www.thebeacon.media ● Publishing since March 2020

Who we are
Non-proﬁt online news outlet focused on
in-depth journalism in the public interest.
●
●
●
●
●

Home base: Kansas City, covering both
Kansas and Missouri
Started publishing: March 2020
Stories: Revelatory, contextual, data-driven
and solutions-driven
Beats: Health care, education, economics,
environment and civic engagement
Member: Institute for Nonproﬁt News and
Local Independent Online News (LION)
Publishers

If you build it, will they come?
Exploring a hub and spoke model for the Midwest
●
●
●
●

Not enough audience development done for
Midwest audiences
Need to better understand audience to build a
sustainable news organization
Need to better understand our community
information needs
Need to build strategic partnerships as a new
brand

Designing to ENGAGE
The Beacon’s work to deﬁne and engage a unique
audience for long term sustainability includes a mix of
qualitative and quantitative research, and an experimental
approach:
●
●
●
●
●
●

Facilitated in-person community listening sessions
(pre-COVID-19)
Online surveys
Public speaking events to build trust
Newsroom-hosted online events (post-COVID)
Creation of local media collaborative group for
support around COVID-19
Experimentation: COVID-19 Facebook group and a
member feedback campaign, Insiders newsletter,
pop-up texting campaigns

Challenges
●

●

Getting diverse participation:
○ Participants skewed white, middle to upper class, but
in-person events were more diverse than online.
○ Early engagement from disproportionate number of
current/former journalists.
○ Self-selected group: Naturally more interested in media
and likely higher media literacy than average population
○ Some topics that got traction at in-person events didn’t
perform well in surveys. We realized we needed to craft
precise language to reﬂect the community’s needs and
interests.
Pre-COVID surveys now have questionable validity. For
example, the perceived value of health coverage has likely
shifted.

Community Listening
●

●

●
●

●

Methodology embraced Design Thinking,
Equity-Centered Community Design and Reﬂective
Structured Dialogue.
Incorporated ideas and advice from Trusting News,
The Institute for Nonproﬁt News and other in-depth,
nonproﬁt newsrooms.
Topics reﬂected our most pressing strategic needs.
Long-term goals: Build trust, build newsletter
audience through signups and create pathways
between journalists and the community.
Sessions served as early recruitment tools for
potential community advisory board.

Key Findings: DEI
●

●
●
●

Readers wanted demonstrable proof of a
newsroom’s anti-racist practices, not just diversity
lip service. So we publicly committed to diversity in
hiring and are auditing our sources in stories, with
ﬁndings that will be made public.
Communities are acutely aware when they’re only
represented by their crime rates.
Accessibility means designing products to reach
diverse communities where they are.
Readers want newsrooms to institute measurements
of equity and publish community coverage gaps.
They want to understand how newsrooms are
themselves holding up these standards internally.

Key Findings: Solutions
●

●

●

Attendees discussed a desire to use news to
learn from others who make a difference
and to make a difference themselves in the
community. This is Solutions Journalism —
rigorous and compelling reporting about
responses to problems.
Discussions of Solutions Journalism
naturally led to discussing possibilities for
collective action and impact. This was
viewed as a proposition value of nonproﬁt
news.
If news has the potential to spark positive
change, people feel less fatigued by it.

Key ﬁndings: Trust
●

●
●
●

●
●

Participants described confusion and frustration with
misleading information. Their request? Journalists
must do a better job explaining how they operate.
Distrust in newsgathering is a key reason why people
don’t pay for news.
Early scholastic/professional journalism experience led
to loyalty.
62% of survey respondents described themselves as
somewhat or very frustrated with personal bias in local
news.
Very positive response to The Beacon’s plan not to run
opinion pieces.
Journalists are more accessible than ever, but we don’t
feel like they’re connected to the communities they
cover.

Meet people where they are
●
●

●

●

10,000+ Likes/Follows across platforms
Facebook: Private group created on March 12
(Kansas City Coronavirus Updates) with the goal of
creating a fact-based environment on FB(!) around
coronavirus news: 5,000+ member organic growth,
lots of moms
LinkedIn: Organizational and hiring
announcements, best place for board of directors
to promote our work
Instagram: Posts of faces, experiments with
Audiogram, best platform for younger female
audiences in the Midwest, builds brand
recognition

Create cheerleaders and ambassadors

Advising the organization with a focus on improving our journalism, reaching
underserved audiences and improving our public service to the community.

Memberships
●
●
●
●
●
●

People want connections
Launched in March with Founding Members
campaign for $50
Phase out Founding Members status Dec. 31
Created pricing based on market comparables
Surveyed people about what they would want to
inform our tiers
KC is philanthropic: 1 in 9 Kansas Citians work for
nonproﬁts

Strategic Partners
●
●
●
●

Met with 50+ civic, nonproﬁt and media
organizations
Partnered with ﬁve established nonproﬁts for
voter guide distribution
10+ local media organizations signed onto
MOU to pool resources
One partner, KC Digital Drive, part of our
Report for America proposal for a Data
Journalist focusing on government
accountability in 2021

Audience next steps
●
●
●

●

●
●
●

Online surveys to a larger group
Beef up online events
Practice radical transparency about how we
operate, our values and the importance of local
journalism
Launch newsroom partnerships, a campaign
offering corporate partners an opportunity to
support high-impact Solutions Journalism
Build on strategic partnerships
Wealth screenings and philanthropy for both KS
and MO
Expand our community information needs
assessments to nearby communities

The best is yet to come
We are getting ﬁve new reporters in 2021 through
the Report for America program.
With this and other support, we are expanding
beyond Kansas City for the ﬁrst phase of our hub
and spoke model.
Stay tuned!

