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Is the Future Modular? Mapping Preferences, Benefits, and Risks of Modular Journalism across
three Audience Segments

Morosoli, Sophie; Cools, Hannes; Helberger, Natali

Abstract
One of the ways in which GenAl could change the future of news is modular journalism (MJ) —

presenting news in novel, more fluid, personalized and interactive formats that respond and adjust to
the individual preferences of users. Being more responsive to users' individual needs through Al-
supported forms of personalization could unlock new ways of catering to diverse or underserved
audiences, and potentially even reduce news avoidance and information overload or serve as the
foundation for new news experiences. This study investigates audience evaluations and willingness to
pay for MJ through focus groups (N=26) with three diverse user segments: basic subscribers,
adolescents, and individuals with migration backgrounds. Findings rev eal that particularly young adults
and individuals with migration backgrounds are interested in MJ, valuing flexibility and engagement,
though concerns exist about oversimplification of serious topics. Participants favor personalization
with user agency over algorithmic curation to preserve content diversity. Willingness to payis mixed;
MJ alone has limited appeal but adds value when integrated into existing subscriptions. Young adults
are most willing to pay, especially with trial access. These findings illustrate thatthere is a potential for
MJ to engage audiences with customizable formats, user-controlled personalization, and editorial

integrity, and in doing so enhance accessibility, and potentially reduce news avoidance.
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Introduction

Technological advances in journalism, like the implementation of recommender systems and
Al tools, have become increasingly embraced over the last few years (Cools & Diakopoulos, 2024).
Since 2022, with the emergence of Large Language Models (LLMs), barriers to adoption and
deployment have been lowered, incentivizing news organizations to experiment while also reflecting
on the ethical uses of new technological solutions (Simon, 2025).

Against this backdrop, online news habits of audiences have been changing, with consumers
now encountering information across a plethora of platforms (Ross, 2026), and this process is
increasingly mediated by messaging apps, TikTok clips, and voice assistants (Newman et al., 2026;
Resendez et al., 2025). As audiences have become 'news format omnivores' (Peeters et al., 2025), the
questionis no longer whether formats will be altered through technology, but which specific formats
successfully respond to individuals' ever-changing distribution and consumption habits.

With the deployment of GenAl built on LLMs, Modular Journalism (MJ) has gained more
interest in news organizations. In this study, we define MJ as a practice in which the form and content
of news can be reorganized, segmented, re-represented and personalized across various modalities
with the help of generative Al (e.g., text, audio, video, images). MJ, therefore, allows stories to be
disassembled and reconstructed in ways that reflect both user needs and platform affordances.
Originally conceptualized as a user-needs approach to storytelling (Kulkarni, 2022), modularity or
‘versioning’ now underpinsindustry prototypes such as Axios’ ‘Smart Brevity’ cards or The New York
Times' ‘Daily Briefing’ format, which deliver concise, segmented news updates tailored to reader
preferences and consumption habits.

By decoupling content from the linear article or ‘wall of text’, modular formats map onto Al-
driven content-management systems, allowing LLMs to generate, translate, or summarize information
ad hoc. Assuch, MJ also allows for new dimensions of news personalization, with personalization and
efficiency being two core narratives in the debate (Jones & Jones, 2019). Whereas traditional news
recommender systems personalize at the distribution level by making data-driven decisions of which
content to show to which news consumers (Raza & Ding, 2022), MJ can also be a way to personalize
the format in which newsis presented (e.g. as text, audio, visuals) or even the content. Generative Al
technologies have lowered the costs of personalizing on a far more granular level. At the same time,
generative Al technologies come with new challenges for news organizations, such as potential biases
in generated content, difficulties in understanding nuanced contexts, and challenges in maintaining
the accuracy and reliability of information (Ho et al., 2025). These challenges may require new
approaches and ethical safeguards to responsibly use LLMs to customize not only the distribution but

also the form in which content is delivered (Cools & Diakopoulos, 2024).



To date, there has been little scholarly attention to MJ, particularly regarding how news
consumers perceive its benefits and limitations, and whether they value it through their willingness to
pay. Understanding willingness to pay is critical, as it is a prerequisite for many newsroomstoinvestin
the experimentation needed to offer modular forms of journalism, and could form part of a broader
responseto declining print revenues and competition for digital attention (Ross Arguedas etal., 2023).
Moreover, existing studies on news personalization have largely focused on algorithmic recommender
systems, overlooking how the presentation of news formats shapes trust, relevance, comprehension,
and engagement (Blassnig et al., 2024; Urman & Makhortykh, 2024). We argue that MJ goes beyond
'narrow personalization' research: it can not only influence story selection but reconfigure the
presentation of news itself.

Our study contributes to filling a knowledge gap in journalism practice by focusing on the
presentation of modularformats, as well as by mapping perceptions of how these formats might serve
different and even underserved audience groups, such as individuals with migration backgrounds and
young adults (Newman, 2025). Earlier studies have pointed to different and distinct news consumption
behaviors for different societal groups (Ross Arguedas et al., 2023). For example, multilingual and
culturally relevant modules could foster engagement and trust among audiences with migration
backgrounds, while interactive, visually rich modules may better engage younger users. Tailoring
formats to these needs has the potential to bridge information gaps and reduce news avoidance
(Betakovaet al., 2025). Building on this foundation, this study asks the following overarching research
guestion:

RQ: How do different audience segments evaluate Modular Journalism, and what rationales

influence their willingness to pay for news presented in this format?

Literature Review (word count: 2883 words)
The Challenge of Declining Trust, Information Overload & News Avoidance

Over the last decade, there has been a persistent decline in trustin news media, a trend documented
across diverse national contexts and audiences (Newman et al., 2025). This erosion of trust, partly
against the backdrop of ever-changing news habits or loss of interest in news, undermines the
perceived value of journalism and complicates efforts to sustain audience engagement. In democratic
systems, where news plays a crucial role in public opinion formation and political participation, a
sustained erosion of trust and general disengagement from news can have detrimental consequences
for democratic life (Helberger et al., 2026). Individuals who show lower trustin news orthe media also

tend to be less informed about political events and have lower political knowledge (fog, 2025).



