
Shopping News

8

PROLOGUE

The standard approach
Audience studies typically observe what people do with news, or 
sometimes the effects that news has on audience members. This 
can be measured in audience recall of news stories, or purchasing 
behaviour. Sometimes audience consumption behaviour is measured 
by eye-tracking research2,3,4 or using meters5 or ‘cultural probes’ such 
as described by Khalil6. Audience opinions are typically discovered 
through surveys which pitch a range of questions on focussed topics 
at systematically selected, usually randomised populations.

Compared with those kinds of research, it’s comparatively rare for 
journalism researchers to take the time to study a community with 
a blank slate in hand to ‘see what’s going on’. This kind of research 
is mostly undertaken by sociologists interested in significant social 
problems such as homelessness7,8 or the actions of minority groups 
such as motorcycle gangs9. It would be time consuming and expensive. 
It would also conflict with conventional sociological theories about 
how media audiences operate and ‘what journalists are for’10. 

The ‘blank slate’ approach poses a different fundamental 
assumption, that journalists should serve their audiences’ needs – and 
thus try to discover what these might be – rather than serving more 
altruistic taken-for-granted masters such as ‘truth’ and ‘democracy’. 
It challenges conventional Uses & Gratifications theory11 that 
audience members use news products to satisfy or gratify their 
needs. It critically revisits the so-far under-contested conventions of 
newsworthiness criteria12,13,14 and it undermines accepted theories of 
Agenda Setting15 and Gatekeeping16 practices, which fundamentally 
posit that journalists manipulate audiences.

A new approach
I suggest another way of seeing journalism enterprises which has not 
yet been adequately discussed but which is introduced in Shopping 
News: journalism as the provider of a solution for identifiable real-
world problems experienced by individuals and communities, in the 
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same way that science, engineering, law and manufacturing seek to 
provide solutions to real-world problems17. Understanding journalism 
products as solutions to real-world problems demystifies them and 
allows us to cost them out and assign a price which reflects both the 
demand among the community for the real-world solution and the 
costs involved in its production. The process of costing a product 
(‘cost accounting’) is essential for working out the capital and ongoing 
investment required to supply that product (‘management accounting’) 
and thus for assigning a price which covers that investment and also 
provides a profitable return (of which ‘productivity’ is one aspect) 
which in turn encourages further investment and continued supply.

It should be clear to every journalist, every publisher, every 
journalism student and every consumer of journalism products that 
the single most important thing missing from journalism in the 21st 
century has been an ability to judge the cost of supplying journalism 
products against whatever demand is evident in the community: in 
other words, no one has seriously conducted a real-world benefit-cost 
analysis of journalism. I think this is a result of a more fundamental 
problem, which is our failure as journalists to identify the real-world 
problems for which we are proposing to supply solutions ... the real 
benefits of our work. 

This is not the same as the question ‘what is journalism?’18 or 
‘what are journalists for?’19. In many ways, the continual return by 
journalists and journalism studies scholars to a theoretical, sociological 
or political definition of journalism sidesteps and even undermines 
the important quest for a real selling point for journalism. We might 
agree that having journalists around in society is nice and ‘good for 
democracy’ but if journalists can’t see every day that members of society 
are willing to support that agreement specifically and concretely, with 
funds, then journalism will disappear from society. 

Thus I am asking the question: ‘what are journalists good for?’ so 
we can try to identify what we’re actually selling. In that way I try to 
burrow down to identify the real-world problems we are trying to 
solve and how much each solution might cost, and subsequently be 
sold for. 

Real-world solutions are fluid and often ambiguous and one of the 
skills of engineering, for instance, is to correctly identify the problem 
before proceeding to suggest and identify a solution. A beautiful 
bridge, for instance, adds to the scenic amenity of its environment 
and increases cross-river economic trade and cultural exchange … 
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but the real-world problem to solve first is exactly how to build a 
useful bridge to cross the gap from here to there, support the weight 
and movement of traffic and stay up for a predictable length of time 
with normal maintenance. The International Space Station delivers 
wonderful prospects for explorers, for scientists, for travellers and 
for astronomers, but the real-world problem before any other is 
how to deliver to orbit and construct in space a structure that will 
reliably contain astronauts and breathable air, exclude space junk and 
radiation, accept docking space ships from Earth, and remain in orbit 
without crashing down or zooming off into the heavens.

Engineers also provide real world answers for media problems 
by enabling communications, editing, typesetting and printing 
solutions. Lawyers provide a solution for a real-world media problem 
by protecting intellectual property through contracts.

