
tion this week), a lull. He was on the 
school-run, it emerges, before cycling to 
work. When did this immersion in the 
internet happen?

“Prime Time would go into the air 
and it would disappear,” he says. “You 
do a programme and that's it; it’s over, 
it’s gone. I found Twitter and I started 
talking to people on Twitter [about the 
programme]. So I would start off my day 
by saying: I’m going to interview, say, 
Patrick Neary tonight, anybody have any 
questions?” 

Prime Time more ephemeral than 
Twitter? I wonder. Little says he began 
referencing specific tweets on air before 
realising his audience were “partners”, 
sending him material he found useful. 
“Deep down, they can actually help me 
to get better stories,” he says, in all sin-
cerity. Isn’t there a risk, I ask, of placing 
too much stock in “they”? 

“Twitter’s the place where you can 
get the black swan, the thing you never 
thought existed,” Little says. 

“As long as you’re okay with the noise, 
you will find the nuggets. It’s a question 
of a new form of literacy, that’s what we 
need to be championing. People always 
look at Twitter as a way for journalists 
to be lazy.”

Starting out, Storyful had no market, no 
price-points. “In 2009 and 2010, every-
body was scared silly, they were desper-
ate. Newspapers were desperate to move 
into video, journalists were desperate to 
get a handle on this thing called Twitter, 
which a lot of them couldn’t even say 
without laughing – so I had that on my 
side,” Little says.

It’s hard to reconcile the accounts of 
serial false starts and repeated rebuffings 
by prospective clients with Little himself, 
who is articulate and persuasive. 

“Companies would say: 'So you’re go-
ing to take some 17-year-old kid with an 
iPhone and you’re going to tell me that the 
piece of video they just shot is as good, if 
not better, than what I have?’, and then 
they’d say: 'Well, thank you very much. 
Come back to me when you eventually 
have a real example.’ ”

In 2010, however, ABC News bought 
into it. When they had it, everybody else 
wanted it. Storyful has since proven it can 
give serious newspapers an ability to find 
Syria, but also to post the content that 
generates the income to support warzone 
correspondence. 

It does this by “catching” videos that 
it sees as compelling, capable of making 
money, and licensing them. In passing, 
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“Our emergency teams in the Philippines report an unprecedented level of 
devastation and human suffering.  People have lost everything.  Homes and 
hospitals have been completely destroyed and those who have survived are 
at high risk of infection and disease. We are rapidly increasing our emergency 
response in the hardest-hit areas but we need your help.  Please make an urgent 
donation today. Help our doctors operate.”
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for a day
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infection fighting-
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injured people
€450  Can supply a 
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Storyful has had some rough 
times since it started, but 
founder Mark Little says the 
company is getting ready to 
change the media industry 

Everyone always thinks about  
‘new media’. But it’s just media ‘‘
Siobhán 
Brett

M 
ark Little re-
members when 
he started to 
find broadcast-
ing “artificial”. 
Reporting for 
RTE from south 
Lebanon, he 

watched journalists drinking beers be-
fore putting on flak jackets, standing up 
and repeating to camera what they had 
heard on the phone from bases in Lon-
don or New York. In Afghanistan, he was 
encouraged to grow a beard and put on 
the local headdress before leaving the 
guesthouse he was staying in. He sighs 
at the recollections.

“Really weird,” he says. “Why couldn’t 
I have had something that could tell me 
what everybody was saying around me? 
A sort of dashboard that would say: here 
are the photographs being circulated in 
Kandahar today, here are the conver-
sations.”

It sounds reductive and far-fetched, 
but for the past three years, Little has 
been trying to create that very thing. His 
news agency, Storyful, is “an intelligence 
service, essentially”, in the business of 
tipping off major international news 
organisations and providing them with 
content. When Osama bin Laden was 
killed by the US military in 2011, Storyful 
used satellite photography to locate the 
compound and “talk in” its clients’ cor-
respondents. It now counts the New York 
Times, Bloomberg and the Economist 
among those clients. 

