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1. INTRODUCTION 

In an upmarket coffee shop in New Delhi in the autumn of 2012, two senior journalists from 

the Zee News TV channel were in conversation with executives of the Jindal Steel and Power 

Company.
3
 Over coffee and snacks, they were trying to strike a bargain. While the journalists 

were fixed on the figure of Rs 100 crore (almost £11 million), the company executives were 

insisting it was a massive amount and wondering how the figure rose from an earlier 

quotation of Rs 20 crore. ―If you forge a relationship with us, I‘ll see what best I can do,‖ one 

of the journalists promised in the end. 

The meeting was part of a sting operation.
4
 Hidden cameras were filming the deal as it 

happened and later broke the story to the world. This sting operation was organised not by the 

news channel as one would expect, but by the steel company to expose the ―blackmailing and 

extortionist tactics‖ of Zee News.
 5

 On November 27, 2012, Zee‘s Group Editor Sudhir 

Chaudhary and Business Head Samir Ahluwalia were arrested by Delhi Police on charges of 

trying to extort a Rs 100 crore advertising deal in exchange for favourable news coverage.
6
 

Marking a new low in Indian journalism, the incident happened at a time when the dust of the 

headline-hogging Radia tapes controversy had barely settled. In 2010, in what came to be 

known as the Radiagate scandal, leaked audio tapes appeared to show top Indian journalists 

such as Barkha Dutt of NDTV and Vir Sanghvi of Hindustan Times willing to use their 

influence to broker deals between the politicians and business leaders in the awarding of the 

                                                           
3
 Jindal Steel & Power Company website, http://www.jindalsteelpower.com/ (last accessed July 22, 2013)  

4
 CNN IBN, Oct 25, 2012, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zFmVrpfrQY0 (last accessed July 22, 2013) 

5
 CNN IBN, Oct 25, 2012, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=siX14KtiB_Q (last accessed July 22, 2013) 

6
  Agencies, “Senior Zee journalists arrested in Naveen Jindal extortion case,” The Indian Express, Nov 28, 2012, 

http://m.indianexpress.com/news/senior-zee-journalists-arrested-in-naveen-jindal-extortion-case/1037053/ 

http://www.jindalsteelpower.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zFmVrpfrQY0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=siX14KtiB_Q
http://m.indianexpress.com/news/senior-zee-journalists-arrested-in-naveen-jindal-extortion-case/1037053/


6 
 

2G (second-generation) mobile phone spectrum and the allocation of a ministerial portfolio in 

the government.
7
  

Following the elections of 2009, several studies by journalists‘ groups and NGOs exposed 

how media organisations received monetary favours from politicians in exchange for 

favourable election coverage in what has come to be known as the ―paid news‖ phenomenon 

or syndrome. In 2010, a sub-committee of the Press Council of India (PCI), comprising 

Paranjoy Guha Thakruta and K. Sreenivas Reddy, prepared a report titled ―‗Paid news‘: How 

corruption in the Indian media undermines democracy.‖ The report was at first suppressed by 

the PCI with its powerful publishers‘ lobby for a much ―watered-down‖ version
8
  ―The sub-

committee‘s report was thereafter leaked online,‖ Guha Thakurta said in an email.
9
 Fourteen 

months later, following a directive of the Central Information Commission, the PCI placed 

the report on its website. Thus the document which had earlier entered the public domain 

through a leak also became an official document. The report gave a detailed account of 

instances of paid news in both the regional and national, particularly vernacular, press during 

the General and Assembly elections in different states in 2009.
10

  

Corroborating the findings of the PCI and other agencies, the Parliamentary Standing 

Committee on Information and Technology of the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, 

Government of India, presented its report, ―Issues related to paid news,‖ before both the 

houses of the Indian Parliament in May 2013.
 11

 The tell tale report— the first such work by a 

                                                           
7
 John Lloyd, “A week inside India’s media boom,” The Financial Times, October 19, 2012, 

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/2/0eb44760-1907-11e2-af88-00144feabdc0.html (last accessed July 9, 2013) 
8
 Lloyd, “A week inside India’s media boom”  

9
 Guha Thakurta, email sent to author on Sept 4, 2013)  

10
 Paranjoy Guha Thakurta and K. Sreenivas Reddy, “‘Paid news’: The buried report,” Outlook, Aug 6, 2010, 

http://www.outlookindia.com/article.aspx?266542 (last accessed July 2, 2013). The PCI report, “‘Paid news’: 
How corruption in the Indian media undermines democracy,” revised draft, April 1, 2010, can be found on the 
same link 
11

 Standing Committee on Information Technology, “Issues related to paid news,” May, 2013, 
http://164.100.47.134/lsscommittee/Information%20Technology/15_Information_Technology_47.pdf (last 
accessed July 8, 2013).  

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/2/0eb44760-1907-11e2-af88-00144feabdc0.html
http://www.outlookindia.com/article.aspx?266542
http://164.100.47.134/lsscommittee/Information%20Technology/15_Information_Technology_47.pdf
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Parliamentary body on media corruption—details how sections of the Indian media accepted 

large sums of money from politicians in exchange for favourable coverage during elections, 

thus undermining democracy.  According to the report, there were 126 confirmed cases of 

paid news, with 61 candidates admitting to buying positive coverage in the 2012 Gujarat 

elections. Prodding the government to take lessons from the Leveson Inquiry in the UK, the 

committee proposed a slew of measures, kicking off a fresh regulation debate in the 

country.
12

 All this took place at a time when the media in India are still said to be ―booming‖. 

BEST OF TIMES, WORST OF TIMES 

India is the world‘s largest newspaper market and has bucked the global trend by growing 

consistently.
13

 As of December 31, 2012, there were around 93,985 registered publications, 

and 850 licensed television channels out of which 413 are in the ―news and current affairs‖ 

category. State broadcaster Doordarshan runs 37 channels. In addition, there are over 250 FM 

radio stations and countless internet websites.
14

  

According to the 2013 media and entertainment industry report, ―The power of a billion: 

Realizing the Indian dream,‖ prepared by the KPMG, a professional services firm, and the 

Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry, ―Print continues to grow in India 

unlike in most countries. It has become more competitive and vibrant over the last few 

years.‖
15

 While the overall media and entertainment industry is poised to grow at 11.8 per 

cent,
16

 the print sector is estimated to grow at 9-10 per cent compound annual growth rate 

                                                           
12

 Standing Committee report  90To know more about the Leveson Inquiry, visit 
http://www.levesoninquiry.org.uk/ (last accessed on Aug 1, 2013) 
13

 Rajini Vaidyanathan, “Newspapers : Why India’s newspaper industry is booming,” BBC online, Aug 1, 2011 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-14362723 (last accessed Aug 10, 2013) 
14

 Standing Committee report, 1 
15

 FICCI-KPMG, “The Power of a billion: Realizing the Indian dream,” 
http://www.ficci.com/spdocument/20221/FICCI-KPMG-Report.pdf (last accessed July 2, 2013) 
16

 http://in.reuters.com/article/2013/03/08/bollywood-media-entertainment-report-idINDEE9270AY20130308 
[last accessed July 2, 2013] 

http://www.levesoninquiry.org.uk/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-14362723
http://www.ficci.com/spdocument/20221/FICCI-KPMG-Report.pdf
http://in.reuters.com/article/2013/03/08/bollywood-media-entertainment-report-idINDEE9270AY20130308
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CAGR in the next year.
 17

 New media, still at a nascent stage, are also emerging as a driver of 

growth.
18

 

However, many journalists including those interviewed as part of this research say that while 

the going has been good, never before have the Indian media attracted so much criticism.. 

Terming it ―Indian media‘s Dickensian age,‖ T.N. Ninan, chairman and chief editor of 

Business Standard Ltd, said: ―We have never had such a vast audience or readership, but our 

credibility has never been so tested. We have never seen such a flowering of TV channels and 

such a spreading footprint for newspaper titles, but the market is more consolidated than ever 

around the top few players. The quality of what we offer to our public has never been better, 

but that same public can see that the ethical foundations of our actions have plumbed new 

depths. The impact of the media on India‘s public discourse has never been so instant and its 

reach so pervasive, but many ask whether that impact is for good or ill. It is unquestionably 

the best of times, and it is also, unfortunately, the worst of times.‖
19

    

 ―It is not about corruption of individual rogue journalists,‖ said P. Sainath, rural affairs 

editor at The Hindu, in his submission to the Standing Committee on Information and 

Technology. ―But it is a complex, highly-structured trade involving the media, corporations 

and ... the political class and there is not a single major state in the country without such 

instances.‖
20

  

In her book, The Indian Media Business, Vanita Kohli-Khandekar has identified 

‗compromising content‘ as one of the two main issues faced by media businesses in India (the 

other being the lack of unity among media owners). She says: ―The second <issue faced by 

media business> is its ability—or not—to keep the forces of corruption of content at bay. 
                                                           
17

 FICCI-KPMG report 
18

 FICCI-KPMG report 
19

 T. N. Ninan, “Indian Media’s Dickensian Age,” CASI Working Paper Series Number 11-03, 12/ 2011, A Nand & 
Jeet Khemka Distinguished Lecture,  November 10, 2011 (Philadelphia: CASI, 2011), 2 
20

 Standing Committee report, 2 
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This sensitive issue essentially stems from its extreme dependence on advertising 

revenues.‖
21

 She outlines two forms—standard and non-standard—of ―compromising 

content‖. The standard form, she said, is ―usually advertising intrusions into editorial space or 

the pure selling out of editorial for ads‖. While, the non-standard form, she said, is the 

phenomenon of ―private treaties‖.  ―Another via media that several media companies have hit 

upon is private treaties,‖ she says.
22

 Private treaties are equity-against-advertising deals 

which will be discussed in detail in Chapter 3.  

India has a very high level of corruption— it ranks 94
th

 in Transparency International‘s 

Corruption Perceptions Index (2012)
23

— so it would not be surprising to find the corruption 

in society and politics spilling over into the media. What journalists and media-watchers find 

alarming, however, is not the rise of corruption of individual journalists or professionals, but 

media corruption getting ―institutionalised‖ and ―organised‖.
24

 The phenomenon, compared 

to the Brown Envelope Journalism
25

 in several African countries and Red Envelope 

Journalism or ―Food Coupon Journalism‖
 26

 in China, is being seen as the biggest threat to 

press freedom and media objectivity, apart from undermining democracy. 

