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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m joined by Mike Williams, editor-in-chief at 
NME, the UK’s most-read music brand. Mike joined the magazine in 2010 as 
features editor, before becoming editor in 2012. He oversaw their relaunch as a 
free publication in 2015, with the first issue breaking their record for the 
highest circulation at over 300,000 copies. They have 12 million unique users 
online and a social media reach of 140 million. In 2016, his work in 
transforming the brand was recognised by the British Society of Magazine 
Editors, who awarded him their editor of the year.  
 
Mike, thank you for joining me.  
Thank you.  
 
Mike, people assume being editor of NME means hanging around with 
glamorous rock stars day and night. Are they right?  
To an extent, I guess.  
 
How glamorous is it, out of 10? 
It depends whether we’re counting my life right now, when I have to get up about 
four o’clock every morning as my almost two-year-old wakes me up and kind of 
somewhat makes my life a little less glamorous and less rock starry, or whether 
we’re talking about kind pre- having a child and being able to stay out late or all 
night. 
 
Let’s do pre and post, then. At its most glamorous, what was that like? 
I would award it maybe like, nine out of 10 on my scale.  
 
Wow, that’s pretty glam.  
And I guess I’m giving it nine, to give the context of probably about four or five now.  
 



	
	

	 2	

So what’s a typical week, then? Are you just hanging out with celebs? Talk us 
through the process. I imagine it’s a combination of both the less glamorous 
with the glamorous. 
The honest truth is, it’s 2017, and therefore my team is a hell of a lot smaller than it 
was, not just when I first became editor but obviously when I first joined NME, and 
therefore there’s a little bit less time to be out gallivanting with rock stars during the 
daytime, because there’s loads more work to do these days than there was 
previously, and loads less people to do it. So not to pop the bubble instantly at the 
beginning of the podcast, but a normal day isn’t spent chasing Pete Doherty around 
the NME office, because there’s so much work to do and everyone’s got to chip in. 
So I’m not excluded from that, and I’ve got a hell of a lot work to do. But obviously 
not just me, but everybody that works on NME gets invited to lots of cool things. 
Some of those things happen in the daytime, so the most recent thing I went to was 
to go to a cool hotel venue in Soho where Paul McCartney introduced this film he’s 
made where he’s trying to convince everybody in the world to be vegan for a day, 
because that’s going to save the planet.  
 
Good on him.  
Good on Paul. Paul’s always there with a nice righteous message, so he’s not 
changed. And that’s one of those weird things were you get an invite, turn up and 
assume that it won’t be very glamorous because it’s one o’clock in the afternoon on 
a Wednesday or something, and then you look around and you’re like, “Oh, right – 
there’s Vivienne Westwood and Joanna Lumley, and this guy that’s telling me about 
how he’s just been to the screening of Paddington 2 is Chris Evans,” and you’re like, 
“Oh, okay, well, Paul McCartney can still bring the stars in.” So there’s always 
something that everybody in the office is invited to, and whether that’s cool gigs 
every night, parties or press events during the day, it’s got to be balanced out with 
the fact that no one is doing your work when you’re at these things. So there’s tons 
of stuff to do, but it’s definitely a job where you get to sort of muck about as much as 
you have to muck in.  
 
Let’s do this by going through your career, then. How did you join NME as 
features editor? What did you do before and how did you get the job? What 
was your initial job before you became editor? 
Okay, so I grew up as a massive film geek. I was majorly into films, and music, to 
me, was a major obsession, but it was about informing who I was and my identity 
rather than… you know, I never, ever imagined that I would work in music or in 
journalism at all. What I imagined, as maybe a grandiose sense of self-worth, is I 
would become the youngest ever recipient of a Best Director Oscar. Because I would 
study film at university and therefore – as everyone who studies film at university 
does, obviously – become a Hollywood film director. And I would then direct such an 
incredible body of work that I would be lauded all around the world. Sadly that didn’t 
happen, but I did go to university and study film, and while I was there I realised, by 
doing various different modules, that I was actually better at writing than I was at 
directing. I don’t have a particularly steady hand, which wasn’t great for camera 
work. 
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Are you still a dab hand with the iPhone though? Because they’ve got those 
image stabilisers now.  
Yes, I’m not bad. I’m not bad.  
 
You can have a few too many coffees and still shoot straight.  
Exactly. So I found that I was better at writing. And then when I left university with my 
very useful film degree, I moved to Cardiff, and I had ambitions to write then. 
Because I’m a Welsh speaker, and I thought by moving to the capital of Wales, I 
would obviously then – you’ll see a theme here, where I obviously assume 
something’s going to happen which then doesn’t. 
 
We all make assumptions along the way, none of which pan out.  
I assumed that I would then arrive in Cardiff and would be given this incredible job in 
the media, because I was a Welsh speaker with a degree in film, and then realised 
that nearly everyone in Cardiff was a Welsh speaker with some kind of media 
degree, and therefore I was right at the back of the queue. So I met a couple of 
people in Cardiff via various friends who were… I’m quite fussy about who I work 
with generally, and met these two guys who I just thought were really talented and 
brilliant, and loads of good ideas, and we decided that we’d do some sort of creative 
project together. And they were both graphic designers, and I had ambitions to be a 
writer. So we ended up, I think we thought through a few different ideas of stuff we 
could do, and then we settled on the idea that we’d make our own magazine that 
we’d do initially for like three or four issues, and use it as a kind of sexy, glorified CV, 
because people would obviously see this great magazine and then want to give us 
jobs. And through a combination of no one offering us a job after seeing the issues, 
us really, really enjoying it and thinking it was a great thing to do ourselves, and then 
getting a little bit of media attention for the magazine, we just ended up dedicating in 
the next six years of our lives to making this independent magazine, that was initially 
in Cardiff, then we took it to Bristol and London, and then we ended up making it 
nationwide, and we got lots of attention.  
 
