

some expenses, and ... And that’s it. 

— And if eventually a story isn’t good enough, do you still kill it, just 

losing the money you invested? 

— Yeah, if a story isn’t good enough, then unfortunately it doesn’t survive, 

that is the tragic reality of writing stories. 

— How do you pay the writers, do you get anything besides the fee, 

royalties and all? 

— There’s no royalties to be had on the stories themselves, because it’s just a 

magazine story. But the writers share in the ancillary rights, if they ever materialize, 

for the film and TV stuff, and if it’s a story that a writer has brought to us, then they 

share very significantly. I mean, we actually always share significantly in the rights, 

but if it’s our stories than we keep sort of little bit more of the rights, and it’s 

somebody else’s they get to keep all of the rights. And that’s the kind of thing that can 

theoretically add up over the years, if those projects get made [into movies], they can 

turn into quite a bit of money. 
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— OK. What makes a story good enough for Epic? I guess it’s hard to 

come up with any kind of formula, but what are you looking for in a story? 

— I ... The story has to ... You know, it has to be telling ... It can’t just be a 

story that, you know, tells us about some stuff that happened, or even some really 

interesting stuff, or some really interesting character. It has to be also saying 

something bigger than that, have some deeper meaning, some idea, some insight into 

people, you know. Or the human condition. And so that’s often more than it’s asked 

from writers ... You know, then when you just have to hustle a magazine story, and so 

I think that’s why we dump ... People aren’t accustomed to putting that kind of effort 

into a story. I mean, it’s what I like to do, so that’s what I try to do over the years 

myself, and so that’s what I want to do, and I’m realizing that to do that actually 

requires a lot more work, and writers aren’t used to it, and we kind of want to help 

writers do that and work with them and some people don’t have the time for it or it’s 

not their thing or whatever. So what we try... We’re sort of, OK, we’ve got to work in 

a specific way with the writers who want to do that, and you know, kind of have to be 

focused about it and more careful in how we find them. 

— And do you consider the movie potential of a story when 

commissioning it or coming up with it?  

— No, no, not really. I mean, if the story is good ... It has to work as a 

nonfiction story first. That is the only purpose of it. And the truth is, if that if it works 

well as that type of story, than it will often also work well as a book or a movie or TV 

show or documentary. If the story’s really good, than it can be told in all kinds of 

different ways.  

— So there’s no specific Hollywood angle to a story? It just has to be 

good? 
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— Right. 

— Can you elaborate a little bit on your Fox deal: how does it work and 

how did you manage to land it? 

— Um ... It just works like any other first look deal essentially. There’s an 

overhead, they pay an overhead, like they would to any producer, although this is a 

very small-time, but the scheme is like with any other producer that they deal with. 

Then, they have the first look, and then they have an option to buy something before 

anybody else gets to it, and that’s in exchange to an annual overhead, to pay the bills, 

and we got that by ... Well we launched, and ... You know, both Davis and I had 

already done a lot of magazine writing that have been turned into this stuff, so people 

knew who we were and what we were doing, and heard about our business and said, 

well, can you come in and talk about it? And so we did, and then we got this offer. 

Several, actually, from different studios, and we went with Fox for various reasons, 

like who we like and how comfortable we are with people involved and that sort of 

thing.  

— Well that’s great. In some stories I read about Epic it was mentioned 

that it’s a hit-driven business. Like, you have to have big financial successes to be 

sustainable. Would you agree? 

— I don’t know. I’m not sure yet.  

— But you’ve been operating for a couple of years. 

— Yeah, but that’s not long enough to, I mean, in the movie business it takes 

four years to get a movie to develop, so who knows? I mean, so far we’ve had no hits, 

since no movies have been made yet. So... If it is a hit-driven business, than we’re in 

trouble, but... 

— Are you [in trouble]? 
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— No! We’ve got enough ... With the overhead deal and with the money from 

our publishing we put together enough revenue that covers the publishing business, 

which is very expensive and is a little bit like a loss leader. And ... But we were 

profitable last year, so... 

— How do the publishing partnerships work? 

— They’re pretty ... So far they’re very straightforward: “hey, we have this 

really cool story, do you want to publish it? “ 

— And you just get paid a regular fee? 

— Yeah, basically. So that’s ... But we’re trying to figure out if there’s a more 

developed kind of thing to do, I’m not really sure what that would be, but you know, 

talking about stronger relationship with a publisher. 

— But you still retain all the rights when a story gets published 

anywhere? 

— Ancillary rights? Yeah. 

— Apart from reporting expenses and the money that you pay your stuff, 

do you have any other significant expenses? 

— Um... Well... We have to pay for the story. 

— But apart from that? Do you do any marketing? 

— No, not really. 

— Why? Wouldn’t it make sense to try to get your stories to the 

audience? Or that’s what publishers usually do? 

— Yeah, oh yeah. I mean, my last story was published in Wired, you know, 

like it has readers and stuff. The story before that we published on our own site, and it 

did well like that. And ... We’ve got a hundred and something thousand readers, and, 
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you know, I’m not really sure what the marketing ... How would you market a story? 

What would it mean? 

— Usual things, social media... 

— Oh, yeah, yeah, we’ll put a couple of hundred bucks for Facebook or 

something, but that’s not, I wouldn’t really think about that of marketing.  

— Well, technically it is. 

— I mean, yeah, but it’s not an expense for the company, these $200. It’s 

completely marginal and doesn’t mean anything. 

— Sure, but if a story comes out on your website, you still do all this 

stuff? 

— Yeah, we have social media, we post on there and stuff. Of course we’re 

trying to get the word out about the story. I just mean, that’s not some special 

marketing plan or something, you know. And fairly, it’s not an expense. It’s like a ... 

It’s the same thing that Wired does with its stories—send it around to different 

aggregators, and boing boing, and you try to get to radio shows that might talk about 

it and so on.  

