Interview at (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) 5 July 2017

I = Interviewer

P = Participant

I: Thank you for agreeing to do this interview. Let's start with an introduction and your role here at the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME).

P: My role is (senior position) with the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) specialist division of the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME). A broad overview: the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) is split into two divisions within the consumer-facing side that you may be familiar with, (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME).com and the newspaper and then you have (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME), a collection of over 18 products which cater primarily to B2B audiences. I work within the cluster that looks at, provides, data and content and multi-media products to primarily banking, finance, asset wealth management and foreign direct investment and my role is purely digital in terms of - I've been here 9 years and I've developed the product range that we have in terms of the numbers of websites that we have. We started off with going through the process of redesign and redevelopment and also the creation of new products as well. We have had a few new products come on as well in the last few years. I've been here 9 years, as I said, my role is primarily digital and my role is looking at both ends of the spectrum in terms of working with the different business units and seeing what requirements they may have but also wider in terms of our clients and our use base and finding out what kind of things they find and what products they could be interested in, exploring that in more detail, pushing things through to briefing, concept stage, testing, testing out in the market. And also kind of looking at from a standpoint of where we are taking our digital products. And that has been the most interesting aspect of my role in terms of knowing which direction we might morph or change a product to deliver and cater for our clients and our user base. Most of our products are subscription-based. So, we have the added element of convincing people and introducing our products at a premium price level and trying to encourage them to take the products on board as part of their daily work processes etc. Previous to that I worked for another publishing group which has now been disbanded, which was (organisation name). This was still a digital role and again a different sector in health care publications.

I: You mentioned business units here at the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME). Is that across all business units you have a perspective from a digital publishing part of the business?

P: I have a view across our division where there are three clusters. I have a role within that cluster if that makes sense. We have 8 products in that cluster

I: Broadly, how would you describe the strategy that you are following and you can view that from the corporate perspective or from the cluster or whatever level of business activity you would like to look at it?

P: The broad strategy that is being followed at the moment is around increasing our engagement. Engagement is very much in terms of a strategy, I'll tell you how we are doing it, but a broad objective is around engagement. Getting people to get to our products, stay on our products, remain with our products and building up that customer loyalty. The strategy for doing that has been largely around the marketing activity and the principles that are in place there. You know, doing events, doing direct mail and contacting people even though the GDPR will becoming a bit more to do. We will be contacting people who we think are potential users and clients. And so, we work very closely in line with the marketing team to raise the profile and showcase the product that we are doing. Strategy from our digital, a kind of very practical level, is around making sure that the products, when somebody does become aware of... we have a part to play in terms of helping our products being findable online. We all know that that there are some tricks of the trade we can apply and as standard that's what we do. That is very wide ocean, so to speak, in terms of people discovering by chance the products. So, that's where we interplay and interconnect with marketing to help that objective. But in terms of the nuts and bolts of how we build things. Once people are on there, our strategy is around making sure that the journey is as sticky as possible. So, if somebody does land on a particular page for an article they will be drivers or indicators for them to go, to follow-through, to something else. And if it's not necessarily within that one product, because we have a group, we try to bounce them through to other product ranges. Because we are very aware of the fact that a lot of our products are interconnected in some way. There are very fine touchpoints at the edges of each one. That is what we try to enhance in terms of the development of the products.

I: Earlier you mentioned digital transformations in this journey the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) was on. Is that part of the strategy corporately or within your particular piece of it, in this division?

P: This is very timely, because we are ourselves going through a slight transition internally. So, up until very recently, it has been clear-cut, the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) is one side and us, Specialists, on the other side. And, in terms of that digital transformation, we have been playing catch-up. So, it's been like the bigger brother who has been doing stuff and the younger child is kind of mimicking. We've not always had, talking completely for such a large organisation, an equal share of the investment pot. So, the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME).com in terms of digital transformation, they have, need, a mandate of theirs to become digital first. So, they have invested a lot of resources in terms of, and I say resources beyond physical people, in terms of what systems that they use. They have had a real push towards digital, and they are still transforming, because they have the benefit of having an innovation strand. They have BAU and everything is maintained and kept to a high standard, but they also have innovation. They will have a new system or a new logic which might work around content arrangement for example.

I: A mandate?

P: In terms of a mandate, if you look at any of our literature, we are now described as a digital first company. So, whereas the newspaper has a very solid and respected reputation, it has been recognised, that print is not as popular as it used to be, and people are going onto digital. So, it's definitely intrinsic and it is definitely the message that we are getting from top-down that we are digital first.

I: So digital has overtaken print as a format?