What was the magazine?  
It was a news magazine called Kruger, which was, I guess, maybe the precursor to 
the free NME in the sense that it was a free magazine that we pumped all of our own 
cash into, and therefore lived a kind of pauper’s life in Cardiff while buzzing around 
and going to gigs for free because we had this great magazine. 
 
Sounds quite cool, actually. You don’t need money if you can get in the door 
for free.  
Yes, it was good.  
 
And presumably you can get backstage afterwards to interview the 
performers.  
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Well, exactly. So it was a cool thing to do.  
 
I’d rather do that and not have any money.  
Yes, it was great, and we got lots of attention for it, and we spun it off into a website 
and a promotions company. So we were putting lots of gigs on, and then we started 
like a download label, like a digital label, at a time when that wasn’t really very done. 
 
Quite entrepreneurial.  
Yes, we were. But that word tends to lend itself to people who are good with 
business plans and balancing their books, whereas we were very bad at all of those 
things, and therefore at the point where we realised that we were haemorrhaging 
cash left right and centre, we decided that we had better call it a day. But fortunately 
for me, just before that happened, there was an awards ceremony called the Record 
of the Day Awards, which was a music industry awards ceremony. And at that, I was 
awarded the editor of the year for Kruger, and the person who came second, the 
runner up, was the then editor of NME.  
 
So you beat him or her.  
Yes, I did. But I’m not sure that person really noticed that had happened. But to me, 
it gave me an ‘in’ where I knew that we were going to close our magazine down and I 
could email the editor of NME and say, “Oh, hi – I’m that guy who beat you. Why 
don’t you have a meeting with me, because I’ve got a great idea for you.” And after 
quite a lot back and forth I managed to get some time in her diary. And we met up 
and had a beer and caught up and got on very well. She said, “So, what’s this great 
idea?” I said, “Well, my great idea is, the next time you have a vacancy at NME you 
should give me the job because I’m about to close my magazine down.” And that 
was my idea. So I thought it hadn’t gone down that well, and then a couple of weeks 
later they called me and said, “Our features editor has left. Would you like to come in 
and do two weeks covering the features desk?” And I did those two weeks, and I’m 
still kind of in those two weeks now. So I never left. 
 
That’s a long two weeks.  
Yes, it’s seven years. So I basically did two weeks there, interviewed for the feature 
editor job, got that, six months later they made me the deputy editor, and about a 
year after that they made me the editor. And then went through our big brand 
transformation, which I led. They sort of recognised that I was now kind of running 
the brand from a print, digital, events and all perspective, and therefore changed my 
job title to editor-in-chief. So that’s what I am now. 
 
I mean, that’s quite a lot of responsibility. What was it like to be made editor? I 
imagine it’s not like the Freemasons, is it, where you’re lowered into a grave 
and you have to have one breast exposed and all that nonsense. But there 
must have been a moment when you thought, “Wow, I’m the editor of NME!”  
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Yes! I mean, I couldn’t say yes fast enough. I wasn’t even really sure what they’d 
offered me because I said yes so quickly! I didn’t want to say what I would usually 
say to something, which is, “That sounds great, thank you very much. Let me take 
some time to think about it.” I just said yes straight away because I was worried that I 
would go home and then the next day come in and say, “Oh, I’ve thought about it, 
and…” “Oh, there’s been a terrible mistake. We meant to call the other guy.” 
 
Where were you emotionally at that moment? Did you feel a kind of sense of 
responsibility and ambition, or was it just pure elation, or was it a mixture of 
the two? What was the primary emotional note?  
Huge, huge pride. Because I grew up reading NME and a huge part of my identity 
was in the music that I discovered through NME. When I did one day in the office, on 
the first day that I freelanced there for that two weeks covering the features desk, I 
went home that day thinking, “I’ve just worked at NME and no one can ever take that 
away from me.” And that’s how I felt about doing one day as a freelancer. So when I 
got the opportunity to become the editor, professionally I don’t think that I’ve ever 
had a prouder moment. I don’t think I ever will have a prouder moment, because 
everything that I’ve achieved since then has been built upon becoming the editor, 
and all of those things that I feel incredibly proud of in terms of achievement and that 
I can look at and say, “I did well there,” great, that’s amazing, and I feel elated to 
think about them, but the swell, the actual physical and emotional feeling of walking 
out of my then boss’s office thinking that I’ve just been offered the ultimate job, and 
I’ve just said yes, and I’m about to leave the building, phone my girlfriend – who’s 
now my wife – and pretend to her that I didn’t get it, so then I can say, “Only joking, I 
did!”  
 
That’s evil! You absolute rogue! 
I just felt like I needed to make a joke because I couldn’t… I didn’t know how to deal 
with it. It was just too much and I just felt like… it was unbelievable.  
 
I can see it on your face and hear it in your voice, you’ve still got an immense 
sense of pride even now, and deservedly so.  
Absolutely. Every single day I walk from Liverpool Street station to the NME office, 
which is behind the Tate Modern. So every single day I walk over Southwark Bridge, 
and every single day I see the blue fin building, where NME’s headquarters are, and 
still think, “Okay, yes. This is amazing. I work for NME.” And I’m not even thinking, 
“Oh, this is amazing, I’m the editor of NME,” I’m just thinking, “I work for NME, and 
this is great.” And I think I’ll be pretty gutted, the first day that I walk over Southwark 
Bridge and don’t think, “This is great, I work for NME,” because it still keeps me 
enthused, the fact that I am fully aware that it’s a dream job for a hell of a lot of 
people who don’t get to do that. The fact that it’s a dream job for me, and I get to do 
that, and I get to not only work there but actually be the boss there, is an amazing 
feeling. It’s a great magazine, it’s a great brand, and I’ve been in love with it for a 
long time and I know that a lot of people have been in love with it for a long time, and 
I’m never going to take for granted the fact that a hell of a lot of people would give a 
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hell of a lot to do my job for one day. So why would I be in any way not elated to do it 
every day?  
 
