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Local growth in print: 
How Community Impact 

Newspaper has expanded 
to 59 places in 15 years 
With a focus on relationships and quality 

products, John and Jennifer Garrett are proving 
the monthly mailed business model 

for newspapers is sustainable and scalable 
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most ROI from social media and audience engagement tactics. 

Lutostanski also produces and edits content for Local Media 

Association relevant media innovation and reinventing business 

models for news.  

Lutostanski previously worked as Community Impact 

Newspaper’s first digital product manager following several progressive roles at the company 

including reporter, editor, community manager and digital managing editor. In addition to a 

stint as a local radio news reporter and producer, Lutostanski has helped newsrooms and 

nonprofits strategize captivating stories and heighten digital audience engagement for more 

than a decade.  
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Introduction 

In a time when a majority of newspaper companies are pursuing consumer 

revenue and doubling down on digital, Community Impact Newspaper is firmly 

planted in its print newspaper business, which is ad-funded, profitable, 

scalable, expanding, and distributed via direct mail to more than 2.7 million 

households and businesses in the U.S. 

The full-color paper is a marketplace for local mom-and-pop businesses 

and regional advertisers to reach readers who find coupons and deals 

alongside useful, unbiased and unique editorial content. Stories on local 

development, business, education, government, transportation, real estate, 

and healthcare share equal space in monthly print editions alongside ads, and 

daily content is posted online with locally sold display ads.  

The first Community Impact Newspaper was delivered to the Austin, 

Texas suburban cities of Round Rock and Pflugerville nearly 15 years ago. 

Since then, Community Impact has expanded to 59 communities with 33 

publications in the metro areas of Austin; Houston; Dallas; Phoenix, Ariz.; and 

Nashville, Tenn. In March 2020, 

Community Impact Newspaper will 

launch its first newspaper in 

Georgia, in Alpharetta and Milton, 

outside Atlanta.  

Through many lessons learned, 

the success continues to mount for 

underdog entrepreneur, CEO and 

co-founder John Garrett, who says 

Community Impact’s growth has 

been accomplished through the 

consistent distribution of a 

high-quality print product, an 

effective, relationship-driven sales 

and marketing strategy, and hard 

work from a passionate team. 
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History 

Community Impact Newspaper was started in the game room of 

co-founders John and Jennifer Garrett’s (above) home in September 2005, and 

it’s a story that John has told countless times over the years. He said he learned 

about circulation, distribution and targeting as a former sales rep for the 

Houston Chronicle. Seeing a void of relevant and high-quality local news, he 

decided to apply that knowledge to a new business plan, launching the 

inaugural edition in September 2005.  

“We live in the information age when no one knows what's happening in 

their own backyard,” he said. “People want to know what’s going on around 

them.”  

In its first five years, Community Impact Newspaper added nearly 60 

employees and launched 10 newspapers, including expanding to the Houston 

Metro area in September 2009. In 2013, Community Impact Newspaper 

opened a $2.5 million office headquarters in Pflugerville, one of the cities 

served by the inaugural edition. In 2016, the Garretts opened an adjacent $10 

million printing facility, Community Impact Printing, which prints and mails all 

33 Community Impact Newspaper editions as well as other materials and 

publications. In 2018, Community Impact expanded out of Texas to Arizona, 

then Tennessee in 2019 and Georgia in mid-March 2020.  
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Community Impact has eight offices and more than 240 employees. With a 

store model organizational structure, a typical paper is staffed with a general 

manager, a sales rep, a designer, an editor, and a reporter — though some staff 

is shared among or added to teams to accommodate differences in page count. 

The paper is framed as a “business journal for the average Joe,” so pages don’t 

feature crime or high school sports, but rather, local business openings, real 

estate development, and city council news.  

The size of each paper is determined each month by the number of ads 

sold, and papers maintain a 50/50 editorial/advertising ratio. Community 

Impact Newspaper primarily covers cities that have a thriving local business 

community and an unmet need for local news, said 

Traci Rodriguez (left), group publisher, and 

employee, or “Impacter,” for 13 years. 

“We really feel like all communities deserve to know 

what’s going on in their own backyard. There are 

many places that are underserved from an editorial 

perspective, where people have no idea what's 

happening with their local government and where 

their tax dollars are going.” Rodriguez said. “We come 

in and offer that information for free and send it 

directly to your mailbox.”  
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A typical Community Impact Newspaper cover includes two hyperlocal enterprise 
stories and teasers to content inside the paper. Pictured is the Tomball and Magnolia 
edition, cities northwest of Houston.  
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Products 

The newspaper  

The Community Impact Newspaper product is unique in not only its 

direct-mail distribution method but also the physical attributes of the paper: 

higher quality paper than typical newsprint but not glossy, stapled and 

precision-trimmed, with pages of bright, full-color photos, ads and detailed 

infographics produced by in-house designers. Pages of editorial content 

highlight community events, business news and local enterprise journalism on 

complex topics.  