P: So, this is the thing. Again, this is an interesting thing in that on the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME).com the digital advertising and overtaken the print on the digital side of thing. Within our division, that is not necessarily the case. We have seen a decline in print advertising but is still at a stable level. It has not taken the drop of the cliff that other publishers have experienced. And we think that it is largely because the products are for people who need to do particular roles and they are meeting their equivalents in terms of who their advertisers are. It's kind of a closed group community thing with common interests. We've been able to maintain a healthy line in terms of advertising revenue on print.

I: So how will the digital transformation piece affect the strategy of the Specialist division?

P: So, what I was saying about the interesting picture, is that we have now we have just been rebranded. If we had conducted this interview two days ago we would have been known as Financial Publishing. We are now known as (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) Specialist which was launched on Monday. And that means in terms of we have been fully consolidated under the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) umbrella now, brought into the fold, so the speak. And with that, we also had a change. The company was bought about two years ago. We have a new owners, (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME), who have started to show a real interest in making sure that all is fair in terms of who gets investment and who doesn't. as a result of that, on our rebranding, we are started to look for next year, not this year, we still have the last quarter to run. For next year, we have some investment which can give us some buffer, something to play with. How do we make a difference?

I: Why the rebrand? Why the change?

P: Because externally there was a slight disconnect and people didn't know that, unless we explicitly explained it, there was a natural connection with the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) Group. It was very strange, but understandable if you think about it. 18 products that are all labelled as a publication from the Financial Publishing. You have got all of these that all sit under that but because of the fact that they are quite niche publications, the association with us belonging and even physically positioned in the same place as the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) is produced and published, externally that wasn't registering. So, that was the idea behind the rebrand overall but also internally that will bind us. We have a plethora of data products that we within (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) Specialist we share and generate content, contra-deals internally, with other publications. And we are now trying to spread into the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) and the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME).com side as well.

I: You mention the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) brand and what is stands for. Perhaps this wasn't evident in the number of sub-brands that you had and possibly in the publishing which is now Specialist and that is something that has changed and we may go back to that later. Moving onto collaboration, collaborative strategies, a broad word and it can mean whatever it means to you, but primarily external with other partners. External collaboration, rather than internal collaboration. Do you think there is an element of that which is relevant to the strategy? From working informally with another partner to acquisitions at the other end e.g. recent acquisitions. How important are collaborations to your part of the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) or the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) in general or from any perspective?

P: I think they are tremendously important. As I mentioned to you earlier, we are in a competitive space with other media outlets, probably doing or trying to do the same thing that we are. Everybody is after a kind of commercial return in their ventures. I do think they are extremely important. Now then from my perspective, we have worked with, even at supplier levels, being able to get them to understand what our visions are and what we need at the end of the day. The collaborations that I have been involved in recently? I wasn't involved in the last acquisition of a company based in San Francisco. A lot of take place whilst I was away. the collaborations that we have been involved with...there is stuff on the table that I cannot talk about as it confidential. I think if I make it more general, we are always looking at things which will help improve our overall offering and that often does mean looing outside, looking at partners, suppliers, solutions that could already be doing it. So, one of the big areas is around artificial intelligence and natural learning and natural language services, things like that, for us to develop that internally. Yes we have our labs and they are doing it on a very small scale. When it might be finished we don't know. So, for instance us, we will look out for someone who is already doing it and what sort of scale do we need it on. Is it a project basis, obviously we go into a very short-term partnership with them, but if it it's a case that we think this would be a game-changer in terms of what we do with our content and how we could deliver it to our customers, that would be an acquisition piece? I do think the collaboration has to happen, I know recent ones we have been through on the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) side, not so much on this side, but ones where there have been some definite wins is around collaboration with (organisation name). The whole idea that (organisation name) is very much a closed shop in terms of how they do things. They are secretive, very very secretive, so you cannot really get out of them around...as soon as you get to a point where you think you understand their search algorithm they'll change it. So, (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) has managed to foster a relationship with them which thankfully has come down and spread throughout the company where we are able to have open dialogues with them about where we think exactly we think content is not surfacing as we expected or if there are things coming up that they might be doing that impact what we are doing. We have that kind of conversation before they switch the green light. So, we have some foresight and we can make as much preparation as we can. Also, agreements just in terms of... we actually doing a massive amount with (organisation name). I'm thinking just search, but we have gone into collaboration with them to the extent where all of our in-house systems, our storage and email are now (organisation name). That is a collaboration and a half I would say!

I: It sounds like there is quite a spectrum there. From a conversation to an agreement to some form of contractual arrangement. And their motivations for that? What were the drivers for that collaboration?

