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Note to Instructors & Facilitators

Teaching Purpose

This case is designed to surface the tension between institutional legacy and commercial
survival in an emerging-market media context. It is deliberately open-ended. There is no single
correct answer. The richest discussions will emerge when participants grapple with trade-offs
rather than seeking optimal solutions.

Learning Objectives

Analyze how governance failures accelerate institutional decline in founder-led
organizations

Evaluate the strategic options available to a cash-constrained media company in a
digitally disrupted market

Apply frameworks — Porter's Five Forces, BCG matrix, SWOT, Blue Ocean Strategy —
to the African media context

Develop stakeholder management and turnaround leadership competencies
Interrogate the tension between editorial mission and commercial viability

Understand the structural dynamics of Uganda's media ecosystem and sub-Saharan
Africa's digital transition

Recommended Audience

MBA and Executive Education participants (Strategy, Leadership, Media Management
courses)

Board members and C-suite executives undergoing leadership development

Investors and fund managers evaluating media, technology, and emerging-market
assets

Journalists and media entrepreneurs building sustainable business models

Suggested Session Length

90-minute seminar (with 30-minute pre-read)
Extended: 3-hour workshop format with stakeholder role-play exercise

Discussion Questions

Discussion questions appear at the end of this case. Instructors may distribute them in advance
or use them to structure the live session.
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Executive Summary

The Observer — Uganda's most respected independent weekly newspaper — finds itself at a
moment of existential crisis in 2025. Founded in 2004 by a coalition of experienced journalists
who left the Monitor newspaper following its acquisition by Kenya's Nation Media Group, The
Observer built a two-decade reputation as Uganda's definitive paper of record: non-partisan,
credible, and fearless. It won international recognition, produced an award-winning investigative
unit, and at its peak distributed 20,000 copies weekly.

Today, that peak feels distant. Print circulation has collapsed to fewer than 4,000 copies —
some internal estimates put it closer to 3,000. The paper carries significant debt, its offices have
been ransacked twice, key members of leadership have faced state persecution, and its
founding CEO died in the publication's second year. By late 2025, management is actively
seeking buyers, valuing the brand at approximately UGX 1 billion (~USD 270,000 at prevailing
rates), while simultaneously trying to keep the paper alive week by week.

This is not merely a story about one newspaper. It is a case study in what happens when a
mission-driven institution fails to build the organizational infrastructure — governance systems,
financial discipline, digital capabilities, and succession pipelines — needed to survive disruption.
The Observer's journey offers profound lessons for leaders across sectors: about the fragility of
founder-driven organizations, the dangers of managing a business with a journalist's mindset
alone, and the challenge of executing strategic transformation when resources are thin and
options are narrowing.

The Central Strategic Question

Given The Observer's deteriorating financial position, eroding circulation, leadership
dysfunction, and the intensely competitive Ugandan media landscape, what transformation
strategy — if any — can restore the organization's viability? And who should lead it?




The Ugandan Media Landscape: Industry Context and
Competitive Dynamics

1.1 Overview of Uganda's Media Sector

Uganda's media environment is one of the most vibrant and contested in East Africa. A
population of approximately 48 million — young, increasingly connected, and multilingual —
consumes news through a rapidly diversifying mix of channels. The Uganda Communications
Commission (UCC) oversees a sector that includes over 300 licensed radio stations, more than
30 television stations, several dozen online news portals, and a declining but still active print
media segment.

The sector operates under conditions of structural tension: high public appetite for independent
journalism coexists with documented government pressure, self-censorship, and the blunt
instrument of legal prosecution. The 2016 and 2021 general elections were accompanied by
internet shutdowns that disrupted digital media distribution. The legal framework, including
provisions on 'promotion of sectarianism' under the Penal Code Act, has been used to charge
journalists — including former Observer reporters — in what press freedom organizations
characterize as politically motivated prosecutions.

Against this backdrop, the economics of media are shifting faster than most incumbents can
adapt. Digital penetration, while still below 50% nationally, is growing rapidly, particularly among
urban youth. Mobile internet — delivered via telecoms including MTN Uganda, Airtel, and others
— has become the primary access point for digital content consumption. Facebook, WhatsApp,
YouTube, TikTok, and X (formerly Twitter) command enormous daily usage, fundamentally
altering the media consumption habits of the audience that newspapers historically served.

