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Can top quality local 
bloggers  help rescue 
newspapers?
No one knows what the Dodo bird sounded like.
But it might have sounded a lot like the bleating of 
some of today’s newspaper editors: “Never change, 
never change, never change!”

T 
he Dodo bird was fatally 
fearless of its predators 
and could not evolve fast 
enough to survive in a 
changing environment. 
By the late 1600s, it was 
gone. Wake-up call to 
newspapers: Don’t be 

dodos! It’s not too late to evolve. But time is 
running out. And here’s a tip: When it comes 
to information, people want great content. 

They do not really care if the content has 
been created by the newspaper’s own report-
ers. Readers simply want the BEST content 
available. 

They want access to lots of information, 
quickly, easily, in one place, and from a reliable 
source. And they are increasingly willing to trust 
and rely on reputable blogs for quality content. 

According to a recent Forrester study, blogs 
and newspaper websites now have the 

same audience share—about 
17 percent— among Inter-
net users between the ages 
of 18 and 24.

If newspapers con-
tinue to offer only their 

own content, and read-
ers discover they can go 

elsewhere to find a better 
selection that matches their 

needs and interests, newspa-
per sites will be the Dodo birds 

of the Internet.
On the other hand, if newspapers start ag-

gregating the best local blogs and websites 
covering a wide variety of subjects, they will 
provide their time-starved readers with the 
ultimate customer service: They will save 
readers time, give them valuable information 
from trusted sources pre-approved by their 
trusted local newspaper, and make them both 
better informed and happy.
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Meanwhile, the bloggers featured in the 
newspaper’s website and print products will 
gain exposure they never dreamed possible. 
Those bloggers will become an enthusias-
tic grassroots viral marketing campaign for 
the paper and its website. At no cost to the 
newspaper!

It is a win-win 
situation for everyone
Remarkably, only a handful of the world’s 
newspapers have employed this strategy, 
preferring to remain “pure” journalistic op-
erations. What a noble epitaph: “Here lies the 
daily newspaper. It was a pure journalistic op-
eration that saw no reason to evolve.”

There are roughly 133 million blogs on the 
Internet, according to technorati.com. Mil-
lions are silly. Millions more are garbage. 
Millions, however, represent some of the 
best thinking, writing, and reporting in their 
fields.

But a reader of most newspaper websites 
would never know that. Where bloggers exist 
at newspapers, they are almost exclusively 
staffers writing what used to be called col-
umns posing as blogs to appear “with it.”. 

A few dailies have created lists of local blog-
gers or invited bloggers to write on the news-
paper’s website. But the editors rarely check 
the blogs for quality and almost always ghet-
toize those bloggers on a single page where 
blogs about sex, baking cookies, assault rifles, 
Jesus, kittens, baseball, and pot smoking are 
thrown together with no thought to organiza-
tion other than chronology. Unless someone 
likes to read random blogs without regard to 
topic, these pages are useless.

Even if readers like that serendipitous ap-

Blogs are getting taken more seriously 
as sources of information. 

More people will get their news and entertainment from 
blogs than form traditional media in the next 5 years.

Blogs are just as valid media sources 
as traditional media.

I get more of my news and information form blogs than 
other media sources.

Blogs are often better written than 
traditional media articles.

Newspapers will not be able to survive 
in the next 10 years.

THE DODO BIRD: An extinct 
flightless bird of Mauritius, 

last seen in the late 17th 
century. Illustration 

courtesy of the University 
Museum of Natural History

PERCEPTION OF BLOGS AND TRADITIONAL MEDIA
Blog acceptance: Technorati’s annual state of the blogosphere research
found that blogs are increasingly accepted as reliable sources of information.

  There are roughly 133 
million blogs on the Internet, 
according to technorati.com. 
Millions are silly. Millions 
more are garbage. Millions, 
however, represent some of 
the best thinking, writing, 
and reporting in their fields.
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proach, most newspapers also make it very 
difficult to find their bloggers. Newspapers 
tend to give their blogger ghettos non-intu-
itive URLs only tangentially connected with 
the newspaper. Consider these ridiculous 
reader blog site URLs:
• http://projects.washingtonpost.com/local-blog-
directory/
• http://www.indystar.com/section/OPINION11
• http://blog.seattlepi.nwsource.com/reader.asp, 
and the least easily recalled URL:
• http://www.statesman.com/news/content/
standing/sitelife_blogs_faq.html

And then those newspapers give each non-
staff blogger an equally useless URL such as: 
• http://www.azcentral.com/members/Blog/
Jim8413
• http://blogs.orlandosentinel.com/community_
altamonte_blog/; 

and the stunningly idiotic:
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• http://www.desmoinesregister.com/apps/
pbcs.dll/section?category=PluckPersona&U=e
a20d3511a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plck
PersonaPage=BlogViewPost&plckUserId=ea2
0d35191a8416ab0dd09e30c2d84b6&plckP
ostId=Blog%3aea20d35191a8416ab0dd09e3
0c2d84b6Post%3afcbb16fb-dcd1-4fc4-ad23 
0aeb12e3a212&plckController=PersonaBlog&p
lckScript=personaScript&plck ElementId= per-
sonaDest (To be fair, this is a URL provided 
by a service called BlogBurst that develops 
blog platforms for newspapers. But that is no 
excuse for such stupidity.)