— You also have a newsletter, a pretty detailed one.  

— Yeah, well I mean, we’ve only sent out three of those, but yeah, I mean I 

wrote that last newsletter, the end of the year one, and that was just, you know, to be 

able to highlight stories that I like, there was nothing super fancy about it. It’s just 

something I wanted to do for my, to be part of the community of stories and highlight 

stories that we like or I like, and so I put a little bit of effort into it. So, yeah, of course 

we’re trying to have a good public presence, it’s just I don’t really think in terms of 

marketing per se.  
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— You mentioned that Epic focuses on the quality of narrative. Is it 

important for you potential clients, for Hollywood? Do they care about the 

quality of narrative, or just about the story? 

— I don’t know. I like to think that they are attracted to quality, but it’s hard 

to know. Sometimes good stories that are not particularly well-written will get 

optioned, that happened, too, but ... I like to think that the quality of the writing is also 

requested in interested to movie people, to whatever ancillary interest there is, I 

assume it depends partly on the quality of the writing.  

— How do you think about your audience, your readers? Is it even 

important for you model how many people will actually read the story? Does it 

matter? 

— Of course it does! I’m not interested in, like ... I mean, the story is for 

readers. That’s all it for. If it gets optioned for a movie, that’s great, but you’re 

writing a story, you’re not thinking about that. You just think about the readers and 

communicating ideas to that audience, so yeah, it’s very important. 

— So who do you think are your readers? 

— Oh, I have no idea. I’ve never once thought about it. It could be anybody, 

all different kinds of people.  

— Do you have any ways to engage them apart from the social media 

stuff we mentioned, make them read or learn about the stories? 

— I’m not even sure... No ... No! You know, I have another call starting right 

now.  

Brigid Hains, editorial director of Aeon 

The interview was conducted by email. Upon receiving the initial set of 

questions, the subject asked to significantly shorter the list and declined to answer 
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any question that remotely went into the design of the publication’s business model, 

citing concerns about disclosing proprietary information. The answers were received 

on February 21, 2016. 

— What was the logic behind creating Aeon? Why did you decide to 

launch it, and did you consider it a business project? 

— Aeon was created by Paul [Hains] and me as a way to communicate our 

interest in ideas and our belief that a great deal of serious and important thinking was 

being under-represented in the cultural conversation. We didn’t consider it a business 

project, but we did want it to have an impact on the world, and also to become, over 

time, self-sustaining. So we always intended to run Aeon in a disciplined, ambitious 

and business-like fashion.  

— How do you think about your audience? Who are your readers, and 

how do you make your publication essential to them? How do you reach the 

audience and get their interest? 

— There isn’t one ‘Aeon audience’. We have core followers who subscribe to 

our newsletters or to our social media (mostly Facebook and Twitter) and who take an 

interest in Aeon in an ongoing way. A substantial number of people visit us at least 

once each week. But we also know that many people come across Aeon through a 

single essay or opinion or video which they want to enjoy. It’s not necessary for 

everybody to find the publication ‘essential’ but we do also want to pay special 

attention to our loyal and regular readers. Around half of our audience is in the US, 

the rest across the world. To reach our audience we use all the conventional channels 

– a daily and weekly newsletter, Facebook, Twitter, and also ensuring that our pieces 

are picked up in aggregator sites such as Digg or Arts and Letters Daily.  
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— In your opinion, what makes Aeon unique and original; what are its 

competitive advantages, so to speak, in comparison to other publications? Who 

do you think your competitors are (if there are any)? 

— One of the things that makes Aeon so unusual is that we don’t cover 

politics, or even current affairs, much less entertainment news, celebrities, sports etc. 

We are very different from other digital publications in that sense. But we are not a 

highly elitist literary review either. We have a very strong editorial ethos of quality 

and excellence and one of our special skills is the translation of academic research to 

a wide audience. We don’t have one close competitor but we have certain aspects in 

common with The Conversation (translating academic research to a wide audience); 

with science magazines like Nautilus (the significance and meaning of scientific 

thinking), with other publications which publish carefully edited longform pieces 

(such as the New Yorker or the Atlantic) and with smaller review magazines such as 

the TLS which write about a wide variety of disciplines and research traditions.  

— When Aeon launched, you said that the primary goal was “to build up 

a strong following or community of interested people,” and then start thinking 

about generating revenue. Three years later, at what stage of this process is 

Aeon? Are you planning to introduce the ways to generate revenue? 

— We are looking closely and seriously at a wide range of models for revenue 

generation and we anticipate implementing some of these in the next three to six 

months.  

— At Aeon, how is the editorial side related to the business side (if there’s 

any relationship at all)? When making editorial decisions, does Aeon take into 

account any business considerations (i.e. the potential performance of a story or 

the cost of producing it)? 



 

 242 

— There is no separation between the editorial and business sides of Aeon. 

We are a vision-led enterprise and both business and editorial are in the service of 

that, working together to achieve our goals to reach a very wide audience publishing 

writing and video of the highest quality, across a wide diversity of important topics 

and interests. Like any enterprise, everything we do works within the framework of 

disciplines, and one of these is budgetary.  

— Do you think that a publication like Aeon can be sustainable in the 

long-term perspective; do you intend to make it sustainable? Where do you see 

Aeon in, say, five years, editorially and business-wise? 

—  Yes I do see it as sustainable. We have a very substantial audience, 

including our loyal members and followers. We have huge support in the academic 

and cultural institutions who see Aeon as a great way to communicate beyond their 

specialisms. And we believe that we will continue to grow that support in ways that 

make us financially sustainable.  

Jeff Campagna, former editor-in-chief of Compass Cultura  

The interview was conducted via email: the subject said that he lives in rural 

Panama now, and this is the only stable means of communication he can access. The 

answers were received on February 23, 2016. 