1.2 Competitive Landscape: Porter's Five Forces

A structured competitive analysis reveals why The Observer's strategic position is precarious.

Force Intensity Key Dynamics
Threat of New VERY HIGH Near-zero capital requirements for digital news outlets;
Entrants individual creators with smartphones and social media

accounts compete directly with legacy media houses.
Regulatory barriers are low online.

Bargaining Power of MODERATE Journalists retain individual brand value and can defect

Suppliers to competing outlets or go independent. Printing

presses (outsourced by Observer) command pricing
leverage over cash-constrained customers.

Bargaining Power of VERY HIGH Readers have essentially unlimited free news

Buyers alternatives. Advertisers have migrated to digital
platforms offering superior targeting, reach, and

measurability. Print advertising rates have collapsed.

Threat of Substitutes CRITICAL Social media platforms, YouTube channels, and
independent digital journalists provide real-time news




at zero marginal cost to the consumer. TikTok and
podcasts are capturing younger audiences entirely.

Competitive Rivalry

INTENSE

Vision Group (government-affiliated), NMG's Daily
Monitor, Next Media Group, and dozens of online-only
outlets compete for the same diminishing pool of print

advertising and digital attention.

Instructor Note — Five Forces Application

Invite participants to rate the overall industry attractiveness. The consensus is typically
'structurally unattractive." The productive tension then becomes: why does anyone remain?
What non-economic or mission-driven logic sustains legacy media? Is that sustainable?

1.3 The Key Players: Competitive Benchmarking

Understanding The Observer's competitive context requires familiarity with the major players in
Uganda's media ecosystem.

Organization

Ownership

Strengths

Weaknesses

Monitor brand

Vision Group Govt. Multi-platform Distribution, TV Political alignment
(NSSF/State) dominance, limits credibility
resources
Nation Media Publicly listed, Multi-platform Pan-African scale, Corporate culture,
Group (NMG) Kenya HQ capital, Daily risk aversion

Next Media Private Ugandan | TV & digital-first Youth audience, Depth of reporting
(NBS) strong digital
presence

The Observer Private / Weekly print + Brand credibility, Cash-starved,

Independent digital investigative legacy | governance crisis
Kasuku & Individual Social media / Agility, low cost, No institutional
Independent YouTube loyal audiences depth, unverified
Creators

1.4 The Macro Environment: PESTLE Analysis

Political

Technological

» State pressure on independent media .
through legal prosecution and
revenue denial

Mobile internet penetration growing at

12% annually

Social media platforms dominate

content discovery




Presidential influence over major
advertiser spending decisions

Internet shutdowns during sensitive
political periods

Economic

Social

Weak formal advertising market
(GDP per capita ~USD 850)

Inflation and currency depreciation
eroding print economics

Limited access to credit for media
companies

Median age below 18; youth
audiences are digital-native

High trust deficit in media broadly;
independent outlets retain relative
credibility

Rising civic consciousness post-2021
elections

Legal

Al-driven content creation beginning
to threaten traditional journalism jobs

Restrictive provisions in the
Computer Misuse Act and Penal
Code weaponized against press

No robust shield laws protecting
journalists' sources

Proposed data governance laws
create compliance uncertainty for
digital media

Environmental

Paper costs rising globally with
supply chain pressures

Distribution logistics remain
challenging outside Kampala




The Observer: Institutional History and Trajectory

2.1 Origins: The Journalism-First Founding

In 1992, a group of journalists at the Weekly Topic — among them Kevin Aliro Ogen, born in
1964 and a Makerere University graduate who had previously taught at Namilyango College —
made a collective decision to bet on themselves. The result was the Monitor newspaper, which
would grow to become one of East Africa's most credible broadsheets before being acquired by
Kenya's Nation Media Group (NMG).

The NMG acquisition, while commercially logical, ruptured the founding ethos. New
management imported from Nairobi changed the culture, leadership structures, and editorial
direction. Kevin Aliro, one of the Monitor's central architects, was eased into early retirement —
a moment that would prove generative rather than terminal.