But on even smaller everyday scales there are also ideal examples 
of solutions to real-world problems which are plain and easy to 
understand. One afternoon in June 2014, I paid $3.75 for a 375ml 
Musashi P30 low-fat protein strawberry smoothie flavoured milk 
drink, packaged in a Combibloc® cardboard container with a straw. 
As I sipped the milk through the straw which pierced the tiny foil-
covered hole, I read the strawberry-coloured label on the back and 
realised I was reading a summary of the problems and the solutions 
which this product offered:

P30 Strawberry Smoothie delivers an average of 30g of high 
quality protein in a great tasting drink quickly and conveniently. 
High in calcium and low in fat, P30 Milk is perfect for active 
people with on-the-go lifestyles. Designed to assist with: muscle 
recovery after exercise; building and maintaining lean muscle 
mass; energy and muscle glycogen stores. 

Firstly, this product delivers something at a specified quantity, rate 
and quality: ‘an average of 30g of high quality protein in a great tasting 
drink quickly and conveniently’. The delivery happens in four ways: 
first by manufacturing the drink with the required ingredients so that 
it demonstrates the required characteristics; secondly by enclosing 
that drink in a container which can be (a) delivered by a truck, (b) 
stored on a refrigerated shelf in a supermarket and then (c) held and 
used by a customer; thirdly the product delivers the drink through a 
straw engineered to be of a certain size and flow rate; and finally, the 
straw is contained in a plastic envelope which is glued to the outside 
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of the packet, and the straw has one end sharpened to pierce the foil 
access hole and the other end has an elbow bend to allow flexibility for 
the drinker, making the end result actually possible.

The product is made in such a way that it can deliver desirable 
results: it’s made to be ‘high in calcium and low in fat’ and is ‘perfect 
for active people with on-the-go lifestyles’. 

Finally, the label states the problem for which the product offers 
a solution: if you want to achieve ‘muscle recovery after exercise’, if 
you want to ‘build and maintain lean muscle mass’ and if you want to 
build ‘energy and muscle glycogen stores’ then this drink is designed 
to solve your problem.

So firstly we have to show that journalism can deliver a solution 
for a real-world problem. Then we have to show that it actually does 
deliver a working solution because in all kinds of manufacturing, the 
first rule of quality assurance is that a product will work according to 
specifications first time and every time for a predictable number of 
times or lifespan20. 

How these two problems can be applied in journalism is described 
in the final chapter, Making Journalism Work.

To get there using the ‘blank slate’ approach, however, is time 
consuming and expensive and simply not practical for day-to-day 
business in journalism. So in Shopping News I propose a method for 
conducting this new kind of journalistic audience research, which I 
call ‘agenda finding’. This method can be set up and modified for 
different communities, different times, and different environments 
without having to be completely reinvented every time. In other 
words, it can be replicated, elaborated, tested and reviewed.

‘Agenda finding’ applies modelling and simulation theory21 to 
journalism and news audiences, in the same way that architects, 
demographers, medical researchers and engineers apply it to physical 
problems to model the characteristics and behaviours of machines, 
environments and populations. 

It produces what might be described as a diagnostic tool very 
much like a popular smartphone app known as the Mobile Doctor, 
published by the Medical Observer newspaper and UBM Medica22, or 
the enterprise resource management software Microsoft Dynamics®23. 

The Mobile Doctor allows rapid but dependable general diagnosis of 
a patient’s illness using clear and well-defined parameters which have 
been researched and tested. The system works because of what’s in the 
background of the app: a database which becomes a decision-support 
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tool into which the medical practitioner can enter observations or 
aspects of a patient’s symptoms or medical history. The free-download 
version on my smartphone has 104 different decision-support tools, 
such as the Wells Criteria for deep-vein thrombosis risk, and the 
Wells Criteria for pulmonary embolus risk, a urine output calculator, 
a San Francisco Syncope Rule, pregnancy calculator, PORT score of 
pneumonia severity, peak flow respiratory predictor, the international 
prostate symptom score, the Glasgow coma scale, a diagnosis tool 
for fibromyalgia, the Child-Pugh Score for prognosis of chronic liver 
disease, the Boston heart failure criteria, and the Abbreviated Mental 
Test Score.

Microsoft Dynamics® allows a manager to see (among other 
things) the way time and effort resources are being expended across 
her organisation, as well as expenditure, storage space, intellectual 
property and social capital. 

Both applications can give the operator an historical view of a 
given situation but also be used as a predictor, such as in scenario 
planning24,25 futuring26, or customer relationship management (like 
the Salesforce software27). This is the kind of use I have in mind. 

Other models go one step further and become simulations 
which are useful in training those who work with, and serve, those 
populations in their special environments. Thus aircraft and pilot 
behaviour can become a flight simulator, useful for representing 
flight conditions for training new pilots or retraining older pilots 
in new systems. Traffic and machinery behaviour can be combined 
with driver characteristics to become a driver training simulator28, 
such as the train driver simulator used to prepare motormen on the 
New York subway in the United States. Weather, ocean conditions 
and mechanical characteristics are combined to model and simulate 
ocean-going cruise liners at the Marin laboratories in the Netherlands. 

