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Abstract 

 At least nine new independent nonprofit news organizations have been launched online 

since 2004 – many of them going head to head against established news organizations – and 12 

more university-based programs have entered the market. These outlets embrace a variety of 

funding sources, including foundation support, advertising, user- and crowd-funding models. 

This study aggregates and analyzes these different funding models in the context of existing 

news outlets, and questions the sustainability of success in nonprofit news. 
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Not For Profit or Not For Long – Is Nonprofit Journalism Sustainable? 

 Journalism scholar Rusty Todd likes to say that newspapers will die as their audience 

does. Americans over 50 are, by far, the most likely to loyally follow traditional news in print 

and on television and they are not being replaced by a subsequent cohort (Putnam, 2000; 

Mindich, 2005). And contemporary media economics clearly support this dire prediction, as 

newspaper revenue continues a precipitous fall, down 28% in just the third quarter of 2009 (AFP, 

2009). Ten news publications filed for bankruptcy in 2009 and many of the remaining 

publications reduced costly investigative journalism (Lush, 2009). 

 A variety of innovative replacements have risen from the ashes of dead and dying local 

papers, including online-only offspring from once traditional publications like the Seattle Post-

Intelligencer, Ann Arbor News (Jarvis, 2009) and the Christian Science Monitor (Cook, 2008). 

Jarvis describes printing and distribution as ―the barrier to entry that became a barrier to change‖ 

(Jarvis, 2009). In addition to evolving to an online-only platform another potential solution is the 

formation of nonprofit news outlets. Beginning with Voice of San Diego in 2004 (Rainey, 2009), 

at least nine such nonprofit news outlets have launched since 2007 as stand-alone online 

publications (Westphal, 2008);
1
 and at least six more which are affiliated with existing 

organizations, including university journalism programs and public broadcasters (Kirchoff,  

2009).
2
 Since 2005, some $128 million has flowed from various foundations – 180 of them – to  

                                                           
1
 Voice of San Diego.org began in 2004; ChiTown Daily News, 2005; New Haven Independent, 2005; St. Louis 

Beacon, 2007; ProPublica launched in 2007; Minnpost.com launched during the Republican National Convention in 

September, 2008; Spot.us, November 2008; Seattle Post Globe, April 2009; Texas Tribune, November, 2009. 

2
 Columbia, Brandeis, American and Boston Universities had investigative reporting centers; News21, a 

Knight/Carnegie collaboration, launched in 2005 and has grown to include 12 schools; the Bay Area News Project 

was announced in 2009 and will involve UC Berkeley and Bay-area public broadcasting; ReportingTexas launched in 

December, 2009, funded by the Carnegie Foundation. 
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support news and information in some innovative way (Schaffer, 2009). 

 The bottom line, literally, is that profit may be optional, but professional journalism isn‘t 

free. 

 

The nonprofit business models 

 Random House defines nonprofit as ―not established for the purpose of making a profit; 

not entered into for money‖ (Random House, 2010). With deference to visionary news-capitalist 

James Gordon Bennett, who verily invented objective and beat reporting in the interest of profit 

(Emery, Emery & Roberts, 2000, pp. 101-2), entities like National Public Radio operate with 

great independence between their news product and the revenue that finances it (Lewis, 2007). 

Nonprofit news is not new—Mother Jones magazine has operated as a nonprofit since its 

inception in 1976; Pacific News Service (1969) and the Center for Investigative Reporting 

(1977) have operated in the shadow of the University of California, Berkeley for decades (Bay 

Area, 2010). The St. Petersburg Times became a nonprofit  when it was willed to the University 

of South Florida‘s Poynter Institute for Media Studies in 1974 (Dotinga, 2008). The Christian 

Science Monitor predates all of those (1908), supported by the Church of Christ, Scientist 

(Yemma, 2009) which, in turn, is infantilized by the age of the oldest nonprofit in news, the 

Associated Press, founded in 1846 (and with more than $600 million in revenue) (Lewis, 2007).
3
 

But the current media environment is seeing a virtual explosion of new nonprofit 

journalism outlets emerging in different forms, based on a variety of potential and actual revenue 

streams. Nonprofit organizations have emerged with the purpose of supporting traditional 

                                                           
3
 Still other long-standing nonprofit news outlets include the Manchester Union Leader in New Hampshire, the 

Anniston Star in Alabama, the Delaware State News, Harper’s, Consumer Reports, AARP and National Geographic 

magazines (Lewis, 2007). 
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journalism, including the Center for Investigative Reporting, the Center fo Public Integrity and 

Investigative Reporters and Editors, each of which has as its mission the expansion of 

investigative reporting (Kirchoff, 2009). The Graduate School of Journalism at the City 

University of New York published a study in 2009 detailing four primary business models for 

nonprofit journalism: Hyperlocal, focusing coverage on a geographic area even more narrow 

than a metropolitan area; Ecosystem, in which a series of blogs emerge funded by thousands or 

millions of loyal readers; A ―new news‖ system, in which income would come from a mix of 

advertising, sponsored events, theme issues of the publication, and philanthropy; And not-for-

profit news outlets, supported by a mix of foundation and individual philanthropy, and 

advertising (CUNY, 2009). These four models are not mutually exclusive and, in fact, are more 

ethereal than economic in nature. What follows is a discussion of four broader revenue models 

and examples of nonprofit outlets which embrace each as its primary financial structure. 

