
Redesigning in the open Interaction design to facilitate new business models 

Implications for the newspaper industry

This study analyzes the process of  
redesigning vk.se, a top-10 news media 
site in Sweden. The work was carried 
out during spring 2013 by students at 
the fi ve year Interaction Design study 
program at Umeå University and 
provide valuable insights regarding 
the use of  an open design model to 
facilitate the use of  new business models 
in the newspaper industry as well as the 

results, implications 
and consequences 
of  the project and 
the launch of  the 
redesigned web-
site.
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Not only the 

students receive 

new knowledge and 

skills but also 

VK Media.

Need to be less 
dependent on the 
printed paper in 

the future.

Due to the changing condi-
tions for the industry VK Media 
wanted to stop benchmarking 
industry colleagues and to open 
up the process of  making inno-
vative changes to their products
and to  “harnessing external ideas
while leveraging their in-house 
R&D outside their current 
operations” [1]. VK Media points 
out that it was originally intend-
ed for VK Media to perform and 
develop a redesigned website 
internally, since they had “done 
it before, so it won’t be any 
problem”. This would prob-
ably have resulted in an 
ordinary closed innovation proj-
ect. To open up the internal 
innovation process, VK Media
cooperated with the  Interaction
and Design Study Program,
and the goal was set to create
an innovative and user-friendly
news media site. The innova-
tive design proposal that the 
students created during spring 
2013 was based on several user 
tests , which made VK Media spot 
unmet needs that could not be 
discovered otherwise [2]. 

Important elements of  the process
were transparency and 

openness, both
 externally 

towards users and
advertisers, and in-
ternally towards the
staff, to create a
design the readers 
and the staff  actu-
ally want. To fur-
ther increase the 
openness and to 
initiate a dialog with 
the users during 
the whole process, 
both the students 
and the web devel-
opers blogged and 
the editors wrote articles about 
the changes in the newspaper. 

The paywall of  vk.se is based on a freemium 
model [3], where the premium users get all 
content. At the launch, about 70% of  the 
content were premium content. However, 
at this time there were little incentives for 
non-subscribers to enter the site and a 
couple of  months later the amount of  free 
content increased to about 50%. 

The design proposal with changed struc-
ture mediates a traditional news feeling, 
but in a modern and innovative way. The 
highly appreciated new design and the 
increased loyalty among their readers have 
eased the transition towards the new busi-
ness and revenue model of  charging for 
digital content. Still a long way to go, this 

fi rst step has prepared 
VK Media for a less 
dependency of  print.

The method of  working 
according to a structured 
design process for user-
centric development 
with several different, 
internal and external, partners have 
changed the way VK Media regard web 
development. Now, the internal organi-
zation has been more prepared for the 
change as well as the readers. According 
to, VK Media, they had “very few visions 
about the result of  the project before the 
students got involved”. 

The result of  the introduction of  a paywall 
has been that the total number of  visitors 
has declined with approximate 20%, which 
was in line with both the expectations 
of  VK Media and is one of  the confl ict-
ridden parts of  abandoning the free 
model [4]. Results from a follow-up study 
with 1167 readers, clearly show a difference 
between subscribers and non-subscribers 
in how satisfi ed they are with the paywall 
(subscribers: 56% very positive or positive 
to the change, non-subscribers: 94% very 
negative or negative to the change). This 
is of  course no surprise since the non-
subscribers got less value for free. 

However, the local
visitors are still loyal,
which has led to 
a 60% increase in 
advertising.

As of  September 
2014, 62% (19’000) of  the 
current readers have activated their 
online accounts. Hence, the conversion 
rate into the new system has been rapid. 
Furthermore, after the introduction of  
the paywall, VK Media have gained more 
customers and the loss has leveled out 
signifi cantly. 

The newspaper industry has, historically, had an incredible powerful position in 
the media landscape over centuries. However, during the 1900s major technological 
changes have affected the newspaper industry and especially since the mid-1990s with 
the www, mobility and social media. These contemporary technologies made media 
become ubiquitous, integrated, immersive and pervasive and have put great pressure on the 
printed newspaper and current revenue models with customers paying for their news 
consumption. 

Opening up the innovation process and working with the University gave new insights.

A new design that 
both facilitates a 

paywall and increase 
the value for 
loyal readers.

Working according to the design process increases the possibility for a successful launch.

Newspaper 
companies 

must increa
se their 

revenues fr
om 

digital chann
els.

Digital   rst is 

important for speed 

and reach but also 

impacts the work 

of journalists 

and editors.
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