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What

Why

Who

Where

The 
Membership 

Puzzle Project

A research project at NYU in collaboration 
with De Correspondent

To develop new knowledge in the struggle 
for a sustainable public service press

Jay Rosen — Director
Emily Goligoski & research team
in collaboration with De Correspondent

MembershipPuzzle.org
@MembershipPzzle

http://MembershipPuzzle.org


Human-
centered 
design



• 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



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

What might we learn from looking at other contexts and 
industries (i.e., religious faiths, fitness/wellness) that can 
benefit media?

Speak with 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

Member interviews

News site interviews

“Analogous spaces” 
research





Supporters are dissatisfied with mainstream news. Supporters 
want a user experience that treats them like adults.

They seek out particular sites for:
• Coverage they can’t find elsewhere;
• A break from other sites/stations’ drama, banter, & sound bites;
• Work that goes deeper and with more integrity.  

Supporter Research Insights



Member needs

• Shared duty



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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Supporters want to take part in coverage by contributing what 
they know (personal experience and professional expertise). 

They also want to know how editorial decisions are made and 
what goes into your reporting, including partnerships.

Research Insights
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Illustrations by Leon Postma, De Correspondent



Research Insights from Analogous Organizations

People want flexible membership 
structures that suit their needs & 
constraints 

Foster belonging, not exclusivity

Team “tryouts” over free trials



Member needs

• Shared duty

• Unique contribution of 
my knowledge

• To see behind the scenes

• Thought exchange

• Personalized participation

• Emotional connection!



 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





Things 
I don’t get
value from

   A sense of  
        exclusivity  

         (i.e., gated access)

         Opportunities for 
physical branded 

goods



Main needs that 
we’re hearing from news sites



Membership programs are in a state of rapid evolution with 
some particularly robust approaches emerging.

Historically newsrooms have lacked incentive structures and 
useful systems for journalists to be in efficient touch with their 
audience members for the benefit of their journalism and for 
their organizations’ financial sustainability. That’s changing.

Research Insights
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Publisher needs

• High production value

• Member-concerned leadership

• Organizational incentive to care

• Professional community

• Confidence

• Revenue sustainability

• Systems & technology



Simple software for community relationship management

More open, non-proprietary projects (not just “collaboration”)

Public education into how the business of news is done & 
meaningful ways to contribute to an organization’s journalism

Outstanding needs





@MembershipPzzle
@Emgollie


