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A 201 guide for taking your newsletters to the next level — growing the 
lists, making money, and more. 



Agenda for today’s session

● Presentation
○ Why audience research matters
○ Methods and tools for newsletter-specific research

● Questions and Answers
○ What else do you want to know? 

 



Audience 
Research
Why does it matter?

● Audience research is 

important to influence key 

product decisions. 

● It helps you make informed 

choices about how a 

newsletter serves your 

audience and advances your 

business goals. 

● It then serves as a baseline 

to continue to assess the 

product over time. 



Make way 
for the 
Quick & 
Scrappy 
approach...



Pivot + Iterate

Refine your goal:
- Diversify audience

- Deepen 
relationships

- Drive demand

Study + Set Goals

- Identify potential 
audiences

- Discover what 
they want

- Set benchmarks

Launch + Learn
 - Put a product in the world 

- Analyze results
- Learn from your audience

The 
Audience 
Research 

Cycle



Design Your Own 
Survey + Interview Protocol
1. Identify audiences to survey

a. Example: Segment by engagement level

b. Remove duplicates

2. Send each group a link to a survey
a. Write individual emails to users

i. Draft an email to copy and paste to expedite and standardize

3. Identify participants for more in-depth conversation by 
telephone

a. Develop list of questions to ask during interview

b. Build a database to compare and sort responses



Info Needs 
Assessment

Here are 4 strategies from a 
guide produced by Listening Post 
Collective and Lenfest Institute: 

1. Connect with community 

influencers who can help 

build trust

2.  Identify places where 

communities congregate 

online — or offline

3. Safely visit places where 

communities are still 

gathering

4. Ask questions — and then 

listen. 



For more: lenfestinstitute.org/coronavirus



Act One: 
Study + Set Goals



Pivot + Iterate

Refine your goal:
- Diversify audience

- Deepen relationships
- Drive demand

Study + Set Goals

- Identify potential 
audiences

- Discover what 
they want

- Set benchmarks

Launch + Learn
 - Put a product in the world 

- Analyze results
- Learn from your audience

The 
Audience 
Research 

Cycle



Example: 
Launching 

Solution Set
A weekly-ish newsletter on 

innovation in journalism

1. Simple survey  

2. Comparative analysis

3. Publish and get feedback





https://bit.ly/journalismnewsletters



Subscribe!!!: www.solutionset.org



Example: Lenfest 
Local Lab

The Lenfest Local Lab is a 
multidisciplinary product and 

user experience innovation team  
supported by The Lenfest 
Institute for Journalism.

● The has Lab conducted user 

experience research to launch its 

hyperlocal neighborhood 

newsletter project. 
● Much more: 

lenfestinstitute.org/lenfest-local-lab



More: lenfestinstitute.org/lenfest-local-lab



It’s okay if a 
newsletter isn’t 

for you! 



Act Two: 
Launch + Learn



Pivot + Iterate

Refine your goal:
- Diversify audience

- Deepen relationships
- Drive demand

Study + Set Goals

- Identify potential 
audiences

- Discover what they 
want

- Set benchmarks

Launch + Learn
 - Put a product in the world 

- Analyze results
- Learn from your audience

The 
Audience 
Research 

Cycle



Launch!

1. Just do it. 

2. Seriously. 

3. Put something out there — 

it doesn’t need to be 

perfect. 



Example: 
Deez Links

 “I started Deez Links as a way to 
highlight one link a day … about 
interesting industry news or just cool 
stuff from the internet to my friends who 
also worked in media. The litmus test is 
essentially just “do I want to text this link 
to everyone I know right now.” 

“The audience has expanded way beyond 
just personal friends and colleagues at 
this point, but I still try to write it as if I’m 
just composing a slightly more formal 
text for the group chat.” 

More details: https://deezlinks.substack.com/



More: https://medium.com/the-newsletter-wizards-project



Example: 
The Philadelphia 

Inquirer 
COVID-19 

Newsletter

1. Launched as a simple RSS 

feed of COVID-19 stories. 

2. Began testing right away: 

Morning or evening? What 

types of stories to include? 

3. Product has evolved as the 

coronavirus story has 

changed. 

More details: https://bit.ly/inquirersolutionset



March 2020 June 2020



Act Three: 
Pivot + Iterate



Pivot + Iterate

Refine your goal:
- Diversify audience

- Deepen relationships
- Drive demand

Study + Set Goals

- Identify potential 
audiences

- Discover what they 
want

- Set benchmarks

Launch + Learn
 - Put a product in the world

- Analyze results
- Learn from your audience

The 
Audience 
Research 

Cycle



Super 
Readers = 
Open rate of 
80 percent or 
more



Example: 
EdNC’s Daily 
Newsletter

Revisiting a core newsletter’s 
purpose and reach with “super 

readers”

1. Identify newsletter’s  “super 

readers” → open rate of 80% or 
more, or five-stars on 
MailChimp.

2. Send targeted survey → 
develop specific user personas 
for “super readers.”

3. Better understand how to 
reach, support and monetize 
audience.



EdNC survey snapshots for its daily  newsletter, https://www.ednc.org/newsletters/



Example: 
The Single Subject 
News Study



Example: The Trace & The Marshall Project

Problem: How can topically focused newsrooms grow 
a group of “insider” readers, while also expanding 
readership to the general public? 







Quick + Scrappy 
Audience 
Research 

*Resources*

● Survey providers (Google 

Forms, Typeform, 

SurveyMonkey, etc.)

● Your preferred method for 

tracking and comparing data 

(Google Sheets, Excel) 

● Telephone

● Data you likely already have 

(Web traffic, newsletter 

stats, etc.)



Questions? 
Thank you! 

Joseph Lichterman 
@ylichterman
The Lenfest Institute for 
Journalism

Carrie Porter
@carolineporter
Ralstin Agency



AUDIENCE QUESTION TIME!
What’s your experience with 
audience research?

● When have you used audience research in your 

newsroom? 

● What were you hoping to learn about your 

audiences? 

● What strategies or tactics did you use? 



AUDIENCE QUESTION TIME!
Have you launched an MVP 
newsletter?

● What was the newsletter? 

● What was the response from your audience? 

● Was it a challenge to get buy-in from your 

newsroom?



AUDIENCE QUESTION TIME! 
Have you pivoted a newsletter? 

● How did you change, and why did you make that 

choice? 

● What success did you have with making the 

change(s)? 

● What plans do you have for your COVID-19 

newsletters? 


