If the product is news: The Philadelphia Inquirer
case study

The case for tighter newsroom and product collaboration — and a radical approach to building
news organizations for the future

By: Mariah Craddick

This article is part five of a six-part series. New installments will be published over the coming
weeks, so check back regularly for the next entries.

Joining here? Start with part one: The case for tighter newsroom and product collaboration

The Philadelphia Inquirer

The Philadelphia Inquirer, the third-longest continuously operating daily newspaper in the US,
has made an impressive shift towards embracing digital as a legacy news operation. In 2016,
the paper was donated into non-profit ownership, which became the Lenfest Institute for
Journalism. With this came investment in product and technology as well as other initiatives
focused on digital transformation.

In 2025, The Inquirer has a bustling product organization of about 13 employees — at least five
of which are dedicated product managers. They also have product operations within this team,
an emerging role in mature product organizations that is focused on operational excellence and
facilitating the work between the product team and other functions.

In addition to product operations, The Inquirer also has editorial staff members who are tasked
specifically with innovation and development who collaborate closely with teams like product.
This has given the product team a clear point of contact when trying to engage with the
newsroom on certain initiatives, and enabled the newsroom to funnel priorities and points of
view back to product.

Vice President of Product, Becky Bowers, noted one project in particular ahead of her arrival at
the company that seemed to turn the tide in favor of more product and editorial collaboration.

“When [product] people first showed up and were sitting near the newsroom, folks were like,
‘What are you? And why are you here? We don't get it,” Bowers explained. “And then we had
an opportunity when the pandemic hit to suddenly collaborate very closely on slamming
together a live blog product that would help sustain us through that intense time of news.”


https://newsproduct.org/blog/if-the-product-is-news
https://www.inquirer.com/
https://www.niemanlab.org/2019/08/three-years-into-nonprofit-ownership-the-philadelphia-inquirer-is-still-trying-to-chart-its-future/

It was in working on this product that the newsroom was able to witness the power of having
product, design, and engineering skills involved in their process firsthand.

“The newsroom saw that and went, ‘OK, that's cool. We didn't have this capability before, and

now we do,” Bowers said.
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SIGNIFICANT DEVELOPMENTS

¢ The number of coronavirus cases in the United States has

officially surpassed 1 million people.

* Pennsylvania education officials are weighing measures like
masks, smaller class sizes, and staggered schedules for when

students eventually return to school.

* All nonunion city workers in Mayor Jim Kenney’s administration
will be taking pay cuts effective July 1, according to a memo to
employees obtained by The Inquirer.

* Montgomery County’s jail tested every inmate for the
coronavirus — and found 30 times more cases than previously
known.

* You can now get a test that checks for antibodies to the
coronavirus without an order from your doctor. But you'll pay
the cash price.

o The Air Force Thunderbirds and Navy Blue Angels flew over
Philadelphia Tuesday afternoon in a salute to health-care
workers.

o Track the latest data on the spread of the coronavirus in the

Philadelphia region here.

Read the latest Philadelphia-area coronavirus
coverage here

Bowers credits the live blog product her team partnered with the newsroom to create during the coronavirus pandemic as a project
that helped enable more trust between the two teams.

Bowers also noted that it's been helpful to have a background in journalism herself, as well as
other product managers she’s hired onto her team.

“‘Newsrooms have a very strong immune system. They will absolutely reject things that don't feel
familiar. And The Inquirer has a legacy brand with a very strong sense of journalistic integrity
and very high standards for their journalism. So it makes them extra sensitive to things that feel
like they might be a threat or that feel different or destabilizing,” she explained. Being able to
speak the language and point to her journalism experience allows for her to more successfully
communicate with newsroom partners and establish common ground.

In order to keep communication open and collaboration tight, The Inquirer also has what they
call a “priority panel” which meets every two weeks and consists of senior leadership across
many divisions in the organization, including those from product, newsroom, marketing, sales,
finance, legal, systems, and others. In this meeting, they assess if they’re still working on the



right things, if there’s risk to any projects in progress, and if there are any new opportunities they
need to start pursuing.

This allows them to cross-functionally adapt roadmaps and plan accordingly based on any
shifting business priorities or needs in a highly visible and transparent way. A crucial need for
news organizations trying to move as fast as the news.
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An iOS lock screen widget launched by The Philadelphia Inquirer during the Philadelphia mayoral election in 2023. The idea came
from a developer but was built in partnership with the interactives team. Credit: Nieman Lab

Read the final installment of this six-part series: A case study about British publisher The i
Paper — plus final takeaways and thoughts about what future news organizations might look like.
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