Recent scholarship has explored a range of strategies for the news media to rebuild trust, with
transparency, both financial and editorial, emerging as a potential remedy (Banerjee et al., 2023;
Nelson & Kim, 2021). For example, Banerjee et al. (2023) found that across Brazil, India, the United
Kingdom, and the United States, audiences valued not only transparent business practices but also
clear communication about editorial standards and ethical procedures (Skovsgaard & Andersen, 2020).
Yet, these studies also underscore that restoring trust is a complex, context-dependent process, and
that no single intervention is universally effective. Instead, news organizations must continuously
communicatethe societal importance and democratic value of journalism, adapting their approaches
to the needs and expectations of different audience segments (Banerjee et al., 2023). However, the
authors conclude that to increase trust among all types of audiences, it is necessary to communicate

and convince individuals of the importance and value of news in general (Banerjee et al., 2023).

Compounding these trust-related challenges, two further and interconnected developments
have become increasingly salient from an audience perspective: (1) information overload and (2) news
avoidance. The proliferation of digital content, notifications, and platforms has created an environment
in which audiences can feel overwhelmed, leading someto disengage from news altogether (Newman
et al., 2024). This ‘news avoidance’ phenomenon is not uniform, and different groups experience
overload in distinct ways, shaped by their media habits, trust levels, and perceived relevance of news
content. Importantly, recent research on news avoidance by de Bruin (2025) has even revealed that a
large group of audiences do not turn away from news because it is ‘too negative’ (Skovsgaard &
Andersen, 2020), but because it is ‘not relevant for them’, or because they ‘do not see themselves
represented in it’ (Betakovaet al., 2025). Next to this, there might also be unmet user needs when it
comes to theway news is presented, which can further foster news avoidance (Skovsgaard & Andersen,
2020). For instance, for young news consumers, long articles might not be the most accessible

presentation, but rather short-form news or an audio-visual presentation (Schwaiger et al., 2022).

These challenges - declining trust, information overload and news avoidance — do not affect
all audiences equally. Groups such as young adults, individuals with migration backgrounds, and
subscription holders vary not only in their levels of trust and patterns of news use, but also in the
extentto which they feel included in, can identify with, and are willing to engage with news contentin
the first place (Flamingo, 2019; Ross Arguedas et al., 2023). Mapping these segment-specific
differences is a necessary precondition for assessing whether and how emerging journalistic
innovations can contribute to mitigating news avoidance and declining trust across diverse audiences.

We therefore ask:



RQ1: How do news habits differ, and what are the unmet needs of adolescents, individuals with

migration backgrounds, and subscription holders?
From the Audience Turn in News to the Democratization of Formats

The contemporary media landscape has undergone some meaningful transformations as news
organizations have increasingly learnt how audiences consumeand interact with their news content,
institutionalizing an ‘audience turn’, both in journalism studies as well as in the news industry (Swart
et al., 2022). This audience turn, as described by Costera Meijer (2020), can be defined as the shift
from traditional one-way communication models toward more interactive, participatory approaches
where audience preferences, behaviors, and feedback increasingly influence editorial decisions and
content production processes. Fueled in part by the datafication and digitization of newsrooms, this
turn has enabled a more granular understanding of what specific groups of news consumers are (not)
interested in.

The growing emphasis on audience engagement has been driven in part by journalism's
struggle, among other factors, for economic sustainability and relevance in the digital age and its
attention economy. As news organizations face declining revenues and competition with social media
platforms as the “central infrastructure of the attention economy’ (Olsen & Sjgvaag, 2025), academics
and professionals have pinned their hopes on increasing 'audience engagement' despite limited
consensus on what audience engagement means, why it will make journalism more successful, or what
'success' in journalism should even look like (Costera Meijer, 2020; de Lima Santos, 2024; Nelson,
2019). Increased attention on audience engagement led to both relatively novel forms of journalism,
like ‘participatory journalism’ (e.g., The Dutch news platform ‘De Correspondent’), reciprocal
journalism (Lewis, 2019) or ‘citizen journalism’ (e.g., civilians reporting during the genocide in Gaza),
but also to new forms of ‘packaging’ and distributing journalism. Here, technological advancements
such as the potential of news recommender systems or new forms of interactivity (e.g., push
notifications, feedback loops) have expanded the technological capabilities of news organizations to
engage with the audience, build relationships and personalize news content.

Early definitions of news personalization as “a form of user-to-system interactivity that uses a
set of technological features to adapt the content, delivery, and arrangement of a communication to
individual users’ explicitly registered and/orimplicitly determined preferences” (Thurman & Schifferes,
2012, p. 776) already envisaged the potential to customize news content along the entire news
consumption chain, from the content itself, the way it is presented and arranged, up to the selection
of news items to account for individual preferences and usage habits. And yet, until recently, most
experimentation with news personalization has been restricted to making personalized selections out

of a pool of existing content along different selection criteria that could pertain to the content,
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perspectives, genres or formats of news content, but also the time and place in which selected items
of news are ‘pushed’ to the audience (Wheatley & Ferrer-Conill, 2021). Common to all these forms of
personalization is that they enable news organizations to filter and adjust the flow of consumption of
content, whereby the media organizations remain in control of determining the form and substance
of the content through following a push-logic of distribution that offers the audience limited levels of
agency to adjust the mode of distribution.

The emergence of artificial intelligence and LLMs tools like ChatGPT, DALL-E, and Stable
Diffusion has further accelerated both audience turns, by democratizing access to content creation
and personalization, as well as increasing the capacity for data analysis (Diakopoulos et al., 2024).
Building on Thorsen and Jackson's (2018) identification of seven characteristics defining online news
formats, Al-powered systems can now modify content across multiple dimensions: (1) temporality,
adjusting the pace and timing of information delivery to match audience availability and attention
spans; (2) tone of voice, adapting formal or informal language styles to suit different demographic
groups or content types; and (3) interactivity, incorporating varying levels of audience participation
and feedback mechanisms based on user preferences and content genre. This has opened the door to

what is increasingly referred to as Modular Journalism (MJ).

