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Necessity is the mother of innovation - A story about innovation under duress 

 

In the world of surfing, printed surfing magazines are still important. They are authoritative, 
influential, and enduring. And they are integral to the sustainability of the surf industry because they 
are purveyors of surf culture. The symbiotic relationship between surfing magazines and the surf 
industry is as important today as it was twenty years ago. Yet surf mags are still struggling.  

This is because most surf mag publishers are still doing the same thing they did twenty years 
ago, while the media world around them has completely transformed. They still churn out a monthly 
magazine, covering a broad range of topics under a generalised surfing theme - only now they do it on 
smaller budgets and less time because there is a website to maintain and at least two social media 
channels to feed. The end result is a print product that contains shallow content skimming over the 
top of a broad swathe of surfing topics. This is exactly what you get on the internet, which offers an 
abundance of shallow content about a broad range of topics with no depth, substance or authority, 
for free. Why would anyone pay for a surf mag when they can get the same content for free on the 
internet? 

Two years ago as Surfing Life staggered into its third decade of publication, I asked myself this 
exact question. My response was the publishing strategy that Surfing Life has employed for the last 
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two years, and is still using today. To solve the problem of how to better reflect this iconic magazine’s 
purpose in the modern era, viably, we looked closely at the deficiencies of digital media and saw the 
coming tsunami of unreliable information, fake news and PR-induced material that would engulf the 
internet and erode trust. Against this backdrop we figured that the humble surf mag had a window of 
opportunity to be an authoritative content platform, which is focused, informed and trusted by its 
readership.  

To do this we elected to reduce the frequency from 12 issues a year to just five issues a year. 
There were several reasons for this, which will be avoided in the interests of brevity. More 
importantly, however, each of these five issues would be based on, and solely dedicated to, one of 
the five pillars of the core surfing experience: surfers, surfboards, waves, travel and technique. The 
rationale is that every serious surfer wants to learn more about these topics. This “more focused and 
more informed” approach enabled us to provide the reader with content that had the substance, 
depth and authority that the internet lacks, and therefore, is worth paying for. It’s an alternative 
publishing paradigm designed to make print relevant and influential in a media landscape increasingly 
dominated by digital clutter. 

There usually is a difference between strategy and execution, and Surfing Life is not excluded. 
While Surfing Life is better off for the uniqueness of its editorial approach, imperfect execution has 
muted the impact. And so, the strategy of topic-based content-specialisation as a means to 
differentiate the traditional printed magazine from its digital disruptors remains open to be fully 
tested. 

 