Describing these as ―deeply worrying tendencies,‖ N. Ram, former managing director and 

editor-in-chief of The Hindu and a prominent member of the Kasturi family that controls The 

Hindu Group, enumerated the following trends in Indian media: increasing concentration of 

ownership in some sectors; higher levels of manipulation of news, analysis, and comment to 

                                                           
21

 Vanita Kohli-Khandekar, The Indian Media Business (Delhi, London: SAGE, 2010), 10 
22

 Kohli-Khandekar, The Indian Media Business,10 
23

 Transparency International, Corruption by Country/Territory: India, 
http://www.transparency.org/country#IND (last accessed Aug 15, 2013) 
24

 PCI report, “Corruption in Indian media” 
25

 Shola Oshunkeye, “Journalism vs. ‘Brown Envelopes’,” The Media Project, Aug 4, 2011, 
http://themediaproject.org/article/nigerian-journalism-culture-brown-envelopes?page=0,1 (last accessed July 
9, 2013); Dominic Burbidge, “How ‘brown envelope journalism’ holds back sub-Saharan Africa,” Free Speech 
Debate, http://freespeechdebate.com/en/discuss/how-brown-envelope-journalism-holds-back-sub-saharan-
africa/ (last accessed July 9, 2013) 
26

 Xu Donghuan, “The rotten red envelope,” The Global Times, Jan 5, 2010, 
http://www.globaltimes.cn/special/2010-01/496402.html (last accessed July 9, 2013) 

http://www.transparency.org/country#IND
http://themediaproject.org/article/nigerian-journalism-culture-brown-envelopes?page=0,1
http://freespeechdebate.com/en/discuss/how-brown-envelope-journalism-holds-back-sub-saharan-africa/
http://freespeechdebate.com/en/discuss/how-brown-envelope-journalism-holds-back-sub-saharan-africa/
http://www.globaltimes.cn/special/2010-01/496402.html
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suit the owners‘ financial and political interests; the downgrading and devaluing of editorial 

functions and content in some leading newspaper organizations; systematic dumbing down, 

led by certain types of market research; the growing willingness within newspapers to tailor 

the editorial product to subserve advertising and marketing goals set by owners and senior 

management personnel; hyper-commercialization; price wars and aggressive practices in the 

home bases of other newspapers to overwhelm and kill competition, raising fears about media 

monopoly; private treaties with corporates that undermine the independence and value of 

news; rogue practices like paid news (Press Council of India 2010) and bribe-taking for 

favourable coverage.
27

 

OBJECTIVE OF THIS PAPER 

At a time when there is a fierce regulation debate going on in India, this paper explores the 

twin menace of paid news and private treaties and examines how they threaten journalism in 

the country. The paper also touches upon the steps taken by the government and non- 

government agencies so far and offers suggestions as to what should be the way forward—is 

regulation the answer to the problems of the Indian media?  

Though the practice of ―paid news‖ is widespread across different media, I have focused 

largely on print, or on the print-based media conglomerates (with or without an interest in 

broadcasting). This is because India is still the market where print is making a profit and the 

newspaper market is growing.
28

 While I have quoted examples from across media companies 

to give a wider perspective, my focus is on The Times Group‘s Bennett Coleman & Company 

                                                           
27

N. Ram, “‘The Changing Role of the News Media 
in Contemporary India,” Indian History Congress, (Patiala: Punjab University, Dec, 2011)  
http://www.thehindu.com/multimedia/archive/00863/Contemporary_India__863821a.pdf  
28

 Steve Myers, “India is now the world’s fastest-growing newspaper market,” Poynter., July 8, 2011, 
http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/mediawire/138502/india-is-now-the-worlds-fastest-growing-newspaper-
market/ (last accessed Aug 1, 2013); The Economist, Bulletins from the future, July 7, 2011, 
http://www.economist.com/node/18904136 (last accessed Aug 1, 2013)   

http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/mediawire/138502/india-is-now-the-worlds-fastest-growing-newspaper-market/
http://www.poynter.org/latest-news/mediawire/138502/india-is-now-the-worlds-fastest-growing-newspaper-market/
http://www.economist.com/node/18904136
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Limited (BCCL), who publishes of The Times of India and The Economic Times. The Times 

of India Group is India‘s largest media conglomerate, with its flagship BCCL being the 

largest publishing company in South Asia with 13 newspapers, 18 magazines, 11 publishing 

centres and 26 printing centres. The Times of India, with a daily circulation of 4.3 million, is 

the largest-selling English-language newspaper in the world‖
 29

 and The Economic Times is 

the world‘s second-most widely read English-language business newspaper, after the Wall 

Street Journal.
30

 The Group owns two satellite news channels (Times Now and ET Now), an 

English-language movie channel (Movies Now), a Bollywood news-and-life-style channel 

(Zoom), a radio network (Radio Mirchi), several Internet sites (indiatimes, magicbricks, 

timesjobs etc), and outdoor billboards.
 
 

―The company commands half of all English-language print advertising, half of English-

language-newspaper readers, a third of TV news-channel ads, and almost a quarter of all 

radio and Web ads. It is the largest outdoor advertising company in India. The company has 

no debt.‖
31

 

The TOI completes 175 years in 2013. Originally, The Bombay Times and Journal of 

Commerce, the British-owned paper was set up in 1838 to ―serve the interests of the British 

residents of western India‖.
32

 In 1946 it was sold to Indian industrialist Ramkrishna Dalmia, 

who in turn sold it to his son-in-law, Sahu Shanti Prasad Jain,
33

 the grandfather of Samir and 

Vineet Jain, in 1948, a year after Independence. Currently, brothers Sameer and Vineet 

control the reins of the company as vice-chairman and managing director, respectively, with 

widowed mother Indu Jain as the chairperson. Sameer, who joined his father Ashok in 1975, 

                                                           
29

 Ken Auletta, “Citizens Jain: Annals of Communication,” The New Yorker, October 8, 2012, 52. Also see 
http://www.ifabc.org/  
30

 Auletta, “Citizens Jain” 
31

 Auletta, “Citizens Jain” 
32

 Encyclopaedia Britannica, “The Times of India,” http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/596251/The-
Times-of-India (last accessed July 25, 2013)  
33

 The Times of India Group, http://www.timesgroup.com/bccl/history.html (last accessed July 25, 2013) 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/596251/The-Times-of-India
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/596251/The-Times-of-India
http://www.timesgroup.com/bccl/history.html
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is credited for not only revolutionising The Times Group, but also for creating Indian 

newspaper history.
34

   

The conglomerate is arguably what Chomsky called ―elite‖ or the ―agenda-setting media 

because they are the ones with the big resources‖ and ―set the framework in which everyone 

else operates.‖
35

 With pioneering initiatives such as Medianet and Brand Capital (earlier 

Private Treaties), the organisation has been accused of setting ―dangerous‖
36

 trends in the 

industry. While Medianet is the division that looks after sponsored content, Brand Capital is 

the group‘s division looking after its equity-against-advertisement deals with advertisers, a 

Times invention. BCCL boasts of its success in media business ―innovation‖ in no modest 

terms— ―Our initiatives have constantly been cloned by competitors, though never to the 

same degree of success. Still, as the undisputed industry leader, we take our responsibility of 

setting trends for others to follow very seriously.‖
37

 

For my research I have relied on newspaper reports, books by Indian and foreign authors, and 

studies made in the past few years by the Standing Committee on Information & Technology 

of the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, the Press Council of India and the Andhra 

Pradesh Union of Working Journalists. Media-watch sites such as Medianama, Sans Serif, 

Newslaundry and The Hoot, which are run largely by practising or former journalists 

crusading against unethical practices in the media, have been a storehouse of valuable 

information. Interviews with key persons in media management, such as the Times Group 

CEO Ravi Dhariwal, senior journalists, politicians and academics have complemented the 

research. 

                                                           
34

 Samanth Subramanian, “Supreme Being,” The Caravan, Dec 1, 2012, 
http://caravanmagazine.in/reportage/supreme-being?page=0,1 (last accessed July 25, 2013) 
35

 Noam Chomsky, “What Makes Mainstream Media Mainstream,” Z Magazine, October 1997, 
http://www.chomsky.info/articles/199710--.htm (last accessed July 7, 2013)  
36

 Standing Committee report, 83 
37

 Times News Network, “Medianet: Innovative content, integrated offering,” The Times of India, March 4, 
2003, http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2003-03-04/india/27270841_1_reader-newspaper-
information (last accessed July 3, 2013)  

http://caravanmagazine.in/reportage/supreme-being?page=0,1
http://www.chomsky.info/articles/199710--.htm
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2003-03-04/india/27270841_1_reader-newspaper-information
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2003-03-04/india/27270841_1_reader-newspaper-information
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2. PAID NEWS 

In simple terms, what can ―paid news‖ mean? News can be ―paid‖ in the sense that 

journalists are paid professionals, or in the sense that the news is paid for by the readers 

(while buying a newspaper or subscribing to TV channels).  But in the context of the Indian 

media, ―paid news‖ has been defined as ―any news or analysis appearing in any media (print 

and electronic) for a price in cash or kind as consideration.‖
38

   

This definition, based on suggestion from the Press Council of India, was adopted by the 

Standing Committee on Information and Technology of the Ministry of Information and 

Broadcasting in its 47
th

 report, ‗Issues Related to Paid Media‘, which was presented in the 

Lok Sabha (Lower House in the Indian Parliament) on May 6, 2013 and Rajya Sabha (Upper 

House) on May 7, 2013. The report, which did not receive the wide attention of the Indian 

press,
39

 brought to the fore, for the first time on the floor of the Parliament, how media 

organisations have accepted money from politicians and businessmen to give them 

favourable news coverage. 

Interestingly, it is the Andhra Pradesh Union of Working Journalists that claims it ―coined the 

word‖. ―We used the word ‗paid news‘ in our media briefing (in April 2010). Until then, such 

practice was called ‗surrogate advertisement‘, etc. We proudly claim the word ―paid news‖ 

was first coined by us,‖ says the introduction of the APUWJ‘s memorandum on paid news 

that was submitted to the Press Council in February 2010.
40

 However, even if the 

                                                           
38

 Standing Committee report, 10 
39

 Wall Street Journal South Asia Editor Tom Wright reported it on the “India Realtime” blog on June 18, 2013 
http://blogs.wsj.com/indiarealtime/2013/06/18/india-media-buries-paid-news-report/ (last accessed July 8, 
2013) 
40

 APUWJ, Memorandum on paid news, http://www.apuwj.org/Memorandum.aspx (last accessed July 17, 
2013) 

http://blogs.wsj.com/indiarealtime/2013/06/18/india-media-buries-paid-news-report/
http://www.apuwj.org/Memorandum.aspx
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nomenclature issue is set aside, the Union deserves credit for conducting one of the first 

studies on paid news and submitting the findings to the Press Council.
41

  

MEDIANET AND ADVERTORIALS 

In 2011, a reporter from The Sunday Times (UK) telephoned Medianet, the division of the 

Times Group that looks after sponsored content. Posing as a PR agent, the reporter enquired 

about coverage for a party at a Delhi shopping mall. To quote from the ―Greenslade‖ blog of 

The Guardian: ―The Medianet executive said ‗space could be bought in the Delhi Times 

supplement, The Times of India‟s society pages, for £27 a centimetre on the front page, or 

