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The BuzzFeed News misalignment
Plus: a podcast with NYU's Jay Rosen on news subsidies
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Hi,

| screwed up that Cannes form last week. If you’re heading to Cannes this year, The
Rebooting is holding three days of conversations at the Kerv Cafe, situated right
across from the Palais. Join “The New Attention Economy” from June 19-21. Hope to
see you on the Croisette. Submit your information here. Thanks to Kerv for supporting
this.

The BuzzFeed News misalignment

The closure of BuzzFeed News is the perfect hook for an “end-of-an-era” column. In

the aftermath of the financial crisis, a new crop of digital media companies took flight,
backed with venture capital infusions, betting they could reshape news, and attract
those pesky millennials, for a changed media environment being defined by Facebook
and other tech platforms.

The financial crisis had brought legacy news media to the brink. In those years, The
New York Times, now seen as one of the few successful news operations, was in
hock to a Mexican billionaire and regularly the subject of questions of its viability.
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Companies like BuzzFeed were seen as the future. Its expansion into news in 2012
by hiring Ben Smith, known for his frenetic, high metabolism blogging at Politico,

was seen as a watershed moment. The BuzzFeed newsroom was innovative,
marrying the audience focus on classic BuzzFeed with the serious work of breaking
news. By 2014, The New York Times’ hand-wringing Innovation Report namechecked
BuzzFeed 23 times, and the report’s existence was first reported by BuzzFeed. This

was a time when “BuzzFeed envy” was common among top publishing executives
that, consciously or not, mimicked BuzzFeed’s approaches. Even the NYT began
writing listicles.

...But Many Competitors Are Growing Faster

Huffington Post
surpassed us years ago
in reader traffic, and
BuzzFeed pulled ahead
in 2013.

/

The super smart Internet guys were coming for the news business like Vaulter’s
Lawrence entering_the chicken coop. Incumbents looked to hedging strategies. NBC

Universal would pour $200 million in BuzzFeed in 2015 rather than invest in the digital

operations of its own news divisions. Refinery29 was in war zones. Mashable, which

drew backing from Time Warner, wanted to follow BuzzFeed’s footsteps, bringing in a

veteran New York Times editor to move beyond its Grumpy Cat roots. Legacy media
was scrambling. Univision and Disney created Fusion, which was pointing to a “post-

tex future” for news. A&E turned to Vice in 2016 had expanded its model into news

and was eying taking on cable with an ambitious 24-hour news operation,_Viceland.
Disney even tried to buy BuzzFeed in a $600 million deal in 2013.
Stratechery’s Ben Thompson summed up the mood in a 2015 piece that declared

BuzzFeed “the most important news organization in the world.” In this analysis,
BuzzFeed had cracked the code of how to align a news organization with the
distribution contours of the web.

https://www.therebooting.com/p/the-buzzfeed-news-misalignment

2/5


https://archive.nytimes.com/mediadecoder.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/12/12/buzzfeed-adds-politico-writer/
https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/mylestanzer/exclusive-times-internal-report-painted-dire-digital-picture
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lEVZJM9jv3M
https://techcrunch.com/2015/08/18/buzzfeed-nbcuniversal/
https://digiday.com/future-of-tv/mashables-fire-sale-shows-limits-vc-funding/
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/31/business/media/mashable-names-jim-roberts-to-oversee-content-expansion.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/31/business/media/mashable-names-jim-roberts-to-oversee-content-expansion.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/07/02/business/media/fusion-names-jane-spencer-its-editor-for-digital-content.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/29/arts/television/viceland-a-new-cable-channel-aims-to-stand-out.html
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2023/04/ben-smith-disney-buzzfeed
https://stratechery.com/2015/buzzfeed-important-news-organization-world/
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F0ec1818f-2129-46b3-babf-fc271fb3e3e3_1386x742.png

02/05/2023,00:18 The BuzzFeed News misalignment - The Rebooting
But as Ben Smith — this time there are two Bens, not two Smiths — points out, a big
error of the model was “not aligning_a strong_business with our news operation from

the start.” Jonah echoed this in his own mea culpa. The mood around the upstarts

began to change in 2016, as it became clear that Facebook traffic wasn’t worth much
and the pivot to video was more of the same, only with higher costs. This was an era
defined by hacks. The loss of control over distribution had turned publishing into an
exercise of finding a distribution seam and exploiting the hell out of it until it closed.
Then repeat.

