Navigating the Digital Frontier In
African News Media

Are Media Practitioners spectators,
or architects of our digital future?
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Caroline J. Kimutai Profile o 2" "

= A trained journalist and digital media strategist with +20 years of experience in
strategic communications and storytelling across traditional and digital platforms.

= My expertise lies in leveraging data to enhance storytelling, integrated
communication strategies, and compelling narratives that resonate with target
audiences.

= A former Digital Editor at the Standard Group Plc, where | spearheaded a
groundbreaking digital transformation project for the newsroom. Developed and
implemented strategies for audience acquisition, retention, and growth while
identifying and creating online content monetisation opportunities.

= Launched Kenya’s first viral mobile news website, www.Tuko.co.ke, a plug-and-
f play platform designed to engage younger audiences by delivering news content
through compelling multimedia formats in response to shifts in communication
consumption.

=  Written for various media outlets and trade publications, published the Toto Series, a
children’s book about Kenya's history, as part of the Kenya Year Book's Kenya@50
project

= Holds a BSc in Journalism & Communication from Moi University, an MA in New
Media & Society from the University of Leicester, and an Executive Master's in
Leadership and Innovation (Distinction) from the Aga Khan University GSMC.

= Member of the Kenya Editors Guild, Digital Media Development and Sustainability
trainer, coaching journalists in Ethiopia, Tanzania, Rwanda, and Zimbabwe,
Supervisory Board Member of the World Association of News Publishers (WAN-
IFRA) and a Coach for the Women In News Digital ABC Course.


http://www.tuko.co.ke/
http://www.tuko.co.ke/

Africa’s media landscape - A bird's-eye view

Challenges & Opportunities

Mobile-first continent

Opportunity: High mobile penetration
means direct access to audiences,
bypassing traditional infrastructure
limitations. This demands mobile-
optimised content, apps, and user
experiences.

Challenge:

Prohibitive data costs for users.

Feature phone prevalence in some
areas requires diverse content
formats (e.g., SMS news alerts).

Monetisation models need to
adapt to mobile-centric
behaviour.
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Diverse audiences & languages

Opportunity: Rich cultural and
linguistic diversity offers immense
potential for hyper-local, niche
content and community
engagement. News can be
tailored to specific groups.

Challenge:

« Content localisation is
complex and resource-
intensive.

« Reaching broad audiences
requires multilingual
strategies.

« Understanding diverse
consumption habits across
different demographics is key.

Infrastructure disparities

Challenge: Significant variations
in internet connectivity
(broadband vs. patchy mobile
data), electricity access, and
digital literacy across and within
countries. This creates digital
divides and impacts content
delivery and accessibility.

Opportunity: This challenge
drives innovation in low-
bandwidth solutions, offline
content access, and community-
based distribution models.

Youth demographic - The youth
bulge

Opportunity: This demographic is
digitally native, tech-savvy, and
hungry for relevant, engaging
content. They are early adopters
of new platforms and
technologies.

Challenge:

« Capturing and retaining the
attention of this demographic
requires understanding their
preferred platforms (social
media, video), content
formats, and their desire for
an interactive and

participatory experience.
© All Rights Reserved. 4



Case studies of media houses in Africa

Daily Maverick (South Africa)

Strong digital-first strategy: Built from the ground up as an
online-only publication, focusing on in-depth investigative
journalism.

Membership & paywall models: Successfully implemented a
voluntary membership model ("Maverick Insider") and a
metered paywall for premium content, demonstrating that
audiences are willing to pay for quality.

Diverse content formats: Excellent use of podcasts,
newsletters, and multimedia storytelling.

Data journalism: Known for robust data-driven investigations
and visualisations.

Lesson: Proves that quality journalism can thrive digitally and
be monetised effectively in Africa.
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Digital transformation strategy: Actively pursuing digital
transformation across its brands (Daily Nation, Business Daily,
NTV).

Nation Media Group (Kenya)

Paywall implementation: Early adopter of digital
subscriptions and paywalls for its premium content.

Podcast & video production: Significant investment in digital
video content and a growing portfolio of podcasts to reach
younger, mobile-first audiences.

