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A research project at NYU in collaboration 
with De Correspondent

To develop new knowledge in the struggle 
for a sustainable public service press
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• Subscribers pay their money and get access to a product 

• Members join the cause and participate because they believe in it 

• At the heart of the membership puzzle is the contract between the 
site and its members. What do you give? What do you get?

Founding insight



Human-
centered 
design



Talk to news site staff who work closely with members and 
other readers, viewers, and listeners to understand promoted 
practices

Interviewing supporters of news sites around the world to 
understand their motivations, news needs, and what they 
expect of the social contract with sites they contribute to

Looking at other contexts and industries (i.e., religious 
congregations and environmental co-ops) that can benefit 
news sites

Member interviews

News & media  
staff interviews

“Analogous spaces” 
research







Lessons from analogous spaces

Membership is a way to restore what’s broken 

There is deep value in learning what members value 

Learn their limitations, habits & strongest levers 

Scale: not expanding beyond the ability to serve members 
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STOP WHAT YOU’RE DOING
A member manifesto



• Coverage they can’t find elsewhere

• A break from others’ drama, banter & sound bites

• A user experience that makes good use of their attention

• Work that goes deeper and with more integrity

Supporters are dissatisfied with mainstream news

We hear that the people our sites serve want
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INVOLVE ME... 
LIKE YOU MEAN IT.

A member manifesto
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BE REAL WITH ME
A member manifesto
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From Our 
(GLWRUV·�,QER[HV
We love our writers and photographers, and 
we like to think our correspondence with 
them is more fun than most. Here are four 
excerpts from a few recent e-mails. 

“Cool if I spend $100-$150 on some  

cricket pasta? Seems like times are really 

tight in the bug industry, no one seems  

to be letting free product out their door!”  

—A. C. Shilton, writer

“I’ll definitely be able to get you those  

photos today. I got a little buzzed last  

night, what can I say?”  

—Rob O’Neal, photographer

 

“I broke my leg in a canyoneering  

accident on Saturday. The good news  

is that I did not get a bone infection  

from the river water, and I got to be  

hoisted out in a Black Hawk helicopter.”  

—Peter Frick-Wright, contributing editor

“Happy Birthday! How about some 

 schadenfreude as a present? Like a typo  

in the print edition of The New Yorker?”  

—Martin Fritz Huber, writer

Bookworm
Anyone who has walked past media editor Luke Whelan’s office has 
seen his war against hundreds of new books threatening to take over 
his space. “If I’m not diligent about going through all the review cop-
ies that publishers send us, I might get trapped underneath them,” 
he says. This month’s stack of 78 books almost matched Whelan’s 
height of six foot two. Want to hear about some of them? Join our 
book club at facebook.com/groups/OutsideBeyondBooks.

:KDW�:H·UH�
Watching
Tune in to Hearts and 

Hands on Outside 

TV on Mondays at 

10 P.M. Eastern for the 

inside scoop on some 

of the world’s most 

unique and danger-

ous jobs, including 

coast guard rescue 

swimmers, helicopter 

cowboys, storm  

chasers, and more.

“As a millennial with a college degree, 
no debt or dependents, more or less 
unlimited professional autonomy, 
DQG�D�SDVVSRUW��,�DP�D�FDVH�VWXG\�LQ�
what it means to be free.”
³$/,&(�*5(*25<��3$*(����

%\�WKH�1XPEHUV��2Q�WKH�&ORFN
Our full-time staff spent an estimated 1,653 hours—or 207 

work days—creating this issue, a figure that does not include 

the time put in by our freelance writers, photographers, and il-

lustrators. Here, we break it down by stage.

216
VL[�KXQGUHG�
DQG�VL[W\�ILYH

HOURS BRAINSTORMING AND PLANNING

���
HOURS WRITING AND EDITING

HOURS ART DIRECTING AND 
DESIGNING EDITORIAL PAGES

<

The Woodshed
In “This Man Flies His Own Flag” (January/February), Bears 

Ears National Monument was misidentified as being in Rob 

Bishop’s First Congressional District. It is located in John 

Curtis’s Third Congressional District. In the same issue, we 

failed to credit our cover photo, which was shot by Chloe 

Crespi. Outside regrets the errors.