£16 inside... This could be dressed up as a genuine news story, as long as it met a ‗celebrity 

quotient‘. Celebrities were available to attend the event at an extra cost, he (the Medianet 

executive) said.‖
42

 In this way The Sunday Times , brought to fore the blurring of the editorial 

and management at the Times Group‘s publications.
43

   

Announcing the launch of Medianet, the TOI published an address to its readers on March 4, 

2003 which in no uncertain terms described BCCL‘s philosophy behind the exercise.  It 

stated that news concerning fashion, lifestyle and entertainment would be provided by the 

sponsored-content division Medianet. It added that ―conventional models are no longer 

capable of sustaining the relevance of newspapers‖ because readers are no longer interested 

to know about just ―nation-state, party politics, Parliament and the government‖, but seek 

―information in the realms of lifestyle, fashion and entertainment‖. The ―traditional modes of 

news-gathering have not been able to keep up with the hunger of the readers—teenagers and 

younger audience—because newspaper reporters tend to show a greater penchant for the 

                                                           
41

 APUWJ examined news coverage of six newspapers—Eenadu, Andhra Jyothi, Sakshi, Vaartha, Andhra 
Bhoomi and Surya—from the day of nominations (March 28, 2009) up to the polling date (April 23, 2009) 
42

 Roy Greenslade, “India’s dodgy ‘paid news’ phenomenon,” The Guardian, Feb 20, 2011, 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/greenslade/2011/feb/20/press-freedom-india  (last accessed Aug 1, 2013)   
43

 Nicola Smith, “India’s media demand cash to run favourable news,” The Sunday Times, Feb 20, 2011, 
http://www.thesundaytimes.co.uk/sto/news/world_news/Asia/article555434.ece (last accessed Aug 1, 2013) 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/greenslade/2011/feb/20/press-freedom-india
http://www.thesundaytimes.co.uk/sto/news/world_news/Asia/article555434.ece


15 
 

conventional subjects of nation and state, resulting in the areas mentioned above getting short 

shrift‖. Advertising, it said, is a ―legitimate source of information‖ and ―advertorials about 

products or services are seen as another form of information‖.
44

 

The TOI address added: ―That‘s where Medianet comes into the picture. The role we 

envision for Medianet is that of a conscience-keeper, auditor and watchdog, regulating the 

media‘s burgeoning interaction with the PR sector. ... When the reader sees an article being 

credited as a ‗Medianet promo‘, he knows that is exactly what it is. There is no question of 

him being served a PR piece masquerading as a genuine article—which so many of those 

pointing fingers at us routinely indulge in. 

―To capture the mindspace of the reader - the target customer - it is imperative that the 

product not only feature in delineated commercial spaces, but also as part of a celebration or 

event that can engage the reader's mind. That's why advertisers are taking an increasingly 

integrated approach to ensure exposure for their products. 

―Those who are apoplectic about the perceived invasion of ‗message‘ into the domain of 

‗content‘ may want to consider that the two have long since ceased to be strangers, and are 

sharing an increasingly symbiotic relationship. Marshall McLuhan famously declared that the 

medium was the message. In all humility, we‘d like to say that Medianet is the messenger - 

heralding a brave new world of innovation.‖
 45

 

The concept of advertorials—advertisements giving information about a product in the style 

of an editorial or objective journalistic articles—is not new or restricted to the BCCL 
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publications.
46

 HT Media has its division Brand Promotions to oversee sponsored content in 

the city supplement of Hindustan Times, called HT City. Almost all major media houses are 

involved in the same practice, sometimes with even less clarity. Many major publications the 

world over such as the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, Fortune, 

The Atlantic and The Guardian, have gone for sponsored content as a new revenue source, 

kicking off a debate on media ethics
47

 worldwide and becoming the butt of ridicule in various 

spoof sites such as the Onion
48

 and Boing Boing
49

. The Atlantic had to pull down its 

sponsored post on Scientology from its website and apologise to readers after a ―wave of 

constructive criticism‖
50

 earlier this year. Google too is said to have ―expressed 

apprehension‖ and threatened ―to stop indexing content for Google News that blurs the 

line.‖
51

  

Times Group CEO Ravi Dhariwal said in an emailed interview that there is a ―clear 

disclaimer‖ to distinguish advertorials from news, a line the Times Group has always 

maintained.
52

 ―Medianet is a separate entity which carries advertorial content only in the 

supplement(s) and not in the main TOI paper,‖ he said. ―This supplement carries the 

disclaimer ‗Advertorial, Entertainment Promotional Feature‘ on the front page just below the 

masthead. We are very clear that this advertorial content is NOT news, and that these are 

advertising promotions in text form, which clients would have otherwise paid for as 
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advertisements... we carry these in advertorial format with a clear disclaimer under the 

supplement‘s masthead itself.‖  

But, in the case of the Times Group, the advertorials are ―written by staff reporters‖ and a 

reader ―needs a magnifying glass to be alerted‖, journalist and media critic Ken Auletta 

remarks in his The New Yorker piece.
 53

 In an interview with Outlook magazine, Anjali Puri 

asked CEO Ravi Dhariwal: ―There was a year-long series of articles on the brand Olay in the 

Delhi Times (city supplement). It was a paid marketing campaign, but a media ethics report 

says this was not clear to readers.‖ Dhariwal replied: ―Even if you make an advertisement, 

and put a circle around it, how is that important? Why is it important that it should be made 

clear to the reader? Are we writing something that is wrong? This kind of thing is only 

important to media persons. You as an editor would make a big deal about it, by saying this is 

my territory....‖
54

 

For BCCL, the idea is to make celebrities and companies pay for publicity they generate 

through the coverage of their public events, for example, fashion shows or product launches. 

―They are promoting a brand... Pay me for it,‖ Times Group managing director Vineet Jain 

was quoted as saying in Auletta‘s piece in the New Yorker.
55

 

According to Auletta, for BCCL, this is ―more honest‖ than reporters being ―slipped 

envelopes with cash or accepted favours in exchange for positive coverage‖. While this 

comment outraged the journalist community, the Times Group has never made any bones 

about it. When asked by Outlook, ―Is it true that one of the reasons Medianet came into being 
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is that deals were being made between journalists and PR agencies and you wanted to 

eliminate that?‖ Dhariwal replied, ―Yes. A large part of the reason for Medianet was that.‖
56

  

 

In addition to commercial advertorials, what have emerged as a bigger worry are political 

advertorials, which are very common among vernacular newspapers, but not restricted to 

them. Poll-bound politicians are given positive coverage, and their opponents criticised, in 

exchange for money in clandestine and under-hand transactions. The Election Commission of 

India was one of the first agencies to take notice and initiate a string of measures.  

The Parliamentary Standing Committee on Information and Technology comprising more 

than 20 members from both the Upper and Lower Houses took up the subject of paid news 

for ―detailed examination and report to Parliament‖ in 2010.
57

 The final report, mentioned 

above, draws on earlier studies by the Press Council and other organisations and was 

presented in the houses of Parliament in May 2013. The report, ―Issues related to paid news,‖ 

says: ―This malpractice has become widespread and now cuts across newspapers and 

television channels, small and large, in different languages and located in various parts of the 

country. What is worse, these illegal operations have become ‗organized‘ and involve 

advertising agencies and public relations firms, besides journalists, managers and owners of 

media companies.‖
58

 

The Election Commission of India estimated the market in so-called paid news, or political 

advertising masquerading as journalism, at as Rs 500 crore (about £55 million), according to 
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a Mint report, paid news accounts for half the media expenses of political parties.
59

 The 

actual figures are thought to be much higher. 

 

The PCI says that its attention was first drawn to paid news as early as April 2003 by one of 

its members, the late N. Thiagrajan. At that time, the Council with self-confessed limited 

powers had asked the media to ―introspect‖ and ―advised that journalistic propriety demanded 

that advertisements should be clearly distinguishable from editorial content.‖
60

 T.K. 

Krishnamurthy, former Chief Election Commissioner, is said to have ―started noticing‖ the 

―malpractice‖ since the 2004 General Elections.
61

 However, it is since the 2009 General and 

Assembly elections (in Maharashtra, Haryana, Andhra Pradesh, Punjab and Bihar) that the 

practice of paid news came to be widely known with individual journalists; journalists‘ 

unions were among the first to speak out against it.  

―The general elections of 2009 were the seventh covered by me and never before in my 

career had I witnessed such large sums of money being spent on election campaigns,‖ Hindu 

Rural Affairs Editor P. Sainath said in his deposition to the Press Council.
62

  

Since then, studies on sponsored political news have been carried out by several organisations 

such as the APUWJ , National Alliance of People‘s Movements, Lucknow, and the Press 

Council of India, all making the same point that ―sections of the media had received illegal 
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payments for providing favourable coverage to candidates who had stood for the Lok Sabha 

elections.‖
63

 

During the Gujarat Assembly Elections of 2012, the PCI set up a four-member Election 

Coverage Monitoring Committee to look into the issue.
64

 Their report states that at least 444 

suspected cases of paid news were reported in the state of which 224 were served notices by 

the state ECI.
65

 After the conclusion of the second phase of polling on December 17, 2012, 

Gujarat Chief Electoral Officer Anita Karwal confirmed 126 cases of paid news, with 61 poll 

candidates admitting to have paid for such news in electronic and print media.
66

 In the same 

election, another study by the district-level Media Certification and Monitoring Committees 

(MCMCs) examined 495 suspected cases of paid news of which 414 are said to have been 

confirmed cases.
67

 State and district level MCMCs were set up before the elections at the 

behest of the Election Commission of India in order to tackle the practice.
68

 

 ―They bargain with parties in different ways,‖ Prakash Javadekar, Bharatiya Janata Party 

(BJP) member of Parliament and member of the PCI committee that examined the issue of 

private treaties, said in a telephone interview.
69

 ―They have rate cards and approach you with 

different kinds of packages—exclusive stories, front page, negative coverage for opponent 

and so on. The candidates are forced, no one can risk a black out during an election.‖  
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―It is not about good relations anymore,‖ rued Javadekar. ―In 30 years of my political career, 

campaigning for the BJP, the only hope we had was good relations with the editors, which 

again was not a guarantee for positive coverage. The commercial question was not there. In 

the past 10 years, things have changed drastically.‖  

Several politicians who have paid for coverage have openly admitted having done so. Ajay 

Goyal, a Lok Sabha candidate from Chandigarh in 2009 polls, told the Wall Street Journal 

that he got a press release full of falsehoods—claiming he campaigned in places he didn‘t—

published verbatim in exchange for money.
70

 In the same report he said that he was 

approached by a ―broker‖ offering three weeks‘ coverage in four newspapers for 10 lakh 

rupees (more than £11,000) and a reporter-photographer duo offering two weeks of coverage 

in five newspapers for 4.5 lakh rupees (about £5,000).  