On March 25, 2004, Aliro convened ten colleagues — including James Tumusiime, Pius
Muteekani Katunzi, and Ssemujju Ibrahim Nganda — and launched The Weekly Observer. The
founding mission was explicit: a non-partisan paper of record grounded in credibility, integrity,
and intellectual depth. A paper that would 'give voice to the voiceless.' In a media landscape
where state-aligned outlets dominated and commercial pressures distorted editorial
independence, this was a meaningful differentiation.

Founding Architecture — A Governance Note

The founding team was composed almost entirely of journalists. While this ensured editorial
excellence, it embedded a structural weakness from day one: the organization lacked
experienced general management, financial acumen, and board-level strategic oversight. This
is not uncommon in mission-driven startups — but it is frequently fatal in competitive,
capital-intensive industries.

2.2 The Loss of the Founder

A year after launch — before the organization had established stable operations, built its
management team, or secured long-term financing — Kevin Aliro succumbed to a short iliness.
His death destabilized the nascent organization precisely when founder-level conviction and
vision were most needed.

James Tumusiime stepped into the leadership vacuum. The Observer survived — testament to
the resilience of its founding team and the genuine market appetite for independent journalism.
But the absence of deliberate succession planning, and the difficulty of replacing a charismatic
founder mid-trajectory, imposed costs that would compound over time.

2.3 The Growth Phase

Under Tumusiime's stewardship, The Observer achieved significant growth. Circulation
expanded to a peak of 20,000 copies per publication. The paper transitioned from weekly to
tri-weekly publication — a substantial operational and logistical undertaking. In 2007, The
Observer's journalism was recognized by CNN and Multichoice with the African Journalist of the
Year award. The paper earned recognition as Uganda's most gender-sensitive newspaper and
established itself as the publication that Uganda's political, business, and civil society elite read
for credible analysis.




In 2015, The Observer launched 'The Watchdog' — an investigative journalism center
deliberately structured to receive philanthropic funding, insulating reporters from commercial
and political pressure. This was a sophisticated institutional response to the structural problem
of funding investigative journalism in a politically constrained environment.

Yet beneath the editorial success, structural vulnerabilities were accumulating. Management
was overwhelmingly constituted by journalists managing on intuition rather than trained
administrators. Revenue was not being converted into strategic capital expenditure: The
Observer never acquired its own office premises. It never invested in a printing press. Cash
flowed in, but it did not flow into the institutional infrastructure that would compound its
competitive position.

The Founder's Trap

Research across founder-led organizations globally identifies a recurring pattern: founders
who are domain experts (in this case, journalism) often resist building the complementary
management infrastructure that would institutionalize their vision. The result is an organization
whose excellence is personal and fragile, rather than systemic and resilient. When the
founders age, burn out, or depart, the organization loses capabilities it never actually built.

2.4 State Pressure and Resilience Under Adversity

The Observer's pursuit of independent journalism was not without consequence. The paper's
journalists faced direct state-sponsored pressure. Ssemujju lbrahim Nganda — a founding
member who later became a Member of Parliament — faced legal charges including 'promoting
sectarianism,' a provision that human rights organizations have characterized as a tool of
political suppression. James Tumusiime similarly faced legal jeopardy.

More dramatically, The Observer's offices were vandalized in targeted break-ins in both 2016
and 2017. Equipment was stolen. Physical infrastructure was damaged. These were not
opportunistic crimes; they bore the hallmarks of coordinated attempts to disrupt the
organization's operations. That The Observer survived and continued publishing is a testament
to institutional resilience — but the episodes also consumed management attention, financial
resources, and organizational energy that could not be recovered.




The Current Crisis: Diagnosis and Anatomy

3.1 The Revenue Collapse

The digital disruption that transformed media economics globally hit Uganda's print media with
particular severity. Advertising — historically the economic foundation of print journalism —
migrated first to digital platforms with superior targeting capabilities, then increasingly to social
media platforms where Ugandan advertisers found cost-efficient access to urban, educated
audiences.

Print circulation, The Observer's core revenue driver, experienced a structural collapse. From a
peak of 20,000 copies per edition, the paper's circulation declined to fewer than 4,000 — with
some internal estimates placing the figure closer to 3,000. This is not a cyclical dip; it represents
an 80-85% reduction in the paper's primary distribution metric. At a publication frequency that
generates limited advertising premium and modest cover price revenue, the economics are
deeply stressed.