— How did you come up with an idea of Compass Cultura? I read that 

you did some web projects before that and wrote for various American 

magazines — could you elaborate a little bit on your background and on what 

lead you to the idea of starting a publication on your own? 

—  I’ve been freelancing in various disciplines for almost thirteen years now 

which has allowed me to spend a large part of my adult life travelling. Over time, it 

became the theme of my story, if you will. And because I had a history in 
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screenwriting and short story writing, I soon realize[d] that I could blend my love for 

travel with my love for writing and become a freelance journalist. After enough time 

filing for publications like The Daily Beast, Vice Magazine, Delayed Gratification, 

Smithsonian Magazine etc, I began seeing aspects of the digital journalism world that 

really irritated me. In this way, Compass Cultura is the product of not only my love 

for writing and my love for travel, but also my disdain for the popularity of 

substandard content online and the poor reading experiences that those content 

producers offer. With a cursory knowledge of Wordpress and the willingness to 

commit totally to an idea that had very little chance of success, Compass Cultura was 

born. 

— You called Compass Cultura “a niche offering.” What kind of niche did 

you have in mind? What, in your opinion, was lacking in travel journalism that 

Compass Cultura aimed to provide? Or, using business language, how would you 

describe your publication’s competitive advantages comparing to other travel 

publications? 

— Context. I felt that most international journalism available online (not hard 

news, but more special interest pieces) was being offered completely out of context. I 

felt as though important things were being left out of stories and narratives because of 

editor’s aversion to higher word counts. Of course big outlets such as National 

Geographic had great content but it was buried inside expensive, user-hostile, clumsy 

app readers. And advertising became so prevalent in most of the digital publications 

that I began wonder who was speaking to me: a neutral member of the free press or a 

faceless corporation. Thinking about all these things as negative aspects, Compass 

Cultura had many competitive advantages. It was easy to get, easy to read, easy to 

pay for, easy to stop paying for and easy to trust. 
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— You choose a rather peculiar business strategy, relying only on 

subscriptions as a revenue stream. Why? What were the reasons for this 

decision? 

—  I think we’re witnessing a considerable democratization of business. 

Organizations like Kickstarter, Apple Music and Netflix have leveled the playing 

field. Now people can buy exactly what they want to buy and leave advertisers out of 

the equation. I touch on this in my essay The Internet: From Landfill to Marketplace. 

Also, with a digitally-native concept, running costs are lowered dramatically. When 

the costs of producing any kind of media are lowered in any meaningful way, a real 

investigation into the why it required so much money in the first place must be carried 

out. The concept must be reconsidered from the ground up. In a traditional sense, 

relying on subscriptions as the sole source of revenue is peculiar, sure. But viewed 

through a progressive lens, it actually makes a lot of sense. Of course, it does have its 

challenges. 

— Compass Cultura underscored many times, through your interviews 

and the website’s About section, that there isn’t and won’t be any ads on the 

website. Why is that? Were there any specific reasons to renounce this revenue 

stream? 

—  I think I answered this in the second response fairly well. At the end of the 

day, I’m just an anti-corporatocracy yahoo. I don’t like big companies. I don’t trust 

them, most of the time. And areas like art, news, philosophy, science and politics 

should be outside the power realm of large, multinational corporations.   

— You said in interviews that you didn’t want to create Compass Cultura 

as a start up, attracting external pre-funding to launch the project. Could you 
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elaborate on that? What was your rationale behind that decision? Where did the 

money to start the project come from? 

— I wanted Compass Cultura to grow naturally, organically. I wanted it to 

grow only as big as the people wanted it to be. Large injections of revenue into an 

untested, unpredictable business model can really throw off true growth curvatures. 

Large contributions of revenue go mostly to R&D and salaries. As long as some of us 

were willing to work for free for a bit, we didn’t really need to pursue investment 

rounds, especially considering, for the most part, Compass Cultura was built on 

robust, open-source, communal software (Wordpress).  

— What about other widespread source of revenue for digital media — 

such as establishing partnerships with commercial brands (which potentially 

seems a good option for a travel publication) or seeking donations? Have you 

considered them, and what do you think about them? 

— Donations are always nice. And more high profile publications rely on 

them than you may realize. But they aren’t a revenue model. They are icing on a cake 

(though an only-icing cake does sound rather tasty). And ‘establishing partnerships 

with commercial brands’ is really just a fancy phrase for even-more-intrusive 

advertisements. Things like native advertising, content marketing and corporate 

sponsored journalism can not, in my opinion, be entirely trusted. Journalism should be 

trusted, without even a whisper of doubt. 

 

— Compass Cultura’s content was organized in “issues.” Why did you 

decide to kind of replicate, at least from a vocabulary point of view, the structure 

of print magazine? What was the idea behind the website’s structure? What 

constituted an issue? 



 

 246 

— An issue was made up of three long pieces of journalism. It was important 

to me that there was a time frame in between content releases. A time frame where the 

editorial team could take their time fielding pitches, assigning commissions, editing 

content thoroughly, fact checking and packaging the stories in an easy to read, 

engaging way. To do this on a day in day out basis would require an editorial team far 

larger than what our revenue could support. 

— As far as my understanding goes, you did a lot of things on Compass 

Cultura yourself, including handling pitches, designing, developing and 

maintaining the website, taking care of social media etc. Is that correct? Why 

was that; would you call it a business decision? 

— Correct. I was certainly the largest, busiest wheel in the mechanism of 

Compass Cultura. It was a labor of love in many ways, my baby. And I had acquired 

much of the working knowledge from previous web and digital ventures I had been 

launched, or been involved in, in the past. So when I wanted to start something new, I 

had to take on much of the work involved. It was only a business decision in that we 

couldn’t afford to outsource any of the work or hire on any other staff. I was the only 

person that worked for free and I wanted to keep it that way. 

— How many other employees, besides yourself, did Compass Cultura 

have? How did it work financially; were they paid? 