―When I noticed the leading paper of my state printing baseless reports on its front page day 

after day,‖ victorious Haryana chief minister told Outlook in December 2009, ―I called them 

up and offered money to print the right picture. The paper in question apologised. They even 

returned the money taken from my rival to publish news items against me.‖
 71

 

Parcha Kodana Rama Rao, a Loksatta Party candidate, even tried to include his payment to 

Telugu newspaper Eenadu in his official expenditure statement to the Election Commission. 

But that was not possible. As is the general practice, his payments were made in ―black‖ 

(under the table) and he did not have any official receipts. In his deposition to the PCI on 

February 10, 2010, he said he enclosed copies of paid news items as proof.  He said Eenadu 

had initially asked for 100,000 rupees, which was brought to half after bargaining and he had 

paid 50,000 rupees in cash. ―He <the Eenadu executive> neither gave me any receipt or 
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acknowledgement for the said amount. The result of my payment was evident in the news 

coverage given to me on April 13, 14 and 15, 2009 as compared to inconsequential coverage 

given to me from March 28, 2009 to April 12, 2009.‖
72

 

 

Since there was no way to prove an exchange of money, given that the payments were made 

unofficially, the PCI and other organisations which have analysed newspaper reports resorted 

to ―circumstantial evidence‖. Politicians who ―epitomise politeness, potential and promise‖, 

―blessed with extremely charming personality‖, and ―a charisma (that) attracted huge crowds 

throughout his campaign‖ were considered more likely to have paid.
73

 Sometimes, reports 

predicting a ―thumping victory‖ with a ―huge margin‖ for three different candidates from the 

same constituency would find their way to print in three different reports, in the same or 

different pages of the same newspaper, indicating that all these three candidates paid money 

to be covered.
74

 Poll candidates who never received media attention or only negative 

attention could be those who did not pay up.  

The following graphic taken from Outlook magazine shows an intricately-worked out ―rate 

chart‖ for political advertorials.
75
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Sometimes, these ―paid‖ stories carried bylines of reporters to lend credibility. Interestingly, 

many of these ―exclusive‖ stories would be identical in different newspapers. Some 

newspapers alter design elements in order to distinguish them from news stories; for example, 

they give the credit line at the end of the story if the usual practice is to give it at the start, or 

change the font. On April 30, 2009, the Varanasi edition of the Hindi-language Hindustan, 

published by HT Media, published a front page story with a headline that suggested there was 

a ―wave in favour of the Congress party‖ on the day of elections. The next day, the paper 

issued an apology and clarified to the readers that it was paid content, the PCI report noted.
76

   

―Reporters have been reduced to mere stenographers, typing party press releases verbatim,‖ 

rued Vishav Bharti, a Chandigarh-based journalist who has seen such practice among many 

political reporters.
77

 ―The journalists are usually given a 10 per cent cut. For small town and 

village reporters who are paid very low wages, this is a major way of earning money.‖ 
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In the PCI report, Sainath said the ―targets‖ and quotas‖ are set for regional centres which are 

then worked into individual quotas for journalists, depending upon their rank, leaving them 

with little choice.
78

 

Quoting from a power-point presentation made in one such business meeting of a Hindi 

newspaper, Mrinal Pande, senior journalist and chairperson of Prasar Bharati, wrote in The 

Hindu that dedicated teams of reporters and editors were to be used to ―do the needful‖.
79

 

Asking rates depended on whether the ―news‖ would be in four-page supplements in colour, 

exclusive interviews, positive views of the voters, positive editorial analysis, ―only positive 

coverage and no negative publicity of opposition candidate or party,‖ and extra copies of the 

newspaper.  The company was flexible about payments: ―50 per cent can be paid in cash and 

50 per cent by cheque.‖
80
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3. PRIVATE TREATIES 

„The sluggish fear change. The reactive respond to it. The proactive create it. At the Times group, we 

pride ourselves upon being at the cutting edge of the third category. Whether it is our marketing 

strategy, editorial policy, content management, aggregation, or pricing, our actions are constantly 

motivated by our desire to drive the market, to constantly break new ground.‟ 

These are lines taken from the piece addressed to its readers by the The Times of India at the 

time of the launch of Medianet, the company‘s sponsored-news division, in 2003.81 The same 

―desire to drive the market and constantly break new ground‖ is evident in another of the 

Times Group‘s innovations, ―private treaties‖, which it pioneered in 2005. The concept, ―one 

of the most dangerous manifestation/precursor of ‗paid news‘,‖
82

 was voted as one of the 

seven most innovative business models by the PubliGroupe and International Newsmedia 

Marketing Association in 2009.
83

 However, despite this international recognition, the 

business model still remains confined to India where it has flourished with many other media 

companies jumping on the bandwagon. 

The term ―private treaty‖, according to the Collins English dictionary, is a ―sale of property 

for a price agreed directly between the seller and buyer‖. The Cambridge Business English 

Dictionary defines it as ―a legal agreement in which something, especially land or property, is 

sold directly to the person who wants to buy it‖. In the Indian media sector the term gained 

popularity when the Times Group launched the trend-setting concept of ―private treaties‖ in 

media business in 2005. In this system, the advertisers pay for the advertising space or 
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airtime not with money, but through equity deals, real estate exchanges or royalty linked 

payments.
84

 The media companies make money when the treaty partners get listed on the 

stockmarket.  

The ―advertising-space-for-equity barters‖
85

 concept gained in popularity and other media 

companies, such as HT Media, Network 18 and Jagran Prakashan Limited, copied it.  The 

term began to be used in a more generic way in media and industry parlance for all such 

deals. (This paper does the same in order to avoid ambiguity). In fact, it was for this reason 

that the Times Group changed the name from Times Private Treaties to Brand Capital in 

2010.
86

 The move was ―to set us apart from the many namesakes that have made private 

treaties generic,‖ Times Group CEO Ravi Dhariwal was quoted as saying by the Business 

Standard.
 87

  

Paranjoy Guha Thakurta, journalist and author of Media Ethics: Truth, Fairness and 

Objectivity—Making and Breaking News, defined private treaties as ―shareholding 

arrangements with various companies‖ in his essay Cut-Rate Democracy.
88

 In another essay, 

The Changing Media Scene, Business Standard chief editor T.N. Ninan, defined private 

treaties as ―basically a transfer of shares in return for advertising‖.
89

 The Parliamentary 

Standing Committee said that ―favourable coverage‖ was for barter too.
90
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In this model, the media company through legal arrangement acquires equity stake in other 

companies—listed or in the process of being listed— in lieu of advertising space or airtime. 

The media organisation picks up, typically, about 2-15% equity in the partner companies in 

exchange for ―building their brands‖
91

 and promoting them through long-term advertising 

and publicity deals. However, there have also been instances when the stakes acquired have 

been much higher. On May 14, 2013, The Mint reported that BCCL bought a 49% stake in 

Daiki Brands through a private treaty.
92

 ―The company agreed to invest an equal amount in 

advertising in Times publications (in the case of the Times Group) over a three-to-five-year 

period at a steep discount to the normal advertising rates,‖ according to Sucheta Dalal, 

Consulting Editor at Moneylife,
93

 an award-wining senior business investigative journalist 

and once the Financial Editor of The Times of India.,
94

  

Private treaties ―are just another way of channelizing one‘s (ad) inventory,‖ Laxmi 

Narasimhan, who heads the Network 18 division called New Business, told Mint.
95

 ―It‘s like 

a barter system where, in return of your air-time, you take what the other company can easily 

offer. It could be equity, or some service or product or some other asset. It‘s a pure 

commercial transaction where you get your ads, and the company in question gets 

advertisements without having to dip into its limited cash resources.‖ 
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The graphic below taken from the website of HT Media Ltd, which uses the term ―strategic 

partnerships‖ instead of ―private treaties‖, depicts a standard model of a private treaty deal.
96

  

 

According to the Brand Capital website,
97

 BCCL has had deals with over 400 companies
98

—

600 according to Wall Street Journal South Asia editor Tom Wright
99

—across a wide range 

of sectors, including real estate, education, entertainment, healthcare, infrastructure and 

consumer durables, among others. The website has an elaborate list of its clients
100

 but is 

silent on the percentage or the value of stake it holds in each of them. HT Media, publisher of 

The Hindustan Times and Mint, among others, has invested in 21 companies
101

 through its 

Strategic Partnerships division, the percentage stake varying from 0.01 per cent to 10. 61 per 

cent (the list on the HT Media website is updated as of May 31, 2013)
102

. Jagran Prakashan 

Limited, publisher of India‘s largest-selling daily, Dainik Jagran, is invested in Skorydov 
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Systems Private Limited (2.44% worth 2.50 crore rupees, or £0.27 million) and Edserv 

Infosystems Limited (467,290 partly-paid warrants worth 2.50 crore rupees).
103

 

 

THE BUSINESS OF BRANDS 

―Brand Capital plays the role of a growth engine that nurtures Indian brands,‖ claims the 

Brand Capital website, which is titled ‗Welcome to a bigger game‘.
104

 ―We do our best to 

lead them to the next point of leverage through an unmatched value creation for each brand,‖ 

it promises. ―We provide leverage by way of providing an alternative means of financing an 

advertising need—by offering structured client based solutions, both financial as well as 

advertising, in line with our client's business plans and growth trajectory.‖
105

  

Similarly, HT Media says its ―motive is to cater to the advertising needs of growth companies 

by providing them a platform of advertising and building up their brands, thereby enhancing 

the value of the business.‖ 

Elaborating, it enumerates the benefits of a ―strategic partnership‖:      

 Media spends enables them to build the brand faster, and thereby grow their business 

faster.  

 Free media planning advisory services and creative development by experienced 

resources and experts in brand communication.  

 Access to the vast and experienced pool of management expertise of HT Media for 

any kind of guidance and support. 
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 Complete flexibility to advertise across different media properties of HT Media group 

and for any of the products of the company.‖
106

 

Pointing out why a ―strategic partnership‖ is better than simple advertising, it enumerates the 

exclusive benefits of a strategic partner, which are:  

 ―Access to intellectual capital in the field of media advisory services and creative 

development. 

  Access to the vast and experienced pool of HT Media management for any kind of 

guidance and support in growth of the company. 

 Opportunity to explore probable mutual synergies with a group of companies that HT 

Media is already in strategic relationships with.‖
107

 

BCCL‘s CEO Ravi Dhariwal describes thus:  ―Brand Capital is a path-breaking initiative 

whereby a separate company belonging to the Group helps bring small and medium 

companies—which would otherwise never have advertised—into the advertisers‘ fray and 

hence widens the base of advertisers for the declining print media industry,‖ he wrote in 

response to an emailed questionnaire.
108

 (see Appendix I). ―This is a very straightforward 

exercise –we take a small stake in these companies in return for a commitment from them 

that they will advertise over a specific time period,‖ he added. 

