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With a diverse and hard-working 40-person newsroom, The Daily 
Memphian is rivaling the best of any Midwest regional newspaper. Launched in 

September 2018, the publication covers news and politics, business, sports, 

food, arts and culture — to name just a few things. Combined with podcasts, 

events, and special in-depth reporting projects, the newsroom is busy and the 

publication is in growth mode.  

What’s different about The Daily Memphian is its business model and its 

launch story. A nonprofit, The Daily Memphian raised $8 million in just over a 

year through foundations and anonymous giving, helping it to go head-to-head 

with daily newspapers in the region.  

How it all started 

CEO Eric Barnes has called Memphis home for 24 

years, and he’s been in the publishing industry the entire 

time. He’s been friends with Andy Cates for at least 20 of 

those.  

Barnes has been back and forth, he said, between 

editorial and business operations at a variety of media 

companies from the time his career started in 

Connecticut, where he was a reporter at the 

now-shuttered Pictorial-Gazette newspaper. But he’s always been in the news 

business.  

As publishing technology developed in the late 1990s and early 2000s, he 

was frequently asked to help the business side with implementing new 

systems. “I was relatively good at bridging the editorial, marketing, and 

technology.”  

Barnes is a former president of the Tennessee Press Association, was COO 

of Towery Publishing in Memphis, and remains publisher of a group of 

community newspapers and host of Behind 

the Headlines on WKNO, the local PBS 

station. 

At The Daily Memphian, he continues to 

be involved with the editorial, technology 

and revenue sides of the business. He also 

hosts a show on the local PBS station in 

 Accelerate Local Report • The Daily Memphian • 3 



Memphis and a podcast on The Daily Memphian site. 

 Cates is the president of the board of directors for The Daily Memphian. 
His day job is in the private sector with Value Acquisition Fund (ValFund), an 

acquisition and development company that he founded in 2004. He has a 

history of major civic engagement projects, including being founding chairman 

of the Soulsville Revitalization Project, a major inner city revitalization project 

in Memphis. He founded Memphis Fourth Estate, Inc., the company that runs 

The Daily Memphian, in 2018.  

Cates said he always had a real interest in the local news industry and 

frequently asked questions about what it would 

mean for the Memphis community if there was no 

strong, locally focused newspaper. “I spent a lot of 

time talking to folks and researching, and I was 

always talking to [Barnes] about it.” 

As the flagship Memphis daily newspaper, The 
Commercial Appeal, switched hands from E.W. Scripps 

to Gannett, Barnes and Cates witnessed a series of 

newsroom staff cuts and what they saw as less 

in-depth coverage of local issues. At one point, Cates tried to put together a 

purchase of The Commercial Appeal , but it didn’t work out — and he’s glad it 

didn’t. 

“So, Andy called me and said, ‘Let’s talk,’” Barnes recalled. That was more 

than two years ago. 

Over the ensuing year, Barnes and Cates 

developed more than 20 pro formas, knowing at 

the outset that they didn’t want to be just free 

access and only ad-supported. They also wanted 

to figure out how to make the new venture 

financially self-sufficient. In the process, they 

closely looked at and spoke to people at The 
Texas Tribune, Institute for Nonprofit News, The 
Washington Post and Graham Holdings, and 

numerous other nonprofits and media 

companies.  

In the spring of 2018, Cates and Barnes 

formed the new nonprofit, launching in 

mid-September that year. 
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According to the website: 

  

“The Daily Memphian is the must-read, primary daily online publication for 
intelligent, in-depth journalism in the Memphis community. The Daily 
Memphian will report on critical news, hold political, business and community 
leaders accountable, and engage with and entertain its readers – all while 
seeking truth, acting with integrity, and never fearing stories simply because of 
their negative or positive attributes. Led by a seasoned team of veteran 
journalists, The Daily Memphian is of Memphis, not just in Memphis, and seeks 
to tell the stories of this city.” 

A paywall-driven nonprofit 

On a day-to-day basis, The Daily Memphian’s revenue is driven by a 

subscription paywall and advertising. At the outset, though, fundraising played 

a major role. 

By launch, The Daily Memphian had raised $7 million in what Barnes called 

“philanthropic venture capital.” This was all anonymous, donated with 

no-strings-attached to The Community Foundation of Greater Memphis, then 

transferred to The Daily Memphian and its nonprofit owner, Memphis Fourth 
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Estate, Inc., which is controlled by a public board of directors, led by Cates. 