 

Foundation supported  

 Three foundations stand out as the most robust supporters of nonprofit journalism, but 

even within this category there is wide variance between models. One foundation is, by far, the 

most prolific: 1) The John S. and James L. Knight Foundation ‗s Knight News Challenge has 

been central to the gestation of a number of new nonprofit news outlets, including 

Minnpost.com, the St. Louis Beacon, the Voice of San Diego, and ChiTown News; 2) the 

Sandler Foundation has been the most generous, to date, directing as much as $10 million per 

year to ProPublica and thousands more to the Texas Tribune; 3) and the Carnegie Foundation has 

also been aggressive in funding experimental journalism, especially in University settings like 

News21.com and Reporting Texas. 
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Advertiser supported 

 A number of the nonprofit sites employ Google Ads, and in some cases also include 

additional local advertising. The St. Louis Beacon, for example, features the ―Flyerboard,‖ a 

local advertising platform operated by PaperG and Voice of San Diego features national and 

local ads in rotating banners on the side and bottom of pages. The most innovative and promising 

advertising model may be developing at the MinnPost. 

 Minnpost.com uses Google and RealTime ads and a home page ―donations‖ button. Real 

time advertising is unique and special – it uses the instant architecture of Twitter and RSS feeds, 

which notify users instantly of changes, such as a new story post on the appropriate topic in RSS, 

or a notification when someone being followed on Twitter posts a new tweet. Real time ads will 

rotate quickly so readers who remain on a site will see a wide variety. More importantly, they 

will automatically ―personalize‖ to users, linking Web site users with the ads that seem most 

appropriate to their interests—the ads literally interact and match with the news stories being 

examined at the time. Most importantly, local advertisers are able to buy real-time ads from 

MinnPost for less than $100 per week (Mitchell, 2009). These ads are, by no means, unique to 

nonprofit sites—in fact a number of information sites now use them including a social 

networking took Digsby and Übertwitter, a Twitter application for BlackBerry, and real time ads 

have been shown to induce three times the click-throughs of conventional online ads (Crum, 

2010). But MinnPost is the first nonprofit news outlet, traditional or new, to experiment with 

these innovative, interactive ads.   

 

Crowd funded 
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 A number of sites accept, and even encourage, reader donations, either through 

―memberships‖ akin to the public broadcasting model or direct philanthropic appeals via 

prominently displayed buttons on the site. Spot.us is more ambitious and narrow regarding 

reader funding of new. Spot.us maintains a general fundraising indicator on its home page, 

sharing the current measure of funds raised and needed for general reports; other sections openly 

link the cost of covering a specific story idea. A seven-year old nonprofit in Vancouver, British 

Columbia, the Tyee, asks individual and institutional donors what they would like to see covered 

in an effort to entice more philanthropy. While not exactly selling investigative journalism, Tyee 

does not shy away from pursuing those story suggestions (Andersen, 2010). Tyee‘s revenue 

hovers around half a million dollars a year. 

 

User supported 

 Several of the sites have public-broadcasting style ―membership levels‖ for donors, 

although all provide all online news for free. The St. Louis Beacon repeatedly states its intention 

to never charge for online content, yet encourages visitors to join its illumination-themed levels 

of support, beginning with Sparkler at $99 through Supernova at or above $10,000. The Beacon 

currently boasts 11 Supernovas, five of which are foundations. Voice of San Diego similarly 

features General Memberships ($500 or under) up through Founder‘s Circle ($15,000 to 

$100,000). Because each site is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit corporation, all donations  are tax 

deductible. Tyee, in Vancouver, actually rents out desks in the newsroom for $250 a month to 

give interested parties a literal front-row seat to the activities of a newsroom. One outlet – 

GlobalPost – has signed on subscribing newspapers which pay a recurring fee for the privilege of 

running GlobalPost articles. 
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Literature Review 

 The tumult in the economic model for traditional journalism is two-fold. First, as noted 

before, news use has steadily declined since the 1960s, and has shown a stark disparity between 

loyal older Americans and news-avoiding young adults (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Putnam, 2000). 