— Technically speaking, Compass Cultura had two full time employees: 

myself and my wife who was the full time editor and fact checker. All the other 

persons involved with Compass Cultura were freelance photographers and journalists, 

all of which were paid using the small amounts of revenue earned from our reader 

subscriptions. 
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— How would you describe the audience of Compass Cultura? Who were 

your customers, and what kind of their needs the publication was able to fulfill?  

— Our customers were varied. Young journalists looking for future outlets in 

the industry read Compass often, as did older journalists who were looking for 

content more similar to the long, in-depth reporting they enjoyed before the digital 

age. Travelers and adventurers also loved reading Compass as did those interested in 

ethnic cultures, geo-politics, conflict zones and deep insight into current events. 

— What strategies, if any, have you used to reach your audience, to make 

your readers know Compass Cultura and care about it? Was there any 

promotional campaign / budget? 

— There was never any promotion or advertorial budget. Any and all money 

that was generated was filtered back to the journalists we published on Compass. The 

majority of brand exposure and awareness came from my aggressive social media 

networking and promotional outreach. I was always trying to get features written 

about Compass in industry magazines, publishing websites and online newspapers.  

— VentureBeat reported that the website had 171 subscribers when it was 

bought by Latterly. Is that correct? How did the amount of subscribers compare 

to the amount of page views; how many of people who came to the website to 

read a story did eventually become subscribers? What was the dynamic of 

subscriptions’ growth? 

— 171 sounds about right, though I forget specifically. And regarding page 

views and other traffic analytics, they were never a major influencer on our content so 

I don’t recall the numbers. They were positive though. Consistently growing 

pageviews and unique visitor numbers. Our conversion rate hovered between 3-6%. 
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— You mentioned in an interview that the website once crashed when 

Longform tweeted a link to one of your stories. How big was a spike in 

readership on this day? How many people did come to Compass Cultura on a day 

on average? 

— When Longform shared our Witches of Chiloe article, we received over 

100,000 pageviews in a matter of hours which crashed the shared server that Compass 

Cultura was hosted on. It also put significant strain on the cloud hosting pipe that the 

traffic was being served through. It was one of the problems that was bittersweet, 

though it would have been very sweet if we had banner advertisements on the site 

because it would have translated into dollars. Though I remember a few new paying 

subscribers that day so we still benefited financially from it. I would hazard to guess 

that our daily pageview counts in general were closer to 5,000. 

— How did you come to your pricing policy, $2 a month?  

— Based on competition analysis really. There were a few other subcompact 

publications in the marketplace like BKLYNR who were charging around the same 

price for similar, ad-free content. We needed to start somewhere, so it made sense to 

fall in line with other offerings because really, at the time that Compass Cultura 

launched into the market, there were very very few precedents for monetized 

subcompact publications.   

— You said that 700-1,000 subscribers would allow you “to pay writers 

and ourselves as well.” Could you elaborate on how that would supposedly 

work? (I’m just a little puzzled, since 1,000 subscribers amount to $2,000 per 

month, which doesn’t seem to be that much…) 

— A $24,000 yearly operating budget would have been tight, sure, but it 

would have allowed us the continue paying journalists and also cover the cost of our 
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time as well. It would not have been a high paying full time job by any means, but 

1,000 paying subscribers would have eased the financial tensions and pressures 

considerably.  We did not start Compass Cultura to get rich or make $60K salaries 

each. Anyone who starts a small publication in the digital world wanting those sorts 

of salaries is crazy, truly. We certainly didn’t plan on Compass Cultura being the next 

Nat Geo. It was a totally different business model in most ways, a business model that 

spent most of its time in uncharted territory. It was an experiment, and $24,000/yearly 

would have allowed to experiment to live and self-perpetuate. But I was always 

planning to continue my other forms of gainful employment.  

— At the time of the launch of Compass Cultura, the writers weren’t paid 

for their work, and the pieces were either donated or republished from print 

magazines that you partnered with. Has it changed later during the publication’s 

existence? If yes, how did you come up with fees for stories? Ideally, were the 

writers supposed to be paid for, say, their travel expenses? 

— Yes, this changed entirely. The first two issues worked mostly on a 

donation basis—they were prototypes in that way. Calling cards or spec concepts that 

would attract revenue rapidly and facilitate the immediate move away from a 

donation based model. And that worked. After the second issue, we were able to start 

paying our journalists for contributing. Of course, the fees varied greatly depending 

on many factors. If the piece had already been written, say, for another publication 

who didn’t want to publish it any more, we would pay a small fee than a journalist 

who was researching and writing a piece specifically for Compass Cultura. And, in 

the freelance journalism world, journalists are rarely, if not never, reimbursed for the 

travel expenses. Staff writers are a different story. When Nat Geo sends a staff writer 

to Zimbabwe to cover a story, they pay the way of the journalist. But in a freelance 
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environment, that’s never the case. I’ve been contributing to publications like Vice 

Magazine, The Daily Beast, Smithsonian Magazine, Arc Magazine etc…. for years 

and most of the time receive very small publishing fees and never a travel cost 

reimbursement.  

— To your knowledge, why did people donate their pieces to Compass 

Cultura to publish them for free; what were their incentives? 

— The pieces that were donated to the first two issues of Compass Cultura 

were donated under varied circumstances. Some were pieces that had been published 

in professional hard copy publications previously and the editors from those 

magazines, who I had established relationships with over years as a freelance 

journalist, were willing to reuse their exclusive content in Compass Cultura because 

they truly liked the concept behind reader-driven, ad-free journalism. Other writers 

contributed on a donation basis simply because they weren’t actually working 

freelance journalists. One piece we published about San Francisco was written by a 

software engineer who had an amazing knack for crafting compelling, informative 

travel-based writing but had no interest in making money from the talent. The online 

world is a noisy, cluttered, deceptive landscape filled with clickbait, popups, cookies 

and disguised advertorial so I think the donations in the first two issues were 

facilitated by the fact that we were going out on a limb and trying something new and 

disruptive in a way. 

