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ABSTRACT

Theriseininternetpenetrationandthegrowingnumberofdigitaldeviceusershavespurredanew
wave of digital media entrepreneurship in India. In a media landscape dominated by corporate
controlledmainstreamnewsmediathataresusceptibletocommercialandpoliticalpressures,some
ofthesedigitalnewsmediastart-upsclaimtooffernewsasapublicservicedevoidofanycorporate
fundingandprofit-orientation.Buthowdoesthetechnology-aidedpublicservicenewsmodelwork
andwhatareitschallenges?UsingacasestudyofIndiaSpend,anot-for-profitdigitalnewsmedia
start-up,thispaperexaminesthepublicservicenewsmodel.Acriticalanalysisofthedatacollected
throughinterviewsandtextsshowsthatIndiaSpend’sbusinessmodelreinforceshegemonyasitis
dependentoncorporatefundingandtechnologycorporations.Intheabsenceofpublicfundingand
governmentsupport,itisdifficulttosustainsuchamodel.

KEywoRDS
business model, commodification, critical research, digital news enterprise, India, Media entrepreneurship, 
media markets, IndiaSpend, not-for-profit SMEs, political economy of media, technology

INTRoDUCTIoN

The rising adoption of Internet in India has contributed to the growth of digital news media
entrepreneurship. There are 432 million Internet users in India and 60% of the people in urban
Indian,whichisabout269millionpeople,useInternet(Chopra,2017).Someofthesedigitalmedia
entrepreneursarealsointheprocessofchangingthewaynewsisproducedanddistributedtoreaders.
Traditionally, themediabusinessmodelwascentredaroundaudiencecommodification(Smythe,
1981;Fuchs,2009;Khajeheian,2016) togain revenues.Butanewcropofnot-for-profitdigital
mediaorganizationsarechallengingthismodelwiththehelpoftechnologyastheyaredelivering
newsunderapublicservicemodelthatdonotrelyonadvertisingrevenuesandcorporatefunding
(Bearak,2014;Kohli-Khandekar,2013).

WhilethisisanewphenomenoninIndia,someoftheEuropeanstudies(Picard,2011;Carvajal,
García-Avilés&González,2012)suggestthattechnologycanfacilitateflexibility,speed,economies
ofscope,usercontrolovercontentandparticipatory,publicservicebusinessmodelsinthemedia
segment.However,Indiaisstilloneofthefewdemocracies,whereprintmediaisatahighergrowth
pathcomparedtodigitalmedia(Pandey,2017).Asaresult,mostofthescholarlyworks(Thakurta,
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2012;Ninan,2014;Verman,2015)focusonthepoliticaleconomyofmainstreammediaandtheir
businessmodel.InAddition,theexistingresearchondigitalmedia(Robinson,Grennan&Schiffrin,
2015;Sen&Nielsen2016)focussesontheputativeaspectsoftechnology.

Considering this existing gap, this study looks at the political economy of digital media
entrepreneurshipandthetechnology-aidedpublicservicenewsmodelandasksthequestion:How
thetechnology-aidedpublicservicenewsmodelworkandwhatareitschallenges?Usingthecase
studyofIndiaSpend,thepapercriticallyanalysesthepublicservicenewsmodelandexplainsthe
economicandpoliticalcontextsofdigitalmediaentrepreneurship.

BACKGRoUND

Moststudiesonmediaentrepreneurshipanddigitalmediabusinessmodelfollowanapproachbased
onmarketeconomics.Inlinewiththecapitalistlogicofcommodificationandcommercialisation,
thesestudiessuchasKhajeheian(2017,2016,2013),Hoag(2008),considermediaentrepreneurship
assomething thatcreatesvalueanduse innovation.Recently, there isan increasedfocusamong
scholarsondigitalmediaentrepreneurshipduetothegrowthofdigitaltechnology(Achtenhagen,
2017).Followingthemarket-orientedapproachmanyofthesestudiestendtohighlightthebenefits
andthepotentialoftechnologytobringaboutchangesinthewaymediafunction.

Digitization has facilitated increase in flexibility and speed, create economies of scope and integration 
that change the economics of content distribution, and shift greater control to consumers by allowing 
them to select, filter, search, control, and participate in multiple forms of communication (Picard, 
2011).

StudiesbyCompaineandHoag(2012)andMcKelvieandPicard,(2008),focussesonthedigital
mediastart-upsthathavedisruptedthemediamarketsandchallengedthetraditionalpracticesby
creating radically new ways of producing, marketing and distributing products. Carvajal et al.,
(2012)contendsthatdigitisationhashelpedmediatofindnewavenuestoraisemoneyandmove
toaparticipatory,publicservice-basedbusinessmodel.Theyconsideraudience-fundedmodelsas
non-businessmodelsandarguethesemodels“areactuallychangingtheparadigmofpublicinterest
journalism+whileprovidingfreshideasfortraditionalmedia”

However,therelationshipbetweenmedia,entrepreneurshipandtechnologycanalsobelooked
atfromanalternativeperspectivethatdoesnotfollowmarketeconomics.AsMurdock(2013)says,
digitalmediadiscussionsoftenforgetthefactthattheriseoftheInternetiscentraltotheprocessof
“marketisation,whichhassignificantlyexpandedtheoperationalscopeofprivatecorporationswhile
shrinkingthepublicdomain.”

Thestudiesthatfollowthisapproachraisequestionsaboutthemarketsystemanditsdominant
values.Examiningthecasestudiesofjournalisticnon-profits,ProPublicaintheUS,theCentrefor
PublicInquiryinIreland,andTransitionsOnlineinEasternEurope,Browne(2010)questionsthe
purposesofphilanthropyandthetransparencyoffoundationfundedmedia.Moreimportantly,he
contendsthat:

Assumption of a public interest common to both philanthropy and traditional journalism is a flawed 
concept due to the inherent power factor and that philanthropic funding is not an “unproblematic 
model for the future of journalism (Browne, 2010). 

Followingcritical traditions,scholars likeAndrejevic (2009)andFuchs (2011,2012),argue
throughtheiranalysesofdigitalmediathatprivatemediacorporationsactivelyengageinaudience
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