By embarrassingly stark contrast, the 
Huffington Post came into Chicago and stole 
the very best local bloggers from under the 
Chicago Tribune’s nose and gave those blog-
gers enviably simple and attractive URLs 
(on the most popular blog site in the world!) 
such as:

TWO DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO 
READER BLOGS: Left: Le Monde 
presents non-staff bloggers 
on the theme page where 
they belong, in this case arts 
bloggers on the arts page, 
giving them context. Right: The 
Des Moines Register (Iowa/US) 
presents non-staff bloggers 
in one place only —  a blogger 
page organized solely by time. 
Le Monde vets their bloggers, 
resulting in high-quality 
content; Des Moines opens 
the floodgates, getting a 
collection that appears to 
reinforce doubters’ fears 
about quality.

• http://www.huffingtonpost.com/michael-jones
and
• http://www.huffingtonpost.com/john-cusack 

The Huffington Post is loaded with top-notch 
local names (like Mr. Cusack’s) and dozens of 
less famous but equally high-quality bloggers. 
The Chicago Tribune has none. The Huffington 
Post is selling advertising on its blogger pages. 
The Tribune, obviously, is not.

Aggregation and multiple-author blogs like 
the Huffington Post are making money by at-
tracting millions of unique visitors to the best 
content in the verticals of the user’s choice 
(Huffington Post, TechCrunch, Daily Kos, You-
Tube, etc.).

Those sites don’t (yet) have the local news-
paper’s brand recognition or respect. The 
newspaper still is the best local information 
source in its market (for now). 

But newspapers must start doing the hard 

work of finding, vetting, and incorporating 
the hundreds of high-quality local text and 
video bloggers in their markets (e.g., 3,000 
videos about Washington, D.C. were posted 
in one month alone on YouTube). If newspa-
pers did that, they would have a wealth of new 
content that currently is going begging for a 
home, an audience, and advertising invento-
ry. Newspapers would quickly increase their 
depth, reach, relevance, and revenue by weav-
ing those high-quality local blogs throughout 
their websites and by publishing excerpts in 
the category-appropriate pages of the news-
paper.

Every imaginable topic is addressed by 
bloggers, and thus every newspaper could 
address every reader’s needs simply by ag-
gregating and organizing that content.

If, however, newspapers don’t do that, their 
competitors like the Huffington Post are very 
happy to step into the void to run the blogs 
and sell the ads.

Only a handful 
of newspapers “get it”
Le Monde, based in Paris, leads the field, pub-
lishing select, high-quality non-staff blogs 
throughout the newspaper’s website. 

Expert technology bloggers appear in Le 
Monde’s technology section. Top-quality arts 
bloggers appear in the arts section. Sports 
bloggers in sports. And so on.

BostonNOW incorporated high-quality lo-
cal bloggers much like Le Monde, with nearly 
4,000 local bloggers signing up to be hosted 
on BostonNow.com. The bloggers were high-
lighted on the home page and in the theme-
appropriate sections of the website and the 
print product. [Full disclosure: The author 
was the founding editor in chief of Boston-
NOW and introduced the concept of incor-
porating bloggers in a newspaper’s website 
and print product.]

The results were stunning. In less than a 
year, BostonNOW had at least twice as many 
monthly unique visitors as similar U.S. free 
dailies that had been publishing for 1-7 years. 
It also was selling interactive campaigns to 
clients who were creating their own blog pres-
ence on the site. For example, a local bank 
paid $90,000 to build its blog on BostonNOW 

GETTING BIG-NAME BLOGGERS: The 
Huffington Post has made a business 
out of getting celebrity bloggers 
like movie star John Cusack to 
write on the HuffingtonPost.com 
along with hundreds of other high-
quality bloggers. The mix has been 
so successful that the Huffington 
Post is one of the most popular sites 
on the Web. They are expanding into 
newspapers’ turf, launching 13 U.S. 
metro area sites in the U.S.

DOING IT RIGHT: Le Monde does the best 
job of incorporating high-quality 
local bloggers in a newspaper 
website. left is a sports blog AND  
an arts page blog promotion; below 
the header of one of their reader 
blogs.

  Every imaginable topic is 
addressed by bloggers, and 
thus every newspaper could 
address every reader’s needs 
simply by aggregating and 
organizing that content.
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The Untapped Washington, D.C. Area Blogging Universe
	 Washington Post	 Local blogs listed	 Total local blogs
	 staff blogs	 on Post website*	 (technorati.com)
Redskins	 2	 5	 186
Washington politics	 13 	 109	 782
Fairfax, VA	 0	 14	 279
Maryland politics	 1	 5	 158
Virginia politics	 1	 4	 243
The Nationals	 3	 9	 138
Religion/Faith	 7	 14	 103

*The local blogs listed on washingtonpost.com appear only as links on a page buried deep on the site. None of the bloggers’ 
content appears anywhere on the website or in the paper.
	
The Untapped Washington, D.C. Video-Blogging Universe
	 Washington Post	 Local Vblogs listed	 Local Vblog posts 		
	 video blogs	 on Post website	 on youtube.com*
Redskins	 0	 0	 119
Washington politics	 0 	 0	 582
Fairfax, VA	 0	 0	 155
Maryland politics	 0	 0	 74
Virginia politics	 0	 0	 142
The Nationals	 0	 0	 159
Religion/Faith	 0	 0	 93

* Video blog posts in April, 2008 alone
* Sample local video subjects included: DC Youth Outreach Fashion Show, IRS protest (post had story and pics but no video), 
Man of Strength (DC kid honored for registering youth voters), Filipino Festival, speech of Iranian princess, video of DC mail 
delivery circa 1903, TC Williams HS Choir concert, a street trumpeter, a nutrition class for DC kids, etc.

The Untapped Washington, D.C. Podcast Universe
	 Washington Post	 Local podcasts	 Local podcasts
	 podcasts	 on Post website	 (podfeed.net)
All subjects	 14	 0	 310

ABOVE: BostonNOW used section 
headers in the paper to tease 
related bloggers. 
LEFT: BostonNOW bloggers 
appeared on the site and in full 
or excerpted in the print product.
BELOW: BostonNOW sold a local 
bank a complete interactive 
campaign, including its own blog.

An example 
of the wealth 
of untapped local 
content in
one market

There is a ton of untapped local content out 
there (blogs, vlogs, and podcasts) that can 
add to the richness and stickiness of 
washingtonpost.com and to the Washington 
Post itself. I recognize that not all of the content 
is high quality. Much is terrible. But even if 10% 
is terrific, that’s a lot of great new stuff to draw 
new unique visitors to discover, enjoy, and pass 
the word about the bold new, expanded, inclusive 
Post website.

to appeal to recent college grads looking for 
financial advice. Two condominium develop-
ers paid $10,000 each for their own blog sites. 
(BostonNOW was closed in 2008 when its Ice-
landic investors pulled the plug as a result of 
their country’s economic collapse.)

When I spoke at an international confer-
ence of journalists and bloggers in New York 
City, a renowned video blogger said, “Before 
John Wilpers and BostonNOW came to town, 
we thought of newspapers as THEIR newspapers; 
now we think of BostonNOW as OUR newspa-
per.” Web-centric bloggers who’d posted on 
BostonNOW and had excerpts of their posts 
appear in the paper began calling BostonNOW 
for tearsheets of their posts! These were 
young adults who had not previously picked 
up a paper!

Another example: BostonNOW published an 
excerpt from a top Boston-area blog without 
permission (an accident). The site editor was 
upset, but the blogger was conflicted. “My 
phone was ringing off the hook with friends telling 
me it was great that my blog was in the paper,” 
she said later. “I knew I should be angry, but I 
was so excited! I couldn’t wait to see the paper.” 

That blogger became a regular BostonNOW 
blogger and a motivated advocate of the pa-
per promoting the paper and its website to 
her tech-savvy, print-averse young friends 

some of whom became BostonNOW bloggers 
and passionate grassroots marketers for the 
paper.

If newspapers fail to embrace these new 
content creators, their future is threatened: 
“They (newspapers) are going to see the relent-
less emergence of new forms of media that might 
not even be built or positioned as competition, but 
which have the potential to siphon off their audi-
ence,” said Andrew Nachison, co-founder of 
media think tank iFOCOS, in a Knowledge@
Wharton article.

The message is clear: Learn to evolve or join 
the Dodo bird. Partner with bloggers and oth-
er emerging new media, or put another nail in 
the coffin of a once-thriving industry. 

  Web-centric 
bloggers who’d posted 
on BostonNOW and had 
excerpts of their posts 
appear in the paper began 
calling BostonNOW for 
tearsheets of their posts! 
These were young adults 
who had not previously 
picked up a paper!