Metric Peak (c. 2010-2015) 2025 Estimate
Weekly Print Circulation ~20,000 copies ~3,000—4,000 copies
Publication Frequency Tri-weekly Weekly
Print Advertising Market Share Significant Marginal
Brand Valuation N/A (pre-crisis) ~UGX 1 billion (~USD 270K)
Ownership of Premises None (rented) None (rented)
Printing Press Ownership None (outsourced) None (outsourced)

3.2 The Governance Crisis

Compounding the revenue crisis is a leadership crisis. The CEO has reportedly experienced
severe burnout — an occupational hazard for leaders who have managed institutional stress,
legal pressure, and operational strain over a sustained period. Reports of the CEO being absent
at critical junctures of the financial period (‘going AWOL') suggest that leadership continuity
cannot be assumed.

Fraud incidents — documented in the organization's history — indicate that financial controls
were inadequate during periods of relative prosperity. When an organization generates revenue
but lacks the governance infrastructure to deploy it strategically, the revenue is consumed
without compounding. The Observer generated what appears to have been meaningful revenue
during its growth phase; it has little to show for it in terms of owned assets, technology
platforms, or accumulated capital.

The board, to the extent it functions, has not demonstrably intervened in the management crisis
with either a governance response (replacing leadership) or a strategic response (authorizing a
transformation agenda with the resources to execute it). This is a governance failure of the first
order.




3.3 The Competitive Encirclement

Even if The Observer resolved its financial and governance crises overnight, the competitive
environment it would re-enter is dramatically more difficult than the one in which it was founded.
The rise of digital-native Ugandan media — Next Media's NBS TV, Nile Post, Chimp Reports,
PML Daily, and dozens of others — has created a fractured, competitive, low-margin digital
news market.

More disruptively, individual content creators operating on TikTok, YouTube, and Instagram have
demonstrated the ability to build audiences that rival or exceed traditional media outlets at a
fraction of the cost. Figures such as 'Kasuku' — a social media personality and commentary
brand — have built substantial, loyal audiences that consume news-adjacent content in formats
that traditional newspapers cannot easily replicate.

These creators operate with near-zero fixed costs, infinite geographic reach, and real-time
publishing capabilities. They are not burdened by printing costs, distribution logistics, editorial
compliance departments, or the overhead of a professional newsroom. This is not a temporary
phenomenon — it is a structural realignment of the media value chain.

The Incumbent's Dilemma

Clayton Christensen's disruption framework is directly applicable here. The Observer's
incumbent capabilities — editorial standards, institutional credibility, long-form investigative
capacity — are precisely the capabilities that disruptive entrants do not need to serve the
mass-market segment that drives volume. The Observer is being disrupted from below while
resource-constrained from above.




Strategic Options: A Framework for Analysis

4.1 The Option Space

The Observer faces a constrained but non-trivial set of strategic options. Each carries distinct
risk profiles, resource requirements, and implications for the organization's mission. Leaders
evaluating these options must be explicit about the criteria they are optimizing for: institutional
survival, editorial mission preservation, financial return, or some combination.

Option A: Managed Wind-Down and Asset Disposal

The most uncomfortable option — but one that responsible governance requires consideration
of — is an orderly wind-down. The brand is valued at approximately UGX 1 billion. The
Observer's digital archive, editorial talent relationships, and brand equity have residual value
that could be realized through structured disposal.

Advantages Risks & Costs

* Limits further cash burn * Permanent loss of Uganda's leading

« Recovers some value for creditors independent voice

+ Brand value depreciates rapidly once
wind-down is announced

* Allows talent to transition on
reasonable terms

* Reputational cost to founders and
leadership

» Staff displacement and talent loss

+ Ends the governance crisis
definitively

Option B: Strategic Acquisition / Merger

A negotiated sale or merger — with a values-aligned acquirer — could inject the capital and
management capability needed to transform The Observer while preserving its editorial identity.
The challenge is that 2025 is 'the worst possible time to sell a newspaper.' Potential acquirers
understand the structural challenges and will discount aggressively.