From March through September, 2009, newspapers saw continued, dramatic declines in 

circulation (daily, 10.6%; Sunday, 7.5%) (Crosby, 2009). The Web, so far, provides no panacea. 

Despite the growth of online traffic, newspapers reach far more readers in print than online – in 

fact, four times more, on average (Chyi & Lewis, 2009). When people are asked whether they 

got news yesterday, and for 30 minutes or more, on various sources, online news consumption 

(23%, 9%) lags far behind television (57%, 48), print newspapers (40%, 24%) and radio (36%) 

as a news medium, and Americans 30 and older are much more likely to follow news online than 

those under 30 (Pew, 2006). 

Second, four out of five North American Internet users are loathe to pay for online 

content, even from outlets to whom they are used to paying, like newspapers and magazines 

(Lardonois, 2009) and that reluctance extends far beyond U.S. borders (Chyi, 2005). While 

online traffic has grown steadily – doubling between 2003 and 2007 – print advertising still 

accounts for upwards of 90% of newspaper revenue (Gianfortune, 2007; Lunden, 2009). Even in 

the traditional newspaper subscription model, the majority of revenue comes from advertisers, 

not subscribers (Lunden, 2009). At the same time, two-thirds of newspaper executives are now 

considering charging for online content (Epps, 2009). Some online fee-for-content models have 

worked, notably the Packer Insider, offered by the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel in Wisconsin 

(Peskin, 2009), a regularly updated online report aggregating content about the city‘s beloved 

Green Bay Packers football team. The Wall Street Journal, which has always charged for online 
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content, actually increased its circulation in print and online in August, 2009, becoming the top-

circulated daily American newspaper, surpassing Gannett‘s longtime leader USA Today (Ovide 

& Adams, 2009). 

 However, in other cases, fee for content has also been a painful compromise by desperate 

publishers. When Newsday began charging for access to its online material, online traffic (unique 

visitors) plunged 25% within days; the Minneapolis Star Tribune saw a 16% drop in online 

traffic when it began charging for sports information online (Bailly, 2009). The question of 

whether to charge for content – putting the genie back in the bottle, as it were – is complex. 

When the New York Times ceased its subscription-based Times Online service on September 18, 

2007, the paper enjoyed an increase in online traffic over the following two months – about 4 

million more visits per month (+20%) (Gazarov, 2008). One estimate suggests that the New York 

Times increased revenue by as much as $25 million in one year by dropping the pay wall 

(Gazarov, 2008, p. 7). Yet, the New York Times is a unique brand—and, in fact, the Times has 

announced plans to resurrect an experimental pay wall beginning in January 2011 which will 

offer limited free content but with most subsequent access available only to online subscribers 

(Perez-Peña, 2010). 

 A number of economic factors are at play at the intersection between old and new media. 

As Jarvis noted, barriers to entry have fallen away (2009) as digital technology has cheapened 

and democratized the tools of production (Anderson, 2004). The commensurate surplus of 

information has pushed the supply curve far to the right, lowering the price (Hoskins, McFadyen 

& Finn, 2004). Media users, having become accustomed to accessing information online at a 

price of free, now venture online with the perception of ―news‖ as an inferior good - available in 

quantity on demand, and for free, to be embraced at times of economic challenge but abandoned 
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for normal goods when times are good (Chyi & Yang, 2009). A good metaphor for this concept 

is Chyi and Yang‘s (2009) ramen noodle concept: during periods of economic hardship, sales of 

ramen noodles (and commerce at low-cost retailers like Wal-Mart) increase; when personal 

economic conditions improve, so do sales of more expensive products. Ramen noodles do not 

change in value, but they are perceived as inferior goods, replaced in flush times with steak. The 

question becomes whether all online news is an inferior good, or whether some news holds 

superior value, worthy of ―investment‖ in some fashion from online users, either with real money 

(donations or subscriptions), attention or loyalty.  

 

Research Questions 

 Those voices calling for a new model for sustainable journalism are rising to cacophonic 

heights. A growing number of academics and practitioners are pleading for help from 

lawmakers, philanthropists and the consumers who read their product (Salmon, 2009; Swensen 

and Schmidt, 2009). Proposals include a foundation-supported pool from which to finance news 

(Salmon, 2009); reverting for-profit to nonprofit tax status for newspapers (McDermott, 2009); 

and a loosening of antitrust laws to encourage consolidation (Lunzer, 2009). These efforts, again, 

are evocative of the tendency to view ―free‖ online news as an inferior good, more desirable in 

tough economic times, in need of subsidies during times of surplus in the contemporary media 

environment. 