Earl Wilkinson, executive director and chief executive officer, International News Media 

Association (INMA), describes Brand Capital as ―a smart re-thinking of the assets at their 

disposal.‖  INMA describes itself as the world‘s ―leading provider of global best practices 
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and marketing ideas for news media companies.‖
109

  ―I do share ideas like Brand Capital with 

media executives worldwide,‖ he wrote in an email communication.
110

 ―The feedback I get is 

that it‘s a brilliant, outside-the-box idea that requires scale that few publishers, by themselves, 

could pull off,‖ he added. 

―My view is there is no single path forward. INMA wants to find ways to fund big 

journalism. If print advertising dissipates, then the only thing that will fill that hole is 10 more 

Brand Capital-like ideas. I view Brand Capital as one of many new revenue streams,‖ he said 

in the email. 

―They are an interesting way of getting recalcitrant advertisers into the game and getting 

them used to the whole idea of advertising,‖ Vanita Kohli-Khandekar, columnist and author 

of The Indian Media Business, said in an email interview.
111

 ―Once they are used to it, and 

see what it does to their business they do eventually become advertisers who spend cash 

instead of equity.‖ 

Business Standard chief editor T.N. Ninan describes the partner companies as ―usually mid-

rung companies that are keen to jump into the big league but without perhaps the big bucks to 

spend on marketing‖.
112

 The share purchase money is immediately taken back against the 

promise of guaranteed advertising in Bennett publications ―to build the investee company‘s 

brand(s)‖. Part of the deal is even said to involve editorial coverage, though this remains 

unconfirmed. 

Media companies always maintain that there is no editorial compromise as a result of private 

treaties. In its website, Brand Capital tells its partners: ―Brand Capital ... does not share 

information relating to its investments (including proposed investments) with any of the 
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editorial teams of the Times Group. There exists a Chinese Wall between Brand Capital and 

the editorial department.‖ In his emailed response, Ravi Dhariwal said:  ―The lines are very 

clear—they (editorial) do their job, we (management) do ours.‖  

Amit Sodhi, head, strategic partnerships division, of Hindustan Times also maintains that  

such deals do not stand in the way of editorial independence.
113

 ―The Strategic Partnerships 

caters to the advertising needs of the partner companies and has nothing to do with the 

editorial coverage. In fact, the agreements with the partner companies clearly state that HT 

would retain complete editorial independence and this partnership will, in no way, affect the 

editorial coverage,‖ he said in an email.  

Emphasising that private treaties were no different than regular advertising in spirit, Dhariwal 

told Outlook magazine in November 2010: ―Just like a cash advertiser cannot expect to 

influence editorial, no private treaty client can expect to influence editorial. He signs a 

contract that clearly states that he will not get favourable editorial coverage. Our editors don‘t 

even know who our private treaty clients are.‖
 114

 

However, in spite of its claims, the business model has attracted very severe criticism for its 

conflict of interest from various sections of the society, including the media. One of the 

harshest critics is Sucheta Dalal, Padma Shri award-winning business journalist and a former 

Times Group employee (she was Financial Editor for the Times of India). In Sans Serif,
115

 a 

media-watch blog, she published an excerpt
116

 of a leaked email (dated November 29, 2007) 

from Rahul Joshi, the editor of The Economic Times, to his colleagues as a proof of the 

falling apart of the ―Chinese Wall‖ in the Times Group.   
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The excerpt is reproduced here:  

―At ET (The Economic Times), we are carving out a separate team to look into the needs of 

Private Treaty clients. Every large centre will have a senior editorial person to interface with 

Treaty clients. In turn, the senior edit person will be responsible, along with the existing 

team, for edit delivery. This team will have regional champions along with one or two 

reporters for help—but more importantly, they will liaise with REs (Resident Editors) and 

help in integrating the content into the different sections of the paper. In this way, we will be 

able to incorporate PT into the editorial mainstream, rather than it looking like a series of 

press releases appearing in vanilla form in the paper.‖ 

Elaborating, Dalal wrote: ―Joshi then goes on to name the PT (private treaty) ‗champions‘ for 

each region, who will ‗advise‘ the regional editorial chief to carry ‗stories‘ about PT clients. 

He also designated ‗trouble shooters‘ in each region, probably to ensure that no PT client is 

offended with negative coverage.‖ 

In my email to BCCL‘s CEO Ravi Dhariwal, I asked him if he would like to respond to the 

allegation, but he ignored the question of Joshi‘s email in his response, the full text of which 

can be read in full in Appendix I.  

In the same column, Dalal presented a list of headlines of press releases issued on behalf of 

private treaty clients on its former website www.timesprivatetreaties.com.117
  She wrote ―The 

headlines alone reveal the slant. For instance:  

 ‗Skyscrapers all set to change Noida skyline‘ (TOI) 

 ‗Milk & Honey Towns‘ (ET) 

 ‗Companies rake in big moolah serving NRIs‘ 
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 ‗Sai Info to come up with 18 e-malls by March‘ 

 ‗Airline mergers is bad news for consumers‘ (for Paramount Airlines) 

 ‗What you get is exactly what you have paid for‘ (for Gitanjali) 

 ‗Parajia has ability to swing big deals‘ (for India Infoline) 

 ‗Gitanjali Lifestyle to ride high on luxury‘ 

 ‗Reason to Smile‘ (for GTL, earlier Global Telesystems) 

 ‗Pantaloons rolls out the red carpet to woo the last minute Durga Puja shopper in 

Kolkata‘ 

 ‗Bajaj bros resume legal battle over empire‘ (this one for Bajaj Hindusthan is 

particularly interesting) and finally check this one for Osian—‗India‘s brush with 

soccer is all set for a change. History is being re-written on a new canvas and the view 

looks optimistic‘.‖ 

An article in The Hoot, a media criticism website,
118

 alleged that The Times of India 

deliberately left out the name of its private treaty partner, Sobha Developers, while reporting 

on a worksite accident in Bangalore in 2008.
119

  In the accident, on May 10, 2008 two 

workers at the Sobha Magnolia super luxury apartment complex were reportedly killed and 

seven injured when the workers‘ lift malfunctioned and dropped 18 floors. The Times of 

India, unlike other English and Kannada dailies, did not name the real estate company, Sobha 

Developers, in any of its two reports on the incident. Clifton D‘Rozario, the author of the 

Hoot article, points out that the TOI report headlined ‗Lift crash leaves 2 dead, 7 hurt‘ does 

not name the company, instead saying ―construction site of a residential apartment on 
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Bannerghatta Road‖.
120

 A follow-up report on June 8, 2008, too, simply said ―a private 

construction company‖ without naming it. D‘Rozario describes this with a metaphor, ―third 

casualty in the accident: honest reporting and freedom of the press.‖
121

  

The author sent an email to CEO Ravi Dhariwal seeking his response to the above allegations 

made by Sucheta Dalal, the Hoot and the New Yorker on September 9, 2013, along with the 

draft of this paper. There was no response until the editing of the final draft.   

INVESTORS‘ INTERESTS  

One of the first entities to sit up and take note of the impact of private treaties was the 

Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi), the regulator for the securities market. Sebi 

sent a letter to the Press Council of India (PCI) on July 15, 2009 in which it warned that 

―Private Treaties may lead to commercialisation of news reports since the same would be 

based on the subscription and advertising agreement entered into between the Media group 

and the company. Biased and imbalanced reporting may lead to inaccurate perceptions of the 

companies which are the beneficiaries of such private treaties.‖
122

 

The Sebi letter continued: ―The Press has the role of providing fair, unbiased news to the 

public, and the financial press has to play an independent role of providing crucial, timely 

and factual information to investors. It is our concern that such agreements may give rise to 

conflicts of interest and may, therefore, result in dilution of the independence of the press vis-
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a-vis the nature and content of the news/editorials in the media of companies promoting such 

agreements.‖
123

 

On August 28, 2010, the Mumbai-based Daily News and Analysis (DNA) reported that Sebi 

had made it mandatory for media groups to disclose the details of private treaties, and 

specifically ―the percentage stakes they hold in private treaty companies‖ because ―biased 

and motivated dissemination of information, guided by commercial considerations, can 

potentially mislead investors in the securities market.‖
124

   

The PCI took cognizance of the Sebi notice and accepting its suggestions, issued the 

following notification to media organisations in August 2010: 

1. Disclosures regarding stake held by the media company may be made mandatory in 

the news report/article/editorial in newspapers/television relating to the company in 

which the media group hold such stake. 

2. Disclosure on percentage of take held by media groups in various companies under 

such ―Private Treaties‖ on the website of media groups may be made mandatory.  

3. Any other disclosures relating to such agreements such as any nominee of the media 

group on the Board of Directors of the company, any management control or other 

details which may be required to be disclosed and which may be a potential conflict 

of interest for media group, may also be made mandatory.
125

 

However, such disclosures are hard to find in news reports. Dhariwal is of the opinion that 

the detailed website of Brand Capital is good enough and disclosures with every story are not 

required. ―We don‘t have to state it in every story. We have written to Sebi, pointing out that 
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the moment you tell a journalist that you have equity in this or that company, you are biasing 

him, either positively or negatively. We don‘t want to bias our journalists. But if a reader is 

interested, we direct the reader to the relevant websites where we have disclosed this 

information,‖ he told Outlook.
126

 

Not surprisingly, private treaties have generated mixed feelings in different sections of the 

media with the dividing line resting clearly between editorial and management. While the 

journalist fraternity has cried foul, the management side is happy that a new business model 

to make more money has been formulated. 

Raising doubts about an editorial quid pro quo, columnist and author Vanita Kohli 

Khandekar, said in an email: ―The disclosure norms for the media and the companies are not 

clear. So it is never known if equity is paid only for advertising space or for editorial space 

too. ... There is simply too much scope for an editorial quid pro quo.‖
127

 

Dhariwal vehemently denies any quid pro quo. ―There is absolutely no connection or quid 

pro quo relating to editorial coverage of these companies, and in fact, I am told that the 

coverage of these companies in other media is far more as compared to our publications,‖ he 

said in his email.
128

 

INMA‘s Earl Wilkinson has also suggested that there should be no reason to single out the 

private treaties in the media business. In the email, he said: ―As for a conflict of interest, the 

potential for that exists every time a reader reaches into his pocket and exchanges money for 

information or when an advertiser seeks to use pages lined with journalism to reach 
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audiences. The question is how you execute and an honest evaluation of the risks and 

rewards.‖
129

 

But not many are willing to buy that logic. Nikhil Pahwa, editor of Medianama, a website on 

news and analysis of digital media in India, said ―Private treaties are much more than just a 

business model.
130

 While it is legitimate for media businesses to take a stake in any company, 

it creates a financial bond between the two, and the linkages are far deeper than those 

between advertisers and publications.... It is the marriage of their risks and growth. For its 

own financial growth, it is in the publication‘s interest to further the cause of the company it 

has invested in, since the value of its investment is directly dependent on the growth or 

decline of the value of the company.‖
131

 

―In practice, it will be impossible for media companies not to favour or protect the firms that 

they own stakes in,‖ said Manu Joseph, editor of Open magazine that broke the Radiagate 

scandal, in an emailed interview.
132

 ―But then, this argument can also be extended to 

advertisers. Some advertisers spend massive amounts of money. A big fast-moving consumer 

goods company FMCG, for instance, would be crucial to the revenue of several media 

organisations. Many Indian media organisations favour their advertisers in some form or the 

other. But some media organisations have managed to maintain the journalistic integrity. I 

feel a lot depends on the editorial philosophy of a place and the ability of the editor to 

convince the promoter that in the long run integrity is a good business idea.‖ 
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Paranjoy Guha Thakurta, who has maintained private treaties as a form of paid news, is 

sceptical.
133

 ―If favourable news is published about a client and adverse news is not reported, 

both the publishing company and the advertising company stand to gain.‖
134

 

By itself, a private treaty isn‘t illegal or unethical, Mint (HT Media publication) editor R. 