To attract serious buyers, The Observer must first execute a credible 'repackaging’ —
demonstrating growth in digital traffic, stabilizing the management team, and articulating a
compelling forward-looking strategy that the acquirer can execute. This requires near-term
investment in a turnaround before the sale process, which requires capital the organization does
not currently possess.

Potential acquirer profiles include: pan-African media groups seeking Ugandan footprint (though
NMG already has Daily Monitor); philanthropic media investors focused on independent
journalism sustainability; Ugandan business conglomerates seeking media influence; and
diaspora-led investment vehicles with ideological alignment to independent media.

Option C: Digital-First Transformation




The strategic logic of a digital pivot is clear: The Observer's core asset is not its printing
infrastructure (it owns none) but its brand credibility, editorial network, and 20-year archive of
credible journalism. These assets are directly transferable to a digital platform.

Internationally, the digital-first transition has succeeded for some legacy media institutions —
The Atlantic, The Guardian, The Daily Maverick in South Africa — but has required sustained
investment, top-tier digital talent, and a multi-year transition horizon during which legacy
revenues continue to decline while digital revenues scale slowly. The Observer lacks the capital
reserves to absorb that transition cost.

Revenue Models to Explore Execution Requirements

» Reader-supported subscriptions *  Minimum 18-month runway capital
(membership model) (est. UGX 500M—800M)

* Philanthropy and journalism grants » Digital product leadership capability
(building on The Watchdog model) (currently absent)

» Sponsored investigative journalism * Audience analytics and SEO
(donor-funded issue-based reporting) infrastructure

* Events and conferences * New governance structure with
(Observer-branded forums) non-journalist board members

+ Content licensing to regional and * Replacement or supported CEO
international outlets leadership

* B2B media services » Creditor negotiation and debt
(communications, content, media restructuring
training)

Option D: The Hybrid Holding Model

A fourth option — less commonly discussed but strategically interesting — involves restructuring
The Observer as a holding entity: a platform that licenses the brand to a digitally-native
operating entity, while monetizing The Watchdog investigative unit separately through grant
funding, and potentially licensing the brand for events, publications, and training programs.

This model separates the legacy liability (print operations, debt) from the brand asset (credibility,
network, archive), allowing each component to be managed according to its own economics. It
requires sophisticated restructuring capability and legal advice — again, resources the
organization currently lacks.

The Strategic Paradox

Every viable option requires capital that The Observer does not have. This is the defining
constraint. The organization cannot sell at an attractive price without first investing in a
turnaround. It cannot execute a digital transformation without runway capital. It cannot attract
talent without competitive compensation. Breaking this cycle requires either external capital
(investor, grant, acquirer) or a creditor-supported restructuring. The governance dimension —
whether current leadership can execute any of these options — must be addressed first.




Leadership and Governance: The Enabling Constraint

5.1 The Governance Failure Pattern

Organizations in crisis frequently suffer from two simultaneous failures: a strategic failure (the
wrong direction) and a governance failure (inadequate oversight of management). The Observer
appears to exhibit both. The governance failure — inadequate board oversight, insufficient
financial controls, inability to address CEO burnout and leadership continuity — has arguably
been the more consequential of the two.

Had The Observer's board instituted appropriate governance during the growth phase —
diversifying leadership beyond journalists, mandating financial reserves, building succession
pipelines, and investing capital expenditure in owned assets — the organization would be facing
the digital disruption from a position of significantly greater strength.

5.2 Burnout and Organizational Resilience

The CEO burnout reported at The Observer is not an individual failure. It is a systemic one.
Leaders who absorb cumulative institutional stress — financial strain, legal jeopardy, physical
security threats, competitive pressure — without adequate organizational support structures will
eventually reach their capacity limits. This is predictable. Organizations that do not build
succession depth and leadership development pipelines are choosing, implicitly, to concentrate
existential risk in individual human beings.

The reported pattern of the CEO 'going AWOL at different points in the financial period' suggests
a leadership crisis that is beyond individual coaching or support. A responsible board response
would be to evaluate whether current management has the capacity to execute any of the
strategic options outlined above, and whether transition — either through a CEO succession or
the appointment of a Chief Restructuring Officer — is required.