Audience data focus: Increasingly using data analytics to
understand audience behaviour and inform content strategy.

Lesson: A legacy media giant successfully navigating the
transition to digital, showing it's possible for established
players.

© All Rights Reserved.

5



Case studies of media houses in Africa

Premium Times (Nigeria)

Investigative digital journalism: A leading online
investigative newspaper in Nigeria, known for its impactful
reporting.

Data journalism initiatives: Strong focus on using data for
accountability journalism and presenting complex
information clearly.

Audience engagement: Active on social media with a
strong reader engagement and community around its
content.

Digital-first newsroom: Operates with a digital-first
mindset, optimising content for online consumption.

Lesson: Demonstrates the power of digital platforms for
impactful, independent journalism in a challenging
environment.
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Media24 (South Africa)

News24 as a digital powerhouse: News24 is South Africa's
largest digital news brand, with a massive reach.

Personalisation & apps: Strong mobile app presence with
personalised news feeds and notifications.

Video & live streaming: Extensive use of video content, live
breaking news coverage, and dedicated digital video teams.

Innovation hubs: Media24 has invested in digital innovation,
experimenting with new technologies and monetisation
models.

Lesson: lllustrates how a large media conglomerate can
successfully build and scale dominant digital news brands.

© All Rights Reserved.
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6 Com mon pitfa"S 1. Legacy thinking & resistance to change

An ingrained mindset that prioritises traditional print/broadcast models.
Reluctance to abandon established (though declining) revenue streams or
change familiar workflows.

Impact: Slow decision-making, missed opportunities, and an inability to adapt
quickly to digital shifts. "But we've always done it this way."

2. Underinvestment in technology & digital infrastructure

Treating technology as a cost centre rather than a strategic investment.
Insufficient budgets for modern CMS, analytics tools, cybersecurity, and
cloud infrastructure.

Impact: Outdated systems, poor website performance, limited data insights,
and inability to scale digital products effectively.

3. Lack of digital skills & training

A significant gap in digital literacy and specialised skills (e.g., data analytics,
SEO, UX design, digital marketing, product management) within newsrooms.

Impact: Inability to fully leverage digital tools, produce engaging digital
content, or understand audience behaviour — reliance on external
consultants rather than building in-house capacity.

Burson © All Rights Reserved. 7



6 Common Pitfalls
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4. Fragmented digital strategy

Digital initiatives are often ad-hoc, siloed, or not integrated into a
cohesive, long-term strategy. Lack of clear digital KPls and accountability.

Impact: Inconsistent user experience, wasted resources on uncoordinated
efforts, and failure to achieve sustainable digital growth.

5. Monetisation challenges & over-reliance on traditional ads

Difficulty in diversifying revenue beyond declining traditional advertising.
Hesitancy to explore or invest sufficiently in new digital revenue
streams like subscriptions, memberships, e-commerce, or events.

Impact: Financial instability, leading to cuts in editorial and innovation
budgets, perpetuating a cycle of underinvestment.

6. Organisational silos & lack of cross-functional collaboration

Print, broadcast, and digital teams often operate independently, leading to
duplication of effort, inconsistent messaging, and missed opportunities
for synergy.

Impact: Hinders the creation of truly integrated digital products and a
unified audience experience.

© All Rights Reserved. 8



The Tech Tsunami

Innovation: Google (Search,
Maps, YouTube) and Meta
(Facebook, Instagram,
WhatsApp) have pioneered
intuitive interfaces,
seamless navigation, and
personalised experiences.

Impact on media: They have
raised user expectations for
digital products. News media
must now compete with
these high standards for
attention and engagement.
This means publishers must
invest in better website
design, mobile apps, and
interactive features.

User experience & product
design benchmarks
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Innovation: Their
sophisticated data collection
and analysis capabilities
allow for deep insights into
user behaviour, content
performance, and
advertising effectiveness.

Impact on media: They have
demonstrated the power of
data to inform product
development, content
strategy, and audience
targeting. This inspires
media houses to adopt
analytics tools and build
data teams.

Data & analytics prowess

Innovation: Their platforms
are built to scale globally,
reaching billions of users
instantly.