Little left RTE in 2009. An authoritative 
voice as a foreign correspondent and a 
household name due to his years with the 
current affairs show Prime Time, he was 
described as “a veteran” in reports carried 
on the occasion of his departure, almost 
all of which sentimentally described his 
departure as a “year’s leave of absence”. 
It wasn’t.

“There were protests in Iran in June 
2009, which RTE didn’t send me to. That 
was the story I focused on. Iran was the 
one I got really excited about. That was my 
lightbulb moment,” he says. “I couldn’t 
raise finance at RTE; I was out day one 
and that was it.”

Shortly after leaving RTE, Little pre-
sented his business plan (“We knew that 
they knew that we knew it was laugh-
able”) to an incubator by writing on a 
whiteboard in permanent marker. “That’s 
how unprepared I was,” he says with a 
smile. “But once I went out the door, there 
was no way I was going back.”

 ✽ ✽ ✽

Just after half-seven on the Monday 
morning Little and I are due to meet, 
he posts a tweet; a link to a video of 
a band of Russian policemen sing-

ing Daft Punk’s hit single Get Lucky. At  
8.20, he tweets an article derived from a 
TED talk about failure. Five minutes later, 
a report on leadership on NPR. Two min-
utes after that, a report about devastation 
in the Philippines. At 8.35, a Telegraph 
article about John Lennon’s schooldays.

I’m one of 51,000 Twitter followers 
privy to Little’s blend of recommended 
links. After the piece that quoted from 
Lennon’s detention slips (estimated to 
fetch between £2,000 and £3,000 at auc-

Role: founder and chief executive, 
Storyful
 
Age: 45
 
Family: married to RTE producer 
Tara Peterman, three children
 
Lives: Dalkey, Co Dublin
 
Currently reading: Light Years by 
James Salter (“set in beautiful, 
bucolic, upstate New York” 
 – Little’s words, not Salter’s)

Little mentions a clip of an “emotional 
baby” listening to her mother sing, man-
aged by Storyful, which “caught it” at just 
300 views. Last week, it hit 25 million. 

“I call it cake and broccoli,” he says 
of the split between frivolous internet 
hits, sometimes by chance, and serious 
reportage. “It’s like, people want to con-
sume the very hard news, the broccoli, 
but then they want to snack on the cake. 
On Sunday mornings, I’ll read an eight-
page Foreign Affairs essay, and then snack 
on a viral video posted by some friend 
of mine.”

There’s something irritating about the 
word “snack” in this context, but Little 
has a point. “Think of the newspaper 
model,” he says. “You never made money 
out of the Baghdad bureau. You made 
money, in any newspaper, by having 
classifieds that include recipes, movies 
section, listings. That’s what funded your 
Baghdad bureau.

“We spend hours, days, verifying 
videos from a chemical weapons at-
tack in Syria, and in the same room 
there’s another team grabbing that cute 
baby video and making money out of 
it. That’s what marks the transition of 
serious brands like the Guardian and the 
Atlantic – they’ve managed to construct 
this cake-and-broccoli business model.

“Everyone thinks about 'new media’. 
But it’s just media,” he says, on a roll. “I 
don’t read the paper any more, but I do 
read newspapers. We always say if the 
Associate Press or Reuters was built today, 
from scratch, it’d be us. We’re working to 
invent a sustainable model for journalism 
in the age of social media. It’s that simple, 
and that difficult. But it’s not a Satanic 
force that’s changing everything, it’s just 
the same old journalism.”

✽ ✽ ✽

We meet at a coffee place 
near Grand Canal Dock 
which describes itself (on 
Twitter) as a purveyor of 

“coffee, mostly, but also food, tea and 
high fives”. 

3FE, Little’s choice, is the preserve of 
the tablet-tapping classes based in the 
area. They sit at ridged wooden tabletops 
resting on frames made of steel pipes. iP-
ads obscure newspapers; a seven-pocket 
magazine rack is sparsely stocked. Cus-
tomers are thoughtfully dressed, sporting 
collarless shirts, heavy-duty cable knit 
sweaters and brightly coloured acces-
sories. It serves three different coffees, 
three different ways. 