Sukumar wrote in his opinion piece.
135

 ―However, as some media firms have discovered, it is 

possible to talk up the value of this stake or asset using the media at their disposal. In effect, 

these media firms put out news that isn‘t true (or isn‘t entirely true) with an eye on their own 

finances and with little regard to readers and viewers. Some of them may also happen to be 

current or future investors in the advertiser whose story is being talked up.‖ 

Vijay Simha, former editor of the Financial World, holds the view that the concept of private 

treaties destroys the integrity of journalism because journalism relies on credibility. ―If the 

newsroom has no integrity - because private treaties dictate editorial decisions - there is no 

journalism. This is probably why the owners of The Times of India say they are in the 

advertising business,‖ he said referring to Auletta‘s New Yorker piece.
136
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4. CONCLUSION: CAUSE & REMEDIES 

There isn‘t a single factor that can be held responsible on its own for the malpractices in the 

Indian news media industry. Each of the factors needs to be addressed specifically in order to 

rid journalism of corruption and ensure media freedom. A business model with an 

overdependence on advertising leaves a lot of room for structural biases to influence news. In 

the case of India, the overdependence has led to news getting more ―management-driven‖ 

than editorial, and newspapers have been reduced to mere ―products‖ that need to be sold. 

The Times Group, particularly, has never made any bones about ―reducing‖ news to a ―cake 

of soap.‖ An oft-repeated quote is attributed to BCCL chairman Samir Jain: ―A newspaper is 

a product just like a cake of soap, and it should be marketed as such.‖ Jain was reportedly 

speaking to journalism students in 1988 when he said this.
137

 Increasing commercialisation in 

the Indian media has only given the business side an upper-hand and control over the 

editorial side too. Added to this are ownership woes—sometimes dubious and sometimes 

obvious. Cross-ownership of media has come in for a lot of criticism of late for fostering 

media monopolies. 

Some of the factors are elaborated here: 
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AD NAUSEAM  

“The economics of American newspaper publishing is based on <..>  advertising, not <..> 

circulation.” (Otis Chandler, one of the owners of the Los Angeles Times, quoted in Ben H. 

Bagdikian, The Media Monopoly, 4th edn (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), p.116)
138

 

Times Group‘s managing director Vineet Jain‘s tone was not very different to that of Otis 

Chandler when he told Ken Auletta, ―We are not in the newspaper business, we are in the 

advertising business. <...> If ninety per cent of your revenues come from advertising, you‘re 

in the advertising business.‖
139

 

Circulation accounts for 5-15 per cent of the revenues for the English language newspapers 

and about 30-45 per cent for the regional language ones.
 140

 The overdependence on 

advertising revenue and negligible earnings from circulation has made the balance unhealthy, 

for business and journalism alike.  ―It <the over-dependence> distorts the market and makes 

industry more vulnerable to slowdown. ... It is debilitating for publishers to sell for between 

Rs 1-4, newspapers that cost anywhere between Rs 15-20 a copy. ... This puts most 

newspapers in India at the mercy of advertisers,‖ Vanita Kohli-Khandekar writes.
 141

 

The structural compulsion to depend on the flow from advertising has translated into 

excessive greed for more ads and bigger profits. As Hindu rural affairs editor P. Sainath puts 

it, while the Indian media are politically free, they are ―imprisoned by profit‖.
142

 The ―hyper 
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commercialisation‖
 143

 and ―corporatisation of media in ownership, content and culture‖
144

 in 

a liberalised market environment have fed media companies‘ greed; the wall between the 

advertising and the editorial has become the first casualty. ―Rather than worry about editorial 

independence and the wall between the newsroom and the sales department, they propose that 

one secret to a thriving newspaper business lies in dismantling that wall,‖ Auletta wrote 

regarding the Times Group, but it is true for many others also.
145

  

Therefore, simply put, first of all it is necessary for media businesses to reduce their 

dependence on advertising and find ways of funding quality journalism. But this is easier said 

than done.  Stakeholders the world over are grappling to find a business model that will work 

in the changed media environment.  

―The Indian media market is highly fragmented, which is good for pluralism, but is bad for 

profitability of a sustainable nature. Much of it is in transition towards convergence of 

services, networks and devices, and hence it is really an industry in transition on many 

fronts,‖ said Ravi Dhariwal in his email.
146

 Although the traditional media are still strong in 

India, their days are numbered as one can see from global experience. From the frantic pace 

with which the newspaper companies are opting for sponsored content, paid news and private 

treaties, one can guess that the media companies are only too aware of it and are in a mad 

rush to make hay while the sun shines.  

However, unlike the western media which were largely caught unawares by the rapid 

developments in communication technology, the Indian media have an edge. The digital 

conquest of the media landscape has been rather slow, giving media organisations time to 

learn from examples the world over. Even as media companies make hay, they should take 
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advantage of this period and work on developing new business models that can help sustain 

good journalism. 

―I have faith in the digital and online media. Slowly I think readers have to accept that if you 

want quality, you have to pay,‖
 
Open magazine editor Manu Joseph, who has been a 

vehement critic of the advertisement-heavy business model, told Madhu Trehan in an 

interview.
147

 In the same interview he had said that advertisers pulled out of his magazine 

after he broke the Radiagate scandal. 

EDITOR DEAD, REPORTERS INJURED 

The ―paid news‖ phenomenon is a result not only of ―the convergence of the editorial, 

advertising, public relations, lobbying groups and the industry, but also due to the decline in 

independence of the journalists/reporters‖ and the ―diminution of the role and the status of 

editors in media organizations‖, the Parliamentary Standing Committee said upholding the 

PCI‘s view.
148

 ―Until the 1970s and the 1980s, many editors would not brook any 

‗interference‘ from the management of the company they would be employed by – the 

number of such editors started dwindling as more and more senior journalists started 

acceding to every whim of their managers and employers instead of their editors.‖
149

 

Senior journalist and author of Critical Appraisal: An Insight into India‟s Exclusive Growth 

Rajeev Ranjan Roy said in an email interview: ―The media in India are very much part of 

larger industrial pursuits. Since running the newspapers and news channels involves lot of 

investment, the investors‘ urge for returns has got stronger over the years. There was a time 
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when the editors used to run the newspapers. It is now the managing directors who call the 

shots. It has changed the profile of India‘s mainstream media.‖
150

 

One of the major concerns raised by the PCI and the Parliamentary Standing Committee in 

their reports has been the ―pathetic‖ working condition of journalists and the nature of the 

appointment of reporters and editors. One of the reasons for the diminishing status of editors 

has been attributed to the way appointments are made. Instead of stable positions under the 

Working Journalists Act, appointments of journalists these days are mostly contractual, 

renewed periodically. Editors and journalists do not stand up to management pressure 

because saving their jobs becomes their first concern.  

The disparity in salaries is striking, too. The Standing Committee report said the salaries in 

the urban areas are decent, but in the rural areas are meagre with reporters—an ―army of 

stringers‖ with identity cards—often being expected to make their living by doubling up as 

advertising agents. ―So long as journalists (in particular, those who work in non-urban areas) 

are paid poverty wages or are expected to earn their livelihood by doubling up (sic) as 

advertising agents working on commissions, such malpractices would continue to be 

rampant.‖
151

 The Committee has recommended that all journalists be brought under the 

Working Journalists Act and a media commission be set up to review their working 

conditions. These measures, if implemented, would go a long way to tackle the threat of 

journalists accepting favours for news coverage. But it remains to be seen if media houses 

will pay any heed to these latest recommendations given that they have been vehemently 

opposing the recommendations of the last Wage Board
152

 and the Working Journalists & 

Other Newspaper Employees (conditions of service) and Miscellaneous Provisions Act, 1955, 
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under which Wage Boards are constituted by the government. ABP Pvt Ltd (publishers of 

The Telegraph), BCCL and many other media houses have taken the matter up with the 

Supreme Court arguing that the Wage Board recommendation of salary hikes was 

―unrealistically high‖ and aimed at ―muzzling the media‖.
153

 

OWNERSHIPS AND MONOPOLIES 

The growth of Indian media, which is over 200 years old, was very closely linked to India‘s 

freedom movement, almost playing a ―missionary role‖ in the struggle for Independence.
154

 

After Independence, national newspapers were acquired by Indian industrialists. Some of the 

British-owned English dailies were also bought over by big Indian businesses and the 

newspaper industry ―came to be owned by the jute barons, the textile barons, the cement 

barons and the steel barons.‖ 
155

 

As far back as 1954, the IPC had warned against a ―monopoly press‖ or a ―group of common 

ownership units‖. Quoting from the Press Commission‘s report, Sumanta Banerjee wrote: ―It 

is perhaps inevitable that a paper that is owned by businessmen or industrialists … should 

adopt editorial policies which advance directly or indirectly the interests of the business 

community … The bulk of the persons who own and publish newspapers are persons who 

believe strongly in the institutions of private property and who in consequence, encourage the 

expression of views and news which favour the continuance of the present order ...  It is 
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bound-up with the fact that the production of a modern newspaper requires such a large 

investment of capital that the enterprise can more easily be taken up capitalists than by have-

nots.‖
 156

  Hindu editor Sainath expressed concerns over the emergence of media, not only as 

an ―incredibly powerful political player‖, but as ―large enterprises whose rates of profit are 

the envy of the remaining corporate sector‖, extending media into ―every imaginable sector 

of industry and commerce, from agriculture to aviation.‖
157

 

Issues of cross-media holdings, concentration of media ownerships and political-corporate 

ownership of media need to be immediately looked into. In February 2009, The Telecom 

Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) had recommended that ―safeguards needed to be put in 

place, a detailed market study ought to be carried out, and broadcasters and distributors 

should not have common ownership control,‖ Prashant Jha reported in The Hindu in May 

2013.
158

 In the same report, Jha said that in a follow-up study, the Administrative Staff 

College of India ―concluded there was dominance of certain players in certain markets, and 

cross-media ownership restrictions must be put in place.‖   

 TRAI, which is also the regulator for the broadcasting industry, is expected to recommend 

―soon‖ the creation of an ―institutional buffer between corporate owners and newspaper 

management‖ and suggest ways to restrict cross-media ownerships‖, says Jha in another 

report in The Hindu.
159

 This move, if implemented, should go a long way in upholding the 

independence of media.  
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Private treaties, which are legal under the business laws of the land, must be viewed with the 

same lens because they involve media companies acquiring part ownerships in advertising 

companies through acquisition of equities. It will take more research to analyse content and 

assess the exact impact they have on media coverage, but by their very nature, there is a 

direct conflict of interest and, therefore unethical for journalism. While it has emerged as a 

survival strategy for media businesses, in the long run it could  render newspapers and 

magazines mere public relations tools of companies. Therefore it is important that the matter 

be  taken up for strict examination, not only as part of the ―paid news phenomenon‖, but as 

part of ownership malpractices in media. 