 The declining revenue for traditional news outlets and proliferation of nonprofit new 

media outlets—which are embracing a wide variety of potential revenue sources—has created an 

environment in which new nonprofits are increasingly in competition with ―old‖ traditional news 

outlets. This is especially intriguing given that many of the nonprofits (MinnPost, Voice of San 
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Diego, Texas Tribune) are staffed by former employees of the local legacy media. Given this 

environment: 

RQ: Financially, how do new, nonprofit online-only news outlets perform online compared to 

existing brands online? 

H1: Existing national news brands will substantially outperform online-only news brands in 

online traffic. 

H2: Existing news brands, online, will substantially outperform new online-only news brands in 

online traffic in market-by-market comparisons. 

 

Methods 

 This study employed two data sources by which to examine these new nonprofit news 

outlets: financial documents, including annual reports and financial statements and a review of 

existing interviews and articles about the financial resources of the sites. 

 

Results 

Even without pay walls, most newspapers across the country, both local and national 

publications, saw substantial year-to-year drops in online traffic, although this was due largely to 

the dramatic increase in news consumption in September and October, 2008, due to the 

economic collapse and the presidential election (Bailly, 2009) (see Table 1). Regardless, it is 

worth noting that not a single online-only news outlet appears on the list of top 25 news sites, by 

traffic. 

 In addition, in the year after the Christian Science Monitor evolved into a Web-only 

publication (March, 2009 to March, 2010), the Monitor enjoyed a 64% increase in monthly 
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visitors (from 3.2 millon to 5.3 million) and monthly page views are up 84% (from 7.8 million to 

14.5 million) (Strupp, 2010). H1, which predicted that existing national news brands would 

substantially outperform online-only news brands in online traffic, is supported. H2, which 

predicted that existing local news brands would substantially outperform online-only news 

brands in online traffic, is also supported (see Table 2). 

 

Table 1. 

Monthly web site traffic (unique visitors) October, 2009 and year-to-year change 

Rank News site Unique vis. Sessions p/person Y to Y Change 

1 New York Times 17,391,000 3.97 -15 % 

2 USA Today 9,715,000 3.77 -15 % 

3 Washington Post 8.870,000 3.35 -28 % 

4 Wall Street Journal 8,004,000 2.81 -10 % 

5 Los Angeles Times 7.661,000 2.93 -21 % 

6 Daily News (UK) 6,733,000 2.35 +44 % 

7 Boston Globe 4,760,000 4.05 -22 % 

8 Chicago Tribune 4,631,000 4.11 -7 % 

9 San Francisco Chronicle/SFGate 4,263,000 2.97 -8 % 

10 New York Post 4,222,000 3.32 -16 % 

11 Dallas Morning News 3,396,000 2.60 +11 % 

12 Politico 3,285,000 3.30 -28 % 

13 Tampa Tribune/TBO.com 3.272,000 1.71 +219 % 

14 Chicago Sun-Times 2,738,000 2.74 -31 % 

15 Newark Star-Ledger/NJ.com 2.478,000 3.44 +18 % 

16 Atlanta Journal-Constitution 2,457,000 5.70 -7 % 

17 Newsday 2,200,000 2.83 -25 % 

18 Milwaukee Journal Sentinel 2,136,000 2.97 +107 % 

19 Minneapolis Star Tribune 2,096,000 3.49 -16 % 

20 Denver Post 2,074,000 2.13 +120 % 

21 Philadelphia Inquirer 2,047,000 3.01 +19 % 

22 San Jose Mercury News 2,020,000 2.40 -7 % 

23 Houston Chronicle 1,909,000 3.97 -35 % 

24 Miami Herald 1,907,000 2.61 +4 % 

25 Washington Times 1,846,000 2.43 -10 % 
 

Sources: Editor and Publisher 
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Table 2 

Head-to-head comparison of unique visitors between traditional newspaper sites and new 

nonprofit sites within media markets 
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Sources: Alexa and Comscore  

 

Comparing Revenue Sources 

 The research question is more difficult to answer. Foundation support seems to be the 

most promising avenue for enduring sustainability…with the caveat that this is true only as long 

as the foundation support remains. To illustrate the disparity between foundation support and 

other revenue sources, consider the secondary source for these outlets, be it memberships, shares 

or advertising. Which of these secondary revenue sources is preeminent depends on the news 

outlet. The Christian Science Monitor for example, a century-old Pulitzer-prize-winning brand, 

earned $490,000 online advertising in the year since abandoning print publication, much more 

than any new nonprofits earned from advertising (Strupp, 2010) and yet even that fell well short 

of the Monitor’s projected $870,000 annual ad revenue. By comparison, the Church of Christ, 
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Scientist subsidized the Monitor to the tune of $12.6 million—25 times ad revenue (Barnett, 

2010). For Tyee, the largest revenue source is selling shares in the company—two-thirds are held 

by the British Columbia Federation of Labor ($300,000 per year) and one-third by investor Eric 

Peterson ($150,000 per year). These recurring equity shares essentially amount to philanthropy. 