To devise an effective diagnostic/decision-support tool useful for 
journalists, I propose to segment human activity in simple ways 
which journalists can understand and use. Shopping News proposes 
three ways to model one important and pervasive human activity, 
shopping. And finally I propose a way to bring these three models 
together in a handy app which journalists can use.

###
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Shopping as a model and simulation
Let’s ask the question: ‘What is the relationship between journalism 
and shopping?’ I have found this question to be so polarising that 
finding an answer has become irresistible but overcoming the 
conceptual problems and objections has been especially challenging. 
On the one hand it is obvious, even axiomatic, that everyone shops 
and so to explore the environment and experience of shopping has 
no more risk than taking a minute-by-minute census of where our 
audience is and what its members are doing. But I have learned from 
hard experience that even the mention of journalism and shopping 
in the same breath elicits dire warnings of commercial interference 
and accusations of promoting the new practice of ‘native advertising’, 
‘content marketing’, or the established advertising practices of 
advertorial or infomercial publishing and ‘soft’ or ‘puff’ journalism. 
In the same way, the suggestion that journalists can learn anything 
from studying shopping is often regarded as anathema and ‘not real 
journalism’. 

However this ignores the fundamental reality that journalists and 
our audiences are immersed daily in an immense marketplace of ideas 
and experiences and it’s logical to compare one marketplace with 
another, both objectively and subjectively, in the search for insights. 

There is abundant scholarly support for the cultural and even 
democratic worth of shopping in the work of shopping and 
consumption researchers such as Daniel Miller29, Gillian Swanson30 
and Swedes Johan Fornäs, Karin Becker, Erling Bjurström & Hillevi 
Ganetz31. 

Miller favours the theoretical world view of a gift society, in 
which people establish their personal identity and their place in 
society through transactions, exchanging and collecting things and 
experiences. Swanson explores the world of shopping as a cultural 
environment in which people express their identities. Fornäs et al 
investigate the sites and mechanisms of this cultural environment and 
these identity exchanges, including the communication channels but 
also the spaces. 

Among the most prominent authors, only journalist Vance 
Packard’s The Hidden Persuaders32 regards the world of manufacture, 
marketing and selling with deep suspicion and this is an enduring 
impression among media producers elsewhere33. This same suspicion 
is the default starting point for many journalists.
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A tipping point for me arrived in early 2014 with the publication 
of an article, Customer Orientation On Online Newspapers Business 
Models With Paid Content Strategies: An Empirical Study, by Manuel 
Goyanes of the Department of Journalism and Mass Communication 
at Carlos III University of Madrid, Spain, and George Sylvie, of the 
Department of Journalism at the University of Texas in the United 
States34. This article helped me understand that my fascination with 
shopping represented, at a much deeper level, a realisation that 
manufacturers, marketers and retailers succeeded because of their 
customer orientation, and that journalists were now in that same 
‘game’ too, since the business model for journalism had shifted 
away from one of paid distribution of free information, to the 
distribution of information for sale. More importantly, Goyanes & 
Sylvie demonstrated that this realisation had gone past the point of 
speculative theory and was already a media practice among leading 
journalists in influential publications such as The Times and The 
Financial Times. 

Journalism researcher Mark Deuze reflects on how people are now 
making choices for themselves as ‘monitorial’ citizens, scanning all 
kinds of news and information sources for the topics that matter to 
them personally, just as shoppers do ‘browsing stores of a shopping 
mall for that perfect pair of jeans – it is the act of the citizen-con-
sumer’.35

So these are the tasks I have set myself to achieve in Shopping News: 
to take a minute-by-minute census of where our audience is and what 
its members are doing, and to compare the marketplace of shops and 
commercial trading with the journalistic marketplace of ideas and 
experiences, both objectively and subjectively. By investigating how 
shopping has developed, how it works (how people buy and sell), 
and where shopping has come to in the 21st century, I have been able 
to draw some conclusions about what people in shops are concerned 
with, which turns out to be what a scriptwriter36 once called ‘the 99 
cent things’:

… We’re not talking about sushi, it’s hamburgers. I’m not 
kidding around, it’s ... these things. The everyday things. The 
everyday American things. The 99 cent things that, when you 
suddenly have to be afraid of them, strike at the centre of our 
equilibrium. 
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They’re not just ‘American’ things either: These ‘99 cent things’ 
are also what Hill Gates called the petty capitalism of medieval 
and pre-Communist China37, which she describes as ‘women and 
the money-grubbing lives of ordinary commodity producers’ 
(p.11). I’m interested in the very ordinary everyday ways in 
which women (predominantly) still take great care to seek out, 
identify, check and choose goods and services for themselves and 
their families by touching, tasting, smelling, reading labels and 
researching qualities and then budgeting, bargaining, and finally 
paying for those goods and services and moving on to the next 
thing, and in the equally ordinary and everyday ways in which 
commodity producers big and small source, prepare, package, 
market and ultimately deliver and sell their wares. Gates was 
writing about the late Qing period of the 19th and 20th century, 
but the ‘local peasant producers, peddlers and small traders who 
formed the lateral trade networks supplying local demands for 
goods and services as well as interregional trading systems … 
merchant guilds, itinerant traders and local entrepreneurs’ [p.27, 
citing38] have modern equivalents and they’re selling to the 
woman standing in the grocery story aisle, checking the label and 
then checking the price. Understanding and applying this can 
make a useful contribution to societies in general because it will 
tend to put journalists more in touch with our audiences than 
we have been for most of the past 100 years, when reporters have 
gravitated to rich and famous celebrities, the powerful, sports 
stars, dangerous criminals, and freaks. 

By investigating how the marketplace of shopping works, I 
have been able to identify some insights which can benefit the 
marketplace of ideas and experiences which is journalism. This 
too can make a contribution to societies and to the body of 
knowledge in journalism, by suggesting new business models 
which producers and traders – and their customers – have 
developed and found to be valuable but which journalists have 
missed or ignored over the centuries. I have also developed three 
new models which I have tested in micro-markets and which 
show potential for mass-market implementation in a unified 
application, perhaps for your tablet or smartphone but at least 
for your portable computer.

Investigating shopping as a way to learn new insights for 
journalism offers a reliable whole-of-market entry point to the 
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everyday lives of both professional journalists and our audiences 
because, as I have discovered, when I note that everyone shops, 
this includes journalists … and me.

###
I BECAME fascinated by shopping because of my many years’ 
work in journalism. In fact, my link between journalism and 
shopping is ‘me’. My first paid feature articles published in 
national magazines were about sellers and their wares at country 
craft markets outside Brisbane, Australia, and about retailers at 
a big new mall in Sydney. When I was a junior editor in the 
1980s on the Australian newspapers the Daily Sun and The 
Courier-Mail, I frequently had the task of editing, checking 
and typesetting the sales reports from the state farm produce 
markets. From 1989-1992 as the literary editor on the Sunday 
Mail newspaper, I made a point of frequenting and writing about 
as many bookshops, publishers and booksellers as I could around 
the country, and in 1992 my wife and I became shopkeepers 
ourselves, establishing and running a bookshop called Books 
on the Park, near the heart of Brisbane’s ‘South Bank’ cultural 
precinct. During the early 1990s I edited the weekly real-estate 
sales reports compiled by my colleague Bruce Ruddy, chronicling 
house auction results every Saturday. In 1996 I became arguably 
The Courier-Mail newspaper’s first shopping columnist39, with 
my column Window Shopping. So it was no accident that in 2004 
I began to develop the theory that shopping showed us three 
things: what people want, what they’re willing to pay money for, 
and how much they’re willing to pay. I became convinced that 
these are the three questions which publishers desperately need 
to answer to overcome the death of conventional news products 
and that people demonstrate what they want by what they buy and 
how they buy it, and that it is possible to learn something from 
this and apply it in journalism. 

And so I started work on Shopping News.40 Along the way I 
have realised a much deeper reality which can be useful for us 
in the journalism game. I have realised that in every shop on 
the planet there are people – shop workers as well as customers 
– and these people represent an untapped audience market for 
our work.
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Project Overview
First, I delve into the physical aspects of shopping, markets and 

everyday trade. Initial chapters deal with where shops are and what 
they look like, followed by chapters which consider how traders 
tempt us inside from the street and we recall that there are shops 
that are nowhere but everywhere. Next we go inside the shop and 
look around, then we reach out and touch the products and meet the 
staff, the salespeople. The moment of truth arrives at the moment of 
purchase, followed by the moment of reassurance, when the receipt 
is issued, and the moment of comforting, when complaints are dealt 
with and customers are coddled and urged to buy again.

Then I put the preceding chapters to the test in my own home. 
In a series of self-administered tests lasting several months I try to 
experience the life of a home-maker, which in many cultures remains 
the life of the woman in the family41. I clean the house and do the 
weekly shopping. As Fulton42 notes these are matters so basic that 
they cannot be taken ‘seriously’ but must be taken seriously since they 
are the ultimate, grounded fabric of our lives. 

Finally, using modified grid analysis, I tease out patterns from the 
housework I performed and the purchases I brought home from the 
shops and combine these with the findings of my shopping surveys. As 
Hill Gates advises, I turn a series of lists into matrices of interlocking 
theory which can be used to understand journalism better.   