Subsequently, another $1.4 million has been raised from local foundations, 

including The First Tennessee Foundation, The Briggs Foundation, The Assisi 

Foundation, and The Hyde Family Foundation. This funding is still contributing 

to the budget.  

“We made the pitch that this is an important part of democracy — that it’s 

civically important — for Memphis to have its own, locally-focused and 

locally-run news site,” Barnes said.  

To help make it clear that investors wouldn’t get special editorial 

treatment, Cates did most of the pitching. His two main questions to potential 

donors were whether having a healthy newspaper was critical to a healthy 

community (the answer was always yes, Cates said) and whether it was 

important enough to be among the community’s top critical issues.  

People seemed to understand and gave generously, but raising that 

amount of money wasn’t easy. In Memphis, there were “a lot of complicated 

things going on, and they needed to be covered with depth, not with 

sensationalistic play and not shallowly,” Barnes said.   

While The Daily Memphian is a nonprofit organization, Barnes said they 

downplay that aspect intentionally and haven’t made it a part of the company’s 

central identity. For a lot of people, Barnes said, nonprofit “implies sometimes 

that there’s advocacy, or it implies niche or boosterism, or it implies a kind of 

‘we’re here to help’ — and we may be, but we’re also here to hold people 

accountable and to report the news.” 

Prior to launch, Barnes and co-founder Cates told potential funders that 

they believed they would make it sustainable and they wouldn’t be coming 

back asking for money over and over – but that they wouldn’t be getting a 

great return on their investment, either.  

“The overall business plan is to achieve sustainability. While we raised a lot 

of money to get started, we don’t want to be constantly fundraising,” Barnes 

said.  

That said, there is an option to donate on the website through The Daily 
Memphian’s nonprofit organization. Even that donation solicitation stipulates 

there will be no quid-pro-quo:  

 

“Frustrated by the gutting of local journalism in Memphis, a group of seasoned 
journalists, media professionals and concerned citizens gathered to discuss the 
need for strong, locally focused and locally produced daily news. After much 
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research and outreach to local and national media professionals and thought 
leaders, Memphis Fourth Estate Inc. was formed. A 501(C)3 nonprofit, Memphis 
Fourth Estate owns and operates The Daily Memphian; however, the newsroom 
operates independently of Memphis Fourth Estate's influence and will not know 
donor names or pledges.” 
  

Initially, the website offered five free articles per month, and charged $7 

per month, or $84 per year. After experimenting with only an annual option for 

several months, in November 2019, The Daily Memphian increased subscription 

rates to $99 annually or $10.99 per month.  

“We’re paywall driven, and very much subscriber-based,” Barnes said.  

Over the winter, The Daily Memphian reduced the number of free articles 

from five to three per month, and that change did not have a negative impact 

on website traffic, Barnes said. They also added subscriber-only stories – now 

at one or two per day.  

The Daily Memphian has more than 11,000 paying subscribers. The goal is 

to get to 20,000-25,000 subscribers paying an average of about $10 per 

month, Barnes said.  

The business plan calls for subscriptions to contribute about two-thirds of 

total revenue, and one-third generated from a mix of advertising — on the 

website, app, emails and podcasts — and sponsorships, including 6-8 events per 

year. 

“We’re ahead of where we thought we’d be on ads and sponsorships,” he 

said. 

The site touts strong website traffic numbers — 350,000 unique visitors in 

October 2019 and more than 1.5 million page views, and growing — but the 

site does not sell any programmatic or network advertising.  

“The low net revenue to us isn’t worth it, we believe, given the 

performance hit that tends to come with that sort of advertising, and given the 

negative impact that type of advertising has on the user experience,” he said. 

“For the same reasons, we don’t sell video ads.” 

The Daily Memphian does not sell advertising for obituaries or branded 

content.  The organization hosts 6-8 events per year that are helping with 

profitability, including a monthly lunch series at a local restaurant with 

speakers; business seminars on commercial real estate, healthcare, women in 

business; holiday events.  
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While all of the events from their first year were successful, Barnes and 

the leadership team decided to do fewer, higher-quality events in 2020.  

“Events are really good,” Barnes said. “You get to meet subscribers in 

person, and you get to ask questions.” However, he admitted, they do take a lot 

of time. “We’re not convinced events are the answer to the revenue question 

for us,” he said.  

