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Abstract:

This study aims to identify and conceptualize the key elements influencing revenue generation models in Iranian media
organizations, focusing on economic sustainability and competitiveness in the digital era. This qualitative research employed
a thematic analysis approach. The conceptual framework was first developed through a systematic literature review in the
fields of media economics and business models. Data were then collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with
ten media experts, including financial and economic managers from media organizations. Purposeful and snowball sampling
methods were used to ensure maximum diversity and richness of information. Data were analyzed using MAXQDA software
through three stages of open, axial, and selective coding. The credibility of the findings was ensured by applying Lincoln and
Guba’s four criteria: credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability. The analysis identified 23 conceptual
indicators grouped into 11 core components of media revenue models: flexibility, market orientation, revenue diversification,
income stability, agility, creativity, competitiveness, transparency, content, audience orientation, and audience insight.
Thematic interpretation revealed a triadic structure of revenue generation: (1) internal lever—organizational and strategic
foundations (agility, transparency, flexibility, stability), (2) external lever—value creation and market strategy (content,
market orientation, creativity, competitiveness), and (3) financial lever—revenue mechanisms and audience interaction
(audience orientation, audience insight, revenue diversification). Together, these levers form the foundation, direction, and
mechanism for sustainable media income. This study presents a localized and integrative framework for designing sustainable
media revenue models in Iran. Findings emphasize that long-term economic resilience requires a transition from static,
product-centered models toward dynamic, data-driven, and audience-centered models. Implementing the identified
components can guide media executives in developing innovative, diversified, and sustainable revenue strategies while
reducing dependency on unstable funding sources.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid digitalization of the global media landscape has profoundly transformed traditional economic models of revenue
generation, forcing media organizations to redefine their strategies for financial sustainability. With the emergence of digital
platforms, social media ecosystems, and user-generated content economies, traditional advertising-based or subscription-
driven models have lost their effectiveness and predictability (Picard, 2011). The increasing dominance of platform
monopolies, combined with evolving audience behaviors and data-driven marketing, has created a new paradigm in which
value creation, user engagement, and monetization strategies are closely intertwined (Abidin & Guo, 2025; Mai & Hu, 2025).

In this context, the sustainability of media organizations depends on their ability to design adaptive, data-informed, and
multi-stream revenue models that integrate market responsiveness, audience orientation, and technological innovation
(Picard, 2022; Remenova et al., 2020). As digital advertising and algorithmic personalization reshape how audiences consume
content, media firms face both opportunities and challenges. They must balance between maintaining editorial independence
and implementing business strategies that generate revenue from audience data and participation (Bechmann et al., 2016).

Contemporary scholarship emphasizes that the future of media revenue depends not only on advertising diversification
but also on the development of hybrid models—such as freemium systems, subscription-based services, data monetization,
and collaborative partnerships (Bekh, 2020; Mai & Hu, 2025). For example, the study of freemium dynamics by Mai and Hu
(2025) highlighted that balancing free and paid tiers can drive both audience engagement and long-term profitability.
Similarly, (Oklander & KapaHaid, 2025) noted that artificial intelligence and data-driven advertising tools have become pivotal
in enhancing targeting precision and increasing monetization efficiency.

The shift from product-centered to audience-centered approaches is another defining characteristic of modern media
economies. Audience participation and behavioral data have become primary sources of value creation (Abidin & Guo, 2025).
This “platformed” relationship transforms audiences into co-creators within the revenue model, where engagement and
attention themselves represent commodities (Golmgrein, 2023). Consequently, media organizations are expected to not only
produce content but also design interactive ecosystems that foster continuous audience involvement and feedback loops.

However, many traditional and state-owned media organizations—especially in developing contexts like Iran—still rely
heavily on government funding or unstable advertising markets (Estakhrian Haghighi, 2017; Salavatian & Mohseni, 2015).
These dependence structures limit their innovation capacity and flexibility, making them less competitive in digital
environments dominated by global technology platforms. Comparative studies across Europe and the Global South reveal
that the most resilient media organizations are those that have adopted diversified, technology-driven, and audience-
responsive business models (Preoteasa & Schwartz, 2018; Schiffrin, 2019).

In recent years, researchers have explored various approaches to understand and optimize revenue generation in the
media sector. (Boerrigter, 2008) conceptualized online revenue models as strategic systems for creating and capturing value
through internet-based operations. Later studies, such as those by (Stienstra et al., 2010), demonstrated that successful
media adaptation to digital markets depends on continual innovation and strategic alignment. Likewise, (Krumsvik, 2012)
argued that the main challenge of online journalism lies not in content production but in transforming journalistic output into

economically viable value.
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This study builds upon this growing body of literature to identify and conceptualize the key elements that define effective
media revenue models in the Iranian context. By using a qualitative, thematic analysis approach, it explores how flexibility,
creativity, market orientation, and audience understanding intersect to sustain media organizations amid economic and
technological uncertainty. The study thereby contributes to the theoretical development of media business models and
provides practical guidance for policy-makers and industry leaders.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a qualitative methodology grounded in thematic analysis to identify and interpret the key
components influencing revenue models in the media industry. The study proceeded in two phases. In the first phase, a
systematic literature review was conducted to extract an initial conceptual framework based on global studies of media
economics, business modeling, and digital monetization strategies.