Impact on media: They have
shown what's possible in

terms of audience reach and
content distribution, pushing
media houses to think
beyond local boundaries
and leverage digital
channels for wider impact.

Scalability & Global Reach

Innovation: While
controversial, their ad-tech
ecosystems and evolving
subscription/creator models
offer insights into digital
revenue generation.

Impact on media: They have
forced media houses to
confront the need for
diversified digital revenue
streams beyond traditional
display advertising.

Monetization Models

© All Rights Reserved.



The Tech Tsunami

Challenge: Google and Meta
control the vast majority of
digital advertising spend
globally. Publishers often
struggle to compete for ad
revenue on their own
platforms.

Impact: This siphons off
critical revenue that

historically supported
journalism, forcing media
houses to rely on platforms
for distribution, often without
fair compensation for their
content.

Challenge: A significant
portion of news
consumption now
happens on or via these
platforms (e.g., Facebook
News Feed, Google Search
results, YouTube
recommendations).

Impact: Publishers become
dependent on platform
algorithms, which can
change without warning,
impacting reach and referral
traffic. This erodes direct
audience relationships.

Challenge: Tech giants
collect vast amounts of
first-party data on users,
while publishers often have
limited access to this
valuable audience insight
when their content is
consumed off-site.

Impact: This makes it harder
for publishers to understand
their own audiences deeply,
personalise content, or
develop targeted products
and advertising solutions.

Challenge: The prevalence
of free content on social
media and search engines
has conditioned many users
to expect news without
direct payment.

Impact: This makes it
harder for publishers to
implement successful
subscription or membership
models, especially in markets
where disposable income is
lower.

Ad Revenue Dominance &
"Walled Gardens"

Content Distribution Control & Data Asymmetry
Algorithm Dependency

"Free Content" Expectation

Burson
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Culture - The missing piece in digital transformation efforts

“To change behaviour, you've got to direct the Rider, motivate the Elephant, and
shape the Path. If you can do all three at once, dramatic change can happen, even if
you don’t have lots of power or resources behind you!” - Switch: How to Change
Things When Change is Hard by Chip and Dan Heath

1. The Rider (Rational mind): The strategic direction, the analysis, and the logical
reasons for digital transformation. (e.g., "We need to go digital because of declining
print revenue.")

2. The Elephant (Emotional side): The inertia, the fear of change, the comfort of old
habits, and the emotional resistance within the organisation. (e.g., "But this is how we
have always done it. What about my job?")

3. The Path (Environment/Situation): The environment, the processes, and the
structures that either enable or hinder change. (e.g., outdated HR policies, lack of
training, siloed departments.)

* Infrastructure alone doesn't create an equal playing field. It's the people and
the culture that truly drive change.

» Top leadership must be concerned about the future of the business. Their visible,
unwavering commitment is paramount to motivating the Elephant.

© All Rights Reserved. 11



Reorganising for the Digital Future
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. Shareholders: Understand & support

long-term digital investments over short-
term gains.

. Board & ExCo: Set the strategic vision,

allocating resources, and leading by
example.

. Management Committee: Translate

strategy into actionable plans, fostering
cross-functional collaboration.

4. Staff: Embrace new skills, workflows, and

a continuous learning mindset.

. Clients (Stakeholders): Understand the

evolving value proposition and partner in
the digital journey

1. New Strategy & Vision: A clear,
communicated digital-first vision.

2. Redefined roles & titles: Move beyond
traditional newsroom roles. Integrate digital
specialists (data scientists, UX designers,
product managers) as core team members.

3. Transformed workflows & workspace:
Break down silos. Implementing agile
methodologies. Create collaborative physical
and digital spaces that encourage cross-
functional teams.

4. Integrated technology: Invest in modern,
scalable tech infrastructure.

5. A Culture of agility & innovation: Encourage

a mindset of continuous experimentation,

learning from failure, and rapid iteration. "Create

a culture of doing things faster, smarter, and
cheaper." This means empowering teams,
encouraging risk-taking, and celebrating
innovation. © All Rights Reserved. 12



Al isn't about replacing
journalists; it's about

Al & Emerging
Technologies: Your cugmenting e capabiies

NeW NeWS FoOom reporting, and delivering more

AI I |e S relevant content. For African
newsrooms, the key
IS building these tools internally
to ensure cost-effectiveness,
data sovereignty, and local
relevance.