I’m about to ask Little about the aspi-
rational impulses of places like these, the 
note they have to strike – the quality of 
fare, the thoughtful minimalism – to pull 
in the upwardly mobile working in the 
area, flocking with ultra-light computers 
or in twos and threes to discuss ideas. A 
bearded guy stops at our table. 

“Hey, man,” he grins at Little. “Nice 
work with the interview at the Web 
Summit.”After a brief exchange, Little 
turn back to our conversation. “That’s 
why I love this,” he says, pre-empting 
my query about our surroundings. “It’s 
the closest thing to Shoreditch or Palo 
Alto that we have.”

Little sees Storyful as “a story about 
Ireland”. When the company was still 
inchoate, it was the beneficiary of a lot of 
support and goodwill. Now that it’s “scal-
ing”, in his words, circumstances are dif-
ferent.  “We’re all suffering from the same 
problem – you’ve got some real visionaries 
out there, you’ve got state backing, but 
suddenly you’ve got a problem with scale. 
This is one of the biggest, if not the biggest 
problem for an Irish start-up. 

“We’re all suddenly full of the reli-
gion of enterprise, but if a business gets 
big enough to scale, it doesn’t have the 

financial backing, it can’t get the skills. 
We’re sitting 300 yards away from Google 
Docks, attracted by a 12 per cent corpo-
ration tax rate. I’m a few hundred yards 
away from them, and we’re not getting 
that same support if we want to scale.” 

He then apologises for “carping”.

✽ ✽ ✽

Storyful was loosely valued at about 
€30 million during the summer. It 
is due to make a profit for the first 
time this month. Little confirmed 

that there had been a lot of interest in 
investment and in acquisition, but he 
has no interest in losing or subsuming the 
brand at this stage. “Partnership conver-
sations kind of resemble the conversa-
tions you might have about acquisition,” 
he says. (The company has just concluded 
partnerships with Getty Images, Yahoo 
and YouTube.)

“We were in the middle of negotia-
tions which were throwing up all kinds 
of rumours,” he says. “Among them, 
the rumour that the company would be 
bought or sold. 

“There are a number of options open to 
us in the next two, three months. We don’t 
want to be sucked into some big organi-
sation, we want to remain a stand-alone 
business and become a global force.”

Storyful employs 32 people. Expansion 

next year will focus on the development 
of “co-branded product that we can go to 
consumers with”, as Little describes it, 
“in the same way that Reuters features 
on the bottom of a lot of stories”. 

Storyful's investor base is Irish: tech 
millionaire Ray Nolan, Sean O’Sullivan, 
John O’Sullivan, with Bill Liao as a part-
ner. It signed its first Japanese client at 
the start of the month. “We’ll probably 
expand in Hong Kong a little more, and 
definitely expand in New York, but the 
company will stay here, no matter what,” 
Little says. 

Having options must be nice; 2012 was 
tricky for Little and his staff. “Last No-
vember, I was saying: 'Guys, this may not 
work’,” he says. “We really were growing 
way too fast in terms of cost, and revenue 
wasn’t coming in. 

“I had to ask staff to take a pay cut. I 
had to let three or four friends go. It was 
sobering. I don’t fetishise entrepreneur-
ship – it’s a means to an end. This business 
has three more years before it really hits 
its potential.

“I’d say five years,” he revises after a 
brief pause. “I probably have five more 
years running this, and hopefully, at that 
point, it’ll be big enough to run itself. I’d 
love to get up and say: ‘Ireland produced 
a company that not just made money, 
but changed an industry.’ That would be 
extra-special and extra-sweet.”

Think of the 
newspaper 
model. You 
never made 
money out of 
the Baghdad 
bureau. 
You made 
money, 
in any 
newspaper, 
by having 
classifieds 
that include 
recipes, 
movies 
section, 
listings. 
That’s what 
funded your 
Baghdad 
bureau
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