5.3 What Effective Leadership Looks Like at This Juncture

The leadership requirements for The Observer in 2025 are distinct from the leadership that built
it. The founding generation was defined by editorial courage, journalistic excellence, and
mission conviction. These qualities remain necessary but are no longer sufficient. The
organization's next phase — whether transformation, acquisition, or wind-down — requires a
different competency profile.

What Built The Observer (2004—-2020) What The Observer Needs Now (2025-)

Editorial vision and journalistic excellence

Financial restructuring and capital raising
capability

Mission-driven conviction

Pragmatic trade-off management

Institutional network in civil society

Commercial and investor relationship
management

Resilience under state pressure

Crisis leadership and organizational turnaround

Journalist-led culture

Hybrid editorial-commercial culture
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Comparative Cases: Learning from Global and African
Media Transformations

6.1 The Daily Maverick (South Africa) — A Blueprint for Digital
Independence

Founded in 2009 in Johannesburg, The Daily Maverick offers the most instructive analogue for
The Observer. A digitally-native South African news outlet that has achieved financial
sustainability through a combination of reader-supported membership (its 'Maverick Insider'
program), philanthropic grants for investigative journalism, and a events revenue model. By
2023, The Daily Maverick was profitable and had expanded its investigative unit significantly.

The critical difference: The Daily Maverick was digital-native from inception, and its leadership
included both editorial and commercial expertise from the outset. It did not need to unwind a
legacy print business while simultaneously building a digital one. For The Observer, the
Maverick model is aspirationally correct but executionally demanding given the legacy liability
the organization carries.

6.2 The Guardian (UK) — Endowment as a Sustainability Model

The Guardian operates under the Scott Trust, a structure designed to protect editorial
independence by insulating the publication from short-term commercial pressures. Sustained
losses through the 2010s were absorbed by the Trust before digital revenues stabilized. The
structural lesson for The Observer: without an institutional buffer — whether a trust, endowment,
or anchor funder — independent media organizations are perpetually vulnerable to the revenue
volatility that threatens their mission.

6.3 The Monitor (Uganda, pre-NMG) — The Acquisition Cautionary
Tale

The Observer's own institutional DNA includes a cautionary tale about acquisition. The Monitor
— co-founded by several of The Observer's founders — was acquired by NMG in a transaction
that, while financially rational, displaced the founding leadership and fundamentally altered the
editorial culture. The Observer's founders left NMG rather than continue under external
ownership. This history is directly relevant to any evaluation of an acquisition strategy: what
guarantees can any acquirer provide that would preserve the editorial mission that distinguishes
The Observer from its competitors?




Financial Analysis Framework

7.1 Indicative Economics of Print vs. Digital

While detailed financial statements for The Observer are not publicly available, the case
provides sufficient data to construct an indicative economic model. This is intentionally
approximate — participants should stress-test the assumptions rather than treat these as
definitive.

Revenue/Cost Component Print Model (2025) Digital-First (lllustrative)
Primary Revenue Driver Print advertising + Cover Subscriptions + Grants +
price Events
Weekly Circulation Revenue ~UGX 3,000 x 3,500 N/A (digital access)
copies = ~UGX 10.5M
Advertising Revenue Declining significantly Programmatic + branded
content
Print/Production Costs High (outsourced, rising) Eliminated or near-zero
Distribution Costs Significant (logistics) Near-zero (digital delivery)
Platform Investment Required Minimal (existing model) UGX 500M-800M (Year
1-2)
Breakeven Timeline Already past breakeven 18-36 months under
point optimal conditions

7.2 Valuation Considerations for a Potential Acquirer

Management has placed a UGX 1 billion valuation (~USD 270,000 at prevailing rates) on The
Observer brand. For a potential acquirer, this valuation warrants scrutiny across several
dimensions. The brand equity — while genuine — is not independently monetizable without the
editorial team, relationships, and operational infrastructure. A buyer is acquiring a distressed
asset with genuine but contingent value.

A sophisticated acquirer would likely conduct a due diligence assessment structured around: the
quality and retainability of the editorial team; the digital audience metrics (traffic, engagement,
subscriber trajectory); the debt profile and creditor landscape; the legal liability exposure; and
the regulatory environment. Given current conditions, the UGX 1 billion ask is optimistic unless
accompanied by a credible forward-looking business plan with demonstrated digital traction.




