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Product development offers editorial teams a practical system for transforming broad ideas into content formats that
effectively connect with and serve their audience.

The term “product” can feel out of place in a newsroom context. Traditionally, media organisations focus on stories,
formats, and beats. However, any content format designed for a defined audience and purpose is, in essence, a product
— a podcast, a weekly newsletter, or a video series are all products.

Product development provides a structured method for generating, testing, and launching new formats, ensuring that
resources are spent only on concepts the audience actually values.

In the traditional model, editorial teams might invest six months in production before launching a new format, often
resulting in disappointment. The product development approach, by contrast, creates a simplified version in just a few
weeks, observes audience response, and then decides whether to continue, adjust, or stop. The process repeats,
allowing for ongoing improvement and learning.
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WHY IT MATTERS NOW

Many small newsrooms operate on limited budgets, contend with fragmented audiences, and face mounting
competition from big tech companies and social media platforms. Audience preferences evolve, platforms alter their
algorithms, and formats that once delivered strong results may no longer be effective.

Adopting a product development approach fosters a culture of ongoing experimentation within the newsroom, closely
aligned with its mission and editorial values, responsive to audience needs, and able to deliver clear, data-driven
results in a short timeframe and with minimal investment. The newsrooms that remain viable treat experimentation
as a regular practice, not as an occasional initiative.

Examples of successful product development in practice include: a small newsroom launching a distinctive social
media format and tripling its reach without extra expenditure; another replacing costly special projects with a recurring
content series, resulting in increased engagement; and a third using a new format to persuade a departing donor to
remain. In each instance, progress began because someone decided to run a test rather than convene another meeting
about it.

HOW IT WORKS

Any newsroom, regardless of size, can adopt a product development approach by putting simple processes and tools
in place. It does not require additional training so much as a shift in the editorial team’s mindset. The core elements
of content product development include:

Turning ideas into concepts. Newsrooms have plenty of ideas. “We should do
something for younger readers.” “We need a podcast.” These stay vague because they
fail to answer the basic questions: who exactly the audience is, what problem they
face, which format fits, and how you will measure whether it works.

Formulating a hypothesis. “We think this will land” is not a plan. “If we publish a
short audio format on local affairs every Tuesday and Thursday, we’ll have 500
regular listeners within eight weeks” is testable. It has a deadline. It can be evaluated
honestly. A clear and measurable hypothesis beats intuition.
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Developing a minimum viable product (MVP). An MVP is a version of your new
content product designed to answer one question: does the audience want this at all?
One pilot video or podcast episode. Two test newsletter issues. A four-week soft
launch of a new column. If there’s no response, you saved several months of costly
production.
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Planning, launching and timing. A good idea with a weak launch plan fails as often
as a bad idea. Every content product needs a clear sequence: prepare an MVP, test it
with a small group of 20—100 people before going public, then release and build from
there. Teams that skip the test stage and go straight to public launch cut off the
feedback that would have saved them months of work. Equally important: give your
format enough time to find its audience. For example, a newsletter needs 6—8 weeks
before you can read the numbers honestly. A podcast needs several episodes before

recommendation engines notice it. Pulling the plug after a few disappointing days is the most common way to kill
something that would have worked.

WHERE TO START

Turning data into strategic decisions. The difference between successful content
products and abandoned experiments isn’t just about numbers — it’s about knowing
which ones matter and what they reveal. Metrics like retention rates, scroll depth,
newsletter replies aren’t about chasing clicks; they signal whether people find real
value. Newsrooms that read those signals make better decisions about how to spend
their limited time and resources.

Knowing when to scale, pivot or relaunch. Most content formats need adjustment
before they find their audience. That’s not a problem to solve — it’s the process.
Newsrooms that iterate quickly and cheaply build more knowledge than those that
only launch when they feel certain. Failed experiments have a cost; avoided
experiments cost more.

Start with one format — something you already have or want to try but have been putting off. Answer four questions:
who it is for, what problem it solves, how you would test it with minimal investment, and what success would look
like. Write the answers down and turn them into a measurable hypothesis. Assemble a team and assign roles — or
decide what you can do on your own. That’s the core of a launch plan. Within a week, launch one MVP. It doesn’t
matter how small. It doesn’t matter if it fails. What matters is that you start.

For a structured approach with practical tools, templates and real newsroom examples, see the IMS
online guide Launching and Growing New Content Products (in English).

It covers the full process — from idea generation to analysis and scaling — across seven modules
designed for small editorial teams with limited budgets.
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