Burson © All Rights Reserved. 13



4 Actionable Al opportunities

1. Automated transcription & translation for local languages

Newsrooms often deal with vast amounts of audio/video (interviews, press conferences,
public speeches) in multiple local languages. Manual transcription is time-consuming and
costly.

How: Utilize open-source speech-to-text models (e.g., Mozilla DeepSpeech, Whisper from
OpenAl - often available for local deployment) and fine-tune them with local language
datasets. Develop a simple in-house interface for journalists to upload audio/video and
receive transcribed text.

Benefits: Saves immense time and resources, improves accuracy for local dialects, enables
quick content repurposing, and makes content more accessible. Avoids sending sensitive
audio data to third-party cloud services.

Local nuance: Crucial for accurately transcribing and potentially translating between the
hundreds of languages spoken across Africa, something generic global tools often struggle
with.

Burson
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Actionable Al opportunities

2. Audience segmentation & content personalisation engine

Opportunity: Understanding diverse audience segments is vital for delivering relevant news
and optimising engagement. Generic analytics tools provide broad data, but internal Al can
offer deeper, actionable insights.

How: Build a simple recommendation engine using machine learning algorithms (e.g.,
collaborative filtering, content-based filtering) based on user behaviour on your own
website/app (e.g., articles read, time spent, topics clicked). This can inform personalised
newsletters, homepage layouts, or article recommendations.

Benefits: Increases user engagement, improves retention, and allows for more targeted
advertising or subscription offers. Keeps valuable audience data in-house, ensuring privacy
and control.

Local nuance: Allows for segmentation based on unique local demographics, interests, and
consumption patterns that global tools might miss or generalise.

Burson © All Rights Reserved. 15



Actionable Al opportunities for internal development

3. Automated fact-checking & disinformation flagging (Initial scan)

Opportunity: The spread of misinformation and disinformation is a major challenge,
especially on social media. Journalists need tools to quickly identify potentially false claims.

How: Develop a system that monitors specific keywords, phrases, or claims circulating on
local social media platforms. Use natural language processing (NLP) to compare these
claims against a database of verified facts, official statements, or previously debunked
narratives. This acts as a first-pass filter, flagging suspicious content for human journalists
to investigate further.

Benefits: Speeds up the fact-checking process, helps journalists prioritise investigations,
and strengthens the newsroom's role as a trusted source. Avoids reliance on external fact-
checking tools that may not understand local context or languages.

Local nuance: Essential for identifying local hoaxes, political propaganda, or culturally
specific misinformation that global tools would not recognise.

Burson © All Rights Reserved. 16



Actionable Al opportunities for internal development

4. Content summarisation & keyword extraction for archiving/SEO

Opportunity: Newsrooms produce vast amounts of content daily. Efficient archiving,
content discovery, and SEO optimisation are crucial but labour-intensive.

How: Implement NLP models (e.g., text summarisation algorithms, keyword extraction) to
automatically generate concise summaries of articles, identify key topics, and suggest
relevant tags. This can feed into your CMS for better searchability, internal content linking,
and SEO.

Benefits: Improves content discoverability for both internal journalists and external users,
enhances SEO performance, and streamlines content management. Reduces manual effort
for tagging and summarising.

Local nuance: Can be trained on local journalistic style guides and specific terminology,
ensuring summaries and keywords are contextually accurate and relevant to local search
queries.

Burson © All Rights Reserved. 17



Why internal development matters

1. Cost-effective: Avoids expensive
recurring subscription fees to
foreign vendors.

2. Data sovereignty: Your data stays
in-house, protecting sensitive
journalistic information and audience
insights.

3. Local relevance: Tools can be
precisely tailored to local languages,
dialects, cultural nuances, and
specific journalistic needs.