— You said that 50% of the publication’s profit would go to charities. 

Why? How did it work, or how was it supposed to work—did you mean the 

profit that was left after paying writers’ fees etc., or how would you define it? 
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— Yes, any profit left after paying writer fees and also publication overhead 

(hosting fees, domain name, website security, website development, payment gateway 

[Stripe] fees etc…) was to go to charity. 

— While operating Compass Cultura, did you have any other income 

sources? Was it a goal for the publication to become sustainable and be able to 

provide for its staff? 

— It was never a reasonable goal for Compass, in it’s original manifestation, 

to pay fair salaries to multiple full time employees. Personally, I had other revenue 

sources that allowed me to take the risk on the publication, and to foot the bill for it 

for the first few months until it generated revenue in excess of its running overhead. 

Had there been the opportunity over time to evolve Compass Cultura into a larger 

entity and generate enough revenue to facilitate full time, salaried employees, we 

definitely would have welcomed that evolution. But in the year and a bit that I ran 

Compass Cultura before the sale to Latterly, it never truly showed the potential to do 

that in the short term.  

— How did you select which stories to run? What were the main 

concerns; for example, did you think about possible social media impact and 

stuff like that while choosing to run a story? Were there any stories that were 

pitched to you but eventually didn’t run; if yes, for what reasons? 

—  Our editorial vision was a complex tapestry of many factors. Stories had to 

be in-depth covering all sides and angles of the narrative and they had to be vivid and 

engaging and not dry or boring or rambling. They didn’t necessarily have to be about 

some exotic, far-flung place, in fact, we often tried to publish a mixture of stories 

including some locations that would be much closer to the homes of our average 

reader/subscriber. They stories had be professional written and accurately observed. 
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There were times when we received interesting stories or pitches from journalists 

whose native language was not English and in these cases we would help them 

through careful editorial guidance. It was important to use that we weren’t just 

publishing a bunch of English-language writers—we wanted a broad, diverse voice. 

Many stories were rejected, yes. Only publishing three articles each month meant that 

we had to turn down the majority of stories that were submitted or pitched to us.  

— How did the editorial and the business side relate to each other? Did 

you have to take into account any financial considerations while making editorial 

decisions; and how? 

— Firm no on this one. We never once considered the economic consequences 

of anything we published our of any decisions we made in the editorial process. In the 

larger world of professional digital publishing, this was probably somewhat negligent 

or naïve, of this I am very aware. But again, it was all treated more like an experiment 

than a concrete business model. And because we were not beholden to investors, 

advertisers, donors or corporate interests, we did not HAVE TO worry about any of 

those things. We wanted to stay true to our editorial vision and see what the response 

from readers would be. The minute we water down that editorial vision to make room 

for an economic motive, is the minute the experiment is jeopardized and the results 

can no longer be trusted. 

— How was the expenses of Compass Cultura structured, what did you 

have to spend money on, and what were your priorities in that regard?  

— Our expenses were simple and minimal. Journalist fees, hosting fees, 

domain name fees, software fees and/or payment gateway fees, web security fees and 

any web development fees for development outside my skill-set where I had to hire a 

coder. 



 

 253 

— How did the partnerships with Arc and Makeshift magazines work? 

What were the conditions of this partnership; was it commercial in nature, or 

sort of altruistic? 

— The conditions were extremely simple and altruistic in nature. I speak 

about this a bit more above but they were just happy to be part of something 

interesting, evolutionary and disruptive.  

— Early reports indicated that you also had offered .mobi and .epub 

versions of the stories you ran to download; now, however, this option seems to 

be gone. Was it there, what was the idea behind this offering, and why did you 

eventually abandon it if you did? 

— When we sold Compass Cultura to Latterly, the option to enjoy articles or 

entire issues in e-reader format was still available. Whether or not Latterly has 

deactivated this feature, I’m not sure of. We just wanted to be able to offer our 

subscribers any sort of reading experience they wanted. Some people prefer the 

raised-ink screens of e-readers to the hyper-white retina screens of iPhones when 

digested long form content. Battery life is another concern. Smartphone batteries can 

die out quickly if you’re ready a 15,000 word article on a train or something. Some 

subscribers preferred to save their smartphone batteries for work or gaming related 

use and switch to their e-reader for reading time. It took us a few issues to launch this 

functionality though, because much like everything else development related, it was 

done in house, by us, for free, thus keeping as much revenue as possible earmarked 

for contributing journalists. 

— At the outset, how did you imagine the future of Compass Cultura in a 

long-term perspective, say, in five years? Has it changed over the year when the 
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publication existed? Was there anything that you would have done otherwise, if 

you knew what you know now? 

— We had no firm five-year objectives for Compass Cultura. Everyday was 

an evolution and we were just going where the wind took us. We had no intention of 

selling it one day, but we did, because when the time came, it seemed like the right 

idea. More on this below. 

— Why was Compass Cultura sold to Latterly, and how did that happen? 

Was it more like an actual acquisition, or a merger? How does it actually work 

in terms of creating content, paying for it etc.? Do you feel that Latterly still 

retains Compass Cultura’s original identity? 

— Latterly came out two or three months after Compass Cultura and it was 

obvious to us, to them and to readers, that we both took up the same sort of place in 

the market.  Our visions were similar, our approaches were similar, our content, 

platform and vernaculars were all similar. Ben from Latterly and I were in constant 

communication over the year, sharing our experiences, thoughts, concerns and ideas 

really trying to help each other out. We saw Compass Cultura and Latterly Magazine 

as the same entity in an abstract, long term way, though we never really entertained 

the idea of merging or selling until the very end. But I think for both Ben and I, 

Compass and Latterly both represented a disruption in digital journalism and a similar 

alternative to other larger or more ad-based international publication outlets. After our 

first years, both Ben and I thought that the two publications being separate would 

ultimately hurt the greater disruption that they were meant to have. I mean, both 

Compass Cultura and Latterly Magazine are competing with some major, multi-

million dollar publishing conglomerates—why compete against each other as well? 