What was top of your To Do list when you accepted the position? Was it 
already becoming clear that it had to become a freesheet? 
Yes and no. It was abundantly clear that I was inheriting a brand that had issues 
and… 
 
Challenges. 
Big challenges. I mean, NME had been trying to do the same thing over and over 
and trying to service an audience that had moved on, and was really living in the 
past, and thinking that the future – and this is by no means the fault of anyone who’s 
working editorially, this was just the fact that we existed in an environment where the 
way to win was to try and claw back every single paid print customer that you could. 
The reality was that there was a… you know, there’s a graph, whether it’s a real one 
or one that you can imagine right now, when you look at the peak of NME’s sales 
ever, and you’re looking at 250,000-300,000. The fact that TV listings magazines sell 
millions, it was always kind of niche anyway. And all you can see is a decline, and 
that decline is only going to go one way. And that’s not anything to do with the sort of 
influence or the stature of the brand, it’s to do with the changing habits of the 
audience. NME has always, in its entire 65 year history, been a youth brand, and in 
order to survive – and therefore that’s why I don’t blame anyone who worked on it 
previously – because it had to do what it had to do to keep the doors open. It had to 
try and retain readers, and therefore the demographic changed from being a young 
demographic to being an older one, and therefore it meant that the decisions that 
were being made around who you could put on the cover, what kind of environment 
you were creating, needed to, on the one hand pretend to be a youth brand speaking 
to 18- to 30-year-olds, but on the other hand really trying to talk to that 45-year-old 
who bought it 20 years ago.  
 
Like me.  
Yes.  
 
I emerge from Leicester Square tube station at 7.30am every weekday, and 
once a week NME is put in front of me by someone, and I take it. And of 
course, I read it when I was in my 20s, and I read it now.  
So in NME’s history there are probably two identifiable periods that people think of 
as its great successes. One of them being the late ‘70s, when punk was dominant, 
so ‘77 kind of era, and one being the mid ‘90s when Britpop was dominant, so ’94, 
‘95. And what we’re doing now is what the guys then were doing, which is being 
completely not in any way in thrall to our past and being interested in what is relevant 
right now instead of trying to say we’re going to try and live in a more comfortable, 
safer environment where we can say, “Don’t worry if you don’t really get the music 
now because we’re going to give you a warm hug and let you pretend that it’s 10, 15 
years ago.” It matters to us to be relevant and agenda setting now, and when we’re 
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defined by an idea of what NME used to be rather than what NME is, should be and 
can be, then we’re not doing our job properly. So the idea that NME would right now 
be championing something from the past because it’s better than what is relevant 
now, is never going to happen again. What we are is very proud of our own history, 
and therefore when we’re surfacing things from the past it’s showing the uniqueness 
of what we have, which is 65 years of history, but a huge relevance and a massive 
audience right now.  
 
So how do you do that? Because as you were saying that, I was thinking of 
when New Labour rebranded and John Prescott used to say, “Traditional 
values in a modern setting.” You’ve got to respect the heritage and the 
strength of the brand and be familiar, but also if you’re just going on about 
stuff that happened years ago, then there’s no point reading it.  
Yes. It’s done through doing what NME has always stood for, which is discovery. So 
it means that if we can use our past to help you discover something, we’ll do that, 
because we’re in a unique position where we are relevant now in the same way 
someone like Buzzfeed or Vice is relevant now, but we have a history that is unique 
to us that no one else who is a modern youth brand has. And therefore, if we can go 
into our archive and help you discover something new by showing you something 
from the past, well, brilliant. But if we don’t need to do that, if we’re just championing 
the fact that here are 10 brilliant new artists that you need to be across, or here’s the 
best new film that’s coming out, if we can just use the trust that we’ve garnered 
maybe across 65 years, because you know our history, or maybe just from six 
months ago because you’d never heard of us until you came across our Instagram 
stories, you know, however we get somebody interested in what we’re doing, we are 
there to help them discover new things that are going to… you know, whether it’s like 
what NME did to me, which has changed my life through the music that I discovered 
in the pages, or whether it’s just turn someone on for that one day because they’ve 
got something new to listen to in their headphones, that’s what we’re here to do is 
discover, and therefore as long as we’re constantly reminding ourselves that that’s 
kind of a responsibility that we have, then we’re always going to stay current and 
relevant.  
 
Because not only have you shifted the demographic, given that it’s now free, 
because as you said, they’re slightly older, they’re working, they’re people that 
are our age, but also the way that we interact with music and the way that we 
access it has changed. So for example, I haven’t bought a CD or a DVD in 
years. I watch films at the cinema, but I also stream on Netflix and use iPlayer. 
I really do love new music but I just go straight on to Spotify, so the whole way 
of actually experiencing this, I go to a lot more live gigs than I used to do. So 
has that lifestyle change of your readers affected how you put the magazine 
together and what you focus on? 
Yes. I mean, the main shift that happened demographically was that our print 
readership became young again, like our digital readership. So we can look across 
all of our platforms and we can see that we’re not… no one’s out there pretending 
that we’re talking to young people any more. We can see from all the events that we 
put on that our audience is a young, excited, switched on audience, and that’s great. 
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And the main thing that we did when we did our big brand transformation, obviously 
the headline news was that NME had gone free, because the magazine is the most 
visible and most famous part of the brand. That’s not changed. It sets the agenda of 
what we talk about and the brand quite a lot. But as far as we were concerned 
internally, that was the media story – but really what we’ve done internally was make 
our brand digital first. The whole team is set up to work on the website rather than on 
the magazine, like we commission things from a digital first basis, we publish things 
in a digital first way. And that was like the mechanical shift that we did. But we also 
had like a sort of philosophical shift, which sounds a bit naff, but we call it ‘audience 
first’, which is making decisions about what we do and how we do it, where we 
publish it, and when we publish it based on audience need. So rather than us sitting 
in an ivory tower, completely disconnected apart from looking at what our weekly 
sales figure is, we can constantly discuss things with the audience, constantly get 
feedback through social media, and actually see what people are into. So the fact 
that the website and the magazine have a very shared audience these days, if we’re 
writing about an artist and lots of people want to read about that artist on the 
website, well, that’s a pretty good steer that that person would be a pretty good fit to 
put on the cover of the magazine, you know? And we try and make sure that we’ve 
removed any barrier between what we do and how we publish it and what we publish 
with the audience, so that there’s nothing there. Whether that’s just like a £2.50 
charge for a magazine, or whether that’s like entering into one of our events, or 
whether that’s access to our best content on any platform, we try and remove all the 
barriers so that we can have a direct conversation with anyone in the audience, 
regardless of how they interact with us. So if your only experience of NME is that you 
like watching our Facebook Live broadcasts, we’re just as happy to have you as part 
of our gang as we are if you get the magazine every single Friday. We’ve created 
this kind of multifaceted, sort of like tentacled world, so that everyone can be 
involved. Because I think that’s the greatest shift that we’ve made with the new NME 
versus the old one, is that we managed to create an amazing reputation for 
ourselves through being a really credible and exiting environment for music.  
 