 

THE REGULATION DEBATE: YES, BUT WITH CAUTION 

Press Council of India chairman Justice Markandey Katju has become Indian journalists‘ 

favourite punch bag because of his desire for greater regulation of the media. ―Self-regulation 

is no regulation at all. It is an oxymoron. It is a deliberate ploy so that there is no regulation,‖ 

he was quoted as saying by the Hindu Businessline.
160

 Former PCI member and media critic 

Paranjoy Guha Thakurta also feels the need of the hour is for ―a regulating body that is truly 

independent of both the government and the media, especially that section of the media 

which is controlled by large corporate entities.‖
161

 

Freedom of the press in India is included in the Freedom of Speech and Expression 

guaranteed by Article 19(1)(a) of the Indian Constitution. However, for the English-language 

print sector, as with rest of the media, freedom from government control has not necessarily 

ensured complete editorial freedom.  
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Following recommendations of the first Press Commission in 1954, the Press Council of 

India was set up in 1966 as an ―autonomous statutory body‖ to ―safeguard the freedom of the 

press‖. The PCI‘s job was not only to build a ―code of conduct for newspapers and 

journalists‖ but also to maintain   ―high standards of professionalism‖. However, in spite of 

its quasi-judicial status, the PCI has been ineffective. ―The Council has the power to 

admonish, reprimand and pass strictures but cannot penalize the errant or those found guilty 

of malpractices. Besides, the Council‘s mandate does not extend beyond the print 

medium.‖
162

The fact that the PCI suppressed a detailed report on paid news made by its sub-

committee in 2010 is a tell tale sign of how the publisher-heavy body can thwart any attempt 

at cleansing the media.   

Taking note of the ineffectiveness of the PCI
163

 and lambasting the Ministry of Information 

and Broadcasting for not doing ―anything substantial‖
164

 to curb media corruption, the 

Parliamentary Standing Committee has proposed greater regulation for the media, involving 

heavy penalties. ―In the opinion of the Committee, the penalty may range from warning, 

censure, fine and even cancellation/revocation of licence of the media house, imprisonment, 

depending upon the gravity of the violation as well as the repetition of violations.‖
165

 On the 

issue of regulatory body it has offered two options: dissolving the PCI and putting in its place 

another more-powerful body, say a Media Council, to look into the affairs of both print and 

electronic media; and secondly, revamping or recasting the PCI to make it more powerful and 

creating another similar separate body for the broadcast media. In either situation, it suggests 

owners should not be made part of such bodies.
166

 The body has also asked for greater 
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powers for the Election Commission so that the Commission can take action against media 

companies found guilty of paid election coverage.  

The Election Commission of India has taken up a mammoth task to monitor media coverage 

during the General Elections to be held in 2014 and has already directed all the state and 

district authorities to set up district-level ‗Media Certification and Monitoring Committees‘ 

(MCMCs) to combat ―paid news‖. The Hindu reported on June 30, 2013 that the committees 

would monitor the coverage of 2014 General Elections in both the print and the electronic 

media. This is the first such exercise on the national level and given that India is the world‘s 

largest democracy, such an exercise in monitoring media can be said to be the biggest of its 

kind in the world. On a smaller scale, district-level MCMCs were set up during the Gujarat 

state elections in December 2012, and their findings were presented by the Parliamentary 

Standing Committee on Information and Technology in its report to the Parliament.  

As in many other countries including the UK with its controversial Leveson Inquiry, 

resolving a regulation debate is never going to be easy, and particularly in  India, which is 

still haunted by ghosts of the 21-month National Emergency in 1975-1977. Described often 

as the ―darkest period in Indian democracy‖, there was a ruthless clampdown on free press 

during the prime ministership of Indira Gandhi.  

However, with corruption now reaching unprecedented levels in the absence of any kind of 

regulation, it is the journalists more than anyone who are asking for regulatory measures. ―In 

one word, yes,‖ said Business Standard editor T.N. Ninan in an email.
167

 ―A Leveson-style 

inquiry into the ethics and practices of the Indian media should‘ve come soon after the Radia 

tapes scandal. India needs it. It might take a year or so but its work and findings should be in 
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the public domain and shared on all relevant websites, newspapers and TV channels,‖ said 

Vijay Simha, former editor of Financial World.
168

 

Academics also feel that regulation is necessary for greater media freedom. ―An unregulated 

media market would lead to monopolies and media content may ignore pluralism and 

democratic values of media,‖ said Prof. Dr. Eva Nowak, professor of Journalism at Jade 

University in Wilhelmshaven, Germany.
169

 ―Regulation is needed to ensure ethical standards, 

to have free access to media, to prevent monopolies which would limit diversity and could 

control public opinion.‖  

However, as Arghya Sengupta, a lecturer at Pembroke College, Oxford, points out, the 

appointment of a regulator cannot be seen as ―panacea of all ills‖. ―While certainly an 

appropriately structured regulator can enforce a degree of accountability rendering such 

practices (paid news, etc.) less likely, it will not be a magic wand that will rescue the Indian 

media from all its current travails.‖
170

 

Nothing will be possible without the will of the media companies themselves. As long as they 

do not prioritise the upholding of the ethics of journalism, external regulation will not be 

effective. Some newspapers, such as Mint, have in place an elaborate Code of Conduct
171

 that 

has even earned the praise of the PCI.
172

 This could be taken up as a model by other media 

organisations. The appointment of an external ombudsperson, a person with experience and 

proven record, could be a good place to begin.  

The good news is that the strongest voices against paid news and media malpractices are 

coming from within the different sections of the media even though, overall, the Indian media 
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has been rather reticent about the subject. The Hindu and Outlook magazine have consistently 

written against paid news, and the most elaborate surveys and content analysis have come 

from journalist unions. Media-watch sites such as The Hoot, Sans Serif and News Laundry, 

which are initiatives taken by journalists, keep a constant eye on the Indian media, including 

the issue of paid news. 

However, in the midst of this cry for regulation, one has to be watchful of attempts to gag the 

media. The Indian Express on May 1, 2012, reported that a Member of Parliament was 

scheduled to introduce a Print and Electronic Media Standards and Regulation Bill to ―protect 

the national interest‖. It proposed setting up a regulatory authority with powers to fine and 

punish. ―The Bill lays down standards which it says the media ―must‖ follow. These include: 

―prohibition of reporting any news item based on unverified and dubious material,‖ 

―exercising due care while reporting news items related to judiciary and legislature‖, ―clearly 

segregating ―opinion from facts‖, ―maintaining complete transparency and impartiality in 

internal functioning‖ and ―prohibition of reporting news items which are obscene, vulgar or 

offensive‖.
173

 From the look of it, it seemed like a deliberate attempt to gag the media by the 

government, and the stakeholders must be wary of such attempts in the midst of regulation 

enthusiasm. 

The challenge to protect journalism is bigger than that of protecting newspapers and media 

outlets.  By resorting to paid news and forging private treaties, the Indian media industry has 

found the easy way out by protecting the interest of businesses, and not journalism. . The 

main concern is not the fact that there has been a growth in public relations and advertising, 

but that these are being passed off as journalism. There is a need for corrective measures, 

because, as Nick Davis said: ―For journalists, the defining value is honesty-- the attempt to 
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tell the truth. That is our primary purpose. All that we do-- and all that is said about us-- must 

flow from the single source of truth-telling.‖
174

  

                                                           
174

 Nick Davis, Flat Earth News (London: Vintage Books, 2009), 12  



53 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

1. Bagdikian, Ben Haig. The Media Monopoly. Boston: Beacon Press, 1983. 

2. Banerjee, Sumanta. India‟s Monopoly Press: A Mirror of Distortion. New Delhi: 

IFWJ Publication, 1973. 

3. BBC (www.bbc.co.uk) 

4. Business Standard (www.business-standard.com)  

5. Coleridge, Nicholas. Paper Tigers. London: Heinemann, 1993. 

6. Davis, Nick. Flat Earth News. London: Vintage Books, 2009. 

7. The Economist (www.economist.com) 

8. Guha Thakurta, Paranjoy. Media Ethics: Truth, Fairness and Objectivity—Making 

and Breaking News. New Delhi: OUP, 2009. 

9. Hargreaves, Ian. Journalism: Truth or Dare? Oxford: OUP, 2003. 

10. The Hindu (www.thehindu.com)  

11. The Hoot (www.thehoot.org) 

12. Kafila (www.kafila.org) 

13. Kohli-Khandekar, Vanita. The Indian Media Business. Delhi, London: SAGE, 2010. 

14. Jeffrey, Robin. India‟s Newspaper Revolution: Capitalism, Politics and the Indian-

language Press 1977-1990. London: Hurst & Company, 2000. 

15. Medianama (www.medianama.com)  

16. Mint (www.livemint.com) 

17. The New Yorker (http://www.newyorker.com)  

18. News Laundry (www.newslaundry.com)  

19. Outlook magazine (www.outlookindia.com)  

20. Poynter. www.poynter.org  

21. Reuters (www.reuters.com)  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/
http://www.business-standard.com/
http://www.economist.com/
http://www.thehindu.com/
http://www.thehoot.org/
http://www.kafila.org/
http://www.medianama.com/
http://www.livemint.com/
http://www.newyorker.com/
http://www.newslaundry.com/
http://www.outlookindia.com/
http://www.poynter.org/
http://www.reuters.com/


54 
 

22. Sahay, Uday. Making News: Handbook of the Media in Contemporary India. New 

Delhi: OUP, 2006. 

23. Sahni, J. N. Truth About the Indian Press. Bombay: Allied Publishers, 1974. 

24. Seminar (www.india-seminar.com)  

25. Smith, Anthony. The Newspaper: An international History. London: Thames and 

Hudson, 1979. 

26. Suraiya, Jug. JS & The Times of My life. Manipal: Tranquebar, 2011. 

27. The Times of India (www.timesofindia.indiatimes.com) 

28. Xiaoming, Hao and Dutta-Ray, Sunanda K. Issues and Challenges in Asian 

Journalism. Singapore, New York: Marshall Cavendish Academic, 2006. 