Latterly had a bit more momentum, in part because of their Kickstarter funding, but 
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also because Ben (also a freelance journalist) had a few more industry connections 

than I did, so we felt that the best scenario would be for Latterly to absorb Compass. 

It was not a merger. It was a sale. Ben can now do what he likes with Compass 

Cultura, though I trust his editorial vision and outlook on digital publishing in 

general.  

— Do you think that a publication like Compass Cultura or Latterly can be 

sustainable in the long-term perspective; and what are the basic principles of its 

survival and proliferation? 

— Well, this is the million-dollar question and I don’t have the answer to it. I 

believe there is a better way than what the majority of the market is doing now. I 

believe there is a way to remove the corporate interests from journalism and distill the 

ethos of what Netflix is doing into the digital journalism economy. I am not sure that 

micro-publications can survive in a long-term capacity that would require any sort of 

substantial and comprehensive compensation. But I can’t bring myself to imagine all 

the micro-publications dying off and the world’s journalism being run by monsters 

like Huffington Post. The future probably lies somewhere in the middle, in the gray 

mass that will, over the next couple years, come into focus. 

Mark Armstrong, founder and editor of Longreads 

At the subject’s request, the interview was conducted via Skype chat, in a form 

of real-time correspondence, from February 22 to 24. 

— Okay, so as I mentioned in my email I think, I’m mostly interested in 

Longreads originals, the content that isn’t aggregated, but is exclusive for the 

website. So I guess let’s start from the beginning — why did you decide to create 

original content in the first place? As far as I know, but that time Longreads was 

already pretty established as an aggregator, is that right? 
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— That’s correct. It was definitely a gradual evolution — I started Longreads 

(and the hashtag #longreads) on Twitter in 2009, in 2010 built the site and started it as 

a company with three other partners, and then in 2011 we started a paid membership 

for people to support the service and keep it running. 

I need to check whether this was 2011 or 2012, but our first foray into hosted 

content (outside of reading lists and our newsletter) were “Member Exclusives.” We 

wanted to give our members a nice perk to along with their support, so I started to 

think about how to expand our curation to include looking for stories that weren’t 

already online. 

(You can cut me off if I’m giving too much detail.) :) 

— So far it’s perfect! It’s research, so every detail helps 

— So our first Member Exclusives were book excerpts, older magazine pieces 

that hadn’t been available on the web, and newer magazine stories from small 

publications that weren’t putting their articles online. 

To this day, we continue to license book chapters & excerpts, and we work 

with magazines to license stories from them to feature on Longreads. We’ve 

partnered with magazines and sites like The Atlantic, American Scholar, Orion, This 

Land Press, Kill Screen, and many others. 

Fast-forward to 2014, and Longreads was acquired by Automattic, the parent 

company of WordPress.com. 

To back up: I should say that I’ve always viewed our exclusives as a natural 

extension of curation — we’re looking for pieces that we love and either linking to 

them or hosting them ourselves. 

— Yeah, sure. We’ll get to the specifics of that! At least I plan to :) 
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— Matt Mullenweg (co-founder of WordPress, CEO of Automattic), had been 

following Longreads for a long time, and I met him in 2010 in NYC. We stayed in 

touch and then started talking about what Longreads could do on WordPress.com. 

One thing that was interesting to both of us was patronage and the power of reader-

funded media. 

I felt very strongly (and still do) that reader financing via subscription is an 

important funding model — even if it’s in addition to advertising, reader funding adds 

a level of accountability to your most loyal followers. To do stories and content that 

aligns with what they want to see from you. I see it as a nice counterbalance to a pure 

ad-based media model. 

So we kept the Longreads Membership in place, and WordPress.com is now 

matching members’ contributions. 

And because we were now part of this bigger company (Automattic), we had 

to ask how we should put member funding to use, because it was no longer a matter 

of “we need your help to survive.” We decided that the money was best served going 

to writers and editors who work in this ecosystem. And from there, we viewed it as 

another natural evolution to begin working on original stories and essays. 

— Right. So let’s back down a little bit, regarding the Automattic deal: 

how did that work? You touched upon this, but if you can elaborate a little bit 

more — what was their interest in acquiring Longreads, and what part does 

Longreads play in the bigger Automattic business? 

— I can’t speak for everyone (or for Matt), but I think the big draws were that 

a.) we could serve as a form of in-house experimental publisher to help the company 

understand the needs of publications more broadly, in terms of content, design, and 

monetization, b.) that we could bring in more high-quality content to the WordPress 
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ecosystem, so people can follow Longreads inside WordPress.com and get a direct 

feed of great stories, and c.) that we could help with other WordPress projects from 

the editorial side. The four of us on Longreads joined their Editorial team, which was 

4 people, so now we’re double the size. 

Automattic has given Longreads a tremendous amount of freedom to grow 

and work on areas that were important to us — most notably more original and 

exclusive stories, and how the membership model can fund quality. 

— Right. So how did you design your approach to producing original 

content? I mean, what kind of content have you been looking for, did / do you 

have any strategy or any conceivable idea in that regard? 

— We knew that there were certain types of stories that we felt we wanted to 

see more of. So we started there. We thought there was a big opportunity (and there 

still is) for relatively short reported essays or simple human narratives — 2,000-3,000 

words. Subject matter that would inform and surprise readers versus play into 

dramatic formulas. Stories that writers believed in but may have trouble fitting into a 

traditional national magazine. 