It’s an iconic brand. I mean, that is beyond dispute.  
Absolutely, and we did that through really super serving mega music fans, and 
people who were in bands or wanted to be in bands. And as I said, even its highest 
selling, NME was a niche magazine. Because if TV Times is selling like 20 million 
copies an NME is selling 200,000, it’s still kind of niche.  
 
TV Times! There’s a blast from the past. What are the touch points in terms of 
a typical experience of an NME reader? You mentioned Facebook Live, 
Instagram, Twitter, the paper-based, the actual physical magazine. I imagine if 
you live in Scarborough or you live in Coatbridge in Scotland, that you’re not 
going to get a physical copy so it is purely online. And also, how you 
monetising it? Because Instagram presumably aren’t writing you a cheque, 
Facebook presumably would take all the money. So do you use those as 
signposts to the monetised content? Is it advertising on the website and 
branded events? 
Yes.  
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There’s a lot of questions there, isn’t there?  
There is, but I’ll answer them all. So the biggest change was, we’d built up the 
credibility in the brand by really, I guess, feeling slightly exclusive. So if the audience 
that we were serving years and years ago before the multiple choice of the Internet 
and the whole world being available to them was like a balloon in a room, not taken 
up very much space, but like everything around it… like, people knew what NME 
was but maybe it didn’t interact with it and therefore thought, “Oh, yeah – I’ve heard 
of NME, it’s that cool music brand.” But the people who we were really making our 
content for, the people who were influencing them, they were all over everything we 
did. And as the world changed and people less people needed one specific brand, 
because they could find 50 different ones who could serve different parts of what 
they needed, NME kept, over and over, trying to still engage this small balloon of 
people, while everyone else was still thinking, “Oh, yeah – NME is that cool music 
brand, but I don’t really interact with it.” These guys didn’t really want to interact with 
us any more either because they had a whole world of other things they could do. 
And the big transformation which has taken us into having all these platforms was 
that, instead of trying to please this small group of people, we’ve taken it and said 
everyone can have it. So all the people who maybe were like, well, NME is 
something I used to read when I was a kid and I don’t need any more because I’ve 
got all of this, it doesn’t matter any more, because it doesn’t matter if they were a 
reader or not. Because what we’ve said is, the whole world can have it now. And all 
the people who were thinking, “Oh, that’s that cool thing that I’ve sort of heard of,” 
now they’ve got it wherever they want it, and therefore they’ve got a really positive 
experience of basically Facebook Live or Instagram or Twitter or a magazine that 
they can be handed, or a website that is giving them like 50, 100 news stories every 
day about everything that they’re interested in. So, yes, you may you may not be 
able to get a copy of NME in a sort of far out, Outer Hebridean island – we are 
actually pretty blanket across the UK with the print product so you probably can get it 
fairly close to you. – but it’s become less important that everybody can get hold of 
the magazine every week.  
 
Because presumably all of the printed content is actually online anyway.  
All of it is. I mean, the print environment is still something that people are into, 
obviously, because being able to stick a magazine in the pocket… we try and make 
sure the front covers are as eye catching and iconic as possible, and there is 
something to be said about… you know, successful magazine brands have always 
had that thing where it says something about you. If you’re holding a copy of it, if 
you’re reading it, if it’s in your bag, if it’s in your hand. Whether that’s a copy of The 
Face or GQ or Marie Claire or Vogue or whatever. NME has always been one of 
those ‘fashion’ titles in a sense that, I don’t mean we’re writing about fashion, fashion 
in the sense that like, you hold it and… 
 
It makes you cool.  
“I’m an NME reader.” So the magazine is very important, and to talent it’s incredibly 
important. Because in planning meetings across the music industry, across the 
world, people aren’t necessarily saying, “We should set this campaign up with the 
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goal of appearing on the home page of a website.” They say, “The goal here is to 
appear on the front cover of NME.” And therefore the magazine is still incredibly 
important to us, and it sets the tone of what we’re doing. But it doesn’t matter, as I 
said, if you don’t even know that we’ve got a magazine you can still be part of the 
gang because we’ve got so many different ways that we can share our amazing 
content, out amazing recommendations with you. And it’s very liberating to know 
that, while we might have 300,000 people reading the magazine, well, we’ve got 12 
million people on the website, and a reach of like, 140 million people across social 
media. And you look at that and say, “Well, there’s a heartbeat to this and there’s an 
identity to this, and there’s a DNA that we have that is absolutely embedded in this 
magazine.” And we’re incredibly proud of the history of that, and we’re incredibly 
proud every single week when that magazine hits the streets. But it’s this small piece 
that is like, beating, it’s this heart that’s beating, but where that resonates… you 
know, the ability to hit so many people with the three letters – NME – is far beyond 
anything that we could ever do before just as a magazine. I mean, when you sit and 
think about like what 140 million people looks like, people who are actually being like 
hit with NME content, NME messaging. Well, to get your head around that… I came 
into NME when 20,000 people were by the magazine. It’s quite a mind-bender really.  
 