Tyee‘s subsequent revenue sources, in order, are: Advertising, $75,000; grants, $50,000; reader 

donations $25,000. Again, philanthropy and grants are more than seven times ad revenue 

(Andersen, 2010). MinnPost now enjoys significant advertising income; about $300,000 per 

year, largely thanks to its aggressive and unique real-time ads, which will be discussed in more 

detail later in this study. MinnPost also earns about $100,000 in membership contributions 

(2,000 members, range $5 to $20,000, $50 per-person average). But without $455,000 in grants 

from the Knight Foundation since 2007, MinnPost still couldn‘t afford to operate (Turner, 2010). 

 

Foundation Supported 

ProPublica is unique in that its entire financial structure depends on just such renewable 

philanthropy from the Sandler Family Supporting Foundation, established by savings and loan 

founder Herb Sandler with a donation of 17,422,751 shares of stock in his company, Golden 

West Financial. At the time the foundation was established, in 2006, the stock was worth $1.3 

billion (Longobardi, 2008) and at the end of fiscal year 2007, $1,494,865,118 (NACCHO, 2007). 

While Herb and Marion Sandler lost a significant share of their personal wealth in the stock 

market decline in 2008 and 2009, they stated that the foundation was supported mostly by cash, 

and so was largely exempt from market declines (Longobardi, 2008). Paul Steiger was the 

managing editor of the Wall Street Journal and now serves as editor-in-chief of ProPublica. He 

shared his perspective on foundation-supported nonprofit news in an interview on National 
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Public Radio as part of a series about the future of news. In his previous job at the Journal, ―My 

role was not to generate the advertising revenue or to figure out how much to charge for the 

paper, or any of that stuff,‖ Steiger said. ―But you certainly had to think about that, particularly 

in the last five years, as the walls…kept squeezing in tighter and tighter.‖ Now, at ProPublica, 

Steiger says ―I don‘t even have to think about revenue, I don‘t have to think about circulation. I 

don‘t have to think about advertising‖ (Folkenflik, 2009). ProPublica‘s budget for FY 2009 is, 

again, $10 million (Mutter, 2009). The Texas Tribune, which launched in November, 2009, has 

also received funding from the Sandler Foundation (Lush, 2009). 

By contrast, most funding from the two most prolific foundations funding journalism – 

Carnegie and Knight – lasts for two or three years and requires a reapplication for renewal. The 

John S. and James L. Knight Foundation has given more than $400 million in philanthropy since 

1950 but has dramatically increased support for new media since 2004 (Knight, 2007). Of the 

$50,855,690 awarded in 83 grants in 2007 by the Knight Foundation, 27 grants and half the 

money ($26,826,300) went to support innovations in electronic and new media ($14,408,300) 

and the Knight News Challenge ($12,318,000), which rewards news experimentation.  The 

Carnegie Foundation of New York began looking at new media in 2001 (Carnegie, 2007). 

Foundation president Vartan Gregorian started talking with journalism school deans in 2003 

about new models for news gathering and dissemination, then worked with Alberto Ibarguen, 

president of the Knight Foundation, to found the Carnegie-Knight Initiative on Future of 

Journalism in 2005. The Carnegie-Knight Initiative funded News 21, a collaborative online news 

service which runs contributions from students at 12 university journalism programs.
4
 Just last 

                                                           
4
 News 21 is staffed by students from 8 incubator universities, including Arizona State, UC Berkeley, Columbia, 

Maryland, North Carolina, Northwestern, Southern California and Syracuse; and from 4 associate schools, including 

Harvard, Missouri, Nebraska and Texas at Austin. 
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year, Carnegie gave $5.5 million to 13 schools, either to create or expand the journalism 

curriculum. News 21 is the most notable example but the Carnegie-sponsored Reporting Texas at 

the University of Texas at Austin is similar. Both provide student-generated content, presented 

online for use by other news outlets, and supported entirely by philanthropy, not by advertising. 

A number of startups began with funding from the Carnegie and Knight foundations. The 

Knight foundation, in December 2008, gave a total of $390,000 to the Beacon, MinnPost, the 

Voice of San Diego and the ChiTownDailyNews (Knight, 2008) in addition to supporting the 

Initiative on the Future of Journalism. The University of Texas at Austin just won a three-year 

renewal from the Carnegie Foundation to continue revising the curriculum to embrace innovation 

(Carnegie, 2009). On the other hand, MinnPost founder Joel Kramer hopes and expects to be 

operating in the black, without foundation support, by 2012 – largely on the strength of 

advertising (Kramer, 2009b). 