MJ has its roots in earlier discussions by Kulkarni (2019), among others, which coined the
terms ‘structured journalism’ and ‘atomised news’, which explored how news content could be
disaggregated into different formats. In this paper, we define MJ as a practice in which the form and
content of news can bereorganized, segmented and re-represented across various modalities (i.e. text,
video, audio) custom-tailored to specific audience segments with the help of generative Al. Among
others, MJ has the potential to give more agency and control to individual users through ‘pulling’
content, for example by querying news, demanding news in different formats or through prompting
interactive LLM interfaces, in ways that were not feasible before (Caswell, 2024a), and to serve
underserved audiences by tailoring formats to different consumption preferences and ways of
individual sense making (Jones & Jones, 2019, p. 1166). It also holds promise for enhancing
transparency, supporting versioning and explainability, and enabling more granularaudience targeting
without 'over-personalizing' content (Feng et al., 2020; Mitova et al., 2024). For example, live blogs
allow for episodic, time-stamped updates, curated user interactions, and embedded multimedia(van
der Lubben et al., 2025). They reflect a form of journalism that is not just reactive but participatory,
leveraging the web's affordances to produce what Thorsen and Jackson (2018) call ‘polyvocal’ formats
that amplify a range of voices beyond specific and often-established sources and attract the attention
of the audience through a better news experience. This in turn triggers the question of what makes for

a good news experience. Maduneme and Lewis (2025) propose seven dimensions across which a



better news experience can be measured: useful, usable, desirable, findable, accessible, credible, and

valuable.

Avenues of Personalization and Modular Journalism

Personalization of media content has always been accompanied by promises as well as
concerns, some of which may also translate to these new, more modular or fluid ways of
personalization. Traditional concerns about personalization range from the fear of selective exposure
and missing out on relevant information (Bodd et al., 2019) or challenging viewpoints (Joris et al.,
2021), stereotyping and concerns about privacy (Monzeretal., 2020) to risks of polarization and more
structural transformations of the public sphere into filter bubbles and echo chambers (Bruns, 2019).
While some of these concerns may also be true for personalizing the timing and form in which media
contentis delivered (e.g. concerns about privacy, stereotyping or exclusion), others might step into the
background, like the fear of filter bubbles or echo chambers. For all concerns, much depends on how
news personalization is done and what news recommenders, content moderation algorithms or virtual
assistants are optimized for, notably whether they are optimized for short-term metrics like clicks and
time spent, or for long-term goals, like exposure to diverse content, self-optimization, accessibility and
inclusion and giving people more agency to manageinformation (Helberger et al., 2018; Monzeretal,,
2020; Naudts et al.,, 2024). In addition, the integration of LLMs into the news value chain also
introduces its own concerns about biases, inaccuracies, manipulation, lack of transparency, and
reduced trust in Al-generated output (Morosoli et al., 2025; Piasecki et al., n.d.; Simon et al., 2025)

Efforts to personalise and customise media content and its distribution have effects on the
direct exposure of the audience to media content, but also second-level effects on the internal
transformation of newsrooms and the relationship between media organisations and their audiences
(Caswell, 2024b; Helberger et al., 2022; Pavlik, 2000). These technologies allow media organizations to
reconstruct and 'design' their publics, while introducing new logics into the newsroom:
individualization, data-driven decision-making, the dictate of clicks (Dodds et al., 2023), algorithmic
representation of audiences (however incomplete), and rule-based logics that challenge established
journalistic values and routines (Bastian et al., 2021; Bodo, 2019; Mgller, 2022, 2024).

In practice, efforts of media organisations to be more responsive to the needs of the audience,
real or constructed, were also always a tug-of-war of the affordances of technological innovation as
well as the “fear of losing control and potentially losing identity as a news organisation” (137) as well
as changing power dynamics within newsrooms, humans and algorithms but also between media
organisations and their audiences. Again, this can be seen as an opportunity of closing the news gap

as the difference between what news producers believe to be important, and what audiences actually



want (Boczkowski and Mitchelstein, 2023 and bringing the audience closer to the “Daily Me”,
Negroponte) or as a risk of losing control to the audience (Lewis, 2012; Vos & Thomas, 2024). Tothe
extentthat the audience plays directly orindirectly a more prominent role influencing the distribution
but also the presentation or even the production of content, newsroom-led logics (driven by
commercial and editorial interests to unlock material, exploit content long tails, optimise engagement
and conversation) and user-led logics (personal preferences, different consumption styles and habits,
having a good news experience) compete.

Examining audience-specific responses to MJ can therefore shine a light on whether modular
formats genuinely foster inclusion and sustained news engagement, or whether they risk reinforcing
existing patterns of news avoidance and inequalities. Furthermore, as journalism faces declining
subscription numbers, it is of considerable practical relevance whether different audience segments
would be willing to pay for MJ. While willingness to pay for news has been studied in general terms
(Groot Kormelink, 2023), little research has specifically examined willingness to pay for MJ formats
across different demographic groups. Accordingly, this study proposes the following research

questions:

RQ2: How is Modular Journalism perceived by adolescents, individuals with migration backgrounds,

and subscription holders?

RQ3: To what extent is there a willingness to pay for Modular Journalism among adolescents,

individuals with migration backgrounds, and subscription holders?

Method

To investigate how different audiences perceive modularjournalism andits possible impact on news
consumption, we conducted focus groups? with three distinct groups of Dutch citizens: (1) individuals
who are heavy news consumersor have a newspaper subscription; (2) adolescents, and (3) individuals
with a migration background. We selected these three audience groups because they differ
systematically in how they access, value, and experience news, which makes them crucial for
understanding the potential impact of MJ. Heavy news consumers and subscribers represent the
already-engaged core audience, allowing us to see how MJ is received by people with established
news habits and clear expectations of quality. Adolescents are an important future audience with
different media routines and often lower traditional news use, so their responses show whether M)

can make news more attractive and accessible to younger, less engaged users. Individuals with a

2This project was conducted together with DPG Media. DPG Media provided the participants for this study by
recruiting their own subscription holders and by employing a panel company to recruit the other participants.



migration background are more likely to encounter blind spots or misrepresentation in mainstream
news, which helps us assess whether MJ can provide more inclusive and relevant coverage for
underserved groups or, conversely, risks reinforcing existing inequalities. The group of heavy news
consumers or subscription holders consisted of eight men and four women, aged between 45and 82.
The group of adolescents contained five female participants and one male participant aged 21-26
years old. The third group of individuals with a migration background consisted of five women and
three men between 35 and 63 years old. These participants had diverse national backgrounds from
Suriname, Romania, Malaysia, Italy, Egypt, and Indonesia. All three groups were diverse in terms of
education level. The interviews lasted approximately one hour and were conducted by the authors

during the fall of 2024.