4. Skill building: You build your own
internal tech talent, creating a
stronger, more self-reliant
newsroom.

5. Agility: Allows for rapid iteration and
customization based on evolving
local needs

Burson
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Example of an in-house
solution

What it is: Creative Studio is an
integrated content creation hub that we
developed internally. It brings together
diverse expertise — strategists, designers,
videographers, writers, data analysts, and
digital specialists — to produce
compelling, data-driven content across
various formats and platforms.

Capabilities: From long-form articles and
investigative reports to short-form videos,
infographics, social media assets,
podcasts, and interactive experiences,
the Creative Studio is designed to
generate high-quality, impactful content
tailored for specific audiences and
channels.

Burson



Example: Comprehensive coverage of the Africa Climate Summit

Owned Media (Website)

Pre-Summit

« Special microsite/hub: Launch a dedicated section on your website/app for ACS. This will be the central
repository for all content.

* In-depth explainer series: Articles, infographics, and short videos explaining key climate terms, Africa's specific
vulnerabilities, and the summit's objectives (e.g., "What is Climate Finance?", "Why is the ACS Important for Farmers
in the Sahel?").

» Podcast series: "Road to ACS" - interviews with climate experts, policymakers, and affected communities.

+ Data visualisations: Interactive maps showing climate impact hotspots across Africa, or progress on renewable
energy projects.

During Summit

+ Live blog: Real-time updates, key quotes, and analysis from the summit floor.

« Daily video recaps: Short, engaging summaries of the day's key discussions and outcomes.

* Exclusive interviews: Q&As with African leaders, delegates, and activists.

* Photo essays: Visual storytelling from the summit and related community events.

+ Interactive Q&A sessions: Journalists answering audience questions submitted via the microsite.

Post-Summit

+ Impact analysis: Deep dives into the commitments made, what they mean for different regions, and accountability
tracking.

» Solutions journalism: Highlighting innovative African-led climate solutions and success stories.

* Long-form investigative pieces: Examining the lobbying efforts, funding flows, and potential implementation
challenges.

Burson © All Rights Reserved. 20



Example: Comprehensive coverage of the Africa Climate Summit

Shared Media (Social media)

Pre-Summit

+ Countdown graphics: Shareable visuals with key facts about climate change in Africa, leading up to
the summit.

* Polls & quizzes: Engage audiences on their understanding of climate issues or expectations from the
summit.

« Short-form video series: "Climate Change in 60 Seconds" for TikTok/Reels, explaining complex
topics simply.

During Summit

+ Real-time Updates: Key quotes, photos, and short video snippets from the summit, optimised for each
platform (e.g., X for breaking news, Instagram for visuals, LinkedIn for policy discussions).

+ "Behind the Scenes" Content: Humanising the event with glimpses of journalists at work, delegate
interactions, etc.

* Live Q&A on social: Journalists or experts answering questions directly on Facebook Live or
Instagram Live.

« User-Generated Content (UGC) Integration: Encourage audiences to share their climate stories
using a specific hashtag, then curate and feature the best.

Post-Summit

+ Infographics of key outcomes: Easily digestible summaries of summit agreements for quick sharing.

+ "What's Next?" Discussions: Prompt conversations on social media about the implementation of
climate pledges.

Burson © All Rights Reserved. 21




1. Technology is not optional. The digital frontier is our
present reality. News media must embrace technology at its
core to survive and thrive.

2. The African context demands African solutions. True
innovation for Africa comes from understanding and
building for its unigue mobile-first, diverse, and dynamic
landscape.

3. Tech talent is your unique advantage. Investing in, valuing
and integrating technology professionals into the newsrog
is not a cost, but the most critical strategic investment fo
competitive advantage and revenue diversification.

4. Own your narrative, your data, your destiny. By buildir
internal capabilities and strategically leveraging narrati
we reclaim control and build direct, sustainable
relationships with our audiences.

5. Imagine a resilient, relevant, and revenue-generatir
news media. A future where African news media flo
deeply connected to its communities, driving impaci
journalism, and financially robust.

The choice is clear: Adapt, innovate, and lead, or be [€

behind. The future of African journalism is in your hands.
Burson
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