 

Advertising Supported 

Bill Mitchell at the Poynter Institute writes, ―If you‘re interested in saving local news, a 

good placed to start is by saving local advertising‖ (Mitchell, 2009). Advertising, of course, has 

been the economic foundation of American journalism since its inception (Emery, et al., 2000). 

 Advertising models are abundant in the nonprofit arena, although editors report operating 

on bare-bones budgets, living with $300,000 or less in foundation and advertising revenue in 

situations in which $1 million would be a more appropriate annual budget (Mutter, 2009). Over 

the four years of experimentation, none of the 10 sites examined here has yet earned enough 

from advertising or other revenue streams to eliminate the need for philanthropy (Mutter, 2009). 

Advertising wears several different masks in the new online-only journalism world. Two of the 
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former print newspapers of interest here (Seattle Post-Intelligencer and Ann Arbor News) 

continue to follow the advertising-dominant model of traditional American journalism, raising 

virtually all of their revenue through ads. The Christian Science Monitor is a notable exception, 

marrying $490,000 in ad revenue with $12.6 million in patron support from the church. The St. 

Louis Beacon does not use Google ads, but does host a feature called ―Flyerboard‖ on which 

local business interests can post messages relevant to locals. 

The most novel, and perhaps most promising of new revenue models, may be taking 

shape at MinnPost.com. Minnpost editor Joel Kramer has aggressively researched Web attention 

and revenue and uses Google Analytics to guide the structure of his site. ―Even for our serious 

audience, we‘ve learned that $600 spent on one long story produces a lot less traffic than $600 

spent generating six to 12 shorter items‖ (Kramer, 2009). ―We still do longer stories every day, 

including many that combine in-depth reporting and analysis with personal voice.‖ Kramer has 

also learned from Web entities that enjoyed recent growth, like RSS feeds and Twitter. What 

evolved is Real Time ads, which incorporate behavioral characteristics from users to personalize 

advertising. Real Time ads analyzes Tweets, blog and browsing behavior, identifies appropriate 

ads for a customer based on that behavior, and cycles through the appropriate ads, up to 32 

different ads. As readers navigate around within MinnPost, the ads will automatically rotate, 

increasing the likelihood that a visitor will be exposed to all 32 ads tailored to their behavior 

(Kaplan, 2009). Ads can sell for as little as $15 per CPM, costing advertisers as little as $100 per 

week.
5
 With some $300,000 in online ad income, this model clearly has promise. 

                                                           
5
 CPM represents “cost per thousand,” a well-established rubric by which to measure the cost and value of mass 

media ads. A typical display ad in a metro daily newspaper might cost around $30 CPM, at an actual cost to the 

advertiser of about $7,000 each time the ad runs. While MinnPost reaches far fewer people than the Minneapolis 

Star Tribune, advertisers may pay as little as $100 per week to get an ad in the rotation. 
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User Supported 

Of the new nonprofit news outlets of interest here, only ProPublica eschews some form 

of ―membership‖ or philanthropic appeal to users. MinnPost encourages members to donate from 

$10 for students up to $5,000 for ―media moguls.‖ To date, 1,500 member-donors have 

contributed to the site, although Kramer does not share how much money has been donated from 

readers. In all, five families and five foundations contributed to MinnPost, which, along with 

advertising and memberships, seems to have cast the widest net in diversifying revenue 

(MinnPost, 2009a). 

Global Post specializes in international reporting, filling what its founders called a ―void‖ 

left by budget cutbacks at traditional outlets (Massing, 2009). The outlet, which launched in 

January 2009, takes a unique and promising approach to user-supported revenue. Global Post 

sells articles directly to ―subscribing‖ newspapers through syndication, including the Pittsburgh 

Post-Gazette and Newark Star Ledger. Two variables make this relationship potentially more 

sustainable than traditional international reporting by staff reporters: 1) GlobalPost operates as a 

news service, essentially ―selling‖ stories through subscriptions to more than one publication, 

saving each traditional subscriber newspaper substantially from what it would cost for each to 

hire a full-time reporter abroad, and; 2) Global Post doesn‘t pay very well -- $1,000 a month per 

reporter, each of whom is expected to provide four articles a month (Massing, 2009). GlobalPost 

also runs ads and promotes memberships, in addition to its unique syndication model. 