Overall, focus groups or group interviews have multiple advantages. A main benefitis the
observed interaction between participants, which closely resembles everyday conversations and, as a
result, enhances external validity (Peek & Fothergill, 2009). Furthermore, the absence of structured
interview or survey constraints enables participants to express their opinions freely, facilitating the
investigation of abroaderrange of issuesand enhancing the discernment of their underlying reasoning

and thought processes (Morgan, 1996).

This study is situated in the Netherlands, which is a particularly interesting case for studying
news consumption behaviour and MJ. Compared to other countries, trust in news has been quite
stable in the Netherlands and the public broadcasteris considered a highly trusted source (Newman
et al., 2024). Furthermore, 75% of the population accesses their news online, whereas only 37% use
social media and 24% print as a news source (Newman et al., 2024). This means that the majority of
Dutch people experience news in an online environment, which is an ideal condition to better
understand how technological advancements inthe news sector, such as MJ, are perceived. A crucial
elementof MJ is the use of artificial intelligence to curate a tailored news experience forthe diverse
needs of different audiences. Looking at the knowledge about Alamong the Dutch population, around
30% to 40% of Dutch citizens indicate that they are familiar with Al-related terms, such as ChatGPT
and algorithms. However, 70% of the Dutch people do not (yet) use generative Al tools (AlgoSoc,
2024). This indicates that Dutch audiences have heard of (generative) Al and its capabilities but are

less likely to use it themselves in daily life.

Overall, the focus groups were divided into two parts. Part one contained questions about
their current news consumption habits and their overall satisfaction with how news is presented to
them. In the second part of the interviews, we explored perceptions of MJ and its possible impact on

participants' news consumption habits. All interviews started with the interviewer asking the
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participants about how often and where they consume news, and whether they have specific
preferences abouthow newsis presentedtothem. At the end of this first part, we asked them how
news could be more useful to them. After this section of the interview, the participants were
presented with an explanation of what MJ? is and were shown two examples of MJ (see Figure 1). The
firstexample shown was a prototype of a mobile app of DPG Media, one ofthe two biggest commercial
media companiesin the Netherlands, wherereaders could swipe to get news articles and leave direct
reactions to them via emojis. The second example showed the BBC experimenting with audio-visual
storytelling using generative Al. The readerwould see a graphic novel-like article, while the captions

were read to them.

Figure 1. Screenshots of presented examples

Create a graphical story from the article
GPT-4 & Midjourney 5

" Ukrainian forces
intercept many drones
near Kyiv & Odessa

Z0'n 200.000
kijkers voor
College tour met
songlestival
winnares

For this second part of the group interviews, participants engaged in a plenary discussion about what
they thought of MJ and wrote down the two biggest advantages and disadvantages of this type of
news presentation. The final questions tappedinto participants’ willingness to pay for MJ and whether

it would change their news consumption behaviour.

The focus groups were recorded, transcribed, and translated into English by the authors. To
ensure the protection of participants’ identity, we anonymised the quotes presented in this study
using “Subject 1, Group 1” to referto a participant. For the analysis, we adopted an inductive approach
using thematicanalysis to identify recurring patterns throughout the interviews. To do so, the authors

first created an individual codebook using open coding, identifying themes and possible codes. Based

3The following definition was shown to the participants: “Modular journalism is a type of journalism in which
the form and content can be reorganized and displayed. For example: the form and content can consist of a
combination of text, audio, video, images, etc.”
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on these codebooks, aconsensus codebook was created. The authors then proceeded to analyse the
complete transcripts together, discussing and coding each statement using the software NVivo.
Throughoutthe coding process, the codes and themeswerethoroughly and regularly discussed by the

authors to ensure validity.

Results*

Existing News Habits

First and foremost, we were interested in how often and how our participants consume news during
their daily routine. The focus group with adolescents revealed quite diverse patterns. The majority of
them access news online on their mobile phones either directly via the corresponding news app or via
various social media platforms. However, when and where they consume news varies. For example,
some read the news while being on public transport or during breaks: “Anyway, once a day actualy,
and then that’s always online and then that’s usually from or say at break time. Or if I'm on an OV
[public transport], forexample, | justdo it on my phone” (male, 26 years old). Other adolescents only
look at the news in the morning, and some even take a break for a couple of days: “With me it varies
a lot per period sometimes, | can also really not look for four days, if I'm very busy or something”
(female, 22 years old). Furthermore, we identified that podcasts were a popular news format among
adolescents. Participants stated that they rarely read the news offline and when they do, they mostly
have access when they are visiting their parents: “And on weekends, sometimes | get my parents’ if
they have it out, the weekend edition” (female, 22 years old). Overall, they did not have their own

subscriptions but used the ones from their parents or friends.