In the second phase, empirical data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with ten experts in media
management, finance, and digital communication. The participants were selected via purposive and snowball sampling to
ensure representation from both public and private sectors of Iranian media organizations. Interviews were conducted until
theoretical saturation was achieved, meaning that no new codes or concepts emerged from the data.

Data analysis was performed using MAXQDA software, following the three-step process of open coding (to extract initial
concepts), axial coding (to establish relationships among codes), and selective coding (to define the final themes). The
trustworthiness of the findings was ensured through the criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba—credibility, dependability,
confirmability, and transferability—achieved by participant validation, detailed documentation, and peer review.

Findings

Thematic analysis revealed eleven major dimensions that collectively define the revenue generation framework for media
organizations: flexibility, market orientation, diversification of revenue sources, income stability, agility, creativity,
competitiveness, transparency, content quality, audience orientation, and audience insight. These dimensions were
organized into three core levers that interact dynamically to form a sustainable model.

The first lever, Internal Organizational and Strategic Foundations, includes flexibility, agility, transparency, and income
stability. These factors establish the necessary infrastructure and capacity for rapid adaptation and resilience in volatile
environments. The second lever, External Value and Market Strategy, encompasses creativity, content, competitiveness, and
market orientation. It captures how media firms generate and deliver value in competitive markets through innovation and
differentiation. The third lever, Financial and Interaction Mechanisms, integrates audience orientation, audience insight, and
revenue diversification—factors that directly translate value creation into sustainable financial flows.

The analysis further identified 23 conceptual codes, which appeared 46 times across interviews, indicating their recurrence
and significance. For example, flexibility was defined as the capacity to adopt new technologies, continuously evaluate
models, and integrate emerging platforms. Creativity was divided into two subcomponents: creative content production and
innovative technological application. Market orientation included subthemes such as market analysis, trend forecasting, and
return on investment evaluation.

Audience orientation and insight emerged as central pillars. Experts emphasized that understanding audience needs,

preferences, and experiences—particularly through data analytics—was essential for designing viable monetization models.
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Meanwhile, income stability depended on balancing multiple revenue sources, reducing reliance on volatile advertising
markets, and maintaining long-term investor confidence.

Ultimately, the study synthesized these themes into a conceptual model that integrates the three main levers. Internal
and external strategies interact to enable financial mechanisms that sustain long-term profitability and reduce vulnerability
to market shocks. The model demonstrates that sustainable revenue generation in the media sector is not the result of a
single strategy but rather the synergy among strategic, operational, and audience-centered dimensions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings highlight that successful media revenue models are multi-layered systems that integrate organizational agility,
technological innovation, and audience engagement. The eleven identified dimensions reflect the interdependence of
internal capabilities and external market dynamics. Flexibility and agility enable media organizations to respond effectively
to technological disruptions and rapidly evolving audience preferences. This aligns with contemporary trends in digital
industries, where adaptability determines survival.

The results further indicate that creativity and innovation are no longer confined to content production but extend to
monetization strategies and platform design. Media companies must approach creativity as a holistic process that includes
experimenting with new technologies such as artificial intelligence, virtual reality, and interactive storytelling. These creative
mechanisms not only attract audiences but also create opportunities for new forms of revenue—such as immersive
advertising and experiential marketing.

Another critical insight from this study is the necessity of audience orientation. Understanding the audience’s behavior,
emotional engagement, and consumption patterns enables the development of personalized content and targeted
monetization strategies. In data-driven ecosystems, audience analysis becomes the foundation for both editorial and financial
decision-making. This transition from intuition-based to analytics-based strategies represents a paradigm shift in the
economics of media.

Transparency and credibility emerged as ethical imperatives with economic implications. Media organizations that
maintain transparency in financial operations and content policies are more likely to build audience trust, which in turn
enhances brand value and long-term stability. In a landscape characterized by misinformation and skepticism, transparency
is not merely a moral choice but a strategic advantage.

The triadic model proposed by this study—comprising internal, external, and financial levers—provides a comprehensive
framework for achieving economic sustainability in media organizations. The internal lever focuses on organizational
resilience and operational efficiency; the external lever emphasizes value creation and differentiation; and the financial lever
ensures that the generated value is effectively monetized through diverse revenue streams. This integration demonstrates
that sustainability in media economics requires simultaneous attention to strategy, structure, and stakeholder relationships.

From a theoretical standpoint, the study contributes to the literature by bridging the gap between classical media
economics and modern digital business models. It contextualizes global frameworks within the specific realities of Iranian
media organizations, highlighting both the opportunities and constraints they face. By doing so, it advances the understanding
of how localized economic, cultural, and technological factors shape the applicability of global revenue paradigms.

Practically, the study offers valuable guidance for media executives, policy-makers, and entrepreneurs. It suggests that

sustainable revenue generation requires a shift from dependence on single-source income (e.g., advertising or state funding)
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toward diversified, innovation-driven, and audience-centric strategies. Moreover, fostering internal cultures of creativity,
agility, and transparency can significantly enhance organizational adaptability.

In conclusion, the study underscores that the sustainability and competitiveness of media organizations in the digital era
depend on their capacity to integrate strategic flexibility, creative innovation, and data-driven audience understanding into
cohesive revenue models. Long-term viability will be achieved not through isolated financial tactics but through
comprehensive, adaptive systems that align technological, managerial, and social dimensions of media value creation.
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