I love pieces like this one by Rose George, who dug into the history of a 

woman who pioneered blood donation and blood storage: 

http://blog.longreads.com/2015/03/10/a-very-naughty-little-girl/ 

— Right, so you basically have been aggregating all these stories over the 

years and saw a gap? 

— Exactly. We wanted to work on stories that could add new voices and 

perspectives. We also wanted to fund reporting — but reserved the right to fund 

personal essays or stories about, say, My Little Pony: 

http://blog.longreads.com/2015/01/28/friendship-is-complicated/ 
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So it was also going to writers we’d been introduced to through 

recommending their previous work. 

— Right, so the natural follow-up question, I guess, is — how does an 

original story on Longreads happen? Do you solicit pitches / commission stories / 

do anything else? 

— Correct. We solicit pitches, but we also reach out to writers we like, and 

perhaps brainstorm ideas together. 

here are submission guidelines http://blog.longreads.com/submissions/ 

— Right, saw this! So when deciding if to go on with the story, do you 

have any considerations besides editorial? Like, its potential performance or 

potential cost, do these things matter? 

— Yes, we have to consider a lot of different things: Right now we are pretty 

booked for the coming months, so because we have such a finite number we can 

commission, our editorial calendar is one consideration. 

Budget is another: We want to be competitive in terms of giving writers fair 

payment, and making it easy for the writer to work with us (being on-time and 

painless with that payment). And we do have a budget, so we don’t want to pursue an 

ambitious story with a ton of travel unless we know we are giving the writer a good 

deal for the work they’re proposing. 

but before both of those questions, it comes down to the story pitch itself. Is 

this something that is compelling, is it surprising, is it something we can tell the writer 

is excited about. We want stories to take off and do well, but we don’t really make 

traffic-based decisions, because that can lead to overly simplistic thinking about 

“what does well.” 
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Here, for example, are the 10 most popular exclusives/originals from our site 

last year: http://blog.longreads.com/2015/12/08/longreads-best-of-2015-our-10-most-

popular-exclusives-of-the-year/ 

And the 10 most popular from 2014... 

http://blog.longreads.com/2014/12/11/longreads-best-of-2014-our-10-most-popular-

exclusives-of-the-year/ 

you can see a couple possible trends there, but more than anything there’s a 

pretty diverse set of stories. 

— Right, I see. So now we’re on it, let’s talk about your business model in 

a narrow sense of the word. (I want to reiterate that I’m interested in your 

thinking about this, not in numbers, so if you want to share any numbers, that’s 

great, but if you don’t, it’s totally fine.) In terms of producing original content, 

what are the income sources? Are memberships matched by Wordpress 

contributions the only one, or do you have any others? 

— We make a small amount of money from display advertising (1 banner ad 

at the bottom of each posts) and an even smaller amount from affiliate advertising (we 

get paid when people buy books from Amazon via our book links). But given how 

much we’ve decided to prioritize member funding, those other sources are probably 

less than 10% of the money we make each month. 

Membership remains #1 and we are lucky to have matching support from our 

parent company. Member funding is important to us, but it’s also one that requires a 

lot of legwork, outreach, fundraising. I’d say we’re still learning a lot about how to 

make it work best. 

There is so much to explore, too. I feel like it is still early days in terms of 

publishers understanding and embracing reader funding. 
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— Yeah, that’s definitely one thing I learned from the conversations I’ve 

had so far... 

— Right now, re: Membership, we give everything away for free, and we 

make payment optional. When we started our Member Exclusives, we had a hacky 

“paywall” where we emailed the stories to members and provided a password-

protected ebook download. But what we found was that it was a bad experience for 

the members, they just wanted us to make it easier to read however they wanted. 

— Right, so it’s basically donations, strictly speaking? Do they get any 

bonuses if they pay? 

— People support Longreads because they love it, so that was a big takeaway. 

We’ve always sent members different perks like travel mugs, and this past 

year it’s been tote bags. We have other surprises in the works, so it’s about doing 

things that make people happy and excited to be part of the community versus some 

strictly transactional “money for content” model. 

i have to run for the moment, but this is fun! I can come back later and answer 

more questions as you add them. 

[Second session.] 

— So we were talking about memberships, could you ballpark the 

numbers anyhow? (It’s fine if you don’t.) Or talk about the dynamics — are they 

growing, what are the dynamics and what do they depend on? 

— Our membership is in the thousands, and we’re in a good place with them 

right now. One thing that was an issue last year (and was for several other publishers) 

was that Amazon Payments shut down one of its subscription products, and that led to 

some difficulties — it pointed out just how important it is to have the right system in 

place when you are dealing with reader funding and subscriptions. 
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— Oh, so you were processing your subscriptions through Amazon 

Payments? Or what was the problem? 

— A portion of our members were paying via Amazon Payments — part of an 

old integration with our newsletter — and that meant we had to move them onto an 

entirely new system. We built a new accounts system powered by Stripe last year, and 

we also still have a number of members who contributed via PayPal — but having our 

own foundation in place has set us up much better for long-term success. 

— Right. 

— What’s interesting is that membership management is still a tricky process 

for publishers, and it’s incredibly important to have that in place. With reader funding 

it’s not as simple as just setting up a donation button — there’s a lot of community 

outreach that has to happen. 

I think about NPR fundraising drives — it’s really incredible to listen to those 

and understand what public radio has learned about motivating people to support 

quality news. 

— Right, and that’s actually what I wanted to ask about. How do you 

reach your customers? How do you make them care about the website enough to 

pay for the content that they can access for free anyway? 

— We reach them through social media, our site, our newsletters, in person. In 

each of those places there are different ways we approach the relationship. 

One example: I feel like once someone has signed up for our Longreads 

Weekly email, then there’s a pretty deep loyalty and interest in what we do, and they 

are perhaps interested in pitching in financially to support our next stories. 
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Email is also how we communicate with our existing members — with notes 

to let them know what they’ve funded, news about what other members are working 

on, etc. 