P: From what I have garnered, it started about 4-5 years ago. It started around the frustrations about being such a large publishing outlet but in terms of feeling that there (organisation name) was becoming a bit more of a hindrance rather than a benefit, in terms of the search algorithms and the services that they offered. So, the motivation around that was (organisation name) are massive, they are a beast of their own nature. Do you go up against them and challenge them and it could all turn a bit nasty or do you go into them and say this is a win-win situation for both of us, if we are able to understand a bit more what you are doing but you also give us a bit more flexibility or some flexibility might not be the right word, give us some more consideration to publishers. The motivation was around the positive gains that actually everybody would get from a collaboration.

I: Have there been any other collaborations of that sort of scale or are you contemplating that sort of scale of collaboration going forward?

P: The only collaborations that we are contemplating at the moment are around data providers. So, we have a whole suite of data products and most of them are developed and maintained externally. We are fortunate that again to have very good suppliers who understand the product. I think, in terms of us moving forward and being a bit more flexible in our approach to how we can develop things there are certainly conversations around what would work best. Because, at the moment, we are working with data providers who are not particularly restricted by any agreements of sorts not to provide certain data targets. So, there's a whole question around well if we went into collaboration with them on a much higher level, then we would have much more control over that data and how that data is distributed and where it could be distributed. So, that is the kind of thinking at the moment, around ...it's been our research; it's been anecdotal, it's physical research that has come back and shown that data is, not the next, but a rich source of revenue. So, we are just looking at how do we have a bit more control around that. You are providing data and the supplier is also providing data and it could be a bit messy.

I: And you start the discussion about disruption and fast-changing environment that everyone was facing as you try to carve out your position.

P: The disruption has been...it always seems to boil down to be more around the personnel and the human factor of disruption. That is where it starts. With people adapting their mindset - the internal piece. But in terms of the disruption in what we physically we offer, there is that element, that unless we can identify the next Uber or something like that. The disruption, particularly on our side, the disruption is on a systems or products level. It's more around the thinking level. Now having said that, for (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME).com, one of the early initiators of the paywall. Unless and I'm not privy, I don’t know if there is any conversation around where we go, what do we do after the paywall. It's going to be quite difficult to, not difficult, it would be a challenge to find what is the next thing moving on from paywall. People will have to pay. We know we have done that. It's about increasing the value of what people actually pay for. So that is why we have cycled that round to data and how we look at that. How do we extract that? To fully answer, the disruption seems to fully take place, especially in publishing, around the people who have ... or people who...it's not unknown for people to get used to our environment; we get used to doing things a certain way. And then someone comes along and says we are now going to be using this system and you will get complete objection to it, because people are interested in that kind of thing. You get the disruption in terms of some people will stay and some people will have to be moved. So, there is all of that.

I: That is a nice segway to the next area. There are three areas. The second area is the principles that guide strategy for whatever the part of the organisation. What are the guiding principles of the strategy in particular? Not so much the values.

P: Guiding principles of the strategy that's being followed. So, because of what I said at the beginning about the strategy, it's really about getting people to our product, being aware of our products, staying with our products and being engaged. On a principle basis, we have always had...I can see it in my head, but I can't pull down the detail. It's around being honest with our customers; it's delivering products of quality. Honest and transparent with our customers and our clients; our customers, a segway, three-way thing that goes on. It's about the quality of the product we deliver. On the brand engagement piece, it was ...those were the two overriding principles. Honesty and quality.

I: What do you think about (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) Specialist and what do you think raising (the profile of) the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) brand brings to that approach, if anything?

P: As long as everybody is open and understands that those are our guiding principles, it can only be a good thing, OK? In terms of us being able to raise our profile. And in terms of use maybe... I do think it is all about the opportunities that might be presented with our customers and our clients, who as you'll know, to take one of our niche publications. If you have got someone who is trying to sell on that niche publication and they are saying to them I want, who I really want to target is xyz. I think it is around ...I'd like to see this and I don't know if it will ever happen, I'd like to see people saying well we can't offer it but we have another publication in the group that could and making that kind of referral or suggestion that would... this is a potential for that. I think the other thing... I split external and internal. Internally, that works. Externally, we just have to really think and make sure that we are delivering; there shouldn't be any tarnishes on a perceptual level if that makes sense. In terms of brand, if something is being represented externally, that we just have to do our utmost... (tape paused to move room)

I: The third at last area of the interview, talk a little bit about the values of the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) and the brand values of the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) and how you see those and how you would describe them as best as possible?