For many stories, the 

reporters and editors collaborate 

with designers to create a visual 

storytelling experience that is 

largely unmatched in local news. 

Maps are a key component of 

informing readers of news 

businesses coming soon to the 

area, locations of road 

construction, and proposed 

developments. All of the 

information is local and regional 

with usefulness and efficiency top of mind. There’s no pay-for-play: editorial 

content is produced autonomously; designers work on both graphics for 

stories as well as a quota of spec ads for advertising clients.  
“We hear three things from readers: ‘It's the only thing I read’, ‘my 

husband and I fight over when it comes in the mail’, and ‘I read it 

cover-to-cover.’  We hear this so many times, and I think it all starts there. 

Fundamentally, we've built a great product,” Garrett said. “Anything that we're 

doing that’s innovative or exciting, we're only frankly blessed to be able to do 

because of how well people love our product. It’s why we were able to go in 

front of advertisers and have a chance to sell, and why we're able to take those 

profits and reinvest in the company so that we can do crazy things like start 

newspapers in new metros.” 
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In mid-March, the launch of the Atlanta Metro’s first Community Impact 

Newspaper will be led by newcomer publisher Allison Altobelli, who joined CI 

in October 2019. With sales experience including The Washington Post  and The 
Philadelphia Inquirer, Altobelli shares a passion for print that is exemplified by 

the executive team.  

“In my meetings with local business owners I am providing the 

advertising and marketing options that they haven't had presented to them in 

a very long time,” Altobelli said. “From a print perspective, the market here is 

not very diverse. … The major market newspapers don’t offer zoned products 

for hyperlocal small businesses. We’re offering a product that they can afford 

and it's going to drive results.”  

Community Impact Printing 

Product aspirations and 

innovation do not stop with the 

newspaper. Community Impact 

Printing introduced vertical 

integration a few years ago, and the 

newspapers are printed in Pflugerville 

and sent from an on-site United State 

Postal Service detached mailing unit. 

The custom-developed Community 

Impact Information Management 

System (CIIMS) uses demographic data 

about specific postal routes to enable 

advertisers to target specific 

households down to a street-level. The 

printing business produces the 

newspapers, inserts, postcards and 

sticky notes that are mailed with the paper, as well as printing projects for 

other publishers and organizations.  

Community Impact Information Management System 

First conceived four years ago, CIIMS manages all aspects of the 

customer relationship, plus newspaper and ad production, and more.  
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“We built our own platform. The only piece that’s missing is we have an 

outsourced [content management system], but the CIIMS software is now our 

business,” Garrett said. 

He said he sees huge potential in the future of Community Impact’s data 

capabilities and is developing CIIMS to output advertiser sales reports that 

offer detailed reach, demographics, and market data related to the client’s ads 

in Community Impact products.  

“News organizations just need to re-own their data. I know most are 

working on that, but the piece that's hard is connecting the data to the 

marketer,” he said. “You have to protect the data, but we want to be a true data 

provider and use it to demonstrate the value of an advertiser’s buy.”  

Garrett said he also wants to make CIIMS more useful internally in both 

editorial reporting and selling. For example, he said sales reps should know 

when editorial content is published about their clients, and reporters should be 

able to access archived information about specific locations and topics. 

“What we want to work on is connecting the dots between the data that 

we have in a meaningful way for our employees,” he said. 

Digital  

For Garrett, the digital focus 

for Community Impact Newspaper 

is more on the business 

development opportunities with 

CIIMS and less about the 

outward-facing platform for news 

content — though the website is 

user-friendly and won E&P’s Best 

Newspaper Website in 2018.  
“All of our key metrics are 

going up: newsletter subscribers, 

page views, unique users — all the 

things that you'd like to see that are 

a healthy part of the website,” he said.  

Content online, like in the newspapers, is free. Garrett rejects reader 

revenue as a sustainable business model for local news, and there’s no 

programmatic ad revenue on the site. 
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“We're not on any ad network, so all of our digital revenue is 100 

percent sold locally. We've had people tell us that we're leaving a lot of money 

on the table by not being on an ad network, and a lot of money is relative here. 

But we're selling local digital advertisers at a good rate,” he said. “There's no 

way you could say that our digital business is going to be our future. But, man, 

I'll tell you what, it's paying for a lot of our innovation.” 

Sales  
Expanding to an average pace of three to six new markets per year, 

Community Impact has built a strategic approach to training its sales team and 

learned the best ways to determine the viability of launching a paper in a new 

market. 

New markets  

 

Allison Altobelli (left) and 
Community Impact 
Newspaper CEO John 
Garrett announce a 2020 
expansion plan to the 
Atlanta metro.  
 