It’s incredible. What are the revenue streams, then? Because in the old days 
the newsagent would keep 60p, then the distributor would get a bit, and you’d 
be left with something, and it would be quite obvious. Whereas now, I would 
imagine, you’ve got online advertising, co-branded events… in terms of the 
actual deposits into the NME bank account, where do they come from? 
Well, we’re a completely ad-funded business now.  
 
So there’s no paywall, you don’t get five articles free and then you have to 
register.  
No. We’ve removed every barrier possible between our content and the audience, so 
that’s not just that we don’t have a paywall on the website, we don’t make you pay 
for our magazine. We don’t. The vast majority of the events that we run, we don’t 
make you pay to come to them. The only event where you have to buy a ticket is the 
NME Awards at Brixton Academy every year. We sell tickets for the balcony for a 
limited amount of people. Every other event, and we’re currently running about 30 
events a year, every other event we do is free entry. We want to make sure that as 
many people as possible can connect with what we’re doing. And it’s an ad-funded 
model, which means that yes, we sell what you consider to be traditional advertising, 
so whether that is… 
 
There’s no shame in that.  
Yes, of course. So that’s still bread and butter, so whether that’s a page in a 
magazine or a pre-roll before a video…  
 
Or both.  
Yes, or both.  
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Banners on the website.  
Yes, absolutely. We sell all that stuff. But that is traditional old school advertising. It 
makes a certain amount of money. And where we are successful, and our other 
great success story as well, is every single part of the business from an audience 
perspective is in growth. The big success story is the creative media revenues, 
which is partnerships essentially, which is now, given the relevance and the agenda-
setting kind of identity of the brand again, everybody wants to work with us. So we’ve 
got the ability to work with huge global brands and create partnerships with them, so 
people like Google and Apple and Adidas, people like that, we work with them on a 
deep level where we will partner with them and create content with them. It’s known 
as creative media or sort of like partnership content, and we do that really well. And 
that is the backbone… if the magazine is like the heartbeat of the brand, the way that 
we monetise via these deep partnerships with these incredibly huge global brands, 
that’s the backbone of it, because that’s what props up completely. Because it’s our 
ability to do a huge project with someone like VO5 or Google, well, that’s a big deal, 
and they are huge brands in their own right, and for them to want to work with us is 
brilliant. But for us to be able to deliver a big events or big content pieces with them 
is, you know, that works for them, it works for us, and in a way, from a business 
perspective, that’s what NME model is, that via removing all the barriers to the 
content and via like investing in a digital first approach, that we’re able to connect 
brands with our vast audience at huge scale, and that’s what we’re able to do. And 
because we are very… you know, it’s very important to us that we have an 
authenticity to our editorial, it means that we’re not creating content that isn’t 
audience first. Nothing we would do with one of our partner brands would be 
anything that we wouldn’t want to do as an editorial piece anyway, so the fact is 
we’re able to create things that the audience cares about, usually event-led, and 
work with somebody to get their messages across at the same time. So it’s it works 
for everybody because it allows us to create amazing content and allows the brands 
to connect with the audience. 
 
What’s the procedure for choosing the cover star? 
Sometimes via a lot of in-office debate! But generally, there’s a kind of semi-
traditional method to it in a way, which is artists may have changed the way they 
work quite a lot over the years but they still have release dates, they still have tours, 
they still have press agents, publicists, who champion them at certain times and 
grant access at certain times and not at other times, so we are, without a doubt part 
of the PR cycle. I mean, that’s a given. But yes, we base it on who we think is going 
to excite the audience, who we think is going to create good PR value for us, 
because big stars interviewed by NME is a big story for other media, which is great. 
It is a great validation of what we did when we first went free and were able to 
reconnect with that like, big A-list star again, based on the fact that we’re going to 
have this content hitting so many people. It was great validation, seeing the media 
pickup of everything that we do again is now talked about. So if we have someone 
on our cover, that becomes multiple news stories across other media outlets, 
because NME talking to Rihanna or Coldplay or whoever it may be, generates news 
in itself.  
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It’s great PR for you as well.  
Yes, exactly. So we tend to try and strike a balance between things that you would 
expect us to do, and you would think that the majority of people who would see the 
front cover would know who it was, and we create an environment where we do that 
enough times so that at the point where we say, “We’re going to now just put 
someone new that you definitely haven’t heard of, but that you’re going to trust that 
you need to hear, because last week there was a huge star on the cover, this week 
we’re telling you that this person is going to be a big deal.” So we continue that 
voyage of discovery, but wrapped around saying, right, well it can be like Liam 
Gallagher this week, but next week is going to be Princess Nokia. And you all know 
who Liam is, some of you will know Princess Nokia, but give it six months and you all 
are going to know because we’re telling you she really matters.  
 
But you also lead the news sometimes. You did an interview with Jeremy 
Corbyn where he made his famous pledge to pay off student debts. How did it 
feel to be at the centre of a political storm? 
Oh, awesome! That’s like, editorially, that’s the thing I’m most proud of all of the 
editorial things that I’ve achieved at NME, is actually positively influencing the 
general election and really being a big contributor to what people have called the 
Youth Quake, which is this engagement, or re-engagement, of young people with 
politics. There was a predicted Tory landslide and a very cynical snap election 
called, and a general acceptance that basically the Labour Party weren’t just going to 
be beaten in the election, they were actually going to be beaten down completely 
into submission and potentially unravel.  
 