Individuals with a migration background, whom we interviewed, access the news more
frequently than adolescents and not at a specific time of the day. However, similar to adolescents,
participants with a migration background primarily consume news online: “/ look for news about two
to three times a day, almost always online. Very occasionally, | watch the news if you happen to just
turn on the TV at that time” (female, 46 years old). Watching the news on television was mentioned
more frequently, sometimes even in real-time, but often watchingit at a later moment when they had
time: “No, watching it back. Sometimes when it's live, depends if | have time for it then. But definitely
watch it back as well but it's varied. | still enjoy watching old-fashioned television.” (female, 63 years
old). Two participants mentioned that they receive newsletters from a popular Dutch newspaper,

which they like to read and then use these suggestions to select articles, which they subsequently

4 For readability purposes and to enhance the clarity of the quoted materials, we edited filler words and
stammering out of the presented quotes.
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read. For example: “Me, once or twice a day. And then mostly online, on my phone or on my laptop.
And | also get one of those emails from AD [Algemeen Dagblad, Dutch populardaily]. So that usually
triggers me (to read certain articles)” (female, 46 years old). Similar to adolescents, the majority of our
participants with a migration background did not have their own subscription but used others'
subscription: “Now that's very occasionally a vacation subscriptionfrom my in-laws” (female, 46 years

old).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, subscription holders have a very extensive news diet. Some individuals
visit news websites almost every hour or spend considerable time reading at a certain time during the
day. For example: "Yes, | actually "snack" throughoutthe day, so every hour for 5 minutes. And | check
some websites reqularly. And then | go into the depths of topics that interest me" (male, 53 years old).
Another participant described their news consumption as follows: "Yes, I think about six times a day
spread throughout the day. A few times in the morning, afternoon and evening. A few times a little
longerin the morning and a little longer in the evening" (female, 45 years old). Moreover, subscription
holders consult multiple news sources or social media platforms and even go beyond what their
subscription offers: "But also through social media, Instagram and LinkedIn, the triggers come on
certain topics. So Insta through friends, | would say. And LinkedIn, if you're more into business. Or
sometimes former colleagues or current ones as well. And otherwise | watch a lot of BBC, read the
Guardian and Financial Times" (male, 53 years old). Similar to our adolescent participants and
participants with a migration background, they almost exclusively access news online. Consequently,
subscription holders have a very source-diverse news diet and appear generally very eager to consume

news frequently.
Existing Needs

To understand the potential for MJ and the potential added benefit as compared to traditional
news, itis essential to investigateif there are existing needs among audience segments that are unmet.
We asked our participants about their existing needs and how news could be presented in a more
useful way to them. Across the focus groups, three main needs emerged, which will be discussed in
detail: (1) participants consistently sought formats that allow them to control their news consumption;
(2) interest-based personalisation and concise summaries were valued for identifying useful items and
increased convenience; (3) in-depth information: while video and podcasts were appreciated for
accessibility (especially among adolescents), text remained the preferred medium for in-depth

reading.

Adolescents articulated a slight preference for visual and audio formats that reduce the effort

of reading and support rapid comprehension. As one participant explained (female, 22 years old), “/
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do prefer to watch it, because | don'tlike reading very much. | don't really study with very much with
reading, so | don't find that very easy. So | do like some visual in it, also with lots of pictures. And
sometimes | don't like difficult text and a lot of text. Then I'll just let it go. Then | just watch a movie
about it or something.” Several adolescents also noted podcasts and other audio formats as useful
because they allow repeated listening and flexible engagement. At the same time, some adolescents
favour printed newspapers when they seek focus and reduced distraction, although they
acknowledged practical limitations to this preference: “I do prefer a newspaper. Thatthen you're just
less distracted from whatyou'rereading [...] But that's not very accessible because, of course, youthen
haveto readit at home]...]. Soit's morethat | find it chillier to justread it online becauseit's justvery

accessible. But | do prefer to just physically read it in the paper” (male, 26 years old).

Adolescents highlighted a time-dependent variation in consumption habits, forinstance, more
social-media-based scanning in the morning and more deliberate reading in the evening: “In the
morning [...], wanting to read the news more effectively. And in the evening, youcan really sit down for
it. [...]. But in the morning, indeed, just from just scrolling through Insta and looking at it.” (female, 22

years old).

Finally, adolescents valued personalization and bullet point summaries to help them access
personally relevant items quickly: “Well, in terms of usefulnews, [...] if you can, for example, pick and
choose what your interests are. And then you just get based on your interests, you then get news in
your feed. [...] That it is easier to really see things that interest me.” (female, 21 years old), As one
adolescent summarized the preference for concise filtering, “[...] That you just have a summary then
this is what happened today. Andthen just choose for yourself, this I'm going to read, this I'm not going

to read.” (male, 26 years old).

Participants with a migration background underlined the importance of control over pace and
format when consuming news, preferring formats that allow selective, self-paced reading. One
individual (female, 46 years old) noted, “/...] it also has to do with attention. | don't want that video or
whatyou'relistening to set my pace. Whereas | can read through an article very quickly. [...] | decide if
I'm going to take a very shorttime or a very long time, or if I'm going to continue. [...] So then | prefer
that | can just read it and then get out what | want to get out of it myself.” Closely related to this,
another participant observed, “But | do like to decide for myself what | take with me then anyway. If
you watch the news for example, that is determined for you anyway.” (female, 35 years old). In public
spaces, text-based formats were the dominant preference because they minimize unwanted audio-
visual interruptions: “I think if you can read it in a quiet way, that | think is better. Especially if you're

out somewhere andyou don't wanta video to suddenly start and everyone is looking at you because
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you accidentally turned the sound on. It also disturbs then. So yes, | want to be able to justread it in a
quiet way, without too many flashy images. [...] And also if it has a dark mode in it instead of a very
white, bright screen” (male, 40 years old). Reading was also described as triggering deeper attention
and retention: “Yes, but with me it comes in much better when | read it. Then | get less distracted[...].
And what | also do is just go and read the same news in different newspapers. And then compare

whether it's accurate or not. But reading for me is better than listening.” (female, 63 years old).

Similar to adolescents, participants with a migration background expressed a preference for
interest-based personalisation, and one participant also proposed reformatting news in more
accessible, less heavy ways: “And I'm not saying that everyone should watch the news for children,
which is great fun, of course. But| canimagine thatit doesn't have to be all that serious. While it does
deal with serious topics, you can also bring it in a different way. Thatit's just not so heavy either, while

it is heavy topics” (female, 46 years old).

The answers of subscription holders largely correspond with those of individuals with a
migration background. They feel the need for depth and desire the ability to click through to source
material. Furthermore, subscription holders reported using podcasts as a complementary medium to
obtain extended explanation on specific topics. As one subscription-holder noted, “So I find that
through a podcast you do get additional information in a very nice way. Or information about a
particular topic” (female, 45 years old). However, some reported being content with how they

currently receive news, not wanting to change anything.