Between the Lines       How We Work
03.18
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Litmus Test
With more than 

40 per cent of our 

web traffic coming 

from social media, 

no one at Outside 

is under more daily 

pressure than our 

audience develop-

ment team, Jennifer 

Earnest and Svati 

Narula. But while 

crafting tweets and 

dealing with online 

trolls is more art 

than science, there 

are some hard and 

fast rules. Want 

to know if a story 

will go viral? If it 

scores more than 

ten points on the 

quiz below, you may 

have a winner.

Instructions: 

Award or subtract 

points for each true 

statement about 

your story. 

-Headline mentions 

Patagonia: +8

-Story involves 

 science: -2

-Story involves 

dogs: +7

-Pivots to video: -1

-Has more than 

3,000 words: +5

-Features pic-

tures of overland 

 vehicles: +10

-Mentions Laird 

Hamilton: x2

0318_BTL_rlsd.indd   10 1/12/18   9:48 AM
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Between the Lines       How We Work



• Who they are, including what they’re currently working on

• How people can contribute to it

• Where they’re coming from

Supporters want staff and freelancers to show
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BE HUMBLE
A member manifesto



• Are quick to correct themselves when they're wrong

• Recognize that they don't have all the answers

• Ask for help from others who might be able to offer it

People behind the organization
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MAKE GOOD USE 
OF MY ATTENTION

A member manifesto



Listening to or reading your work is like listening 
to a good friend who really cares about the issues,  
has taken the time to understand the issue on a 
personal level, and wants to sit down and talk 
about why it matters. 
Preethi, Reveal member
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WORK ALWAYS AND ONLY 
IN THE PUBLIC INTEREST

A member manifesto



• Audience members have frequent feelings that something 
is broken. Membership is one path towards restoration.

• Keeping our processes closed mystifies people and 
frustrates them. We can do better. 

Working in the public interest



 Partnerships with  
like-minded 

organizations 

        Events/
opportunities 
to connect in 

person

         Advocacy 
  on my behalf

          A sense of 
uniqueness: 

something I can’t 
get anywhere else

           Being connected 
with other members 
or other like-minded 

people

         Opportunities for 
physical branded 

goods          Brand design/ 
         visual appeal

        Organizational 
authenticity    A sense of  

        exclusivity        Offering the world 
something that I 

think should exist

    Appropriate 
  price/financial 

  ask

Staff 
diversity

           Feeling that my 
concerns and needs 

are heard by the 
organization



A sense of affiliation or belonging

Ability to interact with reporters

Feeling that my concerns are heard by the organization

Offering the world something that I think should exist

Makes things easier and reduces effort 
(i.e., not having to work around paywall to view articles)

Exclusive or VIP access 
(i.e., members-only content and access to staff)

Advocacy on my behalf

Staff diversity

A sense of uniqueness/something I can’t get anywhere else

Being connected with other members or other like-minded people

Events/opportunities to connect in person and online

Interactions with like-minded organizations 
(i.e., member discounts at local businesses or partnerships with other organizations that share values)

Merchandise / physical branded goods

User experience, including ease of use and visual appeal

Appropriate price

Other factor(s) _________________

WHAT DO YOU VALUE IN YOUR MEMBERSHIP?

Please assign a 1 - 3 value according to how important these factors are in choosing 
the organizations and causes that you give your time, money, and/or ideas to:

1 = not important

3 = very important



THINGS I
CURRENTLY GET

VALUE FROM

OFFERING THE
WORLD SOMETHING

THAT I THINK
SHOULD EXIST

APPROPRIATE PRICE
FINANCIAL ASK

BRAND DESIGN
VISUAL APPEAL

TRANSPARENCY: 
In finances &  
in reporters

A SENSE OF 
UNIQUENESS: 

Something I can’t 
get anywhere else



Things 
I don’t get
value from

   A sense of  
        exclusivity  

         (i.e., gated access)

         Opportunities for 
physical branded 

goods





Insights from Membership Puzzle Project

There are real differences between communities & paid clubs 

Increased transparency helps earn trust 

Contributors can offer their knowledge, not just their cash 

Conduct audience research to know which perks matter 



@MembershipPzzle
@Emgollie