So instead of ‘It was the Sun wot won it’ it was ‘It was NME wot lost it’ for 
them. 
Well, our newspaper actually ran a story that started with ‘It was the NME wot won 
it’, and then sort of with the caveat that actually, not won it, but helped deliver a 
completely unexpected result. And I just felt like there was a huge amount of 
momentum behind Jeremy Corbyn.  
 
If you’ll forgive the pun.  
He had captured the imagination of young people in a way that no politician had in a 
hell of a long time. And we already decided that we were going to really go for it on 
this election, as soon as the snap election was called. I mean, we did a cover 
encouraging people to register to vote straight away, and we knew from talking to the 
audience that it wasn’t just that their interests were wider in the music in the sense of 
like TV and film, or just like, you know, Stranger Things, or Game of Thrones or 
whatever, it was also that they were very socially switched on and very politically 
switched on, but they didn’t feel any kind of like party political affiliation. It was just 
that they felt like, you know, maybe the world needed to change a little bit and that 
maybe these politicians weren’t the people to do it. And when we saw there was 
opportunity to engage them in it, and then we saw that there was a huge support for 
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Corbyn. It just felt like the obvious and natural thing to do. I always felt like I would 
run the election campaign in three stages, which would be, stage one would be to 
kind of make everyone aware of what it was, just so that… just don’t think this isn’t 
important. And the second part would be to kind of make everyone aware of what 
everybody stood for. So, “There’s an election,” is part one, “Here the people you can 
vote for,” part two, and at some point, whether it was like a month before or a day 
before, it was like, any media outlet with a political voice worth its salt at some point 
is going to say, “Here’s part three now, which is here’s who you should probably vote 
for.” And we did that just through saying there was not any other politician active 
right now in the UK, and there probably hasn’t been for many years, who would find 
themselves on the cover of the NME. And the fact that it was a 68-year-old vegan 
who wears sandals and comfortable slack, you know? There’s nothing sexy about 
Jeremy Corbyn, and therefore incredibly cool because he is so uncool.  
 
Unless you’re Diane Abbott a couple of decades ago.  
Well, he felt like a beacon of hope for a bunch of young people completely 
disengaged with party politics. And we put him on the cover with the word ‘hope’, in 
his own words, written across his chest. And it was very influential. And I was very 
pleased that we had a massive, massive amount of media pick up of our coverage. 
And I was pleased that, via that, I got to be a part of the sort of voice and face of that 
and got to appear on the news and various other media quite a lot and get… 
 
Was there a good bounce for NME in terms of like, did it increase the 
readership? Did you see a spike in terms of the website touch points, 
circulation etc.?  
Yes. I mean, in terms of like, as a digital campaign, the videos that we made with 
Jeremy Corbyn were incredibly successful. There was a piece that I did with him 
backstage at Glastonbury where we made a bit of a joke of the fact that we were 
obviously in the countryside, and en route to Glastonbury, had he felt the urge to run 
through any fields of wheat, and he gave me a pretty witty response that obviously 
mocked Theresa May, and that video itself did like 2.4 million views. 
 
I watched it myself. To be honest, that whole fields of wheat thing was so lame. 
You know, whoever advised her should have said, “I did steal some money 
from a bank once,” or something with a bit of punch.  
I know. And he’s got the confidence and charisma to be able to mock it and come 
out of it looking pretty good. And yes, it was great. I mean, of all the things that we 
have done over the last couple of years to actually massively highlight how we’ve 
evolved and how we’ve become super relevant and influential again, that is not just 
the thing that I’m most proud of editorially, but it is without a doubt the thing that 
made everybody realise that like we were like an absolute major player again, and 
that we could positively influence the incredibly powerful and influential young 
audience that we’ve got, and they went and voted and changed the course of politics 
in the UK for, well, forever. Because like the landscape that we have now with the 
disarray the government is in, the fact that like, still, with the bookmakers right now, 
even though the election happened in June, right now Jeremy Corbyn is still the 
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favourite with all the bookmakers to be the next prime minister. You know, that 
shows that shift that’s happened in politics, and the shift that’s happened at 
Westminster, and how the instability has all come from the fact that the predicted 
landslide did not happen, that the crushing of everybody else did not happen, and 
that was because, while the young people of Britain did not win that election, they 
caused the biggest upset… in footballing terms, they may not have won the game 
but they certainly caused a hell of a scare that made everybody sit up and notice. 
And I’m very proud of mine, and more importantly, NME’s contribution to that, 
because you get that sort of chance once in a lifetime. And thank God that my 
bosses have enough faith in what we do and how we do it. You know, you could 
have a much more jittery company who might stand in the way of that and say, 
“Aren’t we meant to be talking about music?” 
 
Gigs and stuff.  
Yes. And my bosses believe that, and backed it, and knew that sometimes there is 
stuff that’s more important. While we all want to know that Liam Gallagher had 
someone peeling potatoes on stage with him last night, sometimes helping people 
towards the point where… it’s like, this stuff can soundtrack the revolution, but we’ve 
got to instigate it first, you know? 
 
Clearly, NME is the best it’s ever been in terms of the metrics and the impact 
that it has, and the influence, as we’ve just discussed, but does it not bother 
you when ex-NME writers sneer at what it’s like now, and say it’s not like their 
glory days, when it was quite self-consciously intellectual? 
It doesn’t bother me in the slightest.  
 
I knew you’d say that!  
It can often entertain me. Other times I find it completely irrelevant. I’ve yet to see 
any criticism from an ex-NME writer that’s given me a sleepless night, because as a 
very famous and influential and important brand magazine that has lasted for 65 
years, is absolutely one of those titles that always will have a ‘it was back in my day’ 
association. And that’s also from the audience as well. And I think sometimes, in the 
current NME, the support we have from our bosses, the scale that we operate at, the 
people that we have the opportunity to work with, I think that sometimes a bit of 
jealousy that that wasn’t available and wasn’t happening when the people who were 
being critical were working on the title. And then when you to the people a little bit 
further back, I think that they should maybe spend a little time in the archives 
sometime and remind themselves that what they wrote wasn’t as golden as they 
thought it was! And NME is a brilliant title, and it has been for most of the time that 
it’s existed. And I’m not bothered by criticism from sort of former writers.  
 