Others criticised TV news for its editorial selection and emotional intensity, preferring text
formats that allow selective engagement. As one individual put it (male, 64 years old): “/ also don't
watch news on TV anymore. And | actually do that very consciously. Because the newson TV [...], the
selection by journalists in particularis much more intense than in newspapers. Then you really depend
on what the editors select for TV news. And it comes in much more fierce. So the emotion is much easier
and much higher. So I'd rather read news [...].” Consistent with the other audience segments, heavy
news consumers valued text-based formats the most and reported mixed feelings toward push
notifications and app designs. Several participants expressed a preference for digital newspaper
layouts that preserve the structure of a printed edition to aid navigation: “Yes | also very much like to
read the newspaper as originally displayed as so printed and most newspapers have two apps one with
the old fashioned design and one with the digital design and | find those very confusing. So in my view
too little guiding.” (male, 77 years old). A wish for more positive or solution-focused items was voiced

by at least one older participant: “Maybe more positive news as well. And not just of all the misery of
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the whole world. That's where | justtake one look. Surely there are positive things that are happening.

But you hear very little or nothing about that” (female, 73 years old).
Perceptions of Modular Journalism

The main goal of this study s to investigate how these different audience segments evaluate
the concept of MJ. After viewing two prototypes, participants reflected on theirimpressions, perceived
usefulness, and potential risks. Three overarching subjects emerged from the analysis: general
perceptions, perceived benefits, and perceived risks. Although overlapping patterns were visible across
all focus groups, distinct emphasis also appeared in how participants positioned themselves toward

MJ.
General Perceptions

Across all groups, MJ was generally seen as a promising and innovative form of news
presentation that could respond to audience needs and changing audience habits. Participants
appreciated the flexibility and interactivity of MJ, particularly its potential to combine different

modalities, such as text, video, and audio, within one platform.

Adolescents were most enthusiastic about this aspect. They saw visuals and podcasts as
attractive “entry points” to deeper engagement with the news, expressing that multimedia formats
aligned with their everyday media habits: “/ think it's a very good idea to display it visually. Often people
are more visually oriented than just the text. So | like that. And the second thing, | always like the
podcast because you can listen to it anywhere. (female, 21 years old). Participants further valued the
idea of a single app offering content from various newspapers, although they stressed the need for
clear source labelling to maintain transparency. They also suggested modular formats for complex or
urgent topics, particularly those relevant for young people, such as elections or breaking news:
“Especially for urgent news it's just really useful, because then you reach as many people with it as

possible, because you offer it in all different ways, | think” (female, 23 years old).

Similar to adolescents, participants with migration backgrounds saw MJ as an opportunity to
access more information in depth and to make difficult topics more accessible. A recurring theme was
personalization, which was met with both enthusiasm and skepticism. Some participants appreciated
the idea of customizing their news experience, while others expressed concerns about algorithmic
filtering. As one individual put it: “/ myself am very much against personalization. Because it limits
whatyou can see and hear. So | really just want to choose for myself even if it means| have to choose
for myself every day” (female, 46 years old). At the same time, othersin this group suggested flexible

personalization options: “You could do the best of both worlds by giving the option to tum
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personalization on or off in an easy way. Then you get to see everything that is offered and then you
can also just see the things only that you want. Then you can always see if it might still be something

that looks interesting to me.” (male, 35 years old).

Subscription holders were interested in MJ as a means of consuming news that suits one's
daily schedule and structure. They often positioned MJ as a bridge between established journalistic
practices and emerging media habits, noting its potentialto reach youngeraudiences or less interested
individuals. Still, just like individuals with a migration background, we observed conversations about
personalization in connection to the presented prototypes. The same ambivalence was reported:
“Because | only get to see messages that I like. And | want to read precisely what | don’t like. And be

confronted with things | don’t like. That’s what | read for.” (male, 70 years old).

Other members of this group, in contrast, were the most sceptical about MJ. They
acknowledged the potential of MJ to reach new and younger audiences but were doubtful about its
personalrelevance or added value. Across all audience segments, MJ was met with cautious optimism.
While adolescents and individuals with migration backgrounds emphasized accessibility and
adaptability, subscription holders focused on innovation within journalism and raised critical concerns

about implementation and substance.
Perceived Benefits

Participants identified several perceived benefits of MJ, focusing on accessibility, flexibility, and

audience reach, though the relevance of each advantage varied by group.

For adolescents, accessibility was closely linked to having different formatsin one application.
They described MJ as convenient and engaging, especially when it mirrored the logic of social media
or allowed switching between text and audio: “Supposeit's a news article for example. You also have
a podcastaboutit underneath. That would be very accessible, for example. Especially because |l don't
like having so many different kinds of apps. But then | kind of have the idea that everythingcan be seen
and foundinoneapp.” (female, 21 years old). Lastly, adolescents saw an advantage in MJ as something
that moves with you throughout the day or news consumption, which you can shape yourself. For
example: (female, 22 years old) “One has a lot of desire to read and the other not at all. And also if
you've studied a whole day and spent a whole day in a book, yeah, you really don't feel like reading
again. So then maybe a movie is more pleasant, but if you've been watching Netflix all day, then you
mightactually feel like reading again. So that can also be very pleasant. It just really depends on each
day. Soyeah, | think that's a really good idea about it”. Overall, this group believed that MJ could lead

to a bigger reach.
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Individuals with migration backgrounds similarly emphasized accessibility. They further
mentioned that the personal relevance of news will increase if you’re able to choosethe topic, source,
and modality. And by having everything in one app. MJ is, therefore, time saving and offers the ability
to reach audiences, which normally wouldn’t be reached: | might be more of a reader but this kind of
thing, yes, it does trigger me a lot and | also know thatthere are a lot of non-readers. | think that this

really brings the knowledge orinformation or news to a certain target group “(female, 46 years old).