P: Again, it links back to the previous answer, in terms of the quality. I think there is a real internal drive and the word I'm thinking of is not as strong as a mantra, but it's definitely something that again we get asked of and measured about quite a lot is about the integrity of the editorial which is produced. And also, the quality of that, in terms of how stories and the articles are published. And this applies across the board, the whole thing about fact-checking, making sure that sources are not questionable - not fake news - as much as humanly possible. We are requested to check, to double check before we go live with things. Not so much on the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) Specialist side because we have longer lead times in publishing, but certainly on the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) side of things. You can imagine if we broke a big story and it was completely wrong in terms of where the ...it could completely damage the reputation we have. So, the values I would say is definitely one of the things is integrity that stand out as the main key word for me.

I: You mentioned flexibility a couple of time. You said sought to be flexible in talking with other partners. To what extent do you see that as an important aspect of things?

P: Certainly, we have never been...it's quite funny because I moved from my previous world where we had a lot of in-house build and massive resources in terms of everything was built in-house and we just kind of continued to grow those teams. But what you can find sometimes is that there is slight limitation ...not to say you shouldn't train people, but in terms of conceptually thinking about ideas bigger than what they are tasked to so. There can be a bit of a plateau kind of ceiling sometimes. So, whereas when you are working with external partners, they are in that market every day; they are doing that kind of thing every day if that makes sense. They can look around and they are obviously trying to position themselves as leaders within whatever service they provide. So, they have got that expertise. We have found now that in terms of working with them it makes sense to work with people who have got that specialist knowledge and we can buy it in. Being flexible for our division is certainly about looking at the partners that we work with and, I think, we do have partnerships with our suppliers. Not all of them are great. Some of them have grown and some of them have not been able to scale up the demands that we might have wanted. But I don’t think we are necessarily a bad company to business with. relationships are obviously, they go the extent of what is agreed but those agreements that we put in with our partner are quite extensive. Really detailed level. At the end of the day there is that element that of likeability. if you get the right people in the right positions we are going to forgive if you make a little error here and there but do it a hundred times we are going to have to bring in the terms of the agreement we have and the kind of error rate. I think we have a largely good relationship with suppliers.

I: If you flip that round, what would you say is there perception of (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) as a partner, whether it is a supplier relationship or a more strategic relationship?

P: Pauses...laughter. So, this is talking from the perspective working day-to-day with people right through to acquisition level. The initial kind of introduction or coming together, so to speak, I think people are quite alert to the fact that the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) Group are wanted to talk to them. It's a positive. for us it's a positive. For them it could be a bit daunting slightly scary. You do speak to some people, it's just for them, obviously if they get the (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) as a partner, then it's a massive game-changer for them and it will slowly change them to being able to negotiate better deals with other partners or whatever situation might be. So, when we do to discuss they know that unfortunately, maybe not unfortunately for them, they know we come in from a very strong position in terms of our ability to negotiate. There's an element of them being daunted by that aspect. But once we are working together I would like to think that they do think we treat our suppliers fairly in terms of what is paid for a service level.

I: Thinking about partners that are not in a supply relationship where you have agreed to team up where there are some common interests, are there any significant changes in those relationships you in your view?

P: No, I think the example of the one I used was the (organisation name) relationship. I don’t think there has been massive changes. It's been good in terms of we now have much easier access and dialogues with them. But in terms of how the level of engagement the level of engagement or level of interaction they might have with us or how they treat us a customer. I wouldn't say that there is massive, massive change.

I: Other comments in the area of collaboration, brand etc.

P: We were had the acquisition take place a couple of years ago. it's funny because you suddenly get on an internal level everything was hushed, because it was done at board level. Everything was hush hush until there was a flurry of we need all this data etc. And then the press got wind off it the day before it was announced officially, and they were quoting, stating that we were going to be bought by a German press company and (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) wasn't mentioned. And then we got bought by (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) and everyone was asking what's happened here. And so, the first kind of presentation we had with the CEO he said we know that there was rumours that we were going to be going into partnership with this German media outlet, but it just wouldn't have worked. We were just different companies in terms of it's that whole thing around likeability and that understanding that mutual respect or admiration for what you are driven to achieve. They were driven by different principles, ambitions to what we are and believe. As I say, (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) has come in and they have looked to us for inspiration and ideas, creative input and we have looked to them as a more around the support element, investment wise. And again, they seem, (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME), they seem very, not the right word again, flexible, not too difficult, in terms of their though process in investment. They will take from us if we suggest that this will work, this is the reason why. It's been much easier to get things through as opposed to our previous owners where it was a paper driven exercise until it got to the top and the person at the top didn't even know what product was. This was a vast difference and so, that's just come to me know talking about the acquisition. It was about the people who we were going to be working with and going into business with and that is why the offer from (DISTRIBUTION ORGANISATION NAME) was accepted as opposed to this other company.

I: Thank you very much. Stopping the tape at this point.
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