The core business of BuzzFeed was to marry this mastery of social distribution with a
content agency that transferred that expertise to marketers. In this strategy, news was
an appendage that provided the “heft” of a hard-charging news division that would lift
the money-making parts of the company. This is fairly loose alignment. But it was
easy to ignore that reality during a zero-interest rate environment when the name of
the game was growth. After all, one of BuzzFeed’s main stickers is the jagged arrow
pointing upward.

BuzzFeed’s gravitational pull was felt across the industry, even at the stodgiest of
outfits, often pulling them in different directions. That led to many strange strategic
decisions and an era of chaotic lurching from tactic to tactic that sapped confidence in
management from those in the cubicles. One veteran put it this way to me:

“They acted as the weights used by deep-sea divers: they brought everyone down.
Once there, we saw some interesting things and learned new skills. But we were all
still swimming at the bottom. Once they started having success with social-bait
content, their pull was irresistible to even the most storied of media brands. The
pressure from the higher-ups on middle managers like me was always to "be more
like them" (and early Business Insider). We were all prisoners of the platforms' traffic
machine and, regardless of what we were saying to ourselves, we were optimizing for
that. That set back subscription strategies, paywalls and other business models by at
least five years in my rough estimation A sliding-door history of media would ask what
monetization strategies would different publications have pursued if BuzzFeed hadn't
existed?”

News is often subsidized by other related activities. BuzzFeed News was the same,
only the subsidies came from venture capital and some from platforms like Facebook.
On this week’s episode of The Rebooting Show, NYU journalism professor Jay Rosen

told me the current challenge for the news business is finding new subsidies.
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Bloomberg is a case in point, having built a substantial global news operation that the
Financial Times pegs at a $500 million business. It helps that the media arm is under

4% of the revenue of Bloomberg LP, a data business at its heart. The role of news is

smaller — “a fairly big brand builder and halo for the Bloomberg brand,” as former
Bloomberg Media exec Parry Ravindranathan put it. “No wonder Mike

Bloomberg wondered why have a website at all? Sometimes you need to ask the

obvious question.

Many of these forays into news were misaligned with the business realities these
organizations would need to operate within. On its own, news is difficult as a
business, unless you can pull of a subscription model — and BuzzFeed didn’t go that
path. Advertisers frequently disallow their ads from appearing next to the hot button
issues that are at the heart of journalism. That essential misalignment between the
business model (ads) and editorial mission would doom many of these efforts. The
argument for news as a halo never made much sense, since advertisers were coming
to BuzzFeed for the quizzes, not the Steele dossier. It didn’t help that BuzzFeed for
too long chose to only monetize through native ad placements until belatedly
embracing standard ads that are bulwarks of any pageview monetization strategy.
When BuzzFeed first went into news, | remember asking BuzzFeed president Jon
Steinberg a tactical question: Wouldn’t they need to do away with the cutesy OMG,
LOL, WTF, FTW buttons? How does that context work for an investigation of Medicare
fraud? But this was the social feed era, where people were being trained by
Facebook’s “news feed” to see family photos, birthday updates, “7 Things Only Middle

Children Understand”and updates on world affairs in one stew. It never really made
sense. Brands need to widen the aperture, but that can only go so far. Feeding

algorithms will go down as a perhaps unavoidable error but an error nonetheless.

The decision of these publishers to throw their lots in with Facebook primarily and
other platforms was disastrous. That much is now perfectly clear, although it didn’t
stop a parade of publishers to line up like lemmings. Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg
was jealous of Twitter’s seeming_integral role in the Tahrir Square protests in 2011 and

wanted Facebook’s news feed to live up to its name. Then, he and the company found
other priorities when it became clear that news was a total headache. For Facebook,

pivoting away from news was a sensible business decision. For publishers, it was a
brutal blow.

This again is a case of misalignment. The argument of the time for casting your lot
with Facebook is you want to ride a tiger. Facebook was growing so fast that it was
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simply too tempting to get in on the action. The problem is Facebook never needed
the news business like news businesses needed Facebook. That misalignment
doomed this era to fail.
What now? Slate’s Hillary Frey notes that the “old tricks are not working.” Ben sees a

smaller future with news looking to connect directly to audiences through unscalable

means like newsletters and events. There is a pining again for the humble homepage.
The Messenger will look to recreate an old era. The prospect of Al overturning the
game board will create a new cycle that will seek to correct the mistakes of the past.
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