Subscription holders appreciated MJ’s flexibility across daily routines, just like the other two
audience segments and viewed it as a natural progression of journalisticinnovation: “So a newspaper
is evolving and then I think that modularjournalism, that’s modern, that’spart of these times. You just
look for new ways and then | think that will appealto a lot of people. So | do see thatas an advantage,
thatyou justchange things. Andthis suits these times” (female, 45 years old). This group also discussed
that MJ has the ability to keep one's attention longer, which will lead to more individuals consuming
news in the first place. Connected to this and similar to our adolescent participants and individuals
with a migration background, subscription holders believe that MJ offers an opportunity for people to
consume news the way they like it. As one participant with a subscription remarks: "a kind of
customized service. In a way that suits you or that you’re comfortable with. So that does appealto me.
And as a second benefit, yes, hope that more people will follow the news. That it might then become

more accessible to them in a way that suits them”(female, 45 years old).

While some heavy news users were not personally enthusiastic about using MJ, they still
acknowledged its potential to attract new and younger audiences. They also recognized opportunities
for creative and innovative storytelling: “You can apply more information, you can clarify things. And |
also indeed probably had more audiences, more readers, because you can offer it in multiple ways

now.” (male, 65 years old)

Overall, all groups associated MJ with making news more inclusive, convenient, and user-
oriented, though adolescents and individuals with a migration background stressed engagement and

understanding, while subscription holders focused on innovation and audience expansion.

Perceived Risks

Despite the expressed advantages, participants across groups raised significant reservations.
These concentrated on three interrelated concerns: superficiality and oversimplification,

personalization and echo chambers, and technological or ethical challenges.

While the younger participants acknowledged that MJ could make news more engaging, some

worried it might oversimplify information: “But ! think | would be afraid that if, forexample, people are

18



very focused on photos or something like that, that it would become sort of big, yes, that it would
become sort of dramatic, so that you would click on perhaps very violent photos, because that might
ensure the clicks and you would like that and then you would not get the whole context of the story
behind the photo. Like a war or something like that, you only see very heavy images andthen you move
on and don't read the whole story behind it” (female, 22 years old). A participant with a migration
background expressed it like this “that it might oversimplify for you and the interpretation might be
different than what was actually intended, at least lost in translation” (male, 43 years old). Similarly,
heavy news consumers feared that modularity might prefer form over substance or content: “/ think
you run the risk of form over content. So the selection goes, can we make it a nice modular message,
above whether the news is important or interesting. So an editor first makes the consideration of, does
it work nicely? Or can we make it easier or do we have content, do we have rights for certain things

than that the news is indeed newsworthy that | think is really a disadvantage” (male, 64 years old).

The ambivalence toward personalization was particularly striking. While some appreciated
personalized formats for their personal relevance, others worried about algorithmic bias, loss of
control, and echo chambers. This concern was shared across all segments but voiced most strongly by
participants with migration backgrounds and subscription holders. As an individual with a migration
background putsit: “If someone else decides for me, the certain news or categories that are filtered for
me or not. Because of course | still want to make the choice there myself, have the freedom in that
myself. It would not be acceptable to me if an app chooses that for me, when | have not had the choice
in that” (male, 40 years old). A subscription holder expressed the fear of echo chambers like this:
“When news becomes personalized. That | only get news anymore, because so yousee that in America.
You just watch Fox news, and you only get news that fits what you want to hear. | wantto hear news
that | don’t want to hear. If | don’t get that, then | don’t get good information and then | am just a

stupid guy” (male, 70 years old).

Next, adolescent participants and other heavy news users raised concerns about the
involvement of generative artificial intelligence in producing modular content, questioning both its
trustworthiness and sustainability. For instance, a participant mentioned: “If you’re going to use Al to
replace journalists, | wouldn’t suggest that. There is also an education with an expertise. It’s okay to
also express what a writer thinks, but with Al you have no idea at all where it comes from” (male, 70
years old). Others connected the concern about Al to misinformation and deepfakes: “ChatGPTwhich,
you can ask really nice questions, then you get a brilliant answer and then you think, yeah but wait a
minute. Especially if it’s a little more difficult. Look, it does get better and better, | admit that too. I'm
in IT so. Butyou sometimes see answers that you get really brilliant sentences, but you really think, but

none of that makes any sense at all” (male, 65 years).
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Finally, other subscription holders noted that too much choice or constant switching between
formats might lead to news fatigue or superficial engagement. In this sense, MJ was seen as both

enabling and overwhelming.
Willingness to Pay

Finally, against the backdrop of declining revenue among news organizations, erosion of trust
in news and news avoidance, we were interested in whether different audiences were willing to pay
for aservice like MJ. Participants’ willingness to pay for MJ varied considerably across audience groups,
reflecting distinct expectations, existing news habits, and perceived value of MJ. While all groups
emphasized the importance of accessibility and affordability, their readiness to pay depended on the

perceived added value of MJ compared to existing free offerings.

Adolescents expressed limited willingness to pay for MJ. Most participants pointed out that
there are already free offers available through social media or online news platforms, which reduces
their motivation to subscribe or pay for new formats. For them, MJ would have to provide clear added
value to justify any cost. Furthermore, their acceptable price threshold was around five euros a month
at most. Importantly, adolescents highlighted the need for a free trial period to explore and test the

service before paying for it.

Participants with a migration background showed a similar attitude, though their views were
more diverse and often ambivalent. Like adolescents, they highlighted affordability as crucial and
agreed that a price of around five euros would be acceptable if the service proved valuable. They also
welcomed the idea of a free trial, allowing them to assess whether MJ would suit their preferences
and needs. However, participants who currently do not pay for news reported that they would also
not pay for MJ, regardless of its features. Some even mentioned that they would not use the service
even if it were free. This ambivalence suggests that, within this group, enthusiasm for the concept of

MJ does not automatically translate into monetary commitment.