Stakeholder Analysis

Any strategic decision The Observer makes will require navigating a complex stakeholder
landscape. Leaders should map stakeholder interests before committing to a course of action.

Stakeholder

Editorial Staff

Primary Interest

Job security, mission

Potential Role

Champions of

Risk if Ignored

Talent exodus

safety

scale achieved

integrity transformation; risk of accelerates decline
defection
Creditors Debt recovery Must consent to any Forced liquidation
restructuring

Founding Mission + legacy + Champions or blockers Mission drift or
Shareholders financial return of acquisition governance deadlock
Current CEO / Survival, legacy, Critical for transition or Leadership vacuum at
Management reputation handover critical moment
Readers / Access to independent Potential subscribers / Loss of public trust
Audience journalism supporters permanently
Advertisers Reach, efficiency, brand | Revenue anchor if digital Revenue gap widens

without digital proof

Philanthropic

Press freedom,

Capital for The

Funding goes to

Funders democracy support Watchdog model competitors with better
governance

Ugandan Civil Independent Advocates for the Erosion of democratic

Society accountability journalism institution information

infrastructure




Discussion Questions

Section A: Strategic Analysis

1.

Using the Porter's Five Forces framework, assess the long-term structural attractiveness
of Uganda's media industry. Is independent journalism a viable business, or is it
fundamentally a public good that requires non-commercial funding models?

Apply the BCG Growth-Share Matrix to The Observer's portfolio of activities (print
newspaper, digital site, The Watchdog investigative unit). How should resources be
allocated across these business units given the current constraints?

Which of the four strategic options outlined in this case (managed wind-down,
acquisition, digital-first transformation, hybrid holding model) would you recommend, and
why? What conditions would need to be true for your recommendation to succeed?

The case notes that the Observer 'never acquired its own office premises or printing
press.' From a strategic finance perspective, was this a rational capital allocation
decision or a governance failure? What does it reveal about the organization's financial
management culture?

Section B: Leadership and Governance

5.

If you were an independent board member of The Observer, what three governance
interventions would you prioritize in the next 90 days? How would you handle the CEO
burnout situation?

The Observer was founded and led by journalists. Research consistently shows that
domain expertise and general management expertise are distinct competency sets. How
should the organization's founders balance preserving the culture that built the institution
with importing the management capability needed to transform it?

Design a succession plan for the CEO position. What profile of leader does The
Observer need for the 2025-2028 period? Where would you recruit from, and what
would the compensation structure look like given the organization's financial constraints?

Section C: The Mission-Commerce Tension

8.

10.

The Observer's credibility is its most valuable asset — and that credibility is rooted in
editorial independence. How do you protect editorial independence while pursuing the
commercial partnerships, acquisitions, and investor relationships needed to fund
transformation?

Compare The Observer's situation to that of public interest journalism organizations
globally (e.g., The Guardian, ProPublica, The Daily Maverick). What governance
structures and funding models have proven most effective at sustaining editorial
independence over the long term? Are these models replicable in the Ugandan context?

One participant in a prior seminar argued: 'The Observer has already served its purpose.
Uganda has other independent media now. Let it close honorably and redistribute its
talent.' Respond to this argument. Under what conditions, if any, would you agree?




Section D: Investor and Acquirer Perspective

11. You are a media investor considering acquiring The Observer for UGX 1 billion. Design
your due diligence process. What would be your deal-breakers? What conditions would
you attach to any offer?

12. The Observer's management is 'seeking buyers.' What does The Observer need to do in
the next 6 months to maximize its attractiveness to serious acquirers? Prioritize your list
of pre-sale investments and operational improvements.

13. A philanthropic foundation focused on press freedom in Africa has approached The
Observer about a grant-funded partnership to sustain The Watchdog investigative unit.
What governance conditions would you require before accepting this funding? How do
you prevent mission drift toward the funder's agenda?




Structured Role-Play Exercise: The Observer Board
Crisis Session

This exercise is designed for groups of 5-8 participants. Each participant takes a role and
advocates from that perspective during a simulated board meeting. The scenario: It is October
2025. The Observer's board has convened an emergency session to decide between three final
options: (A) accept a below-valuation acquisition offer from a regional media group; (B) approve
a 24-month digital transformation plan requiring UGX 600M in bridge financing; or (C) begin an

orderly wind-down. Creditors are pressing for resolution within 60 days.

