CONFERENCE CALL

Dan- In These Times 

Maya- Truthout 

Jessica- Ms. Magazine

Susan- IPS

Erin and Tracy, The Media Consrotium

Mike- Uptake

Presentation and conversation with David Cohn, founder of Spot.us
How Spot.us works: News organizations and freelance reporters put up pitches about reporting projects they want to fund. Funding can be distributed between the cost of hiring reporter and of project itself. Spot.us is two years old and has funded 110 reporting projects at an average of $1,000 each. The organization started in San Fran, but now raises money for stories all over the country, including: California, Champaign, IL, Wisconsin, Pennsylvania, two or three in Texas. Spot.us partners with traditional news organization and non-traditional news organizations and focuses primarily on local/regional stories. If the story also is of national interest, fantastic, but there isn’t funding solely for national/international stories. For example: a story about healthcare that focuses in on how women in Illinois are impacted by health care reform is a good pitch. A broad story about the national impact of health care reform is not as good a fit.
 
Spot.us has partnered with over 70 traditional news organizations from Oakland Tribune and New York Times to non traditional news organizations like San Francisco Public Press and Texas Observer.
            -Worked with TMC member Mother Jones and raised $1,500 to send a reporter to Haiti.
            -Uptake/Minn post- made $2,000 to fund coverage of the MN gubernatorial race by having people take surveys, which created extra revenue.
 
Where does the money come from?
Spot.us is a platform that news organizations can use to fundraise to their communities. There are three ways to fund a story: 1.) solicit donations from members of Spot.us' community. 2.) Solicit donations from your community. 3.) Encourage your audience to take surveys to help fund pitches. Community-focused sponsorships are Spot.us’ version of advertising. Sponsor organizations pay for surveys on Spot.us’ site and the funds from those surveys are redistributed to the stories chosen by the survey-takers. The surveys are an option for people to donate time to raise funds for the project of their choice. Users can also donate out of pocket.
 
Test it for yourselves:
1. Try taking a survey at Spot.us and donate your funds to a pitch.
2. Create pitch on Spot.us and get 50 community members to take survey to see how it works.
Top Opportunities/Findings:
1.) You can start crowdfunding today. There is potential for individual organizations to fundraise around a specific story with their community, and many orgs on the call do not do so currently. Spot.us creates a long-term engagement ladder for media orgs. Survey takers will be more likely to take extra time and do something on behalf of the story they’ve funded, and then they’re in your gravitational pull. If you can’t get 50 people to take survey, then you’re going to have trouble in your own fundraising at the end of the year. You can also poll your audience to find out what kinds of stories they’d like to help fund.
 
2.) Crowdfunding collaborations can be very successful. Tackling a topic with a lot of small organizations working together creates momentum and allows it to all happen above the table- it’s all a transparent “collaboration engine.” Example: A group of 6-7 organizations covered trial of Oscar Grant in LA.
 
3.) API: Spot.us is working to build a crowdfunding API with PRX. It’s in the beginning stages, but once they have a fully functional API, other organizations can use Spot.us to fundraise on their own site. If there’s a local pitch, Spot.us can put it on their site. If it’s national, Spot.us will sponsor it/take care of technical help, but not include it on the Spot.us site.
 
4.) There are big opportunities to crowdfund on a national scale. National topics resonate a little more than local topics do. E.g.: Spot.us funded a story about road repair in Texas and raised about $500. This story was targeted at a small community who could potentially care and might not really care. With the topic of healthcare-more people will care about it and more intensely.
 
5.) Pick your projects wisely—and plan for sustained campaign to help fund them. The story should be a topic you’re going to cover anyway. The Uptake was already going to cover the MN Governor’s race with or without Spot.us. Announce the pitch when the story makes sense/is relevant, when people are going to take action. Mike of the Uptake says it wasn’t as successful because they were not actively using tools that are supplied to tell people what they were doing and build sustained support. For the future, the Uptake plans to assign someone to put together a short daily message that updates people on what we’re doing and what’s going on. Focus more on fundraising as opposed just to news and story development.      
 
Follow up thoughts/questions:
How long should you fundraise for a story? And what should the budget for that story be?
 
Are there opportunities to think about crowd fundraising to make it sustainable over a long period of time? What are the resources needed to go in, what do you get out of it as an experiment to do on your own. How can this be integrated in your revenue stream?
2. Homework! Pages 3-43 of Seeking Sustainability: A Nonprofit News Roundtable. (Download a copy here.) Please pay particular attention to pages 18-20 for revenue-generating ideas, pages 25-26 for audience engagement strategies, pages 30-32 for tech and business models, and the entire conclusion for future needs/unresolved questions.


We included this report in the lab readings because it offers a very interesting, complimentary perspective to the work lab participants are doing. The organizations that participated in the roundtable are all exploring ways to retool their work to be entrepreneurial--which means that they are working to be extremely adaptable to new tech and funding opportunities, and they’re working on smart partnerships to leverage their content and find new ways to monetize it.

Experiment Ideas:

1.) Develop infrastructure/framework for a membership model—a tool that could handle lists, signup, and donations.
2.) More help with technology collaborations would be helpful. Call participants were very responsive to the idea of a programmer database.

Top Considerations

--Be strategic with benefits if you’re pursuing a membership model. Using a membership model doesn’t mean that you have to abandon freedom of information on your site. As the Texas Tribune noted in a conversation with TMC staff, membership needs to be about community and grant a feeling of exclusivity and access for those who are really contributing. Contributors could get behind the scene access (i.e. the story behind the story), receives a newsletter, or there could be events where contributors have a cocktail hour with the founder of organization.
--Membership offers a way to share your impact—to follow up with your audience and say “this is what happened because of this story.” Doesn’t need to be part of fundraising campaign, but a monthly email update could go a long way to build community and increase overall investment.

--Who would you sell your content to? Think about potential partners and have a rate card ready. Truthout customizes stories for potential republishers.
--How can you engage your community in choosing/funding stories without losing journalistic integrity? Call participants responded to the following quote from page 7 of the report: “Organization representatives and funders discussed the danger of focusing too myopically on a traditional “journalistic mission,” which could inhibit or prevent innovation, flexibility, and adaptability by encouraging new organizations to invest most of their resources in fairly conventional approaches to their work.” Maya noted that there is a balance that needs to be struck between chasing pageviews and covering the stories that are important to cover. 

Maya’s comment: “I didn’t exactly agree that old journalism is dead and the community model is completely sound; that the idea of a journalistic standard is obsolete. This came back later in reading when it was discussing of prioritize stories in term of engaging your community; that creating more traffic is preferable over picking stories that would be good to cover as a responsible journalist. We cover stories that don’t generate a lot of reader discussion or attention, but feel that they are important to cover.”
Dan (In These Times): How have you been cultivating story ideas from your audience?

Tracy (TMC): This is something that’s been a conversation in the Community and Journalism Lab. TMC has more resources on this. Partnership between APM and PRX- Track many people to find trends. The experiment that’s coming out of this is creating a database with people from all over the country- individuals can give their perspective on story ideas.