For subscription holders, willingness to pay was strongly linked to their existing financial
relationship with news providers. This group generally viewed MJ as an attractive addition to current
subscription packages rather than a stand-alone service. Participants indicated that they would be
willing to pay for MJ if it were included within their existing subscription, suggesting that the perceived
value of MJ depends on its integration into a familiar and trusted journalistic brand. Thus, overall, the
willingness to pay was also marked by ambivalence for this group. Participants recognized the
abundance of free digital services already available and therefore questioned whether MJ would justify

additional costs. At the same time, some participants were open to the idea of financially supporting
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M for its broader societal value, even if they themselves might not use it extensively. They viewed M)
as potentially beneficial for other audiences, particularly younger individuals or those less engaged

with traditional news formats.

Discussion

This study set out to investigate how different audience segments evaluate Modular Journalism and
what factors influence their willingness to pay for news presented in this format. We explored existing
news habits and unmet needs of various audience groups, including adolescents, individuals with
migration backgrounds, subscription holders or heavy news users. We then examined how these

groups perceive the concept of MJ and their willingness to pay for such a format.

First, our findings revealed that adolescents primarily consume news via mobile apps and
social media, with a strong preference for visual and audio formats. They value clear source labelling
and rarely engage in offline news reading. This group can be characterized as "flexivores" due to their
diverse consumption habits. Individuals with migration backgrounds emphasize the importance of
accessibility and the ability to actively choose the topic, source, and modality of their news. Our
interviewees seek less "heavy" news framing or packaging without trivializing serious topics,
highlighting a need for balanced and accessible news formats. The subscription holders we interviewed
exhibit high-frequency, source-diverse online consumption, with a persistent preference for weekend
print editions. They desire the ability to click through to source material, indicating a desire for in-
depth and integrated news experiences. Furthermore, they have stable, ritualized consumption
patterns, with morning news routines anchored in subscriptions and also a preference for weekend

print. Their habits reflect a structured and consistent approach to news consumption.

Considering individuals’ perception of MJ, adolescents view MJ as engaging and accessible,
preferring multimedia "entry points" to in-depth text and appreciating the aggregation of content
within a single application. This suggests that MJ can effectively cater to their diverse and dynamic
“flexivore” consumption habits, and therefore could be a potentially promising route to tackle the
problem of news avoidance. Individuals with migration backgrounds see MJ as a way to deepen their
understanding and save time, valuing the dynamic personalization options it might offer. This indicates
that MJ can address their need for accessible and tailored news experiences while also helping users
to manage information overload as a challenge in the digital information ecosystem. Subscription
holders perceive MJ as a natural (technical) evolution that aligns with their existing routines, with the
potential to maintain attention longer and expand audiences. This group is likely to appreciate the
integration of MJ within existing subscription models. However, some members of this group are more

sceptical about the personal relevance of MJ but acknowledge its potential for creative storytelling
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and youth outreach. Their ambivalence suggests that while MJ may not be immediately appealing, it
holds promise for specific applications within or outside your personal audience segment and could

support increasing trust in media again.

Adolescents exhibit limited willingness to pay for MJ, expecting free alternatives or student
pricing under the conditions to be able to try it first. This highlights the need for affordable and
accessible pricing models to attract this demographic. Individuals with migration backgrounds show
mixed willingness to pay, with affordability being crucial. They are willing to pay around €5/month if
they perceive value, though some would not pay at all. Some subscription holders are willing to pay
for MJ if it is included within existing subscriptions, with value tied to integration with trusted brands.
This suggests that bundling MJ with existing services could enhanceits appeal. Other heavy news users
are more ambivalent about paying for MJ, given the abundance of free services. However, some are
willing to support MJ for its societal value, particularly if it is part of a broader subscription package.

This aligns with the views of subscription holders and highlights the need for clear value propositions.

Furthermore, during the conversation with the three audience segments, some overarching
concerns were expressed that can inform the design of future MJ solutions. Forexample, the fear that
MJ could oversimplify news or that audiences will experience information overload. Furthermore, the
issue of personalisation was raised and discussed multiple times. Participants had mixed feelings about
personalisation, with concerns about missing out on information or echo chambers, however, also
perceived benefits, such as personal relevance, were expressed. These nuances highlight the need for
careful design and implementation of MJ to balance personalization with comprehensive and
meaningful news experiences. While concerns and perceived benefits of news personalisation are in
principle not new and are already well-known from the experience with news recommenders, M)

potentially amplifies these concerns because of doubts about the trustworthiness of, and bias in LLMs.

This study has several limitations, which need to be addressed. Firstly, our research
methodology was based on focus groups with different audiences. While being perfect for observing
interactions and receiving detailed responses, this method may also introduce group dynamics that
could influence individual views. Participants might follow dominant opinions within the group,
potentially impacting the trend of the data. Second, we conducted the focus group once and hence,
we can only providea momentary record of individual perceptions at the time of data collection. Lastly,
the context of the Netherlands should be considered when interpreting the results. The findings may
not be generalizable to the broader Dutch population or citizens of other countries. To avoid the above-
mentioned limitations and to gain a more comprehensive understanding across a wider sample of

individuals in different contexts, werecommend extending this study with longitudinal research. This
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would allow for the evaluation of the changing uses and implications of MJ in journalism, particularly

among different demographics.

Conclusion

This study is one of the first to explore the concept of MJin a qualitative setting. It highlights audience
interest in new forms of journalism, especially for young people and individuals with migration

backgrounds.

The implications of our study are particularly relevant to previous research on
underrepresented audiences. Ross Arguedas et al. (2023) documented that young people and people
with migration backgrounds are often misrepresented in mainstream news, leading to lower trust and
a greater reliance on alternative or informal news channels. Again, our findings suggest that MJ could

address these issues by providing more personalized and relevant news experiences.

For journalistic practice, our study shows a clear interest in MJ as part of existing subscription
models and potential for added value and strengthening brand identity. MJ, so our study shows, offers
interesting opportunities for value added services, better meeting the diverse needs of audiences and
also engaging more with groups of the audience that are more elusive and sceptical about traditional

news offerings.

In conclusion, our research highlights the potential of MJ to transform news consumption by
addressing the specific needs of underrepresented audiences. We believe that this concept could not
only enhance audience engagement but also foster trust and willingness to pay for news, ultimately

contributing to a more inclusive and effective journalistic practice.
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