Role

Chair of the Board

Stakeholder Type

Independent, non-executive

Core Position to Argue

Facilitate. Push for consensus. Protect
institutional credibility.

Founding
Shareholder

Journalist-founder, minority stake

Resist any acquisition that compromises
editorial independence.

Lead Creditor

Commercial bank representative

Demand concrete repayment plan.
Skeptical of 24-month transformation.

Chief Restructuring
Officer

Hired specialist, no prior
affiliation

Advocate for wind-down or rapid sale.
Financial discipline above all.

Philanthropic
Funder

Press freedom organization

Offer bridge capital conditioned on
governance reform and editorial
independence clauses.

Editor-in-Chief

Senior journalist, no equity

Fight for the newsroom. Oppose
wind-down. Skeptical of acquirer motives.

Potential Acquirer
Rep

Regional media group executive

Sell the acquisition. Promise autonomy.
Negotiate down the price.

Facilitators should allow 40-50 minutes for the role-play and 20—-30 minutes for debrief. Key
debrief questions: Whose interests were hardest to reconcile? What governance mechanisms
would have prevented this crisis from occurring? What did the exercise reveal about the limits of

consensus-based decision-making in organizational crises?




Strategic Frameworks Summary Reference

The following frameworks have direct applicability to The Observer case. Participants should be
prepared to deploy them analytically rather than decoratively — frameworks are diagnostic

tools, not conclusions.

Framework

Porter's Five Forces

Application to The Observer

Industry attractiveness assessment

Key Question It Answers

Is this a viable industry to
compete in?

BCG Growth-Share
Matrix

Portfolio allocation across print, digital,
investigative unit

Where should resources flow?

Christensen's
Disruption Theory

Understanding the digital/social media
threat

Why is the incumbent losing?

McKinsey 7-S Model

Diagnosing organizational alignment
failures

Why can't the org execute its
strategy?

Kotter's 8-Step Change
Model

Sequencing the transformation agenda

How do you lead change in a
crisis?

Blue Ocean Strategy

Identifying uncontested digital journalism
markets

Where can The Observer
compete without fighting
incumbents?

Stakeholder Theory
(Freeman)

Mapping and balancing competing
interests

Whose interests must be
satisfied for survival?

DCF / Distressed Asset
Valuation

Stress-testing the UGX 1B brand
valuation

What is the organization
actually worth to a buyer?




Appendix: Key Dates and Institutional Milestones

Year Milestone

1964 Kevin Aliro Ogen born. Graduates from Makerere University; teaches at Namilyango
College.

1992 Kevin Aliro and colleagues leave the Weekly Topic to co-found the Monitor newspaper.

C. Monitor acquired by Nation Media Group (NMG). Kevin Aliro and colleagues displaced

2000-2003 from leadership.

March 25, The Weekly Observer (now The Observer) founded by ten former Monitor journalists,

2004 led by Kevin Aliro, James Tumusiime, and Pius Muteekani Katunzi.

2005 Kevin Aliro dies following a short illness. James Tumusiime assumes leadership.

Paper survives.
2007 The Observer's journalist wins CNN Multichoice African Journalist of the Year award.
Paper earns recognition as Uganda's most gender-sensitive newspaper.

C. Growth phase: circulation peaks at ~20,000 copies. Paper expands to tri-weekly

2008-2014 publication.

2015 The Watchdog investigative journalism centre launched. James Tumusiime faces legal
charges.

2016-2017 Observer offices ransacked in targeted break-ins. Equipment stolen. Physical

infrastructure damaged.

2016—presen Circulation declines from peak. Digital and social media competition intensifies.

t

2025 Circulation estimated at fewer than 4,000 (possibly ~3,000). Management seeks

buyers. Brand valued at ~UGX 1 billion. CEO burnout and leadership challenges

reported.

About This Case

This case study was prepared for educational purposes. It is based on publicly available
information and documentation provided to the case researcher. It is intended to serve as the
basis for classroom discussion rather than to illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of a
management situation. Financial projections and market data are illustrative and should not be
relied upon for investment decision-making. The case author thanks the management and staff
of The Observer for their openness in contributing to this educational resource.
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