A leaky paywall 

The Daily Memphian uses Piano (www.piano.io) as a digital business 

platform to handle the paywall. Piano also works with both national and local 

publications, including The Economist, New York Post, AdAge, GateHouse Media, 

Conde Nast and Esquire magazine.  

The Daily Memphian has about 

27,000 email subscribers, far more 

than the number of paying 

subscribers. Barnes said a high 

volume of emails helps drive 

significant traffic — even more 

than social media.   

“We have solid open rates, 

20-35 percent, depending on the 

type of email it is – Morning 

Edition, Week in Review, Breaking 

News, etc. — and really low 

unsubscribe rates. Because we 

send so much email … we’ve found 

it’s important to emphasize to 

readers that they can customize 

and control their experience.” 

The paywall isn’t as strict as it 

is at some other news 

organizations. “Sometimes it’s 

leaky. You’re allowed to share your 

login with your spouse and family,” 

Barnes said. Whether that rule will remain in place is still to be determined.  
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They have, however, made efforts to stop people from viewing the website 

free using incognito mode in Chrome or other private browsing. That’s not 

always possible.  

The organization does, however, want to move to a model of consumer 

revenue combined with inclusiveness by putting partnerships in place to allow 

free access to those who shouldn’t have to pay, such as community groups and 

senior living facilities. They will have a person going to community centers, 

senior living facilities for people on fixed incomes and more, to set that up.  

“It’s complicated and it takes a lot of time, but that’s an important part of 

our mission,” Barnes said. “We are charging people who can afford it, but we 

want to make it free to people who couldn’t or shouldn’t pay for it.”  

The website is free at all local public libraries and in Shelby County schools, 

which includes the City of Memphis. They will make it free for all schools, 

including charter schools and private schools pre-K through 12th grade, next 

year. They haven’t figured out how to give free access to teachers away from 

school property yet.  

Lessons learned 

At the outset, Barnes had a newsroom staff of 25 people, and it wasn’t 

enough to cover a city the way he (and his readers) wanted it covered. 

“Demand was even greater than we thought, and the expectations were even 
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higher. We needed to add more weekend coverage, neighborhood coverage 

and government coverage.” He added 10 more people, and wants to add 10 

more. The total budget is more than $5 million per year. 

“It takes a lot of people, if you’re going to try to be a comprehensive news 

source,” Barnes said. “We’ve been successful by having a presence. Our sports 

guys do a lot of local radio, for example. … I think those things are really helpful, 

to partner with other media.” 

In addition, the people Barnes hired really matter, from local journalists 

who had decades of local experience and brought a following with them, to 

younger journalists who are bringing in new ideas and energy. In December, 

The Daily Memphian added an executive editor to the team, Ronnie Ramos, who 

most recently led The Indianapolis Star  newsroom.  

There were also more technical challenges than Barnes expected, 

including helping users stay logged in and navigating the registration and 

subscription checkout process. They have customer service people to help 

readers. When new versions of popular browsers like Chrome and Safari are 

released, login-based websites like his can suffer collateral damage.  

“What we realized is that we also have a lot of users who have cookies 

turned off or have something on their firewall, Barnes said. “A lot of users have 

settings that aren’t optimized to use our site, but their problems are our 

problems.  … We have to work really hard with users to educate them on 

changes to their settings. That’s been a real constant challenge.”  

The most positive lesson is that people will pay for content. The Daily 
Memphian has done a little bit of discounting – the first month free, for 

example, in the beginning – but they’ve ended that. Barnes is also skeptical of 

businesses that are doing $1-a-week or 99-cent offers because he sees nothing 

but low revenue and high churn rates.  

“I think we have a lot more value than that,” he said.  

Conclusion 

The future looks bright at The Daily Memphian, but Barnes isn’t at all 

complacent.  

“You just have to be really creative and constantly adaptive,” he said. He’s 

always asking himself if he’s experimenting and trying new things often 

enough. He said the other questions running through his mind on a daily basis: 
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What can we do differently? What can we think twice about? What can we 

change?  

“The response has been overwhelmingly positive but we have an 

enormous amount of work to do,” Cates said. “We have this extraordinary 

balance of insane excitement and optimism, but we’re also terrified because 

we’re a living lab experiment.”  

Being a lab experiment, however, means they are interested in continuing 

to innovate, experiment, learn from other nonprofit news organizations — and 

more importantly, share their results as they develop, he said.  

Of the competition, Cates said, “If our worst case is that they get better, 

that’s great.”  
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