Duffers. 
Yes, of course. Because it doesn’t make me lose any respect for them and what they 
did, because they contributed to what is… without their contribution we wouldn’t be 
doing what we do now. I feel like that got kind of criticism from the old guard 



	
	

	 15	

definitely manifested itself, and was at its peak, at the point where we were making 
the transition into the new NME. And I think there was a bit of fear there, and I think 
that’s understandable. One of my ex-colleagues once said to me, “You can leave 
NME but you never really leave NME.” And I think that’s really true, and I think that 
you’ve got to look at it like this: if you’ve got somebody who spent the 70s or 80s 
writing for NME, bleeding for NME, giving it their total heart and soul, and they see a 
news story that makes them think that that thing that I love, that thing that I care 
about so deeply, is going to change in a negative way. And they come out and want 
to talk about that and are critical, and that’s understandable. More power to them. 
And hopefully, like the fact that the majority of that criticism has totally died down is 
either they got bored of moaning about it or they realised that we’ve done something 
positive and not something negative. My PA, who’s just recently left NME, is an 
amazing person called Karen Walter, and there have been 13 editors of NME, and 
she was the PA for nine of them, so she’s been at NME for an incredibly long time. 
She’s only just retired.  
 
I was going to ask if you were the one that sacked her!  
No, no, no! She’s the absolute, proper, the real heartbeat of NME.  
 
The establishment.  
When I’d got the final green light that we were going to do what we were going to do 
to the magazine and change the way that were working, for those same reasons, I 
was nervous about… I went to tell Karen first, because Karen had lived more NME 
than anybody else. And I was nervous about telling her, like, “I wonder what Karen’s 
going to think of it?” So I sat down with her and said, “Okay, I’ve got such massive 
news to tell you,” and talked through what we were going to do. And I was a little bit 
like, “Okay, what’s she going to say?” And she was just like, “This is the best thing 
ever, because we’re going to get to connect with young people again.” And all I ever 
wanted was just for NME just to be talking to young people and making them excited 
about music. And at different times it’s done that, and at different times it hasn’t. And 
this is the best thing ever, because it’s going to be relevant.  
 
Wow. It’s like that moment in Rocky II there Adrian says, “I want you to win,” 
from her hospital bed.  
Similar! Except I didn’t shout, “KARRRENNNNN!”  
 
Well, let me ask you the Morrissey question because NME has famously had a 
love-hate relationship with Morrissey for sort of 35 years now. I thought the on 
again, off again Ross/Rachel thing in Friends was a bit repetitive! But do you 
think he’ll speak to you again or do you think actually that he’s largely 
irrelevant to your readers now? 
Well, I think that… if NME and Morrissey had no history whatsoever, if Morrissey and 
NME weren’t so sort of entangled in the way that they are, if you’re asking me, “So, 
Morrissey has got a new album out. Is he going to be on the cover of NME?” I would 
say, “Possibly, but definitely not any kind of slam dunk.” And it would be one of those 
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people where we would probably talk about him in the office, and we would debate 
whether we felt that he was relevant to our audience, and we might come up with 
thinking, “Oh, yeah – the guy was in The Smiths, which is one of the greatest bands 
of all time. But maybe now isn’t the time to stick him on the cover.” Given the history, 
and given the fact that in the 80s, I’m sure you know, NME was nicknamed the New 
Moz Express because he was on the cover so often. And given that history, then you 
would say, “Well, of course. He’s part of history, of course we should put him on the 
cover.” And then you go into the second part the history, which is, “But we’ve fallen 
out with him quite a few times, so maybe not.” And I’d say that maybe right now, both 
from his perspective and ours, it maybe isn’t the right time – but I certainly don’t have 
any personal reason not to put him on the cover. But I’m not sure that he’s really up 
for talking to people anyway, because he… for whatever reason, he often gets 
himself into trouble when he talks to anyone, not just us, so we’re not the only 
publication who have had issues and fall-outs with him. 
 
Last couple of questions, then. Which star has been the best interview for you 
so far? When have you been most star struck? And also, which ones have 
been a nightmare? 
For me personally?  
 
Yes.  
Okay, well, interviewing Jeremy Corbyn was very interesting because it was the first 
time I’d ever interviewed a politician, and it was quite illuminating in the way that your 
challenge is to break down the stock answer that you’re being… they start a 
sentence and you’re like, “You’ve definitely said that 50 times.”  
 
Messaging strategy.  
Absolutely. And that’s why I think Corbyn resonates with people, because once you 
break down that, you feel that he’s being honest and he’s actually answering you as 
a human. And I find that like quite interesting, but obviously I wouldn’t say that like, 
you don’t meet Jeremy Corbyn and therefore are like, hugely star struck.  
 
What about music?  
I was just thinking, when I was a teenager and I was an NME obsessive, the band 
that I was most obsessed with was Blur. And I had this amazing opportunity – I can’t 
remember if I was features editor, or…  
 
You didn’t end up making cheese or something, did you?  
I didn’t! But Alex James did make me a cup of tea though, and I did wonder whether 
he would offer me a piece of cheese with it.  
 