I think it’s really about being open with the community of existing members 

and prospective members. They want to know what we’re working on, what we’d like 

to fund, and so it’s gotta be consistent. 

But lots of people use different methods for energizing their audiences: 

Kickstarter, Patreon, Beacon, all seem to have had some good success with journalism 

projects. 

— Right. Why didn’t you try to go with any of these, by the way? Have 

you considered it at any point? 

— We’ve definitely considered it, and I think there are a lot of merits to all of 

them. Kickstarter is great for funding a specific one-time project, and we instead had 

been focused on an ongoing service. If we have a one-off opportunity it would 

definitely be something we should think about. 

— Sure, makes sense! And just out of curiosity: did you / do you have at 

any point a problem with communicating your original content strategy? I just 

(maybe unfairly) assume that for some people it might be confusing that you’re 

both an aggregator and a publisher of your own content… 

— I’m sure it will take some time to keep building visibility, but I don’t see it 

any differently as, say, Netflix adding originals to its library of offerings. We aren’t 

changing the structure of our curation — our Top 5 Longreads of the Week are still 

outside publishers — so really it’s just continuing to keep our emphasis on quality 

versus quantity, and making it a place for people to find something great to read, no 

matter where it’s hosted. 
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— Right. Another side of the business models are your expenses, so how 

do you design them in terms of producing original content? What’s your system 

of paying authors? 

— it’s pretty straightforward, and along the same lines as most publishers. 

where we agree to payment with the writer, we have kill fees, and we pay around the 

time of publication, sometimes sooner if the story is delayed. 

[Third session.] 

— Do you pay for reporting expenses? And in terms of your rates — 

again, numbers aren’t necessary, but in comparison to, say, print magazine, 

would you say they are smaller / bigger / same? 

— I believe we’re quite competitive with traditional magazines, and better 

than competitive compared to most websites. That said, we’re also aware of budgets 

and conscientious of how much time or resources a story might require to report, so 

we are usually commissioning story pitches that require minimal or no travel 

expenses. 

We are paying flat rates versus per word, as stories can vary so much in terms 

of time and resources required. 

— That totally makes sense. You said earlier that, when Automattic 

acquired Longreads, it was no longer a matter of using members’ funding to help 

the website survive, so now it’s all used towards producing original content. So 

does that essentially mean that Automattic covers all the expenses you have 

beyond producing original content—like salaries, rent and whatnot? Do I get it 

right? 
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— Well, we’re all part of the company, so yes, we’re all salaried employees of 

Automattic. Automattic, by the way, is an entirely distributed company, so basically 

everyone works from home. 

— Oh, I didn’t know that, that’s pretty neat. All right! And getting back 

to your relationship with readers, can you tell me your conversion rates, like out 

of people who visit the website, how many pay for a membership? Or, to put it 

another way, how do you persuade someone who just came by to become a 

member?  

— Sure, I don’t have exact numbers on conversion — Longreads has more 

than 500k visitors a month to the site, and then on Twitter 190k followers and 112k 

followers on Facebook. A small percentage of those visitors are members. 

and in terms of persuading people, it’s really about ensuring that we 

communicate to people (on the stories, on our site, on the emails) that they are 

funding these stories directly. it’s never just one thing, but we’re always 

experimenting with new ways to expand the community and get their support. 

— Right. OK, changing a subject a bit: how do you think about your 

competition—who is it, and what are Longreads’ advantages when competing 

for the readers’ attention and money? (If you think about it that way, of course.) 

— I think we discovered very early on that with magazines and publishers, 

you can have friendly competition, but the truth is that having a lot of like-minded 

publications in your space ends up being a positive thing for everyone involved. 

Seeing how much has changed since 2009, there are so many new and digital-only 

publishers who have embraced feature writing and great storytelling, and nearly all of 

it is free. It’s unprecedented how much good stuff is out there, from so many diverse 

publications. 
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I think the biggest battle is convincing people that great stories still need 

reader funding. 

And that there are costs if we expect everything to be subsidized just by 

advertising or a small number of benefactors. 

— Right, so this quantity and diversity of content is definitely good for 

your curatorial side, but might hurt your original content side, I guess… Or does 

it? 

— Not really. Coming into original content after curation, I don’t think we’ve 

ever viewed our original efforts as “a quest to monopolize everyone’s attention.” I’d 

like to think we’re adding to the mix. No one should have to just pick one publisher 

they love and that’s it. 

— Right. That said, no one can read everything, too, isn’t that so? Or are 

there enough readers for everybody to survive, how do you think about it? 

— Exactly. No one can, or should try, to read everything. :) 

It’s just like books, or TV shows, or music, or anything else competing for 

attention. From our perspective we just need to focus on doing our best work, and 

then do our best to share it with the community (and their friends, and so on). 

Survival is tough for any media business, so it’s a matter less of size, than of finding 

the right audience for what you’re creating. 

— Agree! A quick factual question: how many people on your team work 

specifically on Longreads original content? (If any.) 

— So, we have two editors who work primarily on Longreads, and then a 

number of editors on the team who contribute, and then a wider group of freelance 

contributors who help with everything from story recommendations, to writing, to 

fact-checking. 
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— Right, and these two editors do both curatorial things and work with 

the originals, or just with the originals? (Just to make it clear.) 

— oh it’s a mix. Most everybody pitches in on curation. 

— Got it. The last one: how do you think about the future of Longreads? 

Do you have any specific strategy of how Longreads will evolve, where do you see 

the project in, say, three or five years? 

— I think there’s so much more we can do to help bring new stories into the 

ecosystem — whether it’s through recommendation, or creation, or funding. We want 

to continue serving this community — readers, writers, publishers — in any ways that 

makes it less of a risk for others to participate. These stories are not easy or 

inexpensive to produce, but they have a big payoff, and so we want to keep doing 

whatever we can to expand the audience for them. 