 

http://www.india-seminar.com/
http://www.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/


55 
 

 

Appendix I 

Excerpts from an email from Ravi Dhariwal, CEO, Times of India Group, sent to author on 

June 4, 2013, through Rachna Burman, corporate vice-president 

(rachna.burman@timesgroup.com).   

 

Thank you for your queries. However, I would wish that India were the paradise that you say it is for traditional 

media! The Indian media market is highly fragmented, which is good for pluralism, but is bad for profitability of 

a sustainable nature. Much of it is in transition towards convergence of services, networks and devices, and 

hence it is really an industry in transition on many fronts. 

So, rather than answer individual queries, I will briefly point out some basics which may help towards a better 

understanding of the real imperatives in our industry. 

Contrary to your statement, India is no “paradise for traditional media”. The growth rate of newspapers has 

been declining revenue-wise, and key advertising like FMCG, has shifted to C&S TV several years ago. Within TV 

itself, the advertising pie is highly fragmented, given that there are over 800 plus channels, of which more than 

half are news channels. The nascent private FM radio, which is only allowed to air non-news or 

lifestyle/entertainment content, is struggling with high license fees which go to the government. Hence, with 

both advertising and subscription rates –which do not even cover the cost of newsprint—being low, only a 

clutch of Indian newspapers and TV channels, and only one radio company, are profitable today. 

 In contrast, the government-funded Prasar Bharati is, via DD, allowed a total monopoly of terrestrial TV (local 

TV, which is open to private sector in all other countries) and AIR, of AM radio. Private sector is banned from 

both terrestrial TV and AM radio, and this monopoly is exacerbated by eight DD channels having to be 

mandatorily carried into every Indian TV home. And in the houses which do not have TV –over 52 per cent as 

per the 2011 Census— the only source of broadcast news is AIR, because private FM radio is not allowed to 

carry news bulletins at present. 

We owe our leadership position to, one, our discerning readers, viewers and listeners and the outstanding 

quality of our content which is embraced by the millions who make our papers, TV and radio channels and 

Internet sites a part of their lives every day, throughout the day. And two, to our Group philosophy and value 

systems as outlined by our VC and MD –that the Times Group has absolutely no political line, and, in fact, runs 

like a federation, where each media offering is entirely independent financially and editorially. That is why, for 

instance, Arnab Goswami on Times Now may be fulminating against Pakistan on the very day The Times of 

India is running the Aman ki Asha campaign! In fact, even within our newspapers, the news and edit pages 

report to different editors, so that there is true plurality even within the paper between news and views.   

We are very, very clear that “paid news” is absolutely not acceptable and must stop wherever it happens in the 

industry. We have some of the best editors available anywhere who ensure there is no paid news in our entities, 

even as we have the most strictest possible self-regulatory measures in place, including internal content audit 

teams whose findings lead to defaulters and violators being penalized in various ways. We also have a senior 

resource at Corporate level, reporting to me, who acts on complaints. We support all efforts to end the “paid 

news” menace, whether it is in political or business or indeed any other kind of reporting, and have taken 

leadership positions on this at various forums.   
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To your questions viz Medianet and Brand Capital: Medianet is a separate entity which carries advertorial 

content only in the supplement and not in the main TOI paper. This supplement carries the disclaimer 

“Advertorial, Entertainment Promotional Feature” on the front page just below the masthead. We are very 

clear that this advertorial content is NOT news, and that these are advertising promotions in text form, which 

clients would have otherwise paid for as advertisements. However, because of our best practices, our Editors 

will not carry these as news items –contrary to many other papers--  and hence, we carry these in advertorial 

format with a clear disclaimer under the supplement’s masthead itself. To further add to the transparency, 

there is a specific rate card for these advertorials –like in every media entity across the planet which carries 

them. 

Brand Capital is a path breaking initiative whereby a separate company belonging to the Group helps bring 

small and medium companies --which would otherwise never have advertised—into the advertisers’ fray and 

hence widens the base of advertisers for the declining print media industry. This is a very straightforward 

exercise –we take a small stake in these companies in return for a commitment from them that they will 

advertise over a specific time period. There is absolutely no connection or quid pro quo relating to editorial 

coverage of these companies, and in fact, I am told that the coverage of these companies in other media is far 

more as compared to our publications.   

I am very glad you asked the question about the “Chinese wall” between Editorial and Management. This is 

breached in those companies where managements tailor news content to suit their purposes, including to 

attract government advertising, which, incidentally, is a fraction of our revenues. However, our management is 

simply not interested in how the country is governed, which party is in power, which politician is saying or doing 

what. Our management is running a media company and that is its only interest –running a business. On the 

other hand, the Editorial’s job is to bring out the paper, and ensure it is of the highest possible editorial 

standards. Our Editors are some of the very best on the planet and are absolutely independent in their editorial 

decisions –which reflects in the way the papers they bring out, have been attracting millions of readers year 

after year. The lines are thus, very clear --they do their job, we do ours. 

I75 years is a big achievement. It is not often that a brand, or a media brand, has leadership position for all of 

its major products despite being around for 175 years. The Group has big plans to consolidate and expand in 

what is clearly a very difficult market. Regional markets are new areas, so is new technology. 
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Appendix II 

Below is the TOI piece addressing its readers during the launch of Medianet. It explains the 

philosophy behind sponsored content of not just BBCL, but also other companies which have 

jumped the bandwagon without any such explanations.  

 

Medianet: Innovative content, integrated offering 

TNN Mar 4, 2003, 07.41pm IST 

NEW DELHI: The sluggish fear change. The reactive respond to it. The proactive create it. At the 

Times group, we pride ourselves upon being at the cutting edge of the third category. Whether it is 

our marketing strategy, editorial policy, content management, aggregation, or pricing, our actions 

are constantly motivated by our desire to drive the market, to constantly break new ground. 

The market has always responded to our overtures, with the result that The Times of India is now the 

world's largest English-language daily broadsheet, with a circulation of 21,44,842 copies. That puts it 

ahead of the previous incumbent USA Today, which has a certified circulation of 21,20,357 copies, 

and other major names like The New York Times and Washington Post. Our initiatives have 

constantly been cloned by competitors, though never to the same degree of success. Still, as the 

undisputed industry leader, we take our responsibility of setting trends for others to follow very 

seriously. 

Medianet, our latest innovation, is the result of our realisation that conventional models are no 

longer capable of sustaining the relevance of newspapers in the information era. Readers in the past 

had a limited appetite for information. Today, the Internet has enhanced the appetite of readers 

manifold. 

The purpose of a newspaper is to act as an information provider. That has remained unchanged over 

time. But the definition of information has changed. For the reader, information is no longer 

restricted to the conventional parameters of news about the nation-state, party politics, Parliament 

and the government. Today, the reader not only expects reportage and comments on issues of nation 

and state, but also on a range of information in the realms of lifestyle, fashion and entertainment. 

Voracious for information, the reader no longer waits for the newspaper to impart it. He actively 

seeks it from multiple media formats - from TV, radio, the Net. Advertising is recognised as a 

legitimate source of information about products and services, delivered in an engaging and enticing 

manner. Likewise, advertorials about products or services are seen as another form of information. 

Conventionally, newspapers have drawn upon their own network of correspondents and stringers, as 

well as agencies like PTI, UNI, Reuters etc to gather news. However, traditional modes of news-

gathering have not been able to keep up with the dynamics of new areas of reader interest, like 

lifestyle, fashion, entertainment, events, product launches, social personalities and city happenings, 
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to name a few. Newspaper reporters tend to show a greater penchant for the conventional subjects 

of nation and state, resulting in the areas mentioned above getting short shrift. 

The conventional approach is, therefore, imperfect since it does not capture the information that is of 

most relevance to teenagers and younger audiences. Advertisers or PR agencies have come to 

acquire a near monopoly of the information supply in these areas. Newspapers often have to rely on 

these sources of information for their copy. It is not unusual for newspapers to use leads from PR 

agencies to make their own copy. Professional news gatherers have long since ceased to treat PR 

agencies as anathema; indeed, many see them as an invaluable 'source'. 

However, this important new channel of information has not been adequately regulated or 

monitored till now. That's where Medianet comes into the picture. The role we envision for Medianet 

is that of a conscience-keeper, auditor and watchdog, regulating the media's burgeoning interaction 

with the PR sector. 

We see multiple advantages emanating from Medianet, including: 

Credibility: Medianet has been primarily instituted to create filters to sift good from bad and reliable 

from unreliable. Besides, it fosters transparency, a prerequisite for building trust. When the reader 

sees an article being credited as a 'Medianet promo', he knows that is exactly what it is. There is no 

question of him being served a PR piece masquerading as a genuine article - which so many of those 

pointing fingers at us routinely indulge in. 

Quality: Medianet aids in capturing quality content. For example, reportage in the case of the launch 

of a particular brand of watch - for instance, endorsement by a celebrity - is likely to be more 

engaging than one that is published without these value additions. Such exclusive settings add to the 

quality of coverage without compromising the authenticity. 

Speed: Medianet helps accelerate the speed of newsgathering. Normally, when a company launches 

a product or service, reporters have little time to conduct proper analysis. Medianet facilitates 

forward planning many weeks in advance and, hence, is in a better position to carry out a due 

diligence exercise.Exclusivity: Since Medianet seeks to capture content from domains outside 

conventional sources, it has an in-built mechanism to capture exclusive photos and features , offering 

readers a feast of exclusive information. 

The Times of India is looking to explore the Next Big Thing - Medianet - to give enhanced benefits to 

advertorial sponsors without breaching the boundary wall between advertising and content. 

Medianet brings to the table genres of information that do not form part of the conventional news 

mix and are perhaps outside news-gathering radars. Therefore, it taps into new reservoirs of 

information, thus enriching and expanding information choices for readers.Medianet also fits in well 

with emerging trends in media buying. As advertisers seek to make themselves heard over the 

cacophony of a million voices, all competing for the consumer's attention, they are no longer willing 

to settle for standard advertising measures. Especially since they are all too aware that simply 

carrying a big ad or even repeating it often may not be enough to register the message with the 

reader. 

To capture the mindspace of the reader - the target customer - it is imperative that the product not 

only feature in delineated commercial spaces, but also as part of a celebration or event that can 
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engage the reader's mind. That's why advertisers are taking an increasingly integrated approach to 

ensure exposure for their products. 

Let us say an entrepreneur launches a restaurant, or fashion line, or a new store. If he is a savvy 

marketer, he will make sure to have a prominent, newsworthy celebrity at the event. When the event 

gets reported in the newspapers, it will be interesting information for the reader, but a potentially 

lucrative message for the advertiser. 

Those who are apoplectic about the perceived invasion of 'message' into the domain of 'content' may 

want to consider that the two have long since ceased to be strangers, and are sharing an increasingly 

symbiotic relationship. Marshall McLuhan famously declared that the medium was the message. In 

all humility, we'd like to say that Medianet is the messenger - heralding a brave new world of 

innovation. 