And did he?  
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He didn’t. Not even a biscuit! But I did get this opportunity, they were coming back to 
do one of those big Hyde Park shows and I got to like the big comeback interview. 
And that was kind of amazing in that I’ve loved Blur all my life, and Damon Albarn 
was like, a mega massive hero of mine, and I was massively star struck arriving. But 
you know, I kind of got used to that sort of thing so it didn’t really bother me. But the 
thing that made it like most memorable, and the thing that, when I think about 
interviews that I’ve done, and when I have that moment where you’re like, actual 
spine-tingling, was that I’d done… 
 
Because in the one sense you don’t want to meet your heroes, do you? 
Because what happens if they turn out to be horrendous?  
Yes, totally. And I’d done the interview, and it wasn’t particularly… Damon and 
Graham were like, a little bit… they wanted to talk about the show, and I was trying 
to push them into other directions about their relationship and things, and it was a 
good interview, but it wasn’t amazing. It was like, fun to kind of go outside and like, 
hang out with them when the dictophone wasn’t on, because they were a lot more 
open and stuff . But when I came back, Damon was stood outside, and I stood 
outside chatting to him like off the record, and when we came back in – because we 
were doing it in the rehearsal space – and it was just before they had that comeback 
single, they hadn’t released a track in years, and they brought out that tune, Under 
the Westway, which is amazing and like, instantly in their top 10 tunes ever. And we 
walked back into the rehearsal space, and Damon just sort of says to the other guys, 
“Should we do it?” And I was like, “Cool, they’re going to let me listen to them 
rehearse.” And I sat down on the sofa in their rehearsal space, and they started 
playing this song. And I was like, “I don’t recognise this, and I know all of Blur’s 
tunes.” And I was like, “Oh, my God, they’re going to play a new song.” And I sat 
there and listened, and outside of those guys rehearsing it, no one had heard it, and 
I got to listen to them playing this tune, and I was like the only audience – well, there 
was me and the PR there. And as I was listening to them, they were like, 30 seconds 
in, and I looked at the PR and she looked back at me, like, “Yes, this is new, and I 
didn’t know they were going to do that, and I’m not sure I’m comfortable with you 
hearing it actually.” So it was amazing. It was a proper moment where you’re just 
like, “How would the 14-year-old me feel about the fact that I’m not just in a room 
with Blur, but…  
 
I think the 35-year-old you would be pretty made up with that.  
Exactly.  
 
I know discretion is the better part of valour, but could you name names in 
terms of any nightmares you’ve had? 
Not really. I mean, the thing about the sort of super famous ones, that they’re all sort 
of… everyone’s kind of nice really. You know when you hear things like Dave Grohl 
and Chris Martin and stuff about they are super nice blokes… 
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Dave Grohl goes in my club. I see him all the time, and he’s actually always 
polite.  
Just everyone is just so nice, and then you think, “Well, okay, well you’re 
multimillionaires and have people doing everything for you, so why would you not 
be?” And obviously you’re going to be nice because you’ve got such an amazing life. 
But I can’t really name anyone. There’s people who have got awful reputations in the 
industry, and everyone knows who they are, and you just wouldn’t want to go 
anywhere near them. I mean, it tends to be like, bands or artists who have had like, a 
little bit of success and they’ve all of a sudden gone like, “Oh, okay, I know the score 
here,” and they think that they are a lot more important than they are. And they tend 
to be the pain because they.. you know, that first sniff where they think, “Oh, I get to 
act like a total arsehole now.” And it’s like, “You haven’t really earned that yet, and at 
the point where you have, you’re probably not going to because everyone is being 
very nice to you, so I’m sure you’re going to be nice back.” So possibly a boring 
answer, because I’m not checking anyone under the bus.  
 
I wouldn’t expect you to. But you can’t blame me for asking.  
Of course.  
 
Last question, then. Clearly this is your dream job and I imagine that you’ll be 
there for a long time. But what advice would you give to someone who aspires 
to be the next editor of NME, that might have just left college now, for example, 
and says, “Well, Mike might have another 10, 15 years left, but I want the job 
after that.” What would you tell him or her? 
Well, I definitely don’t think that the editor of NME, having done five years already, 
should have another 10 or 15 years left in them, because I think that the important 
thing for NME is that it’s always relevant and it’s always connected with its audience. 
And from the top down, you really need the people to be living and breathing the 
brand. And at the point where I think that I’m not any more, and given how much I 
obviously really care about NME, I think I’d be doing NME a major disservice if I was 
hanging onto the position when somebody else was better placed to run it in a better 
way than me. Because at the end of the day, the most important thing to me is that 
the NME is in good shape and that it’s the best it can be. And I’m completely 
honoured to be the editor, and long may that last, but I don’t think it should last for 
another 15 years, and I think somebody should have a shot at it before that! But my 
route into journalism was just basically by, you know, I started my own magazine, I 
did all manner of crazy things to fund it, I donated my body to medical science, I did 
cash in hand removals work, carrying filing cabinets… 
 
HMRC might be listening to this, be careful.  
It was a long time ago, I’ve paid my dues. I’ve done all kinds of things. Did it all to be 
able to fund a magazine that I, on one hand was doing as a labour of love, but on the 
other hand was doing to get noticed. And therefore I kind of struggle really with the 
traditional advice of like how to do it for people, because I had such a non-traditional 
way into it. And the reality is, there’s a lot of preconceptions around the media and 
that it’s a bit of a closed shop, because there’s a lot of privately educated people who 
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have had a very obvious path into some quite important and established 
publications, whether that’s newspapers or whatever. And the reality is, that’s true. 
The media world can be a really closed shop, and I think that can be really 
disheartening and discouraging to people. And my way was to make myself like 
unavoidable, and it was to put myself in a position where I proved my worth off my 
own back. And at the point where I was ready to enter the more traditional and sort 
of like, mainstream media, I’d proved that I could do it and I was a gamble. And that 
would be my only thing, is like, if you can get yourself noticed in a way that isn’t just 
go to university, study journalism, do work experience somewhere, try and get an 
internship, that works for some people but if you look at the size of media teams 
these days, it’s more competitive than ever, and therefore you need to stand in a 
way that makes you somebody that they can’t not hire, rather than just part of a 
pack, fighting for the same bone.  
 
Mike, it’s been an absolute blast. Thank you for your time.  
No worries, thank you. 