 
 

 

 

When launching in a new market, Community Impact starts by 

evaluating the total number of businesses, resident demographics, and several 

other data points that Garrett prefers to keep confidential.  

“Now what that is, that's a thousand lessons learned,” he said, 

acknowledging that twice Community Impact Newspapers had to close newly 

launched newspapers because of unforeseen challenges, and “very painful and 

expensive lessons.” 
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In addition to reviewing the 

data about a potential new market, 

key executives tour the community, 

talk to residents at coffee shops 

about the news environment in the 

city, and meet with local business 

owners about their advertising 

needs.  

“Just driving through these 

communities and looking at a typical 

Main Street is my favorite part of 

determining where we're going to go 

to market because if it's big-box 

retailers everywhere and 

everything's a national chain, that's 

the first sign that maybe that's not a 

good market for us, since most of 

our ad dollars come from the local mom and pop businesses,” Rodriguez said. 

“We're looking at the total business count and also how many of those are 

local. Believe it or not, if there is no local publication of any kind with no place 

for these advertisers to reach the community, it's sometimes a bad sign.”  

Leadership 

Most important to the success and sustainability of any new market 

launch is leadership, Rodriguez said. Prior to deciding where to expand out of 

state, the executive team surveyed employees to see who would be willing to 

move to start a new paper and their preferred locations. For expansions to the 

Phoenix and Nashville metros, publishers were promoted and relocated, 

upholding the company’s culture and sharing institutional knowledge in new 

offices.  

“To have somebody that you trust with a very strong sense of leadership 

running the office in a new metro, especially out-of-state, I know that’s the first 

thing we look at,” she said. 
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‘Selling the CI way’ 

With an ad-centric business model, sales talent also plays a big part in 

Community Impact’s success. Staff members are expected to build real-life 

connections with local business owners — knocking on doors and stopping in 

for visits with a box of donuts and copies of the latest Community Impact 
Newspaper.  

“We believe in a relationship sell: that because our sales reps are 

invested in the communities that they're in, how they approach every business 

owner needs to have a long-term view,” Garrett said. “So when we get rejected, 

we don't care. We want to be able to always walk back in and talk to them 

again and really understand their business.”  

Every new employee attends a weeklong orientation at the Community 

Impact headquarters, and sales reps go through training to learn “Selling the CI 

Way” — a program that emphasizes how to build and maintain client 

relationships. 

“Something we tell all of our sales staff is that we don’t do one-call 

closes,” Rodriguez said. “We want to be a resource to our local business 

community, and we support local businesses whether or not they advertise 

with us.” 
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Culture 
Rodriguez insists that Impacters are the hardest working people in the 

news business. Reporting through late-night zoning commission meetings to 

get the full story and making in-person cold calls in 102-degree Texas summers 

requires tenacity and passion for local. She said the culture of hard work is 

inspired by Community Impact’s stability, growth mindset and guiding values. 

Stability   

The Garretts have no plans to sell the company, and that implicit 

guarantee of local, personal ownership is a huge culture boost, Rodriguez said. 

“Being independently owned by John and Jennifer Garrett means that 

at this company we can be innovators. We don't have to explain ourselves to a 

board, and all of our profits feed back into the editorial quality of the 

publication,” she said.  

While much of the local newspaper industry grapples with tumbling 

print revenues and veteran journalist buyouts, Community Impact is 

expanding, hiring new talent, and focused on a sustainable future for its local 

news product.  

“There is one differentiating factor that I have found that cannot be 

replicated and that's the culture,” Altobelli said. “That's been the most 

rewarding experience of coming to CI: it's a culture of positivity. I have been 

managing decline and negativity for fifteen years [at other newspapers]. It has 

been a complete shift for me, and a welcome pivot.” 

Taking on the giants 

The company’s mission, to build communities of informed citizens and 

thriving businesses through the collaboration of a passionate team, is repeated 

often and displayed prominently. Five values are ingrained in the company’s 

culture: integrity, innovation, quality, passion, and faith.  

Garrett illustrates these values as stones, a reference to the biblical 

David and Goliath story in which the unassuming David defeats the giant 

Goliath with strategic rock-throwing and faith.  
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Garrett said Community 

Impact Newspaper is positioned 

against not other newspapers and 

local news outlets but the 

technology companies taking 

local ad dollars without offering a 

mutually beneficial, personal 

relationship or the guarantee of 

accompanying useful, local 

content. 

“The next chapter for 

Community Impact, it’s going to 

be interesting to see how it plays 

out as we answer two things: Can 

we continue to scale our growth? 

Which, we still have to 

demonstrate that, especially out 

of state. … And the second is, how 

are we going to be innovators in 

taking on these giant digital companies, but using our unique strengths with 

their playbook to beat them?”  
 
 
Images courtesy Community Impact Newspaper 
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