Cheap labor is a staple of several of the new initiatives. The SeattlePostGlobe went live 

in April 2009, paid for with a combination of user contributions and advertising, but fueled with 

irony. The employees who founded the paper had been laid off one month before from the 

Seattle Post-Intelligencer, when the PI became online-only (Tartakoff, 2009). The founders of 
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SeattlePostGlobe have worked mostly without pay since the founding, producing the work as 

volunteers (PostGlobe, 2010). Readers were ―encouraged‖ to donate $240 a year to support the 

site, the price of a yearly subscription to the Post Intelligencer. Since then, the PostGlobe has 

begun to share content with and from another Seattle-area nonprofit, InvestigateWest.org, also 

founded by former PI journalists (PostGlobe, 2009). Investigate West asks readers to become 

―charter members‖ at rates ranging from $60 (member) to $5,000 (muckraker club). While all 

online content is free at both sites, Investigate West provides members with ―quarterly updates, 

an invitation to participate in a monthly conference call with InvestigateWest journalists, and 

inclusion in password-protected members discussion forum‖ which discusses topical issues 

(InvestigateWest, 2009). 

 The St. Louis Beacon also provides membership incentives, although, again, all reporting 

is available free online to everyone. The Beacon does not use advertising or subscriptions - it 

lives off of reader donations and a Knight Foundation News Challenge grant, $90,000 for two 

years. The donations page evokes a public broadcasting pledge drive, offering ―gifts‖ for 

different levels of support (i.e., a tumbler, VIP receptions, guided tours, lunch with the editor, 

etc.). In fact, the Beacon has partnered with KETC, the St. Louis public TV station, which also 

houses Beacon offices (Sefton, 2009). 

 

Crowd Funded 

 Spot.us is both more monastic and purely democratic than all the other nonprofit models. 

Like most, it was founded with foundation support – a $340,000 Knight News Challenge grant, 

awarded in the spring of 2008 (Cohn, 2008). Spot.us also gestated from the opportunity 

presented by the digital revolution, which eliminated the barriers to access and democratized the 
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tools of production (Jarvis, 2009; Anderson, 2004). Spot.us is entirely user-funded, accepting 

neither additional foundation support nor advertising. It began in the San Francisco Bay Area in 

2008 and expanded to Southern California in the fall of 2009. Spot.us uses direct funding by 

which story ideas are posted online (many of which derive from readers) along with an estimate 

of what it will cost to report that story. Once the funding is raised, reporting begins and the 

completed article is then published online. Funding appeals are bluntly direct, openly embracing 

transparency.  

 

Discussion 

 Nonprofits are gaining legitimacy. The Associated Press announced plans in 2009 to 

distribute news from four nonprofit sources; the Center for Investigative Reporting, the Center 

for Public Integrity, the Investigative Reporting Workshop, and ProPublica (Knight, 2009). 

ProPublica worked with the New York Times Magazine to co-produce an investigation into the 

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina at a New Orleans hospital. The article involved months of 

reporting at an estimated cost of $400,000 and ran in both ProPublica and the Magazine.  

Freelance reporter Lindsay Hoshaw was able to write an investigative article on ocean pollution 

thanks to funding from Spot.us. On November 10, 2009, the article ran in the New York Times. 

One criticism of direct-funded reporting, like that of Spot.us, is the potential for news to 

become a popularity contest. Do celebrity gossip stories generate more interest and funding than 

public affairs investigations? Spot.us, to date, has focused only on issue reporting, with a 

pronounced emphasis on environmental impact stories, but those stories may attract readers of 

one political persuasion, which then tilt future funding toward those types of stories. At the same 

time, it is hard to argue against the democratic nature of crowd-funded news, and as the founder, 
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David Cohn, envisions it, Spot.us also presents journalists with the opportunity to tailor their 

careers into the kind of reporting they‘ve always wanted to do. 

 The editors of the nonprofit agencies profiled here often share similarities of opinion 

about the societal role of journalism, even as they vary widely on how to practice it. MinnPost 

founder Joel Kramer said, ―We believe that serious journalism is a community asset, not just a 

consumer good, which is why we‘re nonprofit. But we are focused on breaking even by 2011, or 

at the latest 2012, without relying on foundation support to keep the lights on‖ (Kramer, 2009a). 

It may be telling that he cites community asset before consumer good. From an economic 

perspective, believing a product or service is valuable does not make it so, although Kramer 

seems to most ambitious of all the nonprofit editors to become self-sustaining outside of 

foundation support. 

In the face of the disparities between the new startups and existing online entities—for 

example, comparing the Seattle PostGlobe with the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, or MinnPost with 

CSMonitor.com—it becomes apparent that it has, thus far, been impossible even for established 

brands to raise enough revenue online to sustain their previous levels of service. Recall that the 

century old Christian Science Monitor still depends on the same amount of patronage as does 

ProPublica. This while the PostGlobe operates with volunteer staff and, when it does pay, doles 

out only a minimal salary to reporters. It seems out of the question that these startups will find a 

way to viability, even with an agnostic approach to revenue streams like that of MinnPost 

founder Kramer. 

 

Skepticism about Foundations 
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And frankly, foundation support begs for a stalwart cornerstone of investigation 

journalism: Following the money. The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation has been a health care 

reform advocate since 1993, but on June 1, 2009, the Foundation launched its own Kaiser Health 

News, a news service which serves as a ―new source of in-depth reporting on major health 

issues‖ online and directly distributed to news outlets (Singh, 2009). ―KHN‖ has already 

partnered with the Washington Post, the Philadelphia Inquirer, NRP News and the New 

Republic. Two KHN journalists, including executive editor Peggy Girshman, came from NPR. 

But will KHN offer objective or advocacy journalism? 

Legendary Washington Post editor Len Downie, together with journalism scholar 

Michael Schudson, authored a report calling for a federal fund to support local journalism 

(Downie & Schudson, 2009). Critics were quick to point out the obvious potential for conflicts 

of interest between reporters covering the elected officials who fund their work (Rieder, 2009). 

 ProPublica launched in January, 2008 to provide investigative journalism ―in the public 

interest,‖ supported entirely by a recurring $10 million annual grant primarily from the Sandler 

Family Supporting Foundation (ProPublica, 2008). Herbert Sandler is co-founder of Golden 

West Financial Corporation, an investment arm that grew out of his savings and loan holdings. 

He is also the chairman of ProPublica, and has given millions of dollars to left-leaning causes 

and to Democratic party candidates in recent years (Shafer, 2007). Sandler donated $2.5 million 

to MoveOn.org‘s voter fund. The voter fund is the nonpartisan arm of MoveOn.org, which began 

as an ideological organization to oppose the impeachment of President Bill Clinton in 1998. The 

voter fund also provides MoveOn with an avenue for unlimited donations (York, 2005, p. 35). 

Sandler also funded the establishment of the Center for American Progress in 2003, a liberal 

think tank created by Clinton administration alumnus John Podesta. Propublica promises 
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―journalism that shines a light on exploitation of the weak by the strong and on the failures of 

those with power to vindicate the trust placed in them.‖ Again, can ProPublica reporters and 

editors conduct their work free from consideration of their funding source in selecting and 

reporting stories? It is an important question. 

 The same concerns have long surrounded the Church of Christ, Scientist‘s support for the 

Christian Science Monitor, although the paper maintains its mission is not to proselytize on this 

or any faith (Barnett, 2010; Monitor, 2010). Monitor editors insist they retain editorial 

independence from the church and that the only stipulation from owners is founder Mary Baker 

Eddy‘s insistence, in 1908, that the paper feature a daily story on religion (Barnett, 2010). 

Eddy‘s request is still honored today. 

 MinnPost founder Joel Kramer actually ran for lieutenant governor as a Democrat
6
 in 

2002, alongside Becky Lourey. Lourey served in Minnesota‘s state house and senate for 12 years 

as an advocate for health care reform and against the war in Iraq after her soldier son was killed 

there in 2005 (Dizikes, 2009). No questions have been raised about the integrity of the coverage 

on ProPublica or MinnPost, and certainly shareholders‘ interests may differ from those of the 

journalists who work for them in corporate media outlets like those of Post/Newsweek or 

Time/Warner. But a critical article in Slate reasonably asks ―What do the Sandlers want for their 

millions?‖ (Shafer, 2007). 

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 Minnesota’s local Democratic party for state offices is the Democrat-Farmer-Labor Party, which grew out of a 

1944 merger of the state’s Democratic and Farmer-Labor parties. 
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Audience potential 

 There is evidence that aging Americans, especially Baby Boomers, are still an active, 

viable market (Downey, 2006) and that Boomers are not as brand loyal as once thought. Market 

research shows that two-thirds of women report being open to new brands, regardless of their age 

(Dee, 2002) and the same proportion of Americans age 50 and above report a willingness to 

sample new brands (Lee, 2005). But a review of Table 2 suggests old habits die hard, even online. 

 Ironically, one of the pioneer news Web sites, Chitowndailynews.com, recently 

abandoned its nonprofit model this year in favor of a for-profit investor model (Dougherty, 

2009). The founder, Geoff Dougherty, was unable to find a philanthropic funding source to 

provide the $300,000 necessary to balance the budget for another year (Mutter, 2009). Five 

reporters lost their jobs and Dougherty announced he was abandoning nonprofit and pursuing a 

for profit model supported for the moment, by new venture capital. It is just the latest indication 

that ideological certainty may be giving way to financial reality. When the Kaiser Family 

Foundation first considered establishing its own health advocacy news service, a Kaiser 

foundation executive ran the idea by Bill Kovach, founding director of the Committee of 

Concerned Journalists and former curator of the Nieman Foundation for Journalism at Harvard 

University. Kovach responded: ―Five years I would have told you to go to hell and shown you 

the door‖ (Guesenberg, 2008). 

 But that was five years ago. 
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