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ARTICLE 

A shifting landscape 

The start of 2021 has been accompanied by a number of significant moves in the UK national and regional news market – 

moves that could point towards the longer-term evolution of the industry. As the impact of Covid-19 on news revenue 

streams and business models continues to play out, several publishing and broadcasting veterans are embarking on new 

ventures. At the same time, an incoming BBC chairman looks set to help steer the corporation’s long-running funding 

and purpose debate towards a resolution.  

Key developments since 1st January 2021 have included: 

GB News securing £60m funding ahead of launch. Chaired by veteran broadcaster Andrew Neil, GB News will 

launch later this year and represents the first news channel to launch in the UK in nearly 20 years. Opiniated and right-

leaning, the channel will take inspiration from the likes of Fox News and MSNBC in the US with an anchor-led, 24-hour 

ad-funded format. A similar venture from Rupert Murdoch’s News UK, News UK TV, is also slated to launch in early 

2021 after securing an Ofcom licence.   

The purchase of JPI Media, the UK’s third largest regional newsgroup, by National World. Spearheaded by 

experienced media proprietor and editor David Montgomery, the acquisition will bring strategic change for the Group, 

which owns the Scotsman and Yorkshire Post. Montgomery has pledged to focus on high-quality, unique content and 

decentralize management, handing editorial control to local leaders while implementing a modern, tech-driven 

operating model.  

The appointment of former banker Richard Sharp as the new BBC chairman. As the BBC continues critical licence 

fee negotiations in the wake of Ofcom’s PSB Review, one of Sharp’s first tasks for 2021 will be to help Director-General 

Tim Davie come up with a funding model that equips the BBC for the future. Sharp has already indicated a desire to 

reform rather than overhaul the corporation; and as a former colleague of both Boris Johnson and Rishi Sunak, his 

voice at the table could prove decisive in convincing Government, industry and the public alike of an appropriate 

model for the future. 

The acquisition of niche anti-Brexit title The New European by an influential consortium of media executives and 

venture capitalists, including former BBC Director General Mark Thompson and ex-Financial Times editor Lionel 

Barber. The new owners will increase the editorial budget and predict the business will turn a profit in 2022. 

2021: A defining year for the UK news sector
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Key trends & debates for 2021 

Based on the economic backdrop and activity in the 

sector so far this year, we consider a range of issues are 

likely to become increasingly important for news 

publishers and the industry at large during 2021:  

1. Impartiality

In an ever more polarised, opinionated and hard-to-

police news cycle, is the UK’s commitment to impartiality 

in broadcasting an outdated relic or a precious asset? 

How will GB News and News UK TV – founded specifically 

to capitalise on the popularity of strong opinion and 

personality - fare in the face of Ofcom’s impartiality rules? 

And will mainstream commercial channels adapt their 

approach accordingly?  

Influential government advisor and ex-BBC chair Lord 

Michael Grade, part of a panel advising ministers on the 

future of public service broadcasting, recently suggested 

that UK news channels should no longer be required to 

meet impartiality standards, arguing that “we are moving 

inevitably toward relaxing the rules on impartiality”. The 

BBC, however, has committed to take the opposite 

approach under the leadership of Tim Davie and Richard 

Sharp. It may therefore be able to lay claim to a more 

differentiated mandate, that could help to define the next 

chapter in its history.  

Social media platforms are also likely to be drawn further 

into this debate, as they increasingly act to moderate 

hosted content and remove misinformation. YouTube’s 

rapidly reversed decision to remove talkRADIO from its 

platform in early January illustrates the complexities 

involved in policing news.  

2. Subscription models 

 In the debate between ad-funded and subscription news 

models, subscription models are likely to continue to 

grow in popularity in 2021. According to a Reuters 

Institute study earlier this month, subscription revenues 

are now seen by news leaders as the most important 

digital revenue stream for the first time, after subscriber 

numbers jumped during the Covid-19 pandemic. Models 

based on subscription have also proved more resilient 

through the crisis. This has forced many outlets to evolve 

towards reader-focused models sooner and faster than 

expected. 

3. A sustainable model for regional and local news

Regional and local outlets, typically heavily dependent on 

advertising revenue, should see a recovery in fortunes in 

2021 as spend eventually bounces back. The continuation 

of remote and flexible working may also help reduce the 

cost base. But the trials of 2020 will have proven fatal for 

some who were already struggling. As the potential for 

further cost-cutting diminishes and structural trends 

continue at an even faster pace, can a sustainable model 

be found for regional and local news? If a decentralised, 

quality-focused strategy enables JPI Media to build value 

under the ownership of National World, it will provide 

another reassuring blueprint for regional media to look to 

into the future. 

Another option for struggling regional outlets is 

consolidation, and there are predictions that the 

pandemic may accelerate consolidation among local 

media. Alongside this, renewed questions are emerging 

over whether the UK’s strict competition regime is suited 

to the tough and rapidly changing landscape faced by 

regional news providers. With some industry onlookers 

arguing that consolidation is vital to help news outlets 

survive in a changed world, there is concern that barriers 

to M&A may threaten the longer-term existence of local 

media. Enders Analysis argues that “if consolidation is 

prevented, the outcome is the desertification of local news 

supply”. 

4. Proliferation of new platforms and new voices in

video and audio

Hot on the heels of the launch of Times Radio in 2020 and 

LBC News radio in late 2019, GB News and News UK TV 

will be the latest new entrants to mainstream news 

opting for a digital video or audio format. Podcasting,  
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YouTube and social channels provide fast-growing 

alternative routes for exploiting this content and drawing 

in listeners, with 50% growth in the number of daily news 

podcasts in the UK during 2020. As the potential for 

driving substantial audiences and revenue via digital 

increases, we can expect to see further investments in this 

area – and more big-name media personalities joining the 

charge.  

Covid-19: A double-edged sword for UK news 

While the initial collapse in advertising spend during 

spring 2020 triggered a round of painful cost-cuts in 

media organizations already stretched to breaking point, 

the Covid-19 crisis also served to underline the value of - 

and resilient appetite for - quality news.  

UK news readership hit record highs in 2020, and this 

translated into an increase in subscription revenue from 

paid-for sites. TV and radio audiences saw a similar boost, 

and print publishing remained resilient. Local outlets also 

benefitted from record online readership; and many 

argue that the pandemic has helped make a renewed 

case for the importance of local and public service media.  

And as 2020 ended, it became clear that the slump in 

advertising spend had not been as bad as originally 

feared. GroupM forecast in early December a 4.4% decline 

in total 2020 UK spend, considerably better than the 

12.5% fall predicted in June. Forecasts of 12% growth for 

2021 suggest a powerful recovery is on the horizon; 

although WARC predicts the UK’s ad market will not fully 

recover until 2022. 

Overall, like many industries, the UK news sector has seen 

an acceleration of existing structural trends as a result of 

Covid-19 - and a faster shift towards digitization, 

streaming and paid content.  

Industry observers predict that, despite the pain faced in 

2020, a leaner, more resilient and more confident news 

industry is likely to emerge from the crisis in 2